
		
			
				
					[image: 9781460396636.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				New York Times
					bestselling author Brenda Novak welcomes you to Silver Springs, a picturesque
					small town in Southern California where even the hardest hearts can learn to
					love again...

				Struggling to make ends meet after a messy divorce, Sadie
					Harris is at the end of her tether. Her waitressing gig isn’t enough to pay the
					bills let alone secure primary custody of her son, Jayden, a battle she refuses
					to lose. Desperate, she accepts a position assisting Dawson Reed—the same Dawson
					Reed who recently stood trial for the murder of his adoptive parents. Joining
					him at his isolated farm seems risky, but Sadie is out of options.

				Dawson has given small town Silver Springs plenty of reasons
					to be wary, but he’s innocent of the charges against him. He wants to leave his
					painful past behind and fix up the family farm so he can finally bring his
					dependent sister home where she belongs.

				As Sadie and Dawson’s professional relationship grows into
					something undeniably personal, Sadie realizes there’s more to Dawson than the
					bad boy everyone else sees—he has a good heart, one that might even be worth
					fighting for.

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for the novels of New York Times bestselling author Brenda Novak

				“Brenda Novak is always a joy to read.” 

				—Debbie Macomber, #1 New York Times bestselling author

				“Brenda Novak doesn’t just write fabulous stories, she writes keepers.” 

				—Susan Mallery, #1 New York Times bestselling author

				“The author deftly integrates topics such as coming to terms with one’s past and the importance of forgiveness into another beautifully crafted, exceptionally poignant love story.” 

				—Library Journal on Discovering You

				“This Heart of Mine had such beautiful details that it captured my full attention—and had me sniffling and smiling while waiting to board my plane.” 

				—First for Women

				“Another engrossing addition to Novak’s addictive series.”

				—Library Journal on This Heart of Mine (starred review)

				“With great sensitivity and an exquisite flair for characterization, Novak explores the ideas of redemption, forgiveness, and the healing power of love. This Heart of Mine is a potently emotional, powerfully life-affirming contemporary romance.” 

				—Booklist (starred review)

				Booklist voted This Heart of Mine one of their Top 10 Romances in 2015.
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				Dear Reader,

				I am so excited to introduce you to my brand-new series!
					Silver Springs is a fictional town of five thousand people modeled a little
					after the real town of Ojai, California, population 7,500. Like Ojai, it boasts
					some lovely Spanish colonial revival architecture and is nestled in a
					picturesque valley about ninety minutes northwest of Los Angeles. In order to
					keep the town unique, chain stores aren’t allowed. Instead, local business
					development is encouraged, and the whole area has an artsy, almost
					spiritualistic vibe. At the edge of Silver Springs, you’ll find a boys ranch
					called New Horizons, where a caring woman named Aiyana Turner takes in troubled
					boys and turns them into admirable men.

				The idea for this book struck me after watching a true-crime
					show where the son of an older couple came home one night to the farmhouse where
					he lived with his parents to find them murdered—and wound up getting blamed for
					their deaths. Several years later, the police were able to prove he hadn’t
					killed them, but I could only imagine how having something like that happen
					would change someone’s life. And since I was planning to write about men who’d
					once attended the same boarding school—some due to difficult backgrounds where
					they were orphaned or abandoned—I thought this idea would be really intriguing
					to explore, especially because the police would likely be even more suspicious
					of an adopted son with a reputation for causing trouble. Once the idea was born,
					my hero, Dawson Reed, stepped out of my imagination and onto the page, and, as
					you will soon see, he is not the kind of person most people think he is. I love
					to write stories like this one, where the characters overcome incredible odds
					and wind up proving—to themselves and everyone else—that they are far more than
					anyone expected. Here’s hoping you enjoy your visit to Silver Springs.

				I love to hear from my readers. Feel free to interact with me
					on Facebook at Facebook.com/BrendaNovakAuthor, or sign up
					for my monthly newsletter at brendanovak.com/newsletter-sign-up. I’d love to be able to
					stay in touch with you.

				Happy reading!

				Brenda Novak

			

		

	
		
			
				To Brenda Novak’s Online Book Group, because they constantly remind me of the value and power of story.
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				1

				The century-old farmhouse looked haunted...

				Sadie Harris wasn’t particularly superstitious, but knowing two people had been murdered in an upstairs bedroom of this isolated white clapboard home didn’t make her eager to work here. She parked outside the gate and sat in her car, engine off, angling her head to see through the passenger window.

				Dawson Reed, who’d placed the newspaper ad she’d responded to, was out of jail, all right. A pickup truck that didn’t appear to be in much better shape than the rattletrap Chevy El Camino her mother’s brother left her when he died three months ago sat in the drive. Not only that, the 2x4s that’d blocked the doors and windows of the house for the past twelve months had been pried away, some of the weeds had been trimmed in front and the mailbox had been straightened and reinforced. But Dawson hadn’t been home long enough to get around to everything that needed tending to. What with the vandalism that’d occurred in his absence and the deferred maintenance that went along with having a house sit empty for so long, he had his work cut out for him.

				She wondered what he had to be thinking, now that he’d returned to Silver Springs. After a year spent fighting for his freedom, he’d narrowly escaped a verdict that would’ve landed him on death row. But he couldn’t be too excited to rejoin this small community. Regardless of what the jury said, he was guilty in the minds of all those who lived around here.

				Sadie frowned as her eyes traced the graffiti that was still on the house. Someone had spray-painted the word murderer on the wood siding above the porch, in letters large enough to be read from the highway a quarter mile away. That Dawson hadn’t scrubbed it off first thing said something about him, didn’t it? But what? Was he too beleaguered after his long ordeal to care what folks thought? Too busy with items he felt should be handled first? Or was leaving it there his way of flipping off the many concerned citizens of Silver Springs?

				He could be taunting his detractors because he’d wound up inheriting the property despite what they thought...

				The alarm she’d set on her phone sounded, startling her so much she whacked her hand on the steering wheel. “Ow!” she complained as she grabbed her cell and turned off the noise. If she planned to be on time for this interview, she had only three minutes to walk the length of the dirt drive leading to the front door. And yet she wasn’t completely convinced she should keep the appointment, couldn’t even say what kind of job it would be. Although Dawson had advertised for a housekeeper/caregiver, he lived alone. Why couldn’t he take care of himself?

				Not many healthy adults had a housekeeper in Silver Springs. That sort of freaked her out right there, before she even got to the fact that it was dangerous to meet a man out here, alone, who might’ve hacked his adoptive parents to death with a hatchet.

				She shuddered at the bloody image that crept into her mind. The gruesome details of the Reed killings had been reported in the papers and on the evening news with great regularity. Any murder in these parts would be shocking. LA was only ninety minutes to the south. Such a crime wouldn’t be so unheard of there. But this was a peaceful artist and farming community with mission-style adobe buildings and beautiful murals. The worst thing that’d ever happened, before the Reed murders—at least in recent memory—was when the Mueller girl ran away and was kidnapped. Even that was twenty years ago, and she went to Hollywood, so she was kidnapped there.

				Pressing the button that would bring up her display, Sadie checked the time on her phone—the clock in the car was broken, along with everything else that didn’t directly contribute to the drivability of the vehicle. Two minutes. Dared she go? Or should she take off while she still could?

				Sly, her domineering, soon-to-be ex-husband, would warn her to keep her distance from Dawson. He’d already put in his two cents. They’d argued about it for over an hour last night. “You don’t want to work for that bastard. What kind of guy kills two old people in their sleep—the couple who took him in when no one else would? Fed him? Clothed him? Treated him as their biological child? They were so proud of him! And you wouldn’t believe what he did to those people. Talk about the ultimate betrayal.”

				When Sadie had pointed out that no one knew for sure whether Dawson had killed his adoptive parents, that there hadn’t been enough evidence for a conviction, he’d alluded to having some insider knowledge to suggest Dawson was as guilty as the infamous O.J. had been. “Trust me. You don’t know everything,” he’d said.

				He knew everything, though—always had. She was tired of that, tired of him. He’d been playing games with her since before the murders ever occurred, drawing out the divorce proceedings, hiding any extra income he earned working security at various functions so it wouldn’t be included in his child support calculation, threatening to fight her for custody of their five-year-old son if she didn’t accept the pittance he offered. Since she’d been the one to move out, he was living alone in a three-bedroom, while she and Jayden were squeezed into a tiny one-bedroom guesthouse. But having the better living situation wasn’t enough for him. He was trying to keep her destitute so she’d have to come back if she wanted to be able to feed and clothe their child—and eat herself.

				She let her gaze range over the farm and the fields that stretched on either side. The place didn’t look inviting. Several windows had been broken, an outbuilding had been burned and a pile of cast-off furniture and other rubbish from God knew where had been dumped in the yard. Even more notable, the closest neighbor had to be a mile away...

				He’s a nut job. That was what Sly had said just before he hung up. As a Silver Springs police officer, he spoke with more than a little arrogance and authority. But in recent years, he’d related so many stories that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up—stories about breaking up a high school drinking party but not reporting the kids so long as they gave up all their beer, or picking up a prostitute but not arresting her if she “baked the force some cookies.” Although Sadie had a feeling there was a lot more involved than cookies—she’d once heard Sly make a crude joke about it—he denied any wrongdoing when she questioned him. Said he was only kidding. But if he thought he could get away with using his badge to gain some advantage in a situation, even if it was just to scare people or make someone scramble out of the way, he’d do it. And, especially toward the end of their marriage, he’d started throwing his weight around with her, too. Although he’d never seriously hurt her, he’d come close.

				As far as she was concerned, he was a “nut job” himself. So why would she let him make her decision for her? She couldn’t trust him. At least, as far as trust went, Dawson was still a question mark.

				With only a minute left, she got out of the car. Dawson was offering full-time employment doing...something she hoped she was capable of, and he was promising to pay much more than she was making waiting tables at Lolita’s Country Kitchen. If she wanted to escape her ex-husband for good, this was her chance. It wasn’t as if she could get anything else, not with Sly using his influence to sabotage her in every way possible. No one dared get on his bad side—he’d make life too difficult—so whenever she applied for a job, she was told she didn’t qualify, or a better candidate had been selected. The only reason she had her job at Lolita’s was because she’d been working there since before she left him.

				Dawson didn’t have any reason to harm her. That was what she had to remember. If he killed Mr. and Mrs. Reed, he did it because he wanted their farm—not that that was any small thing.

				As she drew closer to the house, she could see storm damage to the roof, peeling paint and bird droppings on the railing of the porch. These physical details added to her overall apprehension, but she didn’t get truly chilled until a curtain moved in the window. The idea that Dawson was looking out at her, watching her approach, almost made her turn back. She stopped, but before she could do anything, the front door opened and her prospective employer strode out.

				“You must be Sadie Harris.”

				Silver Springs had only about 5,000 residents. The town wasn’t large by any stretch of the imagination, and yet they’d never met. Not only was he two years older—she knew his age because of the many newspaper reports and the trial that’d revealed so much about his life—they’d gone to different high schools. She’d attended the public high school; he’d attended New Horizons, a boarding school exclusive to boys. Troubled boys.

				So...how troubled was he? Troubled enough to murder the couple who’d taken him in? Troubled enough to lure a woman out to his farm with the false promise of employment?

				She hoped not.

				“Yes. I—” she cleared her throat as she shoved that last thought away “—I’m Sadie.”

				“And I’m Dawson.”

				As if he needed to identify himself. Close to six feet, he’d been out of jail long enough to have seen several days of sun. His sandy-colored hair, cut in a military style typical of county jail inmates, blended well with the golden color of his skin while contrasting sharply with his eyes, which were blue but not a deep blue—more ice-like. She’d known he was handsome before she came. Everyone had made a big deal about how his “angel” face didn’t jive with his “devilish” actions. She’d seen so many pictures she would’ve recognized him even if he hadn’t been standing on his own porch. “I know.”

				“You followed the trial.”

				“To a degree, yes. It was the talk of the town, pretty hard to miss.”

				He nodded as if her response was nothing less than what he’d expected. “Right. That’s unfortunate, of course. But...thanks for coming.”

				“No problem.” She wiped her sweaty palms on the flowing black skirt that constituted half of her best outfit. Sly had thrown away most of her clothes—everything she hadn’t been able to carry in that first load—when he came home to find her moving out. She’d grabbed Jayden’s things first, so that didn’t leave her with a lot of wardrobe choices. No doubt she looked a little silly hobbling down the rutted lane in a black blouse, a flowing skirt and high heels, but she didn’t feel as if she could show up for an interview in jeans.

				“Would you rather talk out here on the porch?” he asked. “I’ve made coffee. I can bring out a cup and some chairs.”

				He could tell she wasn’t set on staying. This was an attempt to entice her. But she couldn’t leave, not unless she wanted to walk right back into Sly’s arms. She needed the job, needed the money.

				“Um...” She almost said it wasn’t necessary that he go to the trouble. She’d been programmed from birth to say those types of things, to be polite. And although it never got very cold—their weather was much like that of Santa Barbara twenty minutes away—it was a little chilly this morning. Thick dark clouds blotted out the sun, showing signs of rain. But she was frightened enough that the idea of staying outside did raise her comfort level. She had to be cautious. Had to be around for her son, after all. She didn’t like the way his father treated him. That was part of the reason she’d finally gathered the strength and determination to leave Sly, despite what she knew he’d put her through. He wasn’t proud of Jayden like he should be; most of the time he acted embarrassed of their sweet, gentle boy.

				She drew a deep breath. “The weather’s not too bad. Sitting outside would be a great idea. If you don’t mind,” she added lamely.

				“I don’t mind. I’ll be right back.”

				As soon as he disappeared, she twisted around to see her car, trying to gauge the distance in case she had to kick off her shoes and make a run for it. The El Camino wasn’t all that far. Since she’d parked it outside the gate, where there’d be no danger of getting blocked in, she could make a quick getaway, if necessary.

				Somewhat relieved to have Dawson occupied elsewhere for the moment, she hurried to the porch as best she could without turning an ankle and gazed at the dry rot and warped boards that needed to be replaced while telling herself to calm down.

				When he returned with a small table and then a tray supporting two cups of coffee, as well as cream and sugar, she wished she had said no to the coffee. She’d been so preoccupied it hadn’t occurred to her he might’ve spiked it.

				“Have a seat.” Next, he brought out chairs and placed hers—rather strategically, she thought—near the stairs and away from him. “It’s great to meet you. I appreciate you coming out here in spite of...in spite of everything.”

				She didn’t deserve any gratitude. She wouldn’t have come if she’d had a better choice. “Sure. It’s okay.”

				“Would you like cream? Sugar?”

				She went through the process of adding cream and one packet of sugar to her coffee even though she couldn’t drink it.

				“So...you live in Silver Springs?” he asked when she finished.

				She met his eyes, tried to determine if they were lifeless. She’d heard that serial killers had emotionless, flat eyes, like those of a shark. But she wasn’t sure a man who killed his parents for the sake of financial gain counted as a serial killer. Probably not. And there didn’t seem to be anything unappealing about Dawson’s eyes. The reverse was actually true. They were such an odd, arresting color and fringed with the longest, thickest gold-tipped lashes. “I do,” she said.

				“How long have you been in the area?”

				“Since I was ten. My folks moved here, wanted to get out of the rat race of LA.”

				“Your parents are in town, then?”

				The wind came up, but other than trying to hold her hair back with one hand while gripping her coffee, she resisted the temptation to react to the cold. After making him bring everything outside, she didn’t want him to suggest they go in. “No, not anymore.” She set her cup on the stand with the cream and sugar. “My mother had a rare kidney disease. That was part of the reason for the move, although I didn’t know it at the time. We lost her when I was fourteen. My father finished raising me, but he died of a heart attack—while jogging—the year after I was married.”

				“I’m sorry you lost your parents so early.”

				“I guess we all have our problems.” She felt silly after she’d made that statement. No question his problems had been worse. At least she hadn’t been accused of killing her parents.

				He took a drink of his coffee. “Any siblings?”

				“No. I was an only child.”

				When his free hand came up, she flinched before realizing that he was merely swatting a bug, and her cheeks began to burn with embarrassment when he scooted his chair even farther away. Obviously, he’d noticed that she wasn’t quite comfortable with him. She hoped he hadn’t also noticed that she had yet to take a sip of her coffee.

				“So you’re married.”

				She picked up her cup and cradled it with both hands, trying to leach the warmth from it. “Not anymore. Well, the divorce isn’t quite final, but that’s a technicality. We’ve been separated for over a year.” Conjuring what she hoped was a pleasant smile, she marveled that she was able to condense the hell Sly had put her through—was still putting her through—into such a mild statement. “Trying to work out the details, you know.”

				He watched her closely, seemed intent on figuring out what she was thinking and feeling. Did killers do that? “Those things can take time.”

				“Are you speaking from experience? Or...” She didn’t remember reading anything about him having a wife.

				“No.”

				“No children, either?”

				“Not for me. You?”

				“One. A boy named Jayden. He’s five.” She couldn’t help smiling, vaguely, when she thought of her son.

				“Does he live with you or—”

				She felt her smile wilt. “Yeah, he’s with me. His father has visitation every other weekend, but... Sly’s a police officer, so he works long hours.” Or he was at the gym. “I have Jayden most of the time.” Which was why it didn’t make a lot of sense that Sly would ever sue her for custody. He didn’t really want custody. He was using Jayden, along with anything else he could, as a weapon against her.

				Dawson pursed his lips. “So that’s the connection.”

				She peered at him. “What’re you talking about?”

				“I thought maybe you were Officer Harris’s sister or something. But no—you’re married to him.”

				She stiffened at the mention of her ex-husband’s name. “Was married. Why? You know him?”

				“Not personally.” Leaning forward, he poured a bit of cream in his coffee, added one sugar as he’d seen her do and slid the cup over to her. “You saw me drink out of this, so other than a few germs you wouldn’t otherwise encounter, you should be able to trust it.”

				Surprised he’d be so direct, she floundered for something to say in return. “That’s not it. I’m just...jittery enough without the caffeine.”

				He said nothing, but she could tell he wasn’t fooled by the lie.

				“So...how have you heard of my ex-husband?” she asked, quickly changing the subject. “He didn’t have anything to do with...with the investigation...”

				“No. I was arrested by a homicide detective. Officer Harris wasn’t involved in the case. But he dropped by last night.”

				Her surprise overtook her anxiety, even made her forget about the cold air that seemed to be passing through her blouse like a mesh screen. “He came here? Why?”

				Rain began to plink on the roof. “To let me know he’ll be keeping an eye on me,” he replied.

				“For...”

				“Anything I might do he doesn’t approve of, I suppose. Sounded like he was looking forward to the challenge of keeping me in line.”

				Sadie figured she shouldn’t be surprised that Sly would try to bully Dawson. He was the big, tough cop—thought he could bully anyone. Of course he’d pile on when it came to the town pariah. “Was he in uniform?”

				A wry smile tugged at Dawson’s lips. “His appearance wouldn’t have had the same impact without it.”

				Her nails curved into her palms as the anger and bitterness she’d had to live with for so long once again rose inside her, burning her throat like bile. “Please tell me he didn’t mention me...”

				“Not by name. Said there was a woman coming to interview with me in the morning. And that she wasn’t the person I was looking for.”

				She felt her jaw drop. “He threatened you?”

				“If you consider ‘You’ve had enough trouble, it wouldn’t be smart to ask for any more’ a threat.”

				This was the first time anyone had been brave enough to admit that Sly had attempted to ruin her chances of gaining employment.

				Too upset to sit any longer, Sadie came to her feet. “That...that...” She wasn’t sure if she meant to say “That isn’t fair” or “That really pisses me off,” because both sentences ran through her mind at once. But when she got angry, she often broke into tears, especially when it came to her ex-husband. He made her feel so helpless, so easily overpowered—and he was relentless in his determination to get her back or make her pay, supremely confident he’d win in the end.

				Would she never be free of him?

				Falling silent for fear her voice would crack, she turned so that Dawson Reed couldn’t see her face and stared out at the rain.

				Thankfully, he didn’t press her to finish her statement. He sat behind her in silence, giving her time to compose herself.

				“I’m sorry,” she said when she could speak without evidence of tears in her voice. “I know you’ve been through...quite an ordeal. I...I’ll get out of your way.”

				She’d already started down the stairs when he spoke. “Mrs. Harris...”

				“Please, call me anything but that.” She wished she could use her maiden name, but she knew how Sly would perceive such a move, how embarrassed he’d be. She’d do it one day. She’d made a promise to herself. But, at the moment, there were too many other, more important battles to fight—and win.

				“Sadie.”

				The rain was falling harder now, soaking her blouse and skirt, but she didn’t care that she was getting wet. She closed her eyes and turned her face up to the sky, letting it wash away her makeup and run her mascara. What did things like that matter, anyway?

				“Don’t leave...” Dawson had followed her. From his voice, he was right behind her, but he didn’t touch her. She wished, if he was a deranged killer intent on committing another murder, he’d hurry up and get it over with, because she no longer had the energy to keep soldiering on. Sly made her feel that cornered, that hopeless.

				But then she thought of Jayden being stranded with only Sly to guide him through life and came back to the truth: she couldn’t give up. If this wasn’t going to work, she’d have to figure out some other way to build a new life.

				She left him in the yard, was almost to her car when he caught up and grabbed her by the arm. Thanks to the wind and rain, she hadn’t heard him following her. She nearly screamed, but he let go as soon as she turned, lifting his hands as if he’d only been trying to get her attention and had no plans to harm her. “Stay a little longer,” he said. “Please. We haven’t talked about the job.”

				Because she was unable to hold her tears in check, they rolled down her cheeks, mingling with the rain. “You can’t hire me now,” she said. “You have no idea what he’ll do. He’ll make your life so miserable you’ll wish you were still in jail.”

				He wiped the rain from his own face. “That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”

				“Why?”

				“I need you.”

				Sadie shielded her eyes with one hand. “To make your meals? To clean your house? You can do that yourself—and save a lot of money.”

				“That’s not it. I won’t be able to get my sister out of the institution where they put her if I don’t have someone to look after her while I’m on the farm. She’s mentally handicapped, could try to cook and burn down the house. Or go outside and wander off. There’s a pond out back. Wouldn’t be safe if she got around it.”

				Sadie had forgotten about Angela Reed! She hadn’t been mentioned in the media since Lonnie’s and Larry’s bodies were discovered. Now that he’d brought her up, however, Sadie remembered reading, early on, that the Reeds’ daughter had to be institutionalized when they were killed and Dawson was imprisoned. She also remembered reading that Angela had been home during the murders but had been left unharmed, which wasn’t a point in Dawson’s favor. The police claimed her well-being served as proof that he was behind the killings, since only those who had to be removed in order for him to inherit had been harmed. “You want to bring her here?” she asked, gesturing at the weed-infested farm.

				“I’m going to bring her here,” he clarified as if nothing could stop him. “This is her home. This is where she’d prefer to be. And she’s waited long enough. We both have.”

				Sadie adjusted the strap on her purse. “So what would I be doing, exactly? I’ve never cared for someone who...who can’t manage the basics. You might have to advertise for a nurse or—”

				“Angela isn’t on any meds. She manages, at a very basic level. She’s similar to...to a five-year-old. Like your son. She just needs some guidance, some reassurance and oversight.”

				“And you can’t do it?”

				“What if she got confused and wouldn’t come out of the bathroom? Or needed help in the shower? I couldn’t go in—but you could.”

				“You’re saying I’d be like a...a female companion. A babysitter.”

				“Exactly. You’d make sure she bathes every morning. Puts on clean underwear and clothes. Has a healthy breakfast and is able to watch her favorite shows. You’d read to her, play games with her, take her out for walks. And you’d fix her lunch and dinner, since I won’t be finished until sundown or later. You’d also do laundry and help keep the house clean so I won’t have that to face when I come in at night—pretty much everything you do for your son. But you could bring him along, watch them both at the same time, if you like. That would save on child care, if that’s something you’re paying for now. And Angela would love having a little boy around—she’s always loved kids. She’s gentle, sweet. You wouldn’t have to worry about her ever hurting him.”

				Sadie loved the idea of spending more time with her son. Saving on child care, which was such a big part of her monthly budget, sounded appealing, too, not to mention how much she’d miss Jayden if she was working more hours.

				But she wasn’t worried about Angela hurting her son...

				Besides, Sly would never put up with her bringing Jayden to this place. He’d claim she was endangering their son, would use such “reckless behavior” against her if he ever did sue for custody. “I have a good situation for him already.” She paid Petra Smart, a mother who had three children of her own and lived down the street from her, to watch him, so she did feel as if he was in good hands. But the money. There was never enough money.

				“That’s up to you, of course.”

				She rubbed her arms against the cold. “So...while I help with your sister, you’re going to be doing...what? Putting this place back together?”

				“Yes. I have to get it up and working, make it productive again. I’ll be honest. That’s the only way I’ll be able to care for us both—and pay you—beyond summer.”

				With a sigh, Sadie wrung her hands. She’d be taking a big risk. Spending so much time alone with someone like Dawson. Letting go of the job she had now on the off chance that working as his sister’s caregiver might pan out. She’d never done anything like that before, had no idea whether she and Angela would get along.

				But she had to make a change, couldn’t go on the way she was. She was falling further and further behind, and that hurt anyone who trusted her enough to give her credit. “You’re not going to perform a background check before giving me the job?”

				“I’m a pretty good judge of character.”

				“You are?”

				“I knew your ex-husband was an asshole in about five seconds.”

				She couldn’t help but laugh.

				“I’m sure I’ll find nothing amiss,” he added. “Am I right?”

				“Yes, but...you really shouldn’t take my word for it.”

				“Beggars can’t be choosers, Sadie. How many people from Silver Springs are there who’d be willing to work for me?”

				He had a point. The whole town was embittered. The Reeds had been well loved. Those who knew them wanted someone to pay for their deaths. And most were convinced it should be him. “Have you received any other calls on the ad?” she asked.

				“I’ve had several. They all hang up as soon as they realize I’m the one who’s looking for help.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of a pair of faded jeans, which fit him so well she couldn’t help noticing. “So what do you say? Will you give it a shot? I promise you’ll get paid, at least for the next six months. Although I don’t have a lot, it’s enough to carry us through August.”

				What then? She had a kid to take care of. If he couldn’t pay her, she’d have no choice except to go back to Sly. But she’d only have to go back to him sooner if she didn’t take this chance. “When would you like me to start?”

				His lean, spare features softened with relief. “Is tomorrow too soon?”

				She was so wet and cold now that she was beginning to shiver. “I’m a waitress over at Lolita’s Country Kitchen. I had no idea I’d get this job, still have to give two weeks’ notice.”

				“Okay, but...can you come here when you don’t have to be there? I was hoping you’d be able to help me get the house ready so that I can prove I have a safe and clean environment for Angela. They’ll check before they let me take her.”

				This was happening much quicker than Sadie had expected. “Sure. Okay. I get off at noon tomorrow. I’ll come over right after.”

				“Thank you.”

				With a nod and a wave, she trudged the rest of the way to her car. She had a new job. She’d be earning $3,000 a month—almost twice what she was earning now, which would allow her to make ends meet, stand on her own.

				The prospect of maintaining her freedom brought such relief, such exhilaration. Finally, she had something to be happy about. She’d struck a deal with Dawson in spite of Sly. That single act of defiance felt good, as if she was taking another leap forward in regaining control of her life.

				At the same time, she knew her ex wouldn’t be pleased. She had no idea how badly Sly might react. And, even more to the point, she’d be working in almost total isolation for a man who’d just been acquitted of a brutal double homicide.

				She prayed she wasn’t letting desperation goad her into making a terrible mistake.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				2

				“You’re back early. Lolita’s must not have been very busy this morning.”

				Sadie turned from locking her front door to find Maude Clevenger, her spry but elderly landlady, standing beneath the patio cover of her own backyard. Maude lived with Vern, her husband, also retired, in the elegantly restored Craftsman that fronted the small “guest” house Sadie rented, but Maude spent a lot of time trimming plants, building rock statues or adding the occasional gnome, ceramic frog or other ornament to her yard. She loved to show Jayden her latest find or treasure. “I haven’t been to Lolita’s,” she said. “I wasn’t scheduled today.”

				“I’m sorry to hear that. I know you could use the hours.”

				Maude was aware of her financial troubles because Sadie had been forced to ask if she could pay her rent in two separate payments the past few months. “It’s okay. I had a job interview somewhere else,” she said. “I only came home because I needed to change. I promised Jayden I’d take him to the park.”

				“Where is Jayden?” She glanced around as if she was surprised she didn’t see him.

				“With Petra Smart down the street. I’m on my way to get him.”

				“I thought maybe his father took him...”

				Maude was curious about her relationship with Sly, often asked leading questions, which Sadie did her best to answer without giving too much away. “No.”

				“Is Sly at work, then?”

				“I really can’t say. When I spoke with him last night, he didn’t mention his schedule.” And why would she ask? It wasn’t as if he’d help her out even if he wasn’t working. Sly never did his part when it came to parenting, but she had to be careful not to complain too loudly. She couldn’t let word get back to her ex-husband that she was trash-talking him. He was such a proud and private person—hard enough to deal with when he didn’t have a legitimate reason to be angry with her.

				The jewels on Maude’s rings glinted as a shard of sunlight pierced through the clouds. “So? How’d the interview go?”

				Sadie held her car keys at the ready. Although anxious to leave, she paused to finish the conversation. Maude got bored now and then and wanted to gossip. But she was essentially a good person. That she’d allowed Sadie to move in without a security deposit had been instrumental in Sadie being able to get out of the house she’d shared with Sly. Sadie would always be grateful to her. “Good. I got the job.”

				“How wonderful!” She clapped her hands. “But I’m surprised you didn’t mention that you had an opportunity...”

				Why would she mention it? She hadn’t been sure she’d keep the appointment. And she knew everyone would try to dissuade her, if they could, just as Sly had done. She wouldn’t have told him if he hadn’t been so adamant that she couldn’t afford to live separately from him and should come back. He’d actually invited her to live as a “roommate” for a while, until they could “figure things out.” But she could guess how long that would last... “I didn’t tell anyone, in case...in case it didn’t go well,” she explained.

				“Apparently, you were worried for nothing! You got the job!”

				“Yes.” She could meet her expenses without having to cave in to Sly’s demands. That brought her spirits up, gave her more hope than she’d felt in a long while.

				The bangles on Maude’s arms clanged when she lifted her colorful muumuu to keep it from dragging as she walked closer. The rain had stopped, but the ground was still wet. “So where will you be working?”

				Explaining this part wasn’t going to be as exciting as the rest. But nothing had been perfect in Sadie’s world for a long time. She figured she might as well hold her head high and accept whatever disapproval she’d encounter as a result of her decision to work for Dawson Reed. Word would get out eventually. It wasn’t as if she could keep what she did every day a secret. This community was too small for that.

				“At the Reed farm.”

				Maude’s mouth opened and closed twice before she managed a proper response. “You mean...where Lonnie and Larry were murdered?”

				“That’s right. Their son’s planning to get the farm running again. He’s home now.”

				“The adopted son who might’ve killed them?”

				Sadie felt her smile grow strained. “Dawson was acquitted, in case you haven’t heard.”

				“I’ve heard. It was all over the news. But...you’ve never worked on a farm, have you? What will you be doing?”

				“I’ll be taking care of his sister.”

				“Angela.”

				“You know her?”

				“Not personally. The Reeds belonged to my sister’s church. Chelsea saw them every Sunday, worked with Lonnie on various charity projects. She told me Angela was there the night of the murders.”

				According to what had been reported on the news, Angela had been sleeping soundly and hadn’t been able to provide any details on what happened. First she’d said it was her brother. Then she’d said it wasn’t. “He’s bringing her home from the assisted living place where they put her when...when he was arrested.”

				“Why?”

				The ridge of Sadie’s car key bit into her palm, prompting her to ease her grip. “Because it’s her home.”

				“But won’t that be traumatic for her—to return to the place where her parents were killed?”

				“He claims that’s where she wants to be.”

				Maude began to toy with the large chunk of amber she wore as a pendant around her neck, something she did whenever she became agitated. “You understand that even though he was acquitted, he still might be... I mean, will you be safe?”

				“I hope so.” Afraid Maude would mention Jayden and her duty as a mother, Sadie shifted from one foot to the other. She had a responsibility to Jayden to be wise and responsible. That was true. But she also had a responsibility to provide, especially since Sly wasn’t much help. If one responsibility warred with the other—what was she supposed to do? She wasn’t going back to her ex. “Dawson seems plenty nice.”

				“Most killers don’t announce their intentions right off the bat, Sadie.”

				Some of the elation she’d been feeling dissipated, as she’d known it would once she had to tell people what she’d be doing. “I understand that, but a woman’s got to do what a woman’s got to do.”

				“You’re feeling a little...desperate. But these are drastic measures, honey.”

				Too drastic. That was the implication. Was she being foolish? “This is the only option I have left, Maude.”

				Her landlady continued to caress her amber pendant. “Does Sly know you’ve taken a job from Dawson Reed?”

				“Not yet.” Sadie didn’t care to go into the fact that she’d told him she was applying, and that he’d tried to ruin her chances.

				“I can’t imagine he’ll be pleased...”

				He wouldn’t—because this would ensure her autonomy, at least for a little while. She’d be able to finalize the divorce regardless of what he was willing to pay for child support. In order to continue to drag out the proceedings, he’d have to sue her for custody of Jayden. He’d been threatening to do so, but that would cost him in attorney fees, and he didn’t really want custody or he’d be more religious about exercising his visitation rights. “No.”

				“He drives by almost every night,” Maude said.

				Sadie didn’t need the reminder. She’d seen him herself. “I know.”

				“He’s still in love with you, very concerned for your safety.”

				What he felt had more to do with possession and control than love. He wasn’t concerned for her safety so much as worried she might start seeing someone else. He checked up on her constantly—at work, at home, at Jayden’s school—all under the guise of being a loving husband and father, and a dutiful police officer. But it was a farce. As far as she was concerned, he was stalking her.

				“Yes. Well, I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Sadie said. “I’ll keep an eye out for anything that might be...worrisome.”

				“Isn’t what’s already happened worrisome?” Maude asked, but Sadie couldn’t listen. If Sly was her only other alternative, she was willing to take a risk, even a big one like this.

				“I’d better go. Jayden’s waiting for me.” She’d promised him a celebration, one that included ice cream and an hour or two at the park. She’d been looking forward to spending some time with him when she didn’t feel as if she might be crushed beneath the pressure she’d been under. She’d be putting in more hours now that she had a second job, knew she wouldn’t get to see him as much in the coming two weeks, so there was that, too.

				But Maude’s reaction had stripped the shine from her excitement. Her landlady didn’t approve of her decision. Sadie doubted anyone else would, either. And now that she’d shared her plans, word would begin to spread.

				Sly would be banging on her door before nightfall.

				* * *

				Sly contacted her even sooner than expected. Sadie’s heart skipped a beat the moment she heard her cell phone ding and glanced down to see a text from him while she was at the park with Jayden.

				So? Did you go this morning?

				She stared at those words, wishing he could simply disappear from the planet. Perhaps that wasn’t a generous thought, but she’d been feeling smothered for so long she’d begun to fantasize about a world where he didn’t exist.

				“Mommy! Watch!”

				Sadie shaded her eyes so she could see her son go down the slide. Fortunately, the sun was out and the sand wasn’t too soggy from the rain earlier. She’d been playing with Jayden for two hours. They needed to get going so she could take care of some banking, shopping and other errands. But Jayden was having so much fun she’d decided to give him a few more minutes. “Wow! Look at you!” she said. “You’re getting to be such a big boy.”

				“I’m going again!” he announced but got distracted by a shovel and pail a little girl, maybe six, was using near the swings.

				As soon as Sadie felt confident his new friend was willing to share and that the mother didn’t mind, she returned her attention to Sly’s text. If she didn’t respond, he’d only call her or come over later.

				Yes, I went, she wrote.

				Are you fucking kidding me?

				She blanched at the profanity. She could hear him screaming that at her...

				Please tell me you didn’t take the job, he wrote.

				I need the work, she wrote back.

				That’s a yes? You took a job from a killer????

				Her phone rang. It was Sly, of course, anxious to shout at her. Texting ugly things wasn’t nearly as satisfying; he craved a full verbal assault.

				She pressed the Decline button, but after the ringing stopped, her phone pinged again. Answer, damn it!

				When she didn’t respond to that, either, he kept calling.

				Finally, with a sigh, she picked up. She figured she might as well get this over with while Jayden was distracted. Why subject her sensitive child to another argument between Mommy and Daddy if she could possibly avoid it? “Sly, what I do with my life is up to me,” she said in lieu of a greeting.

				“That’s bullshit. Don’t let Dawson Reed fool you. He’s dangerous. I won’t have my wife anywhere near him, especially out there on the farm alone. Do you know how many places he could hide your body?”

				Ducking her head so that her voice wouldn’t carry, she murmured, “I’m not your wife anymore.”

				“Yes, you are. The divorce isn’t final.”

				“That’s a technicality.”

				“So? You’re the mother of my child. That means I should have some say.”

				“No, it doesn’t! I’m taking proper care of Jayden. If you’re concerned that he’ll be at Petra’s too much, you can watch him yourself when you’re not at work. That would be a great way to make sure he remains safe.” She wasn’t convinced spending so much time with Sly would be good for Jayden, however. She’d hate to subject him to more of his father’s disapproval. Sly was so disappointed that their son wasn’t the rough-and-tumble boy he’d expected that he couldn’t help making snide comments: What do you mean, you don’t want to watch basketball with me? All boys—real boys—love sports... Why do you let him put on your lipstick? Are you trying to turn him into a fag? On and on it went. One time when Sly had taken Jayden for a few hours, she’d arrived to pick him up only to find him in time-out—for telling his father he preferred dance lessons to Little League.

				“You’d like to turn me into your babysitter, wouldn’t you?” he said.

				Not really. But she had to make the offer. No judge was going to deny Sly visitation rights. He was a police officer! And it wasn’t as if she could claim he was physically abusive. “I’m saying it’s an option.”

				“So you can go off and make money you’ll use to keep our family apart? Screw that! Why would I help you when I haven’t done anything to deserve what you’re doing to me?”

				“You’ve never done anything to cause the divorce?” she echoed, shocked that he could even make such a statement. “What about the day you nearly ran me over with your squad car?”

				“For the millionth time, I didn’t nearly run you down. I didn’t see you standing there.”

				That was what he said, but she was fairly certain he had seen her...

				“Besides, I’ve apologized for scaring you.”

				“So that makes it better?”

				“What else can I do? I didn’t know you were there, yet I apologized anyway. That’s nice, isn’t it? I’ll make everything else up to you, too. I’ve told you I would, but you won’t give me the chance!”

				“Because I’m done, Sly. I can’t do it anymore.”

				“This time will be different. I promise. You’ll be happy. I’ll make you happy. You don’t need to work for some murderer!”

				He couldn’t make her happy. Any chance of that had been extinguished long ago. “We don’t know he’s a murderer.”

				“Who else killed those people? The mysterious hitchhiker he claims he met earlier in the night? The one he claimed was tweaking and acting irrationally?”

				“Maybe. Was his story ever really checked out?”

				“His story was ridiculous! What are the chances that some stranger—a drug addict—he had an altercation with is going to be able to find the Reed farmhouse and kill the Reeds before Dawson can even get home?”

				His story did sound rather far-fetched... “I don’t know. But his attorney claims the homicide detective settled on Dawson right away, that he never even looked at anyone else.”

				“Dawson told you this?”

				Jayden was laughing with the little girl who was sharing her bucket. He didn’t seem to notice that Sadie was on the phone, let alone having an argument, which brought some relief despite her frustration. “No, I saw it on the news, like everyone else,” she told Sly. “But maybe he was right. Maybe they focused the investigation too soon.”

				“No, they didn’t! I’m part of the police force, Sadie. Are you saying we don’t do our jobs?”

				“You weren’t involved in the investigation, Sly.” He hoped to reach detective; his superiors just hadn’t promoted him yet. She’d heard him fume when another officer was promoted ahead of him. “So that comment had nothing to do with you.”

				“You’re talking about my friends and work associates.”

				“I’m telling you the truth—that we don’t know!”

				“Does that even matter?” he cried. “Do we have to know? Why take the chance?”

				For the sake of freedom! She’d do almost anything to escape him. She’d gotten involved with Sly when she was still in high school. It didn’t seem fair that a decision made when she was so young and naïve could have such long-reaching consequences. “It’ll be okay. Dawson seems nice.”

				“Are you a total idiot? Ted Bundy seemed nice!”

				Sadie stiffened. He treated her like she was stupid whenever she didn’t agree with him. “There’s no point in fighting about it. I’ve accepted the job. I’m going to work there. You have no say.” She considered bringing up the fact that he’d tried to sabotage her by visiting the Reed farm ahead of her and all but threatening Dawson, but she knew that would only cause the argument to explode into something uglier, even more emotional. His attempt to intimidate Dawson hadn’t been successful. She’d leave it there to protect Dawson from any backlash he’d receive for telling her.

				“You’d rather work for a murderer than come back to me,” he said.

				“I’d rather accept a job that will enable me to remain independent.”

				“God, you’re such a selfish bitch!”

				There wasn’t any way she could be more selfish than he was. That much she knew for sure. “I don’t have to listen to this, Sly.”

				“Someone needs to knock some sense into you.”

				Squeezing her eyes closed, she drew a deep breath. “Who? You?”

				“Someday, you’ll get what’s coming to you.”

				She recognized that tone, associated it with the afternoon he’d nearly run her over. He had the capacity for violence. She could sense it—and it frightened her as much or more as going to work for a man suspected of murdering his parents, maybe even more because it was directed at her. “I’ve got to go,” she said.

				“Don’t hang up on me! We’re not finished yet.”

				“I don’t have to put up with your abuse anymore.” She saw her son coming toward her, so she hit the button that would end the call. But she knew what she’d just told her ex-husband was a lie. She did have to put up with his abuse. There wasn’t any way to avoid it. She’d been fighting that battle for years.

				All the power was on his side.

				* * *

				Dawson Reed was so tired by the time he finished working in the fields that he skipped dinner. Hungry though he was, the thought of trying to prepare a meal was too overwhelming when he could hardly climb the stairs to reach his bed. Bottom line, he needed rest more than food. His body was no longer accustomed to long days of physical labor, not after sitting in a jail cell for more than twelve months. Trying to salvage what he could of the artichoke plants he’d been helping his folks grow before they were murdered, and preparing a large section of land for new plants—which he had to get in the ground before spring, since artichokes needed a period of vernalization—was more than any one man should attempt on his own. But if he was going to bring Angela home, he couldn’t hire farmhands. He’d be spending what disposable income he had, what his defense lawyers hadn’t already taken of his parents’ estate and what was left of the money he’d borrowed against the farm on Sadie Harris, the caregiver he’d hired this morning for his sister.

				He hoped he’d done the right thing. After Officer Harris had left, he’d almost decided to get the farm up and running—and turning a profit—before bringing Angela home. He’d figured, by then, maybe people would’ve had time to cool off, wouldn’t be so angry and determined to persecute him. But Angela wasn’t happy where she was, so he couldn’t wait. He was too stubborn to let the arrogant ass who’d threatened him tell him what to do, anyway.

				Once he reached the top of the stairs, he paused, as he always did, to stare at the closed door looming at the end of the hallway. The two people he’d loved most in the world had been murdered behind that door. When he thought of his parents, of what he’d encountered the night they were killed, he felt so much anger and grief he didn’t know what to do. He tried to funnel it into his work, in the promises he told himself about the future and how he’d eventually find justice. But sometimes, the loss still hit him like a tidal wave, made him want to fight someone, anyone. Or he had to contend with a debilitating sadness that stole over him like wisps of fog, chilling him to the bone.

				He reached for the knob, made sure the door was still locked, then dropped his hand. Aiyana Turner, the administrator of New Horizons, the boys ranch here in town where he’d gone to high school, had done her best to board up the place—as soon as the police gave her permission to come onto the property. She’d offered to clean up the blood for him, too. She was the only one, it seemed, who still had a kind word for him, who believed he was innocent. But he’d told her to leave the scene exactly as it was. He felt there might be some clue, some piece of evidence the police had missed that he could use to find the man who killed them—and he wouldn’t rest until he did. After everything he’d lost, everything he’d been through, he’d find justice eventually.

				His cell phone rang. Someone from the Stanley DeWitt Assisted Living Center in Los Angeles, where they’d taken his sister, was trying to reach him. He’d spoken to a member of their staff almost every day since he got home.

				He needed to remove his dirty clothes and shower before he could lie down, so he finished the short journey to his room and sank into the wooden chair by the desk he’d been using to apply for the loan on the farm, handle the paperwork for assuming guardianship of Angela and create the spreadsheets that charted out the farm acreage, growth time, projected earnings and cash flow. “Hello?”

				“Mr. Reed?”

				He’d been legally adopted by Lonnie and Larry when he was fifteen, had used their last name ever since. He certainly didn’t want to claim the name he’d been born with. The Reeds were the only ones who’d ever given a damn about him. “Yes.”

				“It’s Megan. From Stanley DeWitt.”

				She’d called before. He recognized the name. “What’s going on, Megan?”

				“I’m sorry to bother you again, but... I thought maybe if you spoke to your sister, she’d cooperate with me.”

				Fighting the exhaustion that hung on his arms and legs like wrist and ankle weights, he covered a yawn. “What’s she doing?”

				“She’s been up since six this morning, but she won’t put on her pajamas and go to bed. She insists you’re coming to get her tonight.”

				“Tonight.”

				“Yes. She’s waiting by the door, her purse on her arm, her coat buttoned to the top, even though it’s too warm for that in here.”

				Dawson sighed as he pictured his sister stubbornly resisting the young Megan’s pleas. The image that came to mind broke his heart. Not being able to help Angela had been as bad as everything else. “Let me talk to her.”

				“Yes, sir. One sec.”

				“It’s your brother,” he heard as she transferred the phone.

				Angela came on the line almost immediately, her voice eager. “Dawson? Where are you?”

				“I’m at home, honey. I can’t come tonight. I told you I have to get the house cleaned up before they’ll let me bring you here.”

				“Then clean it! Why aren’t you cleaning it?”

				“I am cleaning it. I’m doing a lot of other things, too—things that take time. I need you to be patient. I’ll come for you as soon as I can. I promise.”

				“Okay. I’ll wait here.” She handed the phone to Megan, but that had been too easy, so easy that Dawson knew Angela still didn’t understand. He had Megan put her right back on the line.

				“It won’t be tonight,” he reiterated. “I’m not coming now. It might be as long as a week. These things take time.”

				“How long is a week?”

				“Seven days.”

				“Seven days!” She groaned as if he’d said seven years. “That’s forever!”

				“That’s how it has to be. Moving you requires some paperwork, too, and it’s the paperwork that takes the longest. They won’t let me pick you up until everything’s done.”

				“But it’s been so long.” She started to cry. “I don’t like it here, Dawson. Come get me now.”

				“I’ll come as soon as I can, honey. I just... I need you to listen to Megan and get ready for bed. If you cooperate, the time will go faster for everyone. Then, before you know it, you’ll be home.”

				She sniffed. “Will I get to see Mom and Dad? Or are they still dead?”

				Dawson scrubbed a hand over his face. She had no concept of death, of forever. She only knew that she missed the people who’d always been there for her. He missed them, too. “They’re still dead. They’ll always be dead. But I’ll take you to see their graves and try to help you understand when you get home.”

				“They’ll come back,” she said, supremely confident. “I know they will.”

				“They can’t, Angela.”

				“Yes, they can!”

				“We’ll talk about it later. For now, listen to Megan, please? Put on your pajamas and get into bed. Megan doesn’t need you to make her night difficult.”

				“You’ll be here in the morning?”

				“What did I tell you?” he asked.

				“I don’t know,” she replied, and cried even louder.

				“It’ll be a week. I’ll be there in seven days. Have Megan count them on your fingers.” He wasn’t positive he could get there in exactly seven days, which was why he’d been careful not to name a date so far. But after what they’d been through the past year, dangling a “soon” out there wasn’t comforting to her anymore. Angela needed a concrete figure, something Megan could circle on the calendar and she could look forward to in a more definite way.

				He hated the thought that he might have to disappoint her at the end of the week—due to circumstances beyond his control—but it was better than disappointing her every night, like he was doing now.

				“A week,” she repeated with another sniff.

				“Seven days.”

				“Megan? When is a week?” he heard her ask.

				There was some shuffling as he heard Megan start to count, “One, two, three...”

				“Seven takes too long,” Angela said, discouraged again, when Megan was finished.

				“It won’t be that long. Have Megan get the calendar and show you how far Christmas is, and you’ll see that a week is soon. Very soon.”

				After Megan went through the months with her, and the many, many days until Christmas, Angela finally relented. “Okay. I’ll go to bed. Tomorrow will be one day, right?”

				“Yes.” He covered another yawn as Megan thanked him and disconnected. After that, he tried to get up so he could remove his boots, take off his clothes and shower—but wound up falling asleep with his head facedown on the desk.
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				Sadie passed a restless night. She hadn’t heard from Sly since their conversation at the park, but she knew he wouldn’t go about minding his own business. He’d blindside her with something, sometime, which was why she kept looking out the window, watching for his squad car. If he was working, he’d think nothing of stopping by in the middle of the night and dragging her out of bed to continue their argument—regardless of what she had to do the next day. Even if he wasn’t working, he could drop by very late. He’d done it before.

				Fortunately, she didn’t hear from him. But even when she wasn’t getting up to check her windows and make sure her doors were locked, she was lying on the mattress she shared with Jayden, wondering what it was going to be like juggling two jobs for a couple of weeks. She’d be putting in long hours; it wouldn’t be easy.

				She kept telling herself she’d muddle through, but the closer it came to morning, the more nervous she grew. Her shift at Lolita’s would go fast. She’d been there for three years, ever since Jayden had been potty-trained (what Sly required in order to watch him), so it had become almost second nature. She just hoped what she had to do in the afternoon wouldn’t be too difficult or upsetting. Dawson had said she’d clean the house. But no way would she let him assign her the Reeds’ bedroom. She hoped someone had already taken care of the blood that had been spilled there...

				She hurried to focus on something else before she lost the nerve to go there at all. Did Dawson even have cleaning supplies? Or would she need to bring some with her?

				She called him after she got up in the morning to check, before taking Jayden to Petra’s.

				“Hello?” His voice, deep and filled with a bit of gravel, was easily recognizable from the few minutes she’d spent with him during the interview.

				“It’s Sadie Harris.”

				There was a long pause. Then he said, “Please don’t tell me you’re already calling to quit.”

				She gripped her phone that much tighter. Should she? That was what Maude and Sly wanted her to do. If her parents were alive, she’d be willing to bet they, too, would weigh in on the side of keeping her distance. But, in spite of caution, she heard herself say, “No. I’m calling to see if you’d like me to pick up anything before I come.”

				“You mean like groceries?”

				“If you need them.”

				“That’d be great. I’ve been meaning to get back to the store, but...there hasn’t been time.”

				She couldn’t imagine shopping would be fun for him, anyway. The second he walked through the doors of the local supermarket, everyone would stop and stare. It was even possible the checker would refuse to ring him up. That was how hostile Silver Springs felt toward him. “What should I get?”

				“I have oatmeal and eggs. That’s about it.”

				“So...maybe some bread, lunch meat and fruit? Stuff like that?”

				“Sure. And whatever else you like to eat. I don’t want you going hungry while you’re out here. Something for dinner would be nice.”

				What was he surviving on? Oatmeal and eggs, even in the evenings? “Okay. I’ll swing by the store. What about cleaning supplies?”

				“You’d better get that sort of thing, too.”

				“What do you need me to clean?”

				“The whole house.”

				“The whole house?” she echoed.

				She knew he’d heard her uncertainty, and understood the reason for it, when he quickly amended that comment. “Everything that’s not closed off. I mean...the space I’m using. The living room, the dining area, the kitchen, two bathrooms, my bedroom and Angela’s. I’ll deal with the master when...when I can.”

				She took his response to mean it hadn’t been cleaned. That she’d be working in a house where two people had been murdered and the blood hadn’t even been washed from the walls and carpet made her feel slightly ill. But she wasn’t sure she should let that change her mind. She’d known about the murders before she went out to meet with him.

				Still, she didn’t want to see that room, let alone touch anything. Maybe he felt the same. Maybe that was why he’d closed it off. “What supplies do you have now?”

				“Not much. To be honest, I haven’t had a chance to think about that sort of thing. All of my work so far has been outside.”

				“So furniture polish, disinfectant, dishwashing soap, toilet bowl cleaner, oven cleaner, a powdered cleanser and some rags? Do you have a toilet bowl brush?”

				“No. Grab one of those, too. Most everything was stolen or trashed while I was...away, so I threw all the broken bits and pieces in the pile of garbage out front. I didn’t have time to sort and salvage. I needed some space to be able to live so I could get out on the land.”

				“What are you going to do about that pile?”

				“Get rid of it. I’ve hired someone to haul it away this weekend.”

				“I see.” If he was as innocent as he claimed, the day he saw what others had done to his house must’ve been very difficult. She couldn’t imagine showing up to find her home in such poor shape, the blood of her parents still in their bedroom upstairs. How was he living there let alone working?

				And if he wasn’t innocent?

				Sadie wouldn’t consider that. She’d decided to trust the jury’s verdict, hadn’t she? “What about a vacuum?” she asked as she switched the phone to her other ear.

				“Don’t have one. Someone... Never mind. I threw that out along with everything else. How much do you think a new one’ll cost?”

				More than she could front, and she didn’t get the impression he had money to burn, either. “I’ll bring one. We can limp by using mine for a while.”

				“That’s very nice of you. Do you have a credit card or something to put the purchases on until I can reimburse you? If not, feel free to swing by and pick up some cash to take with you.”

				“I’ve got a little room on my card.” She should be able to get a few things—at least enough that she’d be able to work today.

				“Okay. Thanks.”

				Jayden came out of their bedroom in his Spider-Man pajamas, rubbing his eyes. “Mommy? Why are you awake when it’s dark?”

				Sadie covered the speaker on her phone. “Because it’s almost morning, handsome. We need to get you dressed and over to Petra’s. Can you go potty for me first?”

				With a tired nod, he went into the bathroom, and she spoke into the phone again. “I’ll be there as soon as I get off at the diner.”

				“I’ll be in the north field. Come find me, and I’ll let you in.”

				“Okay.”

				“Mommy?” Jayden called with some emergency. “The toilet won’t flush!”

				“I’m coming, babe.” Sadie was afraid he’d filled it with toilet paper again. She had no idea how or why he’d developed such a fascination for stopping up the toilet, but she wished she had remembered and gone into the bathroom with him to protect the plumbing. “I’ve gotta go,” she told Dawson.

				“You can bring your son here, you know,” Dawson said. “He’ll be safe.”

				“That’s okay. We’ll see if I survive the day first.” She laughed as if she was making a joke, but when he didn’t respond, she cursed herself for being so insensitive. She’d been trying to feel safer by making light of the danger. Instead, she’d rubbed salt into what had to be a very painful wound.

				“I’m sorry,” she said. “That wasn’t funny.”

				He made no comment on the subject. “I’ll see you when you get here.”

				“It’ll be at least one.”

				“Understood.”

				She started to hang up, but he spoke again. “Sadie?”

				“Yes?”

				“You don’t have anything to worry about over here.”

				Could she believe him? He sounded sincere. But she’d once been in love with a man she could no longer stand. That showed how easy it was to be fooled, didn’t it? “Good to know. Thank you for trying to reassure me.”

				After another pause, he said, “You’re not going to ask me if I killed them?”

				Them being his parents, of course. What else could he be referring to? “Would you tell me if you did?”

				“No, I guess I wouldn’t,” he admitted. “So much for words.”

				He disconnected, but, as unsettling as their conversation had been, she didn’t have time to mull over her gaffe or his reaction to it.

				“Mommy, the toilet’s going to spill!” Jayden called.

				Setting her phone on the counter, she rushed into the bathroom. “Stop flushing it!”

				* * *

				The diner was crowded, but Sadie was relieved to be busy. The crush kept her from thinking too much. For some reason, the comment she’d made at the end of her conversation with Dawson kept running through her mind—along with the pregnant silence that’d fallen afterward—and she couldn’t quit kicking herself. Just in case he was innocent, she needed to be more sensitive. She’d rather err on the side of assuming the best, of being kind, than piling on with everyone else, wouldn’t she? Dawson faced enough haters. The only person who stood in his corner, and had throughout the entire ordeal, was Aiyana Turner, the woman in charge of New Horizons. Aiyana insisted the man she knew could never do what had been done to the Reeds.

				Usually, Aiyana’s opinion carried some weight in Silver Springs. She did a lot of good in the community, was well respected, but she was always an advocate for her “boys,” had adopted eight of the students who’d attended New Horizons herself. Some of them probably supported Dawson, too. They’d gone to school together, after all. Everyone just discounted what the Turners had to say because of their close affiliation with Dawson and the fact that if he was responsible for those murders, it would reflect poorly on Aiyana and the school, for bringing him to town.

				Now that Sadie would be working for Dawson, however, she prayed the founder of New Horizons knew what she was talking about. The man Sadie had met didn’t seem unhinged or greedy. He’d seemed perfectly normal.

				But what did she know? She’d barely met him. Maybe she was letting his gorgeous face and jaw-dropping body get in the way of her good judgment.

				Sadie was just putting in an order for a Spanish omelet when two of Sly’s closest friends from the police force came in. They stood at the door and gazed around the restaurant until they saw her. Then they skipped the hostess station and headed directly to her section at the breakfast bar.

				“Hi, Pete. Hi, George.” She handed them both menus. “How are you today?”

				Young, maybe twenty-eight, and stocky, with close-cropped dark hair, Pete looked at his older and much heavier companion. “We’d be a damn sight better if we hadn’t just heard what we heard,” he replied.

				Sadie dodged another server to be able to grab the coffeepot so she could fill their cups. She knew they liked coffee, had served them many times over the past three years. “What’d you hear?”

				“Sly told us you’re going to be working for the man who murdered Lonnie and Larry Reed. That true?”

				Sadie nearly dropped the coffee. She’d known word would spread, but she hadn’t expected to be confronted by these guys. Although she’d been to a few barbecues with them over the years, she didn’t feel as if they were close enough—at least to her—to say anything. “I’ll be working for their son, Dawson.”

				Pete’s thick eyebrows came together. “Like I said, the man who murdered Lonnie and Larry.”

				“Dawson has already been tried in a court of law, Pete. He was found not guilty. So... I’m not sure who killed the Reeds. From everything I’ve seen and heard, no one is certain.”

				He added a touch of cream to his coffee. “When you work in law enforcement, you get a feel for these things, Sadie. You can tell when someone’s lying. Dawson Reed is guilty as sin. Don’t let him or anyone else convince you otherwise.”

				She put the coffeepot back on its warmer so that the other servers would be able to get to it. “Even cops get things wrong now and then. If that wasn’t true, we wouldn’t have so many innocent people in prison.”

				The expression on his face suggested he didn’t appreciate her daring to argue with him when he was such an authority on the matter. She’d seen that look before, many times, on Sly’s face.

				No wonder they were friends...

				Leaning back, he rested his hand on the butt of his gun as he appraised her. “If you think there are a lot of innocent people in prison, you’re more delusional than I thought.”

				“Delusional, Pete?” Sadie said, shocked that he’d go that far.

				He shrugged. “Just sayin’. You’ve got this one wrong, sweetheart. And you’ll pay a hefty price, if you’re not careful.”

				“You don’t know I’m wrong.” By the way Pete was treating her, Sly had been flapping his gums again, running her down even though she tried so hard not to disparage him. He was, after all, the father of her child. “But, now that’s out of the way, what can I get you both this morning?” she asked, pulling the order pad from her apron pocket.

				“I’ll take some biscuits and gravy,” George said.

				Obviously tempted to pursue the argument, Pete hesitated. But then he closed his menu and handed it back to her. “I’ll have the pigs in a blanket.”

				“Great. Your food’ll be out in a few minutes.” She’d already turned away when George tried to stop her.

				“Sadie...”

				The order window was right behind her, so she stuck their ticket on the rounder for the cooks. “Yes?”

				“Look, you and Pete got off on the wrong foot. We’re not trying to be jerks. We understand things have been a little...rough financially since you and Sly split up. Divorce is never easy. But is going to work for Dawson Reed the best solution? I mean, think about it. If we’re right and you’re wrong...something terrible could happen.”

				“I appreciate your concern,” she said. But she didn’t really believe it was concern. They were supporting Sly while attempting to isolate Dawson, to make sure he was reviled for his “crime,” even though a twelve-person jury had heard all the evidence and determined he shouldn’t be punished for what happened to the Reeds. “But I’m hoping my faith in our court system hasn’t been misplaced.”

				“You’re not going to listen,” he said, incredulous.

				She remembered the terror that’d shot through her when Dawson grabbed her arm as she was leaving the farm yesterday—and how quickly he’d backed off when she turned. That made him seem safe, but there was nothing to say he wouldn’t harm her later. She just hated how certain everyone else seemed to be when they didn’t know whether he was guilty any more than she did. “I’m sure everything will be fine.”

				Pete made a clicking sound with his mouth. “Sure hope so. Either way, you’ve been sufficiently warned.”

				“Meaning...”

				His eyes widened at the challenge. “If you get into trouble now, you’re going to have to call someone else.”

				Although Sadie had empty plates to collect farther down the bar, she put that off. “What?”

				“You heard me,” he replied.

				Her jaw fell open. “You’re on the police force! Don’t tell me you’re saying that if I call for help from the Reed farm, no one will come...”

				“Of course someone will come,” George said.

				Pete nudged him. “But we can’t promise whoever it is will come real quick,” he added with a laugh.

				Sadie glared at him. “You’re a self-righteous bastard, Pete Montgomery. Now I know why you get along so well with Sly.”

				He sobered instantly. “Whoa! Sounds to me like you deserve whatever you might get!”

				“And it sounds to me as if you’ve appointed yourself judge, jury and executioner—not only for Dawson Reed but for me, as well.”

				“You’re the one putting yourself in a bad situation.” He shoved his coffee out of the way as he leaned forward. “The question is why? Do you and Dawson have something going on? Is he warming your bed at night now that he’s out of lockup?”

				She shook her head. “You’re disgusting.”

				“What?” He gestured as if he’d said nothing wrong. “You wouldn’t be the first to want to spread your legs for him. You should’ve seen the women on that jury, preening and making eyes at him whenever he walked into the courtroom. If not for them, he’d be in prison right now, awaiting an execution date. So next time you think he’s innocent because that damn jury handed down a ‘not guilty’ verdict, you might consider there were seven women on it.”

				“Women can weigh evidence as well as men,” she snapped.

				He nearly spilled George’s coffee when he shoved his water glass into it. “Don’t give me that feminist bullshit!”

				“Pete, that’s enough,” George mumbled, looking around. “You’re going too far.”

				People were starting to stare, but he didn’t seem to care about that. “She’s the one who won’t listen!” he responded.

				“Thanks for your concern, but tell Sly I’ll make my own decisions,” she said.

				Glenn Swank, down the bar, was growing impatient with her lack of attention. “Hey, Sadie! Are you going to bring my check sometime today or what?” he called out. “I gotta go to work!”

				Sadie nodded to reassure him. “I’m coming.”

				“Remember, you’re taking a big chance,” Pete growled as she hurried away. “Are you sure he’s worth it?”

				* * *

				Sadie was still livid when she reached the grocery store. Every time she thought about that visit at the diner from Pete and George, she wanted to go ballistic. How dare they say what they did! They had no right. They were just taking up for Sly. He’d sent his buddies over because she wouldn’t listen to him.

				“Pricks,” she muttered.

				“What’d you say, dear?”

				Sadie turned to see the organist from her church standing behind her in the aisle and felt her face grow hot for cursing. “Nothing,” she muttered.

				“I’m sorry. I thought you were talking to me.”

				Fortunately, Mrs. Handley was partially deaf. “No. I was just...mumbling to myself.”

				“Nowadays you never know what people are doing.” She shook her head in apparent exasperation. “What with those little devices—blue teeth or whatever they’re called—they have in their ears.”

				“Bluetooth. People talk on Bluetooth.”

				“That’s it.”

				Sadie smiled, trying to relax. “How have you been?”

				“Good, and you?”

				“Busy.”

				“Will I see you at church on Sunday?”

				If Dawson didn’t murder her first. The idea that he might be dangerous had always been daunting. But now she knew the police would be slow to react if she called for help. Pete, George and Sly had all warned her not to take the job, so they felt justified in letting her go it alone. They meant to teach her a lesson, even though it could be a costly lesson indeed.

				She’d almost told them she’d been forced to take the job because Sly was being so stingy with his child. It cost a lot more to take care of Jayden than the $250/month Sly was currently paying. That didn’t even cover his child care! But she knew that would only cause more problems. Sly would call her up and accuse her of trying to make him look bad in front of his friends, and they’d be headed toward yet another terrible argument.

				“Yes. I’ll be there,” she told Mrs. Handley.

				“I’m glad. I’ll see you then. Have a nice day, dear.”

				“You, too.” Sadie wheeled her cart around to the next aisle and then the next, whizzing through the store, grabbing everything on her list. She needed to get started cleaning Dawson’s house so that she could accomplish something before it was time to go home.

				Once she’d bought his food and supplies, she stuck the receipt in her purse and loaded the items in her car. Dawson owed her $189.03. She hoped he was good for it. She also hoped he’d like what she bought as far as groceries. She’d picked up a roast and some vegetables to put in her slow cooker, which she needed to pick up, since she hadn’t thought of using it when she put her vacuum in the back of the car earlier. After being out on the farm all day, she figured he could use a solid meat-and-potatoes kind of meal.

				Sadie had the slow cooker in her car with the vacuum and a few other things she thought might be useful and was walking around to get behind the wheel when Maude called out to her from where she’d been standing yesterday. “Are you heading to the Reed farm?”

				“Yeah, I’m off,” she said, turning to wave. She couldn’t help thinking Maude might be the last person she’d ever see alive. She almost implored her to look after Jayden if anything happened, but she knew, if she were to be murdered, Sly’s mother would step in and raise him. It wasn’t as if Marliss expected her beloved son to do much.

				“Good luck,” Maude said. “I hope everything goes okay.”

				Wading through so much disapproval was zapping Sadie’s strength. She felt like she needed a nap—she probably did, since she hadn’t been able to sleep last night—and yet she had a whole afternoon of menial labor ahead of her. “So do I,” she said and got in the car.
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				Dawson wasn’t entirely sure Sadie would show up. At one-forty, he still hadn’t heard from her. He kept pausing to gaze toward the highway, hoping to see her distinctive green-and-brown car. But there was no sign of her.

				Had her ex-husband gotten hold of her? Convinced her not to work for a “murderer”?

				The memory of how Officer Harris had tried to bully him at his own door made Dawson long to break his jaw. The dude deserved it. If Dawson had his guess, Harris wouldn’t be much of an opponent. He hid behind his badge and his gun, would have no clue how to handle himself in a fight where those things weren’t allowed and his position as an officer didn’t count for shit. But if Dawson wanted to bring his sister home and rebuild his life, he had to be careful. He couldn’t get in trouble, especially with a Silver Springs cop. The entire force was so sure that he’d gotten away with murder, the blowback would be severe, and he couldn’t afford to become a victim of police harassment right now. Law enforcement had done enough to destroy him.

				At a quarter till two, he pulled out his cell phone again. He had his ringer turned on, in case she tried to reach him. He’d already checked his call history. But maybe something weird had happened and her call had inexplicably transferred straight to voice mail...

				Nothing. No missed calls. No texts. He was dialing her number, figured he might as well face it if she had bad news, when he heard the sound of an engine and looked up to see her El Camino turn into the drive.

				“Hallelujah,” he muttered and hung up before the call could go through.

				She was out of the car and grabbing the handles of four bags of groceries by the time he could reach her.

				“Hey,” he said.

				She glanced over one shoulder. “Hi. Sorry I’m late. The diner was busier than usual, so they made me stay an extra half hour. Shopping took a bit longer than anticipated, too.”

				“I’m not upset.” He was just glad she’d come. He tried to take the groceries from her, but she wouldn’t relinquish them.

				“I’ve got these. Why don’t you grab the vacuum out of the back? And the slow cooker next to it,” she added as she headed to the house.

				“Got it.” Her vacuum didn’t look like much. Neither did the slow cooker, or her car, for that matter. Even she looked a little beleaguered. He’d noticed the dark circles that underscored her hazel eyes when she interviewed with him, but they were more pronounced today, when she wasn’t wearing makeup and had her fine blond hair pulled into a ponytail. Now that she was in jeans and a Lolita’s Country Kitchen T-shirt, and not the blousy top and skirt she’d had on before, he could also tell she was thinner than he’d first thought.

				Although he knew there were probably a lot of guys who’d find that waiflike look attractive, he wasn’t one of them. He liked his women with plenty of curves. But he hadn’t hired her for her looks. He only needed her to be reliable.

				She was making room on the counter to stack the dirty dishes he’d left in the sink when he set the vacuum in the living room and put the slow cooker on the table.

				“Sorry you’re starting at such a deficit,” he said, seeing the mess he’d created the past several days through fresh eyes. He’d thrown out everything that’d been broken—all the beer cans, cigarette butts and other trash teenagers and various vandals had left behind, as well. But he hadn’t been taking the time to clean up after himself. “Daylight hours are precious to me. I haven’t been able to waste them on housework.”

				With the sink clear of dishes, she began running hot water. “I understand.”

				He propped his hands on his hips as he gazed around. “So...you’re going to start in this part of the house?”

				“As far as I’m concerned, the kitchen is always the best place to start. It’s the heart of the home, as they say. I’ll get this clean and organized so that we can make meals and...get around in here. It’ll take some time, though. I might have to tackle the other parts of the house tomorrow.”

				“That’s fine.” Hungry, he began rummaging through the groceries to see what there might be to eat. “How much do I owe you for this stuff?”

				She wiped her hands before getting the receipt out of her purse.

				Once he saw the total, he pulled $200 out of his wallet. She tried to give him change, but he waved her off. From what he’d seen, she didn’t have much, either. “Consider it a very small bonus. Have you had lunch?”

				She watched as he opened a loaf of bread. “I heated up some leftovers when I changed out of my uniform. Why? You haven’t eaten?”

				“Not lunch.”

				He was surprised when she took the package of ham he’d just picked up and started to shoo him out of the kitchen. “I’ll make you something and bring it out.”

				She didn’t seem to expect a lot of hand-holding. He liked that about her. “Are you sure you don’t have any questions or...need some direction?”

				“I’ve cleaned plenty of kitchens,” she said with a wry smile.

				“Right. Thanks.” Dawson breathed a sigh of relief as he left the house. He hadn’t had a lot to go on when he hired her, but he was beginning to think he’d found the right person.

				* * *

				After Sadie made Dawson a sandwich, she cut up carrots and celery and added them to his plate along with a small puddle of ranch dressing. Then she carried it all out along with a thermos of coffee. The farm was nearly a hundred acres, big enough that it took her several minutes to find him, but she eventually spotted a lone man weeding and trimming artichoke plants in the far quadrant and figured that had to be him.

				He removed the ball cap he was wearing and wiped away the sweat on his forehead as she approached. Maybe he was a murderer, but no one could say he wasn’t a hard worker, she thought. A glance at the field revealed that he’d done a lot to clean it up—a Herculean task for only one man. “Thanks,” he said simply.

				“Happy to help. Will this be enough, or—”

				“Plenty. I can’t overeat. Too much food will bog me down.”

				“I’m getting the impression you need to eat more than you have been. How else will you keep up your strength?”

				He was so intent on the sandwich, he didn’t look up. “Anger and determination make for pretty good fuel.”

				“Even that can’t carry you forever.”

				He met her gaze. “No.”

				“So it’s a good thing I’m here.”

				He said nothing, just took another bite of his sandwich.

				“Do you intend to run this farm by yourself?” she asked.

				“This year,” he replied when he’d swallowed. “Until I start making a profit, I don’t have much choice.”

				“Once I get the house cleaned, I can help.”

				“Outside?” This time he spoke as he chewed. “You’d be willing to do that?”

				“Until your sister arrives, and I need to keep an eye on her, why not?”

				“With all the hoops I have to jump through, there might be a few days where that’s a possibility,” he admitted.

				“I don’t have your strength, but I’ll do what I can.” She lifted the thermos. “This is coffee, by the way. I figured you’d have water—”

				“Yeah. I’ve got a jug over there.” He jerked his chin to indicate the edge of the field. “But—” he took the thermos “—where’d you get this? I don’t remember seeing one at the house. I looked.”

				Sort of proud that she’d anticipated his need, she smiled. It was a small thing, of course, but she liked feeling successful at her job, especially because it was only the first day—typically the toughest. “I brought it from home. I didn’t know what you had and what you might need, so I put a few things in the car, in case.”

				“What else did you bring?”

				“Some spices and utensils. And a knife. I’m picky about my knives. They have to be really sharp.” He made her so nervous she’d spoken without thinking. Only after those words were out of her mouth did she realize she was talking about an item that could be used as a murder weapon to a man accused of killing his parents.

				He paused with a carrot stick halfway to his mouth, as if he could guess her thoughts, but he let it go. “I see. That was thoughtful of you.”

				She tried not to notice the way his T-shirt clung to his muscular torso. He looked good enough to be featured on one of those man-candy calendars, she thought. Sly had a nice body, too. He spent a lot of time in the gym to make sure of it. But he didn’t have the face that Dawson did. His skin was too pockmarked, his features too angular and harsh. The pull of attraction was something she hadn’t felt for anyone in a long time. Feeling it now proved a little disconcerting, considering what Dawson had supposedly done.

				Embarrassed by her own reaction to him, she gestured to the field surrounding them, hoping to direct his attention elsewhere before he could recognize the romantic interest. “You’re getting a lot done.”

				“You’d think it would go faster.”

				“How long have you been at it?”

				Yanking on the bill of his cap, he settled it back on his head. “Since the day I got home, nearly two weeks ago.”

				That explained the sun-kissed color of his skin. “Then I’m especially impressed. You’ve made a lot of progress for such a short time.”

				He squinted at the ground he’d covered. “Doesn’t feel like it. Not with so much yet to do.”

				“You had breakfast, I hope.”

				Her comment drew his attention back to her. “I had a bowl of oatmeal.”

				“When?”

				“Six or so.”

				She frowned at him. “That’s too far to go between meals, especially when you’re working this hard.”

				“I meant to go back in and grab something else, but I was too busy—and too nervous.”

				This was nothing she’d expected him to say. “Nervous about what?”

				He gave her a sheepish grin. His teeth weren’t perfect. There was one on the right side that crowded the tooth next to it, but the fact that he hadn’t had braces—that his smile was natural—worked for him. “I was afraid you wouldn’t show up. I promised Angela I’d have her home in a week. That wouldn’t be possible if I had to keep looking for someone to help me get the house ready and care for her.”

				Sadie bent to tie her shoe. “What’s the rush? She’s in good hands, isn’t she?”

				He was scowling when she looked up at him. “Of course she’s in good hands, or she’d be out of there already—even if I had to bust her out.”

				Sadie cleared her throat. Perhaps she’d been too cavalier with that statement, but she hadn’t meant to insult his ability to take care of those he loved. “Right. I wasn’t implying that you would ever allow her to be mistreated.” She tightened her ponytail. “Well, I’d better get going. I’ll see you later.”

				As she trudged back to the house, she breathed a sigh of relief to be out of her new employer’s presence. He made her uncomfortable for so many reasons. He had a huge chip on his shoulder, was too driven, too intense. And he was so damn handsome that she could stare at him for hours. All of which made her self-conscious. She constantly screwed up and said the wrong thing, something that shouldn’t be said to a man who’d been through what he’d been through.

				“Just do your work and ignore everything else. You need the money,” she muttered to herself.

				Once she reached the kitchen, she plugged in her slow cooker and added the roast and vegetables along with some water and a gravy packet. Then she set to work in earnest, pulling everything out of the cupboards and drawers, washing them and reorganizing them. She also cleaned the fridge and oven and scoured the sink, counters and table so she could feel more comfortable cooking in this space.

				While she worked, she kept expecting to hear Dawson come in—to return his lunch plate if not to take a short break. But after two hours, she guessed he wouldn’t quit until sundown. He was nothing if not determined. That was one thing that seemed sure. So she used her phone to put on some music and tried not to think about being in a house that had a crime scene upstairs. Although the unnerving images she’d seen on TV crept in now and then—whenever she heard a strange sound that was probably just a settling noise—she stubbornly ignored it. She had plenty to keep her busy where she was, she didn’t have to go upstairs. She figured tomorrow would be soon enough to face that daunting prospect.

				Although dinner was ready at six, she still hadn’t seen any sign of Dawson. Rather than put the food in the fridge for him to warm up later, she decided to take another plate out to him. He had to be starving. She’d seen how hungry he’d been at lunch when he’d wolfed down that sandwich, and that was hours and hours ago.

				She found him in the same field. Once he spotted her coming toward him, he stuck his shovel in the freshly turned earth and leaned on it as if he could hardly stand up any longer.

				“You’re going to give yourself a heart attack working so hard,” she said. “You realize that.”

				“Yeah, well, I don’t think there are many people who would mourn my passing, do you?”

				He spoke flippantly, as if even he didn’t much care whether he lived or died, and she realized just how lucky she’d been to be loved and wanted as a child, despite what’d happened to her parents later. At least they’d been able to give her a solid base—before she screwed up her life by marrying Sly. She wondered what the situation was with Dawson’s birth parents, if he’d ever had any contact with them, or if he’d been an orphan from the beginning. “Do you have any extended family in the area?”

				He wiped the sweat from his forehead. “I don’t have any family at all, except Angela.”

				Sadie couldn’t imagine a man who cared so much about his sister would murder their parents even if it did mean he’d inherit. That brought her some comfort—but it also made her question her own thoughts and feelings, made her wonder if she was building a case for his innocence because she preferred to believe he was innocent. “What about friends? I mean...you went to school here...”

				“I stay in touch with a few guys. But the kids at New Horizons are sent there from other places. Most leave when they graduate. Other than the Turner boys, none of my friends stuck around here. I actually left for a while, too. Went to Santa Barbara, where I attended college and then worked, until my parents needed me to come home.”

				“When was it that you returned?”

				“Three years ago.”

				The fact that the community didn’t know him all that well couldn’t have helped when he was accused of killing his parents. It was always easier to think the worst of a stranger—or someone with a bad reputation.

				His attention shifted to the food. “Roast? Wow. Smells delicious.”

				She tried to hand him the plate, but he waved her off. “Go ahead and take it inside, okay? It’s getting too dark to keep working out here. I’d like to wash my hands and eat sitting down for a change.”

				“Okay.” She was glad to hear he was quitting for the night. Although he hid the extreme exhaustion she’d noted before behind a smile as if he was fine, she could see the fatigue in his eyes.

				“I’ve got to put away my tools. It might be a few minutes.”

				“I’ll keep your dinner warm.”

				She picked up his empty lunch plate on her way to the house, put his food back in the slow cooker and set a place for him at the table.

				The slap of the back door alerted her when he arrived. She heard him go into the bathroom off the rear porch, recognized the slide of the pocket door as he closed it. When he came out, his hands were slightly damp as he gestured at the single place setting. “You’re not going to eat with me?”

				“I ate while I was waiting for you to come in. I’m just going to mop the floor. Then I’ll go.”

				“It’s after six-thirty. I’m sure you’d like to see your son. Go ahead and leave. You can mop tomorrow.”

				Now that she could see him in full light and not the dim twilight, he looked even more fatigued than before. She wondered if he was going to be okay after she left. “I checked on Jayden not too long ago. He’s watching a movie with the babysitter’s kids. I’d really like to get the floor done so I can go home knowing I have one room finished, if it’s all the same to you.”

				“It’s all the same to me.” He gazed around as he took his seat. “You’ve made good progress already.”

				“Only in here. Cleaning out the cupboards and drawers takes time, especially because I had to wash a lot of the stuff that was going back in them. Maybe when you’re done eating, I can show you what I accomplished,” she said, dishing up his food once again.

				“I’m sure it’s fine,” he said as she carried it over.

				He didn’t have the energy to get up for something so trivial, she realized. He seemed grateful for the food, though.

				Before she could fill the bucket she planned to use, her phone rang. She’d kept her ringer on in case Petra needed her. But when she checked her screen and saw it was Sly, she winced.

				“Is that about your son?” Dawson asked.

				She hesitated. Her new boss had been so intent on his dinner she hadn’t expected him to be paying any attention to her, whether her phone was ringing or not.

				“Because, like I said, you can go,” he added.

				“No. It’s not my son.”

				“You don’t seem pleased to hear from whoever it is.”

				“I’m not. It’s my ex.”

				His chewing slowed. “Does he know I offered you the job—and that you accepted it?”

				“Yes.”

				“What’d he have to say about that?”

				“He was sure to...make his displeasure clear.” And to send his cop buddies over to the diner to make the ramifications even clearer. She considered telling Dawson about that incident, thought maybe he should know that Sly had a lot of friends on the force, so he’d understand their bias if he ran into it. But she couldn’t be entirely sure he was as innocent as she wanted to believe, felt that it wouldn’t be wise to point out that she was losing support as far as the force went. Besides, she hesitated to wreck his day, especially when he’d been nice enough to hire her in spite of Sly’s threats. The police had had plenty of bias against him before she came to work here. Hopefully, he understood to stay clear of them all.

				“Is that what this call is about?” he asked. “More displeasure?”

				“No doubt.” She nibbled at her bottom lip while trying to puzzle out how best to handle Sly. She didn’t want her lack of response to cause another fight, and yet...she didn’t feel as if he had the right to continue harassing her about her new job. Besides, she didn’t care to talk to him, especially in front of Dawson.

				After silencing the ringer, she went about mopping the floor.

				She was relieved when Sly didn’t call back like he so often did, thought she’d been granted a reprieve—until she heard a knock at the front door about fifteen minutes later.

				“Oh no,” she said, a spurt of adrenaline causing her stomach to cramp.

				“That’s him, isn’t it?” Dawson had finished eating, was just having a glass of the inexpensive brand of wine she’d bought at the store.

				“I don’t know for sure, but...maybe. I mean, who else could it be?”

				“I have no clue. I’m not expecting anyone.”

				“I’ll get it,” she said, but he put up a hand.

				“No, let me.” With a sigh, he pushed back his chair, seemed to summon what energy he had left and got up.

				Sadie waited in the kitchen, hoping she was wrong about the identity of the visitor while listening to see.

				“Officer Harris. What a surprise.”

				She heard the sarcasm in Dawson’s greeting, knew Sly wouldn’t be able to miss it, either. Dawson didn’t know what he was getting himself into. If he wasn’t careful, Sly and the rest of the force would make his life a living hell, and she didn’t want to be responsible for that.

				“Everything okay around here?” Sly asked.

				“Have you received a distress call or something that would indicate otherwise?” Dawson responded.

				The risks inherent in provoking such an egomaniac made Sadie catch and hold her breath...

				“Not a call, exactly. But I have to admit, my cop’s intuition is sending out a warning.”

				“Well, there’s no trouble here. You can go on your way,” Dawson said.

				“Not so fast,” Sly responded.

				Sadie tiptoed to the entrance of the living room and peered around the corner to see her ex-husband holding the door so that Dawson couldn’t close it. “I guess you decided not to take my advice, huh?”

				“Advice?” Dawson echoed, using the same facetious tone as before.

				“You know what I’m talking about. Was there some confusion?”

				“No, not really. Why?”

				Sly’s expression hardened. “Maybe you don’t know this yet, but it’s not smart to get on my bad side.”

				“Your ex needed a job, and I had one. Seemed like the perfect fit. I’m not sure why you’d have anything to do with it, to be honest.”

				“I have everything to do with it,” he said. “Everything to do with her. And I’m telling you, she doesn’t belong here.”

				“Actually, she does now. Technically, you’re the one who has no business coming onto the property.”

				Sadie gripped the edge of the opening so hard she thought she might leave impressions in the wood. “Don’t let him explode. Don’t let him explode,” she chanted silently to herself. She didn’t want this to come to blows, especially because she wasn’t convinced Dawson could overpower Sly, not when he was so tired. Even if he could, she was afraid Sly would make up some lie about being attacked and call for backup, which would land Dawson in jail again.

				“Funny,” Sly said. “A murderer with a sense of humor. I like that.”

				“Great. Glad to hear it. Now, I’m tired and eager for bed. Not interested in any domestic bullshit. So...why don’t I go on about my business—and let you go on about yours?”

				“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Sly said. “Not until I see Sadie. I tried calling her, but she didn’t pick up. When that happens, I tend to worry.”

				Dawson didn’t even glance her way. “Her hands were wet. She’s mopping the floor. I’m sure she’ll call you when she gets done.”

				“I want to talk to her now. So I suggest you make it easy on both of us and get her.”

				Before Dawson could refuse and thereby provoke Sly even more, Sadie walked into the room. “Sly, what are you doing here?” she asked.

				His gaze shifted to her, but his expression didn’t grow any friendlier. “It’s after seven.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“It means it’s getting late, and I’m wondering why you’re not home with our son.”

				She slid in front of Dawson to block Sly’s view of him. “I haven’t finished work. I’ll be leaving soon.”

				“When?”

				“Fifteen minutes.”

				“Fine. I’ll wait out here and escort you home.”

				She wanted to tell him to leave, that she didn’t need an escort, but she feared that would only tempt Dawson into trying to enforce her wishes, which wouldn’t be good for him, or her. “Fine,” she said and shut the door.

				“Please, try to stay out of it, if you can,” she whispered to Dawson when she turned to find that he hadn’t moved since she slipped in front of him.

				“Because...”

				“It could be dangerous not to.”

				He seemed much more alert than before. No doubt Sly’s attitude and the anger it evoked had given him a shot of adrenaline. “How dangerous? Has he ever hurt you?”

				She thought of all the temper tantrums and other rages she’d witnessed over the years. Sly putting his fist through a wall. Sly throwing something and breaking it. Sly peeling out of the drive and nearly crashing his car or screaming and ranting at her until he had her backed into a corner with her arms up over her head, convinced this would be the time he would strike. “Not yet.”

				“But...”

				“He will definitely hurt you, in any way he can, and I don’t want to be responsible for that. Now you’ve had a glimpse of...of what he’s like, you might want to change your mind about having me work here.”

				He set his jaw. “You mean cop to his demands.”

				“I know it sounds unappealing. Believe me, I hate it as much as you do. But that’s the only way to appease him.”

				“That’s what you do?”

				“That’s all I can do.” Suddenly feeling her own fatigue, she shoved the loose strand of hair that kept falling into her face out of her eyes again. “Anyway, I’ll go now so that he’ll leave, too, and you can get some sleep. But if you decide you have enough problems, that you’d rather not have me back tomorrow, just let me know.” She should’ve known this would never work, that Sly would never allow it to work. “I’ll understand,” she assured him and went to get her purse.
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				The anger that welled up as his new “caregiver” left, followed closely by her ex-husband, made Dawson long to hit something. He hated to see Sadie give in to Officer Harris, to let him control and manipulate her. Just watching it happen, being a party to it, brought back the horrible feelings of helplessness he’d experienced over the past year—and with it a familiar rage. So much shit had happened to him, and he’d been powerless to stop it. When his parents were killed, he’d been swept into a vortex of pain, loss, confusion, accusation, distrust and resistance to the truth that had nearly destroyed everything in his life—not only his parents but all they’d left behind, including their life’s work, their home and their poor daughter.

				He’d often lain awake at night on that cement jailhouse bed, feeling as if he’d fallen through the proverbial “rabbit hole.” That was how twisted his life had become, how distorted from what was fair, right and true. And the crazy thing was, no matter how hard he fought back, or how much he proclaimed his innocence, there was no escape. He remained at the mercy of strangers, completely subject to the rationale, judgments and will of people who had no idea who he really was or what’d happened that terrible night. They stripped him of his freedom and convicted him in the press, pointing to the anger and confusion he’d experienced as an unwanted child as the reason he’d risen up to destroy the only people who ever truly loved him.

				If not for the slimmest of margins, he’d be sitting on death row right now. Only, he wasn’t. He was here. Home. Sure, he was starting over with very little. But at least he had the chance to reclaim his sister, save the farm and find the man who did murder his folks. He might even be able to bring that man to justice.

				If he didn’t screw up.

				In an effort to calm down, he walked to the table and poured himself another glass of wine. As he stood there drinking it, he couldn’t help feeling a measure of relief at the transformation that’d taken place around him. The kitchen had regained its former dignity, because of Sadie. Sure, that was a small step forward, but it made him feel as if something had finally been put right, which gave him a shred of normalcy to cling to. Then there was Sadie’s practicality in bringing groceries and supplies, her flexibility in being willing to front the money for them, so that the shopping wouldn’t turn out to be a big hassle on his part, and her diligence in seeing that he got fed. She’d worked hard today. He liked her, believed he’d found a good employee.

				But what she said was true: he had enough problems. He’d hired her yesterday despite Officer Harris’s threats—maybe, at least partially, because of them. It felt good to fight back. But did he really want to get involved in a battle that had nothing to do with him when he had more than he could handle already?

				No. He’d have to put off getting Angela out of Stanley DeWitt. He didn’t like that she’d be disappointed, but he could continue to advertise for a caregiver—in Santa Barbara this time—hoping to find someone who was willing to commute. Santa Barbara wasn’t that far. Surely, if he gave himself more time, he could find an alternative to hiring a woman connected to an abusive ex-husband who also happened to be an egotistical cop.

				But if he chose that option, if he let Sadie go, what would happen to her?

				He recalled the tears he’d seen streaming down her cheeks yesterday, the way she’d turned her face up to the sky as if she wished the rain would just wash her away. She seemed pretty desperate herself. Whether he knew her well or not, he hated the idea of abandoning her to be victimized, hated the thought that she had to be experiencing those same feelings of helplessness that’d cut him to the quick. If she wanted to get away from the guy she’d married, she should have that right. If she wanted to work for a man suspected of killing his parents, she should have that right, too. She was an adult. So why did Sly Harris get to dictate what she did—what either of them did?

				You can’t hire me now. You have no idea what he’ll do. He’ll make your life so miserable you’ll wish you were still in jail.

				He believed her, especially after Sly’s latest visit. Her ex would not back off simply because they’d gone ahead despite his disapproval. They’d have a real fight on their hands, a fight that Dawson was ill equipped to take on in his current situation. But ducking that would only make him feel like he’d felt while he was in jail—completely at the dictates of others. And he’d never been one to back down from a fight. Perhaps he’d screw up his only chance to get his life back, but at least he’d go down swinging for what he believed in.

				“You can go to hell, Officer Harris,” he muttered and sent Sadie a text.

				* * *

				Sadie refused to speak to Sly. Her phone rang while she was driving, but she ignored his call, wouldn’t even get her phone out of her purse. If he wanted to follow her home, let him. She couldn’t stop him from using the same highway. But that didn’t mean she had to have a conversation while she was driving.

				When she pulled up to Petra’s, he got out, too, and tried to intercept her. “We need to talk,” he told her. “You can’t keep working for that bastard.”

				“I’m not breaking any laws,” she said.

				Petra must’ve heard their voices, or she’d been watching for Sadie, because she came out.

				“There you are,” she said before her gaze shifted to Sly.

				If anyone understood the truth of what her relationship with Sly was like, it was Petra. Although Sadie had been careful not to say too much, Petra knew she wished she could be rid of him, and that he refused to leave her alone.

				Using the distraction Jayden’s babysitter posed, Sadie circumvented Sly and continued to the door. “Sorry I’m later than originally planned.”

				“You warned me it’d be seven or eight. Jayden’s fine, anyway. How’d it go?” Petra swung the door open to admit her but said nothing to Sly, and Sly said nothing to Petra. He hung back on the walkway, as if he was waiting for Sadie to get Jayden and come out again.

				“I liked it,” Sadie admitted as she went in.

				Petra hesitated as if she wasn’t sure whether to close the door, since Sly was outside. She settled for leaving it cracked open to suggest they’d only be a moment. “What’d you do?”

				“Mommy!” Jayden came running as soon as he saw her.

				She pulled him into her arms and hugged him tight as she answered. “I cleaned the kitchen while Dawson Reed worked on the farm.”

				Petra lowered her voice. “So...why’s Sly with you? Nothing happened—nothing went wrong, did it?”

				Sadie did her best to maintain a pleasant demeanor. “No. He was...worried when I stayed so late. That’s all.”

				“I see. And now he’s...making sure you get home safely?”

				“Apparently.”

				Petra’s eyebrows knitted as if she understood that meant much more than Sadie was saying. “Divorce is so hard. Here’s hoping I never have to go through that.”

				“You have no idea,” Sadie agreed.

				Petra squeezed her arm for encouragement. “What time do you need me tomorrow?”

				“Same time, if that’s okay. I have to be at Lolita’s by seven.”

				“No problem. The kids have school, of course, so I get up early.”

				“Thanks. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your flexibility.”

				“We love Jayden. You know that.” She picked up a toy that’d been left on the floor. “So it’ll be another long day? You’ll be going out to the farm after the restaurant?”

				Sadie let her son wiggle down. He was getting too big for her to carry for long, anyway. “Um...not sure, to be honest.”

				She cocked her head. “Dawson doesn’t need you tomorrow?”

				If he knew what was good for him, he’d find someone else to help him. But she couldn’t say where he stood on that decision. They’d left it sort of open-ended. “He told me he’ll let me know.”

				“Okay. Text me when you find out. I’d like to take the kids on a nature walk, but if Jayden won’t be here, I’ll wait until he is so he doesn’t miss out.”

				The gratitude Sadie felt for Petra brought a lump to her throat. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

				“Of course!”

				Jayden brought the bag Sadie sent with him whenever he came, but before Sadie could go, Petra caught her wrist. “I know Sly’s out there waiting for you, but... I’ve been dying of curiosity. What’s Dawson like?”

				She thought for a moment. “He’s...determined.” Yes, she felt safe saying that, especially when she thought of the way he’d stuck it out in those fields.

				“Somehow that isn’t what I was expecting you to say,” Petra said with a laugh.

				Of course not. Everyone wanted to know if he was the killer he’d been portrayed as being. They were hoping for some small tidbit that might reveal more than what they’d seen on TV. The way he stares at me is so creepy... He sits around sharpening a knife all afternoon... He laughs about what happened... Something juicy and gossip-worthy like that. The good citizens of Silver Springs would be surprised to know all he did was work and work hard. “I think he’s innocent.”

				Petra’s lips formed a surprised O. Sadie was surprised herself, especially by how committed she was to that belief, so soon. She had nothing more to judge by than anyone else. Not really. She’d worked with Dawson only one day, hadn’t even seen him much. But there was something about him that spoke of the kind of integrity a murderer would not possess. Maybe it was his devotion to his sister. Maybe it was the courage it must’ve taken to come back to this place. He could’ve sold the ranch and moved to friendlier climes, disappeared into the melting pot that was LA or some other urban center where he wouldn’t have to face the same recrimination.

				Or maybe she believed he was innocent because he’d had the guts, even after all he’d been through, to hire her in spite of Sly. He’d stood up to her ex at the door, too, probably would’ve done more if she hadn’t intervened.

				She admired him, and not only for his looks.

				That was something she’d never expected...

				“What makes you think so?” Petra asked, still eager for details.

				“He’s a strong man,” she replied.

				Petra grinned and began to fan herself. “No kidding. I’ve seen him on TV. What a hottie!”

				“He has a nice body, but I mean he’s strong in his head and his heart. He doesn’t need to kill old people to get what he wants, doesn’t seem like he’d ever attack someone weaker.”

				“Are you sure?”

				She realized she was sounding like Aiyana, who’d proclaimed his innocence all along. “No. That’s just my opinion.”

				“Well, it sounds like he’s managed to impress you.”

				Sadie nodded. “And he wasn’t even trying.”

				“I admit I sort of hope he’s guilty—or I would if you weren’t working out there. I’d hate to think of anyone going through what he’s been through as an innocent man.” Petra gave her a quick hug. “Good luck with Sly. Would you like me to walk you to your car?”

				“No. I’ll manage on my own and deal with him at home.”

				“Okay. See you tomorrow.”

				Sadie slung Jayden’s bag over her shoulder and led him outside to find that Sly had gotten back into his patrol car. Jayden saw the car, too, had to know it was his father, and yet he didn’t run over to greet him.

				Sly rolled down the passenger window. “Want to come ride with me, bud?” he yelled.

				Jayden looked up at her for some cue as to what he should do. Sadie could tell he was reluctant to leave her, since they’d been apart all day.

				“It won’t be for long,” she whispered to him. “We only live a few houses down.”

				“Okay.” He spoke so softly that Sly couldn’t have heard him, but he let go of her hand and walked over.

				“Is it really necessary to offer to drive him home when I live half a block away?” she muttered so that only Sly could hear as she unbuckled Jayden’s safety seat.

				“It’s going to be more than half a block,” he announced, full-voiced. “We’re going for ice cream!”

				Fun. Ice cream should make up for the fact that you haven’t stepped up as a parent since the day he was born, she thought but said nothing.

				Sly’s hand covered hers as he took the car seat. “Care to join us?”

				Sadie resisted the urge to recoil.

				“Come, Mommy!” Jayden cried, but Sadie didn’t have it in her. She couldn’t sit around making small talk with Sly when she was so upset with him. He’d just shown up at her work, might’ve cost her her job, and now he wanted to take her and Jayden out for ice cream as if he hadn’t done anything wrong. That was the kind of stuff he did all the time—crossed certain boundaries and then pretended he hadn’t.

				“I’m sorry, honey.” She slid her hand out from under Sly’s. “Mommy’s too exhausted. I worked really hard today.”

				Fortunately, Jayden didn’t complain. The prospect of a treat had won him over.

				“I’ll wait for you at home,” she added.

				“Don’t sit around and stew,” Sly said to her retreating back. “You have no reason to be mad! I was only trying to look out for you.”

				She pivoted and nearly gave him a piece of her mind right there on Petra’s front lawn. The desire to let loose was so strong she almost couldn’t rein herself in. But she knew from experience that causing a scene would only make the problem worse, and she had Jayden—and Petra and Petra’s family—to think about. “I’ll see you when you get back,” she said in a firm voice, to let him know she wasn’t willing to discuss it, and waved to Jayden as they drove off.

				It wasn’t until she got home and was taking her phone out of her purse to charge it that she finally saw Dawson’s text.

				Be here at one tomorrow, if possible. And this time, could you bring a six-pack of beer? That wine you bought was terrible.

				She couldn’t help laughing at the wine statement. She’d never tried that brand before. It had been in the right price range, but it had been terrible.

				You are a glutton for punishment, she wrote back.

				When she didn’t get a response, she guessed he was already asleep.

				* * *

				By the time Sadie bathed Jayden, she was too exhausted to read to him. Promising she’d make it up to him tomorrow, she slid him over so she could climb into bed, kissed his forehead and turned out the light. But long after he went to sleep she couldn’t drop off herself, couldn’t get her mind to shut down. One question after another bombarded her. Why had Dawson Reed agreed to keep her on? Why would he risk his own well-being? He’d been through so much, and yet he was the one willing to take her side over Sly’s—when so many others had decided to protect their own interests.

				She understood he was in a hurry to get a caregiver so his sister could come home, and that there wouldn’t be a lot of people in Silver Springs who’d trust him enough to take the job, but there were other places he could draw from. His sister had been in that institution for over a year. Why not take one or two more weeks to expand the search so that he wouldn’t have to deal with Sly?

				Was it because he was a nice guy, as she thought? Or something else?

				When Sly brought Jayden home, she’d told him she believed Dawson could never have hurt his parents, and he, in turn, had tried to convince her that Dawson was merely “grooming her,” setting her up to trust him and believe in him so that he’d be able to manipulate her. Sly said narcissists and psychopaths were experts at creating positive experiences designed to make their victims feel connected to them. Before he left, he even tried to persuade her to visit the police station in the next day or two so that he and the homicide detective who’d investigated the case could go over the details with her.

				She wasn’t sure that would convince her of anything, though. If the facts of the investigation clearly indicated Dawson was guilty, why hadn’t he been convicted? There had to be some question, didn’t there?

				Finally giving up on sleep, she slipped out of bed and went to the living room, where she’d left her laptop. She’d paid a fair amount of attention to the Reed murders, had listened to and read the various media reports as they came out. Like most everyone else in Silver Springs, she couldn’t believe something so terrible could happen in their little town.

				But after going to work for Dawson, she had the desire to look at what’d transpired from a more objective vantage point—and not while she had several police officers at her elbow, trying to sway her opinion. She also hoped to see if she could determine whether the media, in their quest for shocking headlines, had helped create a bias that shouldn’t have existed, as Dawson’s defense lawyers claimed.

				Putting her computer in her lap, she propped a couch pillow behind her back and logged onto the internet.

				A search for “Dawson Reed” called up several links. She clicked one after the other and read, with fresh eyes, what she’d given only a cursory glance before.

				Silver Springs Man Denies Killing Couple Who Adopted Him featured several quotes attributed to Dawson. “I would never hurt my parents. I loved them,” he said, and, “I didn’t need to kill anyone in order to inherit the farm. Time would’ve taken care of that whether I wanted it to or not.”

				That made sense to her. Murder did seem like a drastic approach for a son who was set to inherit anyway. But the police claimed he wasn’t willing to wait. They said that after Dawson achieved a master’s in environmental science and management at UC Santa Barbara—quite an accomplishment, considering he’d spent his high school years at a boys ranch—he started working for a lighting conservation company, also in Santa Barbara, until he got into a disagreement with the owner and was fired after only eight months. Discouraged, since he couldn’t make a go of life even with a degree, he returned to Silver Springs to work for his parents.

				Although that sounded plausible to Sadie, Dawson painted his personal history in a different light. From what she could piece together, he said that he argued with the owner of the lighting company because the guy was bilking the local utility out of thousands of dollars on various state-mandated rebate programs. And it wasn’t because he couldn’t get a job that he came back to Silver Springs. He’d barely started to apply when he realized that his parents could no longer manage the farm on their own. So he gave up the life he was going to pursue to come help them.

				Devil...or saint?

				With a frown, Sadie opened a Word document and began to write down the various points so that she could keep them straight. On the night in question, the police said Dawson went to The Blue Suede Shoe, a local bar that offered live entertainment on the weekends, where he watched a Lakers game on the big screen and played pool with Aiyana’s oldest two sons, Elijah and Gavin Turner. He left at eleven-thirty and stopped by the gas station to fill up before going home. The police admitted they couldn’t figure out if he planned the murders in advance, or if he decided to kill his parents on the spur of the moment, but while everyone was sleeping, he took the hatchet from the woodpile in back, attacked his parents in their bed and then called 9-1-1 to report that there’d been a break-in and he needed an ambulance.

				Both Lonnie and Larry were dead by the time police arrived to find Dawson cradling his mother in his arms. “Although that might sound like a touching act, there were no tears in his eyes,” Detective John Garbo, whom Sadie had once met at a picnic, said. “His emotion felt fake to me.”

				Had Dawson been insincere? Or was it the police who had it wrong? Everyone reacted differently to grief. Maybe he’d been in shock after seeing such a horrifying thing.

				Dawson agreed with everything they claimed about the night of the murders up until he left the gas station. At that point, he said he was approached by a tall, wiry man with brown eyes, dark hair and a scraggly beard, who asked for a lift to Santa Barbara. Dawson told him he wasn’t going that far. The guy indicated a friend lived much closer and climbed in, but as Dawson drove, his passenger began to act more and more irrationally and wouldn’t name a place, other than Santa Barbara. Dawson said the hitchhiker kept showing him the map of where he wanted to go on his phone, saying he had to get to a friend’s place, so Dawson told him to call that friend and ask him to come, but the hitchhiker wouldn’t. They were at the edge of town when Dawson finally insisted he get out. The man refused and an argument ensued, followed by a scuffle, during which Dawson managed to pull the guy out of his truck so that he could take off.

				Because of the difficulty of dragging a grown man from the passenger seat through the driver’s-side door, the police found that part of Dawson’s story highly suspect, but Dawson looked plenty strong to Sadie. She thought the police actually made a better point when they argued that it was too much of a coincidence that some hitchhiker would be able to find Dawson’s house. Dawson had an answer for that, too, though. He said he had various documents in his truck—a couple of work orders, even a bid for solar on the house—and one must’ve fallen out during the scuffle. His guess was that after he drove off, the hitchhiker simply used the address on that lost work order to find his house.

				Sadie supposed that could’ve happened. Dawson drove a work truck, likely kept various things he thought he was going to need on the dash or seat, and loose papers could easily blow out or get dragged out amid a tussle.

				Either way, he never changed his story. She felt that was important, even if the police didn’t give him much credit for that. As for the rest of Dawson’s explanation of the night’s events, he said he wasn’t far from home when that disagreement occurred. Once he got the guy out, to avoid leading him right to the farm—and because he didn’t realize something with his address had already fallen out—he went back to town, where he drove around listening to music while waiting for the stranger to get wherever he was going. He even stopped at Gavin’s house, but Gavin wasn’t back from the bar.

				When Dawson drove home, he didn’t see the hitchhiker along the way, and he quit worrying—until he walked into the house and noticed the back door standing open. Once he saw that and his mother’s purse dumped out on the kitchen floor, he rushed upstairs to find Angela asleep in her bed, his parents bleeding in theirs. Although he felt as if his father was already dead, his mother was making a gurgling sound. He was cradling her in his arms, trying to comfort and encourage her, when she died.

				“Heartbreaking either way,” Sadie mumbled, rubbing her eyes. She wanted to continue her research. There was so much left to read. But it was one o’clock and she’d had a long day, with another one to follow.

				After saving her document, she set her computer on the coffee table and slipped back into her room but still didn’t rest well. Frightening images of opening that locked door at the top of the stairs at the farmhouse and finding two mangled bodies filled her dreams—along with the sound of Sly laughing at her.

				Just before her alarm went off, she startled awake on her own. She’d been having a different nightmare by then, one in which Dawson was standing over her while she slept—lifting a hatchet.
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				Work at the diner proved uneventful, and much slower than the day before, so Sadie was able to leave early, swing by the store for the beer Dawson had requested and the hardware store to pick up a few items and arrive at the farm on time. She got the key to the house from Dawson, who was working in the same field as yesterday, and let herself in. Then she mixed up a quick bowl of chocolate chip cookie dough. Dawson had told her he didn’t need lunch. He’d packed himself a sandwich using some of the leftover roast she’d made for last night’s dinner—he seemed to really like the roast—but she figured he’d be ready for a snack in a couple of hours. Since he was keeping her on instead of hiring someone else, she wanted him to be glad, and everyone loved her cookies. Sly still asked her to bake them for certain events. Anyway, a small treat was about all she could think of to thank Dawson—partially because that was the best she could afford.

				After she cleared away the dishes he’d put on the counter since she left last night, and cleaned up her mess with the mixing bowl and beaters, she decided to vacuum and dust the downstairs and wash the windows. The place needed a good de-webbing, too. She’d purchased a brush with a long handle at the hardware store so she could reach the corners.

				Throughout the house, but especially in the living room, several pictures had been taken down. The wallpaper wasn’t quite as sun-bleached where they’d once hung. She guessed they’d been destroyed by vandals, were among the bits and pieces Dawson had swept up and dumped out, and felt sad that people would do such a thing. Destroying the house and its furnishings wasn’t right even if Dawson was a murderer. Trespassing was a crime. So was the destruction of private property. What made them so confident they knew what happened here, anyway? What if he was innocent? And what if the items destroyed were treasured family heirlooms? Those items had belonged to Angela, too, who was absolutely innocent.

				At least Dawson still had most of his parents’ furniture. The word murderer had been engraved in the coffee table as well as spray-painted on the front of the house. But she was going to take care of both those things. She’d purchased paint at the hardware store when she bought the de-webber, felt it was especially important she get the letters off the front of the house before she left today. Not only would having them gone make her more comfortable coming to work, she couldn’t imagine the sight of them would impress anyone who visited to make sure the house was ready for Angela.

				The first batch of cookies came out as she finished sanding the top of the coffee table. She’d ruined the finish, of course, but the sight of bare wood beat what’d been there before. Who wanted to be constantly reminded of someone else’s judgment—someone who probably didn’t know one way or the other?

				She’d bought some stain at the hardware store, too, so she could cover the damage. Even if it didn’t work perfectly, she was glad she’d obliterated that word. She couldn’t believe Dawson would mind.

				She stopped working on the table long enough to put some cookies on a plate, pour a glass of cold milk and take them outside.

				She could tell Dawson was surprised when she called out to him. Chances were he hadn’t expected to see her again until he came in for dinner. But she figured her timing was good. He was breathing hard when she reached him—sweating, too. As far as she was concerned, he was running himself ragged.

				“What’s this?” he asked as she drew close.

				“I baked some cookies.” She offered him the plate but kept the milk so he’d have a free hand with which to eat. “Here’s hoping you’re not opposed to having a little treat now and then.”

				“I’d never turn away homemade cookies. I haven’t had anything like this since...”

				When his words fell off, she guessed he’d been about to say, “Since before my mother died,” which gave her the impression he really missed Lonnie. That was another reason she didn’t think he’d killed her or his father. Although he seemed cautious when it came to revealing emotion, he seemed to be sincere in his love for them, seemed to miss them.

				“Sly insisted I enter this recipe at the county fair,” she said as he took his first bite.

				He swallowed. “And?”

				She regretted mentioning the county fair. That she cared about something so inconsequential made her sound like a hick, especially considering the fact that he had a better education than she did. But she was nervous. He was so good-looking that he made her self-conscious. Those eyes of his...

				No wonder the women on the jury had been blamed for his exoneration.

				She cleared her throat. “I won.”

				He took another bite, then nodded. “I’m not surprised.”

				Maybe he didn’t think it was a stupid comment. Tough to tell. She ventured a smile. “I’m glad you like them.”

				“How are things at the house?”

				“Good. I’m working on the downstairs. I should get most of it done today. But...”

				When she paused, he glanced up from the plate. “What?”

				“I noticed that you have a new washer and dryer.”

				“Someone filled the other ones with dirt and who knows what else. I wasn’t going to mess with trying to clean them out.”

				“That wasn’t right. I’m sorry.”

				“They were old, needed to be replaced, anyway.”

				“Still.”

				He reached for the milk and took a long swig. “We all have our problems, remember?”

				“That was a pretty dumb thing for me to say.”

				His eyebrows slid up.

				“I was nervous when I made that comment. I feel terrible about what you’ve been through.”

				He studied her as if weighing her sincerity. “Thanks,” he said at length.

				She accepted the glass of milk so he could finish the cookies. “Anyway, I was wondering if I could do some of my own laundry while I’m here. I have a small stackable set at my house, but there’s something wrong with the washer. It’s not getting our clothes clean.”

				“Of course. Do as much laundry as you’d like.”

				“I appreciate that.” She’d brought her and Jayden’s dirty clothes with her, in case. Now she could get the bag out of her car. “Where will I find your hamper? I’ll wash your stuff while I do mine.”

				“There’s a pile of clothes in the corner of my bedroom. I’ve been meaning to buy a hamper. Haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

				“I can get one when I’m in town sometime, if you’d like.”

				“Sure. That’d be great.” Finished with the cookies, he downed the rest of the milk and handed the dishes back to her. “Those were delicious.”

				Perhaps it was a simple thing, but she was happy she’d managed to please him. “I’m glad.”

				She was on her way to the house when he called out to her.

				“How’d it go with your ex last night?”

				She shaded her face as she turned back. “Better than expected. He knew he had no business coming over here, that I was angry with him for doing that, so he was trying to be charming.”

				“Charming means he has hope.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“He’s still trying to win you back.”

				“Yes.”

				“Is that a possibility?”

				“Not if I can help it. That’s why I’m here.”

				He scratched up under his hat. “He didn’t give you any grief about working for me?”

				From the moment she’d let him know about the appointment. But she couldn’t repeat most of what Sly had said. “A little. He asked me to go down to the police station with him so I could talk to the detective on your case.”

				A muscle moved in Dawson’s jaw. “And? Did you agree?”

				“No.”

				“Because...”

				“I already know what they’re going to say.”

				* * *

				Sadie wasn’t in the house. Dawson could smell dinner simmering in that old Crock-Pot she’d brought over, but she didn’t answer when he called her name. He found a receipt she’d left on the counter. Apparently, he owed her another $78.08 for supplies from the hardware store, so he left a $100 bill beside it. There was no note to indicate she’d left, though, nothing else.

				He checked the front window to see if her El Camino was still in the drive. It was. And when he went to the laundry room off the back porch, he saw a stack of little boys’ clothes folded on top of the dryer he’d missed when he came in.

				So where was she?

				“Sadie?” He moved back toward the front of the house.

				No answer.

				While in the kitchen again, he removed the lid on the slow cooker to see what she’d made for dinner and found some giant meatballs bathed in tomato sauce. A bowl of plain pasta sat on the counter with tin foil over the top. Garlic bread that looked and smelled as if it’d just been pulled from the oven waited nearby.

				He’d been served plenty of spaghetti in jail, but he could tell this meal wasn’t going to be anything like that tasteless mess.

				He cut off a chunk of meatball so he could taste it. “Damn, that’s good,” he muttered.

				Thinking she might’ve decided to clean his room or Angela’s, he went upstairs. She’d made great strides on the first floor. He liked the lemon smell of the furniture polish and the astringent scent of the disinfectant. But, from what he could see, the only thing she’d done upstairs was his laundry. His clothes, folded as neatly as her son’s, waited on the bed.

				On the way back down, he paused in front of his parents’ bedroom. He doubted she’d go in there—hoped she wouldn’t—and was relieved when he tried the handle. Locked, as usual. She wasn’t in any of the bathrooms, either. She wasn’t anywhere in the house.

				Had she gone outside, looking for him?

				“Sadie?” He let the screen door slam as he went out back. “Sadie, where are you?”

				“Here!”

				At last, he got a response. He followed her voice around to the front, where he found her on the roof, painting over the graffiti on the house.

				“How’d you get up there?” He squinted to see her clearly in the fading light.

				She gestured to the far side of the porch. “I climbed.”

				Using the railing and then the overhang. Whoever had defaced the house had probably gotten up the same way. He’d used that makeshift ladder to sneak out of the house when he was in high school, so he supposed he shouldn’t be too surprised. “You need to come down before you fall and break your leg or worse. The moss on those shingles can make them a lot slicker than you might expect.”

				“I’m being careful.”

				“I can cover that up myself. I just didn’t have the right paint.”

				“This isn’t a perfect match, but I took a chip from the lintel of the back door when I left last night, so it’s not bad. Better than leaving it as it was.”

				“I’ll finish up,” he insisted.

				“Don’t make me stop in the middle. I’m almost done. Why don’t you go eat? Dinner’s in the kitchen. No need to let it get cold.”

				Still a little nervous that she might come sliding off the porch and land on her back or head, he frowned as he watched. “I saw it, but I’m staying right here so I can help you down.”

				“Don’t worry, I’ve got it.”

				“Trust me. Climbing up is a lot easier than coming down.” He’d almost broken his own neck on occasion—and that was before he’d arrived at whatever party he was heading out to, so he hadn’t been drinking. Some nights when he returned it was a miracle he’d been able to climb back up at all.

				His parents had been through so much with him. He felt bad about his behavior now. But he’d had to test them, had to prove they were going to stick with him and love him no matter what. At least that was his mother’s interpretation. He wasn’t sure what had driven him to act out. Anger, he supposed. Youth, carelessness, selfishness. And yet they’d held fast. They’d stuck with Angela, even though she wasn’t perfect, and they’d stuck with him. Whoever killed them probably saw them as two insignificant old people, people who couldn’t adequately defend themselves or their belongings. But Dawson knew they were better than most people could ever hope to be. They’d made him whole, helped him find a little peace in the world, some direction—

				“I guess having your help would make it easier to get the paint down without spilling it,” she conceded, interrupting his thoughts. “Hang on a minute.”

				As he watched the crudely made letters disappear beneath her brush, an odd sense of relief grew inside him. Her simple act soothed some of the pain and anger that drove him like a cattle prod. But he would never forget what had started his rapid descent into hell. He’d find the person responsible for the brutal attack on his mom and dad and hold them accountable—even if it took the rest of his life to accomplish.

				“How does it look?” Sadie asked when she was done. “Did I get it covered?”

				He lifted his arms, in case she fell. “Whatever you do, don’t step back to see for yourself!”

				She cast him a disgruntled look. “I’m not stupid. That’s why I asked you.”

				“Tough to tell in this light. It’s too dark. I can always throw on another coat tomorrow morning. Come on. I’m starving.”

				After handing down the paint and brush, she managed the descent quite nicely, for the most part. She was stronger and more agile than he’d given her credit for. Her problem was height. She was so short she had no choice but to swing freely until he guided her feet to the railing. That made him wonder what she would’ve done had he not been there, but he didn’t ask.

				Although she probably would’ve been okay from there, she was close enough that he could grab her, so he set her on the ground, just to be safe. “Don’t go on the roof anymore,” he told her sternly.

				She blinked at him with her wide hazel eyes. “I just wanted to get that...that ugly word off the front of the house. You could see it from the highway!”

				“I’ll take care of that sort of thing in future.” He couldn’t let her get hurt. Everyone was so certain she wouldn’t be safe out here with him—especially her ex-husband.

				“Then why didn’t you?” She picked up the paint and brush he’d set out of the way.

				That she would come back at him, challenge him, took him by surprise. “I told you, I didn’t have the right paint.”

				“It’s plain white, nothing exotic. You could’ve picked it up as easily as I did.”

				He took the supplies from her. “And I planned to.”

				“You just didn’t get around to it.”

				“Not yet.”

				“I’m not sure I can buy that.”

				He said nothing, hoping she’d let the subject drop, but she didn’t.

				“You’ve been back for two weeks.”

				Again, he made no comment.

				“You didn’t want to give anyone the pleasure of knowing it bothered you,” she said. “That’s the real answer, isn’t it? You were leaving it there to prove a point.”

				“Oh yeah?” He spoke as he walked ahead of her, without turning back. “And what point would that be?”

				He heard her slap her hands together as she dusted them off. “That you don’t care what people think of you. That you don’t need them to accept you, approve of you—or even like you.”

				“You’re my employee, not my shrink,” he grumbled. “Don’t try to psychoanalyze me.”

				“I’m not. I’ve just been wondering why you wouldn’t paint over that immediately. Having it up there had to be painful and embarrassing—a horrible thing to see every time you pulled into your own driveway. Then, after working with you for two days, I decided on the reason I think you left it. So...will you do me the favor of telling me if I’m right?”

				“No,” he said. “Let’s eat.”

				* * *

				Dawson paced in the dining area while Sadie was at the stove, dishing up the food. He was restless. Something about what happened outside had agitated him, but she wasn’t sure what. He had to be relieved that she’d painted over that red-lettered indictment. Now he didn’t have to. Although she didn’t know him well, she was convinced she was right about his reasoning, even if he wouldn’t come out and admit it. He was a proud man who didn’t like to be pushed around—the kind who would sacrifice almost anything for an ideal. The way he’d reacted to Sly, that he’d refused to cave in, told her as much.

				She put his plate on the table before eyeing him speculatively. “What’s wrong?”

				He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans as he pivoted and came back toward her. “I’m not sure this is going to work out, Sadie.”

				“This.” She could tell by his voice that he wasn’t talking about dinner. “You mean the job.”

				He stretched his neck. “Yeah.”

				“Why?” She would’ve been worried that he was about to fire her. She’d been worried last night. But this...this didn’t feel like someone who really wanted to get rid of her. He liked her, liked what she cooked and the improvements she’d made to the house. She could tell. She also knew he’d be loath to search for someone else; he didn’t want to be bothered with that. He wanted to work and put his life right. So...what was the problem?

				“It’s complicated,” he said as he came over to the table and sat down.

				She studied him, trying to read his body language. She saw regret, reluctance, maybe even a little indecision. “You mean because of Sly, my ex.”

				He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Yeah. I guess.”

				She brought her own plate over to the table and sat across from him. “Except that you’ve gotten beyond Sly’s opposition to my working here twice so far.”

				He turned his fork over and over in his hand. “He could always come around again.”

				“True. I warned you of that. And you texted me to be here at one.”

				“Maybe I should’ve thought about it a little more carefully.”

				“Because...”

				He said nothing, just started shoveling spaghetti into his mouth.

				“You’re upset that I covered up an ugly word some asshole painted on your house. Why?”

				“You could’ve fallen off the roof.”

				“But I didn’t. And now that it’s handled, I won’t go back up there. So...can we focus on the real problem?”

				“This isn’t the best place for you, that’s all.”

				He was wrestling with himself over something. “You told me I’d be safe.”

				“You are safe. From me. Problem is...I can’t control anyone else.”

				“Who do you need to control?”

				He didn’t answer.

				Pushing her plate away without touching her food, she waited as he polished off a meatball. “If I’m not around, how will you get your sister back?” she asked at length.

				“I’ll have to hire someone else.”

				“Then this is because I painted the front of the house.”

				“No, it’s not. That’s ridiculous!”

				“You’re uncomfortable because I did you a favor, and it wasn’t even that big of a deal. You’re so used to being judged and reviled, you no longer know what to do with human kindness.”

				He swallowed, his gaze finally riveting on her face. “I know what to do with kindness. It’s not me I’m worried about. It’s you.”

				“Me.”

				“Yes!”

				“Why?”

				“How do you think all the people you care about—your friends and neighbors, your ex and his family—will react if they believe you’re taking my side? Befriending a man who—” he made quotations marks with his fingers “—killed his parents? They’ll start treating you like they do me. You’ll be an outcast. It can happen quickly, and once it does, you might not be able to turn it around—not in such a small town.”

				She folded her arms. “So I’d be better off finding work elsewhere.”

				“Yes.”

				“Are you sure it isn’t a little more than that?”

				He dropped his bread into his pasta. “More in what way? If you’re talking about Sly, we’ve covered that.”

				“I’m not talking about Sly. I’m thinking that maybe you’d just feel more comfortable with someone who keeps their distance from others, like you do. I can’t believe what you’ve been through has made you very trusting. Something like that is bound to leave scars, make you leery of those around you. But I was just doing you a good turn, trying to go the extra mile. I mean, you’ve done me a nice turn, too. It’s not like you have to be my friend or anything.”

				He put down his fork. “Telling you to find other work has nothing to do with me. It has to do with keeping you from experiencing anything like what I’ve been through. How do you think I’ll feel if someone vandalizes your house the way they did mine? A woman who has a five-year-old child to protect? If they see you coming here every day, making my meals and fixing up the place, they’ll assume you’re on my side, which means you’re not on their side, and they’ll make you a target, too. I should’ve thought of that.”

				Sadie remembered Sly’s cop friends paying her a visit at Lolita’s to warn her that they’d be slow to respond if she got herself into trouble working for Dawson. They’d made it clear she was fraternizing with the enemy, that they considered her actions disloyal. Dawson was right. Sly wasn’t the only thing they had to worry about—although the problem her ex presented was difficult enough. Compared to how nasty he could get, right now he was being relatively nice. But she knew his patience wouldn’t last forever. What would he do if she refused to listen and quit working for Dawson? What if she not only stuck it out here at the farm but became a friend of Dawson’s—a defender?

				The possibilities were frightening. She wouldn’t put anything past Sly.

				But she already believed Dawson was innocent. That meant she couldn’t abandon him. “I guess we’re both taking a risk, aren’t we?” she said.

				He drank some of his beer. “That means you’re staying.”

				“Yeah.”

				He sighed before forking another bite of meatball into his mouth. “Well, at least you can cook.”

				She grinned at him—and laughed when he tried to scowl instead of grinning back.
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				As Sadie cleared the dishes, she was happy in a way she hadn’t been happy in a long time. She couldn’t point to one specific reason. She just felt...free. She also felt productive and capable of taking care of herself, which made her view the future in a more positive light. Then there was Dawson Reed, of course. She’d been so worried that he was as bad as everyone was saying, that she was making a mistake by answering his ad. But she didn’t believe that anymore. She liked him, thought he was a decent man. Although she could be wrong—there were people who’d been fooled by killers before—she couldn’t imagine him harming the Reeds. He hadn’t said or done one inappropriate thing. On the contrary! What kind of killer tried to bring his mentally handicapped sister home so he could take care of her—because she’d be happier with him? What could Dawson possibly get out of assuming that responsibility? Nothing! He was paying for a caregiver for Angela when he could be spending those dollars on a farmhand who would make his own workday easier.

				Sadie certainly didn’t get the impression he’d lured her into his employ for some nefarious purpose. He was less likely to engage her than she was him. She heard from him only when he came in for dinner.

				She was tired when she walked out to her car to go home, but after she backed out of the drive, where she could see the house from a better perspective, she paused to look. She’d done a good job covering the writing that’d been painted on the front. She was so glad to have gotten that off.

				Eager to see Jayden, she put on some music through her phone—the radio, like the clock, didn’t work in her car—and finished backing out of the gate. That was when she spotted a squad car parked down the street, just out of sight from the house.

				Sadie slowed as she went by. Sure enough, Sly sat behind the wheel.

				Damn him! How long had he been there, waiting for her?

				Determined not to acknowledge him, she pressed the accelerator. “Go home and leave me alone,” she mumbled. But one glance in the rearview mirror indicated he’d pulled onto the highway behind her. She really didn’t want her ex-husband waiting for her every night, didn’t want to deal with him nearly that often...

				Her cell phone rang, interrupting the music, and his name appeared on her screen. Her car was so old it didn’t have Bluetooth capacity, but she had a Bluetooth device in the ashtray. She would’ve used it, if only the battery wasn’t dead.

				She pulled over so that he wouldn’t follow her all the way to Petra’s again. She didn’t want him taking Jayden out for more ice cream. She missed her son, wanted to spend some quality time with him before bed—and she didn’t want Sly involved in any way. He made her anxious, on edge. His moods could be so mercurial; she never knew if he’d be pleasant or go off on some rant in which he held her accountable for “ruining his life.”

				He parked behind her and came walking up.

				“What are you doing?” she asked, lowering her window via the hand-crank as he approached.

				“Nothing. I was just out for a drive.”

				She made a face. “So finding you outside Dawson’s house was purely a coincidence.”

				His lips twisted into a wry grin. “Maybe not entirely. I was making sure you were safe. What do you think? You should thank me.”

				“Except that it’s not necessary for you to waste your time. And it’s more than I have a right to expect, since we’re no longer together.”

				“Our separation is merely a temporary setback, Sadie. I’m going to prove that to you, prove that I can make you happy.”

				They’d tried for ten years and nothing had changed. She was no longer in love with him, hadn’t been in love with him for at least half that time. “I’m flattered by your tenacity. But I think it’s important to know when to let go. We both need to move on.”

				“And leave you in the hands of someone like Dawson Reed? What kind of man would I be?”

				“The kind who respects boundaries. I’m fine! Dawson didn’t kill his parents, Sly. He hasn’t killed anyone. He’s not capable of that type of thing.”

				Sly had his mouth open, ready to say more. He was used to dominating every conversation. But at this he clamped his lips shut. By his expression, she’d triggered one of his infamous mood swings.

				“I mean...no one knows for sure what happened,” she added, trying to backpedal.

				“He was the only one who could’ve killed them, Sadie—the only one anywhere nearby that night. There was no foreign DNA found in the house. If a random hitchhiker broke in and murdered Lonnie and Larry, there would’ve been something.”

				She’d read about that. She hadn’t yet added the discrepancy to the list she was making, but she had a rebuttal. There was a shoe print outside in the mud—from a smaller foot than Dawson’s—which the police had conveniently explained as coming from some random visitor to the farm and not the killer. She almost said so but bit her tongue. She didn’t care to debate the case, especially with Sly. He had to win every argument, by getting mad and screaming if he didn’t have a solid basis for whatever he was saying.

				“Not necessarily,” she said. “There have been plenty of crimes where no DNA was found. So why can’t we give him the benefit of the doubt? He hasn’t made one wrong move. He works all day. That’s it.”

				“And you...”

				“I work, too.”

				“Just the two of you, out there alone together, when he probably hasn’t had a woman for a year or longer.”

				She felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. “I don’t appreciate what you’re implying.”

				“I know what men are like. I know what he’s thinking when he looks at you.”

				The image Sly’s words created made Sadie feel oddly overheated. She told herself that had nothing to do with Dawson. “That’s not true. He hasn’t acted remotely interested in...in me.”

				“Yet. I can promise you he’s after more than cooking and cleaning.”

				“Stop it! You don’t need to watch the house. I’m sure you have better things to do.”

				He hooked his thumbs in his utility belt. He was every bit as fit as Dawson, made sure he spent plenty of time jogging and lifting weights. He’d stepped on a scale every day of their married life. He wasn’t too handsome in the face, had much plainer features, but no one could call him a slouch. He could easily find another woman.

				The part of Sadie that longed to be free sometimes wished he would, but she couldn’t put her heart behind that wish, not when he was so miserable to live with.

				“You don’t think he’d love to feel you beneath him? To feel you close around him and—”

				“No!” she broke in. “I mean...he’s not thinking like that. Why are you doing this? Why are you trying to twist everything?”

				“Because you need to see the truth. You’re too naïve for your own good.”

				“I’m not naïve! I know when a man is coming on to me. I like Dawson. We’re...friends. That’s all.”

				The way his eyes narrowed made her uneasy. “Friends? You’ve worked there two days and you’re already friends?”

				It sort of felt that way, but she shouldn’t have said so, shouldn’t have let Sly get the upper hand. “Not friends, exactly. Employer and employee. Why can’t anything be that innocent to you?”

				“Because I’m not a fool!”

				She drew a deep breath. “There’s no reason to worry. He’s nice. That’s all.”

				“Nicer than me...”

				“I didn’t say that. I’m merely trying to make you understand I’m not in any danger.”

				“And I’m merely trying to make you understand that you have no idea whether you’re safe or not.”

				“I can only judge by how he makes me feel, Sly. And my intuition tells me I’m okay.”

				“Your intuition.”

				“Yes!”

				“You’re sure it’s not something a little farther south than that? Maybe he’s not the one who’s looking to get laid. Maybe it’s you. Does it make you wet thinking of screwing a guy who could be that dangerous?”

				“Stop it!” she cried again.

				“I won’t stop until you listen to me. I’ve seen how much the women like him. Detective Garbo told me he got a ton of mail from dumb chicks sending him naked photographs and shit while he was in jail.”

				Sadie was beginning to sweat despite the cool, evening weather. She felt one bead and then another roll down her side. “I wasn’t one of them. So this has nothing to do with me. I have to go, Sly.”

				“Now you’re going to run away? Why don’t we finally talk about this, talk about the elephant in the room? You haven’t given me sex in forever! No matter how much I beg or grovel, you’re not interested.”

				She had given him sex much more recently than she’d ever wanted. He’d pushed it upon her not long after she moved out. He’d done the same thing a few times since, and she’d gone along with it, suffered through it, because she hadn’t wanted to wake Jayden and have him come out of the room to see what was going on. Sly conveniently forgot about those instances, pretended it wasn’t nearly so one-sided, but she never would. The thought of sleeping with him again made her skin crawl. She tried to interrupt with a “Because we’re separated!” but he talked right over her.

				“Even you have to be dying for a man by now.”

				“That’s enough!”

				“You think Dawson can satisfy you when I can’t?”

				“I’m working for him! That’s all! I clean the house and cook.”

				“You wouldn’t even need to be out there if you’d come back to me. We weren’t rich, but we were getting by until you decided to move out and screw up our lives.”

				Our lives? She’d been much happier since she left him, despite the problems he’d caused since. “How do you figure?”

				“Name one thing that wasn’t better back then!” he challenged.

				Only one? She could give him a whole list. “You were the only one who could spend any money. I couldn’t so much as buy a new blouse, even after I started working at the diner.”

				“That’s not true.”

				“That’s absolutely true.”

				“You weren’t contributing nearly as much as I was, that’s all. But I’ve been thinking about stuff like that. I realize I’m not an easy person to live with. I’m a perfectionist, exacting. But I’ll be more generous. I promise.”

				“No.”

				“Give me a chance!” he screamed, smacking his hand against the car.

				The sound reverberated like a bullet. This was how an “incident” with Sly started—and it could get far more frightening as it escalated. “I need some time on my own,” she said. “I wish you’d respect that.”

				“But you’re not on your own. You’re trying to get back at me by working for a murderer!”

				“I’m not trying to get back at you!” she yelled, suddenly unable to hold back. “All I want is for you to leave me the hell alone. Don’t you get that? I can’t stand the sight of you!”

				The color drained from his face. She knew as soon as the words were out that she’d made a terrible mistake. Sly didn’t allow anyone to talk to him that way, least of all her. There’d be a terrible reprisal.

				“I have to pick up Jayden,” she said, speaking in a calm voice. Most of the time, she managed to tiptoe around him, but she’d been too tired tonight, and he’d pushed her too far. “Petra’s expecting me. I’ve left him too long as it is.”

				“If you think I’ll ever let you divorce me, you have another think coming,” he said through gritted teeth.

				She threw up her hands. “Then shoot me now. Because I can’t take any more!”

				“Careful what you wish for,” he snarled and stalked back to his car.

				A moment later, he tore past her, tires spewing gravel. She dropped her head against the steering wheel, trying to calm down, but she was still shaking when she picked up her cell to call Dawson.

				“I...I need to tell you to be on the lookout,” she said as soon as he answered.

				“Sadie?”

				“Yeah. It’s me. I just...” She struggled to catch her breath. “I have to warn you. Sly was waiting for me when I pulled out of your drive. He’s been watching the house. He could come back. Now or...or later tonight. There’s no telling when.”

				“You saw him?”

				“He was waiting for me when I got off work. I just spoke to him.”

				“I can tell by the sound of your voice that it didn’t go well.”

				Squeezing her eyes closed, she leaned back, but the tears she’d been fighting began to flow anyway. “No. I made a mistake.”

				“What kind of mistake?”

				“I told him I’d never come back to him, and—” she covered her phone so that she could sniff without him hearing her “—I’m afraid he’ll blame you. Like I said, he could show up there now or...or late at night and do... I don’t know what. Try to make things difficult for you. I’m sorry.”

				There was a long pause. “I’ll be okay,” he said at length. “But...you live alone, right?”

				“Yeah. In a one-bedroom with Jayden.”

				“Will you be safe? Do you have someone you could stay with? Or should you come back here?”

				“I can’t come back there. He already accused me of...of...” Fresh tears welled up. She stopped talking in order to gain control over her voice. “Never mind. I’d better go. I have to get Jayden. I merely wanted to...to warn you that I said the wrong thing.”

				“You told him you won’t come back to him. Isn’t that what you’ve been telling him since you moved out?”

				“Yes, but I was too absolute this time. Putting him off, that’s the only way to...to keep him calm.”

				“Maybe it’s time he got the message.”

				“No. It’s dangerous to challenge him. There’ll be hell to pay because of it. Anyway, will you call me if you...if you need help?”

				“Call you?” he echoed.

				She couldn’t hold back the sob that rose up before she could cover the phone. “I don’t think the police will come if you call them,” she said through her tears. “I don’t think they’ll come for either one of us.”

				There was a long silence. Then he said, “You should get your son and come back here.”

				“I can’t. Sly will view that as me running to you, and...and that’ll just make things worse for both of us,” she said and hung up.
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				Sadie fed Jayden, played with him and read to him. Then she put him to bed and continued her study of Dawson’s case in the living room. But she couldn’t comprehend what she read. She was too preoccupied—too anxious. She hadn’t heard from Sly since their encounter on the highway, and she knew he wouldn’t let that go. She’d dared to take a stand against him. He was probably planning his revenge right now, thinking up some way to hurt her.

				Or he could be out at the farm, causing trouble for Dawson...

				She almost called her boss again, but it was growing late and she hoped he was getting some sleep. He couldn’t keep working the hours he’d been working otherwise, and she knew how important it was that he get the farm producing again.

				After reading the same article twice, and still feeling as if she’d missed most of the information she was hoping to retain, she set her computer aside and got up to pace around the room. She was so tired of worrying about Sly. She almost couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t overshadow everything else. Why wouldn’t he let her go? What good was having her come back if she didn’t love him? And how could he even pretend to love her? A man didn’t treat a woman he cared about the way Sly treated her. That had been the problem from the beginning.

				So what did he have in store for her?

				She went over to peer through the slats of the blinds that covered the front window. She didn’t see Sly’s car, didn’t notice headlights down the drive or movement about the yard. But that didn’t mean anything. Tucked away as her house was, she wouldn’t see anything. He could still be out there.

				Would they have another argument, one in which she’d have to cajole and appease Sly for Jayden’s sake?

				She wouldn’t sleep with him again, no matter what. She couldn’t. She lost a piece of herself every time she succumbed. But it wasn’t fair that Jayden should be awakened and frightened by such angry voices as he’d heard in the past. Sadie didn’t want that kind of emotional, upsetting life for him—or herself. Why was she the only parent he had who cared about that sort of thing? Sly did exactly as he wanted, fought dirty if that was what it required to win, while she was handicapped by trying to protect their son.

				“When will it all be over?” she grumbled.

				For a brief moment, she allowed herself to fantasize about packing up and slipping away in the middle of the night—going someplace where Sly would never be able to find them. She could start over, build a new life and try to forget.

				But how far would her rattletrap El Camino take them? What if it broke down in the very next town? And how would she find a place to live, when she had no money, no resources? Besides, they couldn’t have a good quality of life if she was always looking over her shoulder. If Sly ever did find her, he’d have a compelling reason to sue her for custody—and would likely win.

				Although she cherished the dream of escape, that was all it was—a dream. She was stuck in Silver Springs, had no choice except to try to cope with the man she’d grown to dislike so immensely.

				With a sigh, she checked her phone again. Should she text him? She wanted to know how worried she should be. She could be driving herself mad for no reason. What if he’d cooled off—or had something pressing at work? An emergency of some sort? If she knew there was no danger, she could relax and get some sleep so that she’d be able to handle whatever happened tomorrow. But...hearing from her could also start something new.

				With a sigh, she tossed her phone aside. She wished Maude were awake and out in her yard, so they could chat. It was times like these that she missed her parents, especially her mother. She needed to hear someone else’s voice. As the night stretched on, she felt so alone, so inadequate.

				But wishing for Maude was silly. Her landlady couldn’t help her. It wasn’t even fair to ask.

				* * *

				Although Dawson told himself not to worry about Sadie, a sense of foreboding hung over him for the rest of the evening. She’d sounded so upset; he doubted she would’ve gotten that way unless she felt there was good reason.

				He showered and called Angela as he did most every night. Then he tried to sleep—Lord knew he was tired—but every creak or thump had him up, checking the windows, the doors, the driveway or his phone in case Sadie tried to reach out for help. He’d seen the face of tragedy, knew the worst could and sometimes did happen, which made it almost impossible to sleep. The blood from his parents’ murders was still down the hall, the scene he’d encountered when he found them forever etched in his mind.

				Finally, at two in the morning, he texted Sadie: You okay?

				He wasn’t sure what he’d do if he didn’t hear back. Silence could mean she was sleeping; it could also mean that she wasn’t okay...

				As the minutes dragged on without a reply, he decided to go into town, since he couldn’t sleep, anyway. He had her address; it was on the résumé she’d submitted. He’d drive by her place to see if everything appeared normal. Maybe that would give him some peace of mind. He understood that Sly could also target him. She obviously thought the chances of that were good. But Dawson had a feeling he’d direct his displeasure at her first. He was used to tormenting Sadie, felt entitled because she “belonged” to him in some way. Sly would also see her as a much easier, more predictable target.

				Almost every muscle in his body complained as Dawson dressed, scooped his keys off the dresser and descended the stairs. He’d been sore in one place or another since he got home from jail and put in his first hard day of work. Just when one muscle group stopped complaining, he’d do something a little different and antagonize another, which was okay during the day. He could compensate for it, overcome it, when he was moving around. At night those muscles stiffened up, so his back ached and his thighs burned.

				A full moon hung low in the sky. After he climbed into his truck, he sat behind the wheel for a few minutes, staring out at the moon before starting the engine. The night he’d picked up that hitchhiker had been so much like this. He remembered a big, portentous moon and the same cool breeze blowing the trees, carrying the fecund scent of moist earth and growing things...

				But the similarity didn’t mean anything. He was merely letting his fears get the best of him.

				He shifted his gaze to the left, in the direction of his parents’ graves. He’d buried them on the farm, in the far corner. He’d felt they’d want that. He needed to take Angela out there, to show her their headstones and let her say goodbye. Maybe then she’d quit asking when their parents were coming back, as she had again tonight.

				Shifting into Reverse, he backed out of the drive.

				The highway was empty, as he’d expected. Even the two bars in town would be closed this time of night. He figured there might be a few cops out—was afraid he’d be unlucky enough to run into Sly or someone else on the force.

				Fortunately, that didn’t happen. He breathed a sigh of relief as he turned down the street where Sadie lived, a few blocks off the main drag, and rolled slowly past the expensive home that fronted her one-bedroom.

				Everything looked quiet in the neighborhood, but he couldn’t see Sadie’s place from the street, so “quiet” didn’t tell him anything. After parking at the corner, he walked back to be sure.

				A light glimmered around the edges of the blinds in her front window, but that wasn’t necessarily reason for concern. Maybe she couldn’t sleep, either. Maybe she wanted to be prepared in case something happened, or she’d fallen asleep reading and hadn’t gotten up to turn it off. She might even leave that light on at night for the sake of her child, so he could find the bathroom or whatever.

				Dawson didn’t see a patrol car or any other vehicle parked behind her El Camino. If Sly was there, arguing with her—or doing anything else—he would’ve had to block her in, because the drive was so narrow, or park out on the street, as Dawson had, and Dawson hadn’t seen him.

				He checked his phone, as he’d been doing every few minutes. Nothing. She hadn’t responded to his text.

				Briefly, he considered knocking on the door. He’d come this far, hated to go home without achieving any reassurance. But chances were he’d only wake her child or scare her to death by appearing so unexpectedly in the middle of the night.

				Convinced he’d done all he could do, he turned to leave. But then he heard his phone chime and glanced down at it.

				There she was.

				I’m okay. You?

				He scratched his head. He was fairly certain his hair was standing up on one side. He hadn’t put much thought into his appearance when he left the house.

				I’m fine.

				Why aren’t you sleeping? You were exhausted when I left.

				He was always exhausted these days. He was working too hard not to be. Because I’m not in bed.

				Don’t tell me you’re working!

				No, I’m standing outside your door.

				What? Why?

				You sounded so upset earlier. I was concerned there might be trouble—wasn’t sure how bad things might get. But now that I know you’re okay, I’m leaving. See you tomorrow.

				The door opened before he could get too far and she called out to him in a loud whisper. “Dawson!”

				She was wearing an overlarge T-shirt, her legs and feet bare, her face devoid of makeup and her hair mussed. Obviously, she’d taken no thought for her appearance, either. But he liked it—more than if she’d been all made up. There was something sexy, intimate about seeing her this way.

				He walked closer so they could talk without waking her landlady or anyone else. “Sorry to disturb you. After what happened to my folks, I guess I was...assuming the worst. I let my imagination get the best of me.”

				“I can’t believe you came to check on me, especially so late. That’s really nice.”

				“It’s no big deal. I’ll see you tomorrow—”

				“Wait! Where’s your car?”

				“Down the street.”

				That seemed to bring her some relief. “That’s good. With Sly dropping by all the time... Well, never mind. Anyway, would you like to come in for a drink before you go? I mean, you’re already here.”

				He was about to say no. He had to work in the morning; nothing mattered more to him than saving the farm. But she was right. He was here, and he was more than a little curious about how she lived—not to mention intrigued by her apparel, or lack of apparel.

				“I don’t know about you, but I’m too on edge to sleep, anyway.” She gave a nervous laugh. “The slightest noise disturbs me.”

				He understood. It’d been the same for him. Expecting some sort of reprisal from a man like Sly had a way of putting a person on pins and needles. After what he’d been through, both with the death of his parents and what he’d experienced at the hands of police since, Dawson felt like he was particularly sensitive to the possibilities.

				“It’d be nice to...to have someone to talk to for a few minutes,” she added when he hesitated. “A little adult conversation might give me the chance to get my feet underneath me again.”

				She needed company, someone close at hand to provide a sense of security, at least until she could calm down.

				He decided to stay. Why not? He’d been up this long. “Sure. What do you have to drink?”

				She held the door so he could come in. “I have a bottle of Pinot Grigio, which should be much better than the wine I brought to your place,” she added with a self-deprecating smile.

				He tried not to let his gaze fall to her bare legs—or her shirt, since it was obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra—but that was exactly where his eyes tended to go. He hadn’t been with a woman in so long. Although he’d initially thought Sadie wasn’t his type, that he wasn’t attracted to her, the more he got to know her, the prettier she became. She had the most gorgeous legs, and her breasts, though small, looked like the perfect size to fit the palm of his hand.

				In an effort to keep his mind—and his attention—where it should be, he circled the room, inspecting his surroundings. Her place was clean and neat but sparsely furnished with what looked like thrift-store purchases or hand-me-downs. “That’s what you typically drink?”

				“I don’t typically drink anything. I can’t afford alcohol,” she said with a wry laugh. “I’ve been saving this.”

				Stopping in front of a side table, he picked up a photograph of her and her son. They were on a beach, the same towel wrapped around them both as Sadie kissed Jayden’s cheek. “For what?”

				“A celebration.”

				He put the photograph down and looked over his shoulder. “Of...”

				She shrugged. “My neighbor gave it to me for my birthday last month.”

				“Why didn’t you open it?”

				“I decided to wait for something better to come along.”

				“What’s better than a birthday?” he asked, but he hadn’t celebrated his birthday this year, either. He’d spent it in jail, wondering if he’d be convicted of murder.

				“My divorce. The day I receive my final papers. The day it will all be over.”

				“What’s holding that up?”

				She rolled her eyes. “Sly, of course. He’s doing everything he can to sabotage the process.”

				“Don’t tell me opening this wine signifies that you’re giving up.”

				“No. I’d just really like to have a glass, especially now that I have someone to drink it with. You interested?”

				For however long he stayed, she wouldn’t be alone. “Sure.”

				She went into the kitchen and returned with a regular water glass filled almost to the halfway mark.

				“That’s a lot of wine,” he said as he accepted it.

				“Sorry. I don’t have any wineglasses.”

				He took a sip, found it to be as good as she had promised—much better than what she’d bought the other day. “What happened to your belongings? I mean, I can’t imagine you’ve always lived in such a...spartan fashion.”

				“I had to leave most of my stuff behind,” she explained. “It was hard enough just to get myself and Jayden out of that house.”

				“Where’d you live?”

				“In one of the new homes on the other side of town. We had some nice furniture, too. Nothing like this. Sly can be stingy with his money, but he likes quality—things that make him look good to his friends.”

				“So...he lives there alone now, with the good furniture?”

				She nodded. “I didn’t take anything, knew that would only make it harder for me to leave. I did try to get my clothes. But even that didn’t work. He threw away what I couldn’t carry in that first load.”

				“And he thinks I’m bad,” Dawson grumbled.

				She studied the liquid in her own glass. “He has a way of justifying—or excusing—the most terrible things.” She gestured toward her threadbare couch. “Would you like to sit down?”

				To avoid hovering over her, he took her up on that offer and made himself comfortable. The room was so small it was the only way to put a little distance between them. “What made you marry a guy like that?”

				“I wish I knew,” she replied. “In the beginning he seemed...different than he turned out to be. But I was barely eighteen when we married. What did I know?”

				Dawson took another sip of his wine. “When did things start to go bad?”

				She leaned against the wall opposite him. “I can’t really pinpoint a date. He grew more demanding and irritable as the years passed, especially after he had to share my attention with Jayden. He’d withdraw or sulk if he didn’t get his way—or rail at me until I gave in just to appease him. He became so controlling there were times, lots of them, when I felt I couldn’t breathe. If not for my son, I would’ve left him long ago—and I wouldn’t still be living here in Silver Springs, where he can continue to harass me. That’s for darn sure.”

				“Why can’t you move away?”

				“And take Jayden from him? The court would never allow it.”

				He found his gaze drifting back to her legs. For all he knew, she was wearing a pair of shorts under that old, soft-looking T-shirt. But he wasn’t picturing shorts. He kept picturing a pair of lacy white panties—and imagining what her thighs would feel like if he ran his fingers up under the hem of that shirt...

				An awkward silence fell. He realized that she’d spoken last and he should’ve said something to keep the conversation going. Once he dragged his eyes up to meet hers, the flush to her cheeks indicated she’d noticed his preoccupation with her bare legs.

				Knowing that his interest couldn’t be comforting to her, not after all she’d been through and the doubts she probably still harbored where he was concerned, he cleared his throat, set his glass aside and stood. “Sorry for...staring. I’d better get going.”

				Her eyebrows came together in a look of despair. “Already?”

				Her response surprised him. She’d just caught him ogling her; didn’t she want him gone? “You’d like me to stay even though...”

				“It’s okay.” Her blush deepened. “I know it’s probably been a long time for you, and...and there’s nothing wrong with looking, right?”

				“There is if it makes you uncomfortable. I didn’t mean to do that. I...got distracted. It has been a long time for me since...since I’ve been with someone in that way. But I would never come on to you, never put you in a compromising situation. All you have to do for me is cook and clean and look after my sister.” He lifted his hands. “I promise you that.”

				“Thank you. The reassurance is...appreciated. And, knowing how tired you must be, I wouldn’t ask you to stay any longer except...having someone here is nice, you know? It gives me a little break from having to be quite so diligent. Sometimes, late at night, it feels like I’m going out of my mind.”

				“You’re just tired.”

				“Yeah. But not only physically. I’m tired of keeping watch. Of being worried. Of never knowing when he might appear to challenge me in some way.” She made a negating gesture with one hand. “That isn’t your problem, of course. I don’t mean to drag you into anything. I just thought we could spend a few more minutes chatting about our lives, or something else, if you prefer. You know...have the chance to calm down before facing the rest of this nerve-racking night.”

				She didn’t need to chat with anyone; she needed a chance to recover, to feel safe. And she needed more sleep than she was getting. “Bring me a blanket and a pillow,” he said. “I’ll stay here for a few hours, on the couch, so you can rest without worry.”

				Her eyes widened. “You don’t have to go that far—”

				“It’s fine.”

				“But you must be as weary of your battles as I am mine.”

				He was weary, but as harrowing as his ordeal had been, it’d lasted only a year. He got the impression she’d endured her “hell” for much longer. “Whether I crash here or at home doesn’t matter. After sleeping on such a thin mattress while I was in jail, I can nod off just about anywhere.”

				A look of relief came over her face. “That’d be great. Really great. If you’re sure you wouldn’t mind. I’m normally not like this—just sort of at loose ends tonight.”

				“Like I said, it’s no trouble.”

				“Good.” The tension seemed to leave her body. “Then I wouldn’t have to worry that Sly might be...bothering you out at the farm, and that it would be my fault.”

				“You don’t have to worry about me. Go sleep. I’ll let myself out in a few hours.”

				“Okay.” She put down her wine, left the room and returned with an old quilt and pillow. “I’d let you take the bed, since you’re doing me a favor, but my son’s in there and moving him would risk waking him.”

				“You share a bed with Jayden?”

				“A mattress, actually. That’s all we’ve got.”

				No doubt Sly preferred Jayden to be sleeping with his mother. Then she’d be unlikely to invite another man into her bed.

				She downed the rest of her wine, gave him a grateful smile and told him good-night.

				After she went into her room, he sat on the couch sipping his own wine for another ten or fifteen minutes. He couldn’t get the image of her bare legs out of his mind. Even after he’d drained his glass and lain down, he couldn’t seem to rein in the desire that kept him rock-hard. Now that he’d thought about sex, he couldn’t quit thinking about it.

				That she’d given him her pillow didn’t help. He could smell her perfume on the case.
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				What’d just happened?

				Sadie’s heart thumped against her chest as she crawled into bed with Jayden. Dawson had never given her the impression he found her attractive; she’d assumed he didn’t. She’d noticed certain things about him, of course—like his perfect backside, since the fit of his jeans made that obvious, how the corded muscles of his arms and shoulders rippled as he worked, or the way his lips moved when he talked or smiled. Like Sly had said, most women noticed Dawson. They’d have to be blind not to. But he’d seemed completely indifferent to her.

				Until a few moments ago.

				Remembering the hunger in his eyes took Sadie’s breath away. He wanted a woman—so badly she wasn’t sure he was feeling very particular about which one. Acknowledging that helped her cool off a little. It wasn’t her he wanted; anyone would probably do.

				Still, she hadn’t felt young or attractive for some time. She’d become a cliché, had fallen to the unappealing status of “beleaguered mom anxious to get out of a bad marriage” and was happy if she could just get an extra hour of sleep in a night or a generous tip at the diner. Romance hadn’t even entered her consciousness, so achieving the interest of a man who was that good-looking, even though there was still a great deal of suspicion surrounding him, reminded her that she wasn’t too old or too far gone to feel the kind of titillating desire depicted in movies. For the first time in ages, she wanted to make love. And she was so unaccustomed to the arousal flooding her body that she didn’t know how to combat it.

				Having Dawson stay probably wasn’t the best way. She had to admit that. Knowing he was in the other room made her want to go back out there, but... God, it felt good to feel attractive again.

				Closing her eyes, she allowed herself to imagine what it might be like if he were to kiss her with those full, soft-looking lips, imagined his large hands sliding up under her shirt to touch her breasts—and jumped out of bed again.

				Stop, stop, stop! She couldn’t let her mind go there. Allowing herself to fantasize about Dawson Reed wouldn’t improve her situation. What if she acted on those fantasies? If she did, and Sly found out they’d been together—well, she didn’t even want to contemplate what would happen if Sly found out. And that wasn’t the only thing. Dawson was her boss! She needed the job he was providing.

				Kneeling by the mattress, she forced herself to focus on the small body curled up under the covers. Jayden. Her son. She had to be smart, for his sake. Working for Dawson gave her an opportunity, made it possible for her to one day get out from under Sly’s thumb so she could build a better life for them both.

				She couldn’t do anything to blow that.

				* * *

				Dawson woke to find a small face staring intently into his. Startled and unsure of where he was, he sat up rather abruptly, and the boy jumped back.

				“Mo-om!” the kid cried. “There’s a man in our house!”

				Dawson’s ears rang with the unexpected noise as he glanced around, trying to regain his bearings. He’d fallen asleep at Sadie’s—so deeply he hadn’t gotten up and gone home as he’d intended. And now it was...morning? Tough to tell with the blinds down...

				“Shh. It’s okay,” he said to Jayden. “Don’t wake your mom. I’m leaving.” Shoving the quilt he’d been using out of the way, he got to his feet but staggered there for a moment. Still groggy, he hadn’t given his sore muscles any warning that they would suddenly be bearing his weight.

				“Mom! Hurry!”

				Dawson shoved a hand through his hair, trying to get it to stay down. If he had his guess, he looked pretty scary, especially to a small person. But he wasn’t sure there was anything he could do to change that. They were in such a tiny house he couldn’t even back away. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt anyone,” he said and started searching for his keys. They weren’t in his pocket. He remembered taking them out because they were cutting into his leg while he was sleeping, but...

				“Dawson?”

				At the surprise in Sadie’s voice, he whirled around to see her standing in the doorway of her bedroom, looking as rumpled as he was. “I’m sorry to still be here,” he said. “I didn’t wake up as planned. I guess I was more exhausted than I thought. But I’m going now—if only I can find my keys.”

				“Who is it, Mommy?” the boy whispered loudly.

				“Jayden, it’s okay. This is Dawson Reed, Mommy’s boss.”

				Her son gave him a skeptical once-over. “Why’s he sleeping at our house?”

				Dawson racked his brain, searching for a safe answer that would also appease the boy. He’d stayed to be nice, to offer Sadie some reassurance so she could sleep, but he knew it wouldn’t look like a favor if Jayden mentioned his “overnighter” to Sly, the landlady or someone else.

				Fortunately, Sadie spoke up. “He came over to see Mommy last night and was too tired to drive home. We can share our couch with him, can’t we?”

				Jayden didn’t seem too sure about that, but he was calming down now that he could tell his mother wasn’t alarmed. “I guess,” he said with a measure of reluctance.

				“What time is it?” Dawson asked.

				Sadie rubbed her face. “Almost seven.”

				“When do you have to be at the restaurant?”

				“Not until eight today. My alarm will be going off in five minutes.”

				“So you’ll be out to the farm at one.”

				She covered a yawn. “Unless I get done early.”

				“One is fine. I’ll see you then.” Spotting his keys on the floor, he stooped to grab them, but Sadie hurried after him, still wearing that darn T-shirt he’d dreamed of pulling off her for half the night, and intercepted him at the door.

				“Actually, I was thinking maybe you could stay for breakfast and then...you know—” she lowered her voice “—leave after we do.”

				He froze with his hand on the knob. Now that he was on his way, he didn’t want to be held up. He had the feeling he should never have come here. He hadn’t been ogling Sadie at the farm. He’d been able to keep his mind where it should be, for the sake of his sister. “Because...”

				“My landlady gets up early, and she...she looks for me in the mornings, for a bit of chitchat before I head to work. After that, no one will be paying any attention to my place, and I wouldn’t want her to, you know, think the worst.”

				By seeing a strange man come out of her house... That was the part she didn’t add. “Right. Okay.” He had a lot to do and was suddenly damn uncomfortable hanging out here. But he figured he could tolerate another few minutes.

				Letting his breath go in a long sigh, he returned to the couch.

				Jayden was still staring at him. “You live on a farm?”

				He’d said that as if Dawson lived on a spaceship or the moon or something really exciting. “I do.”

				“What kind of animals do you have? Do you have any pigs?”

				“I don’t have animals right now. I grow artichokes.”

				Jayden looked disappointed. “What’s an arti—What did you call it?”

				“Artichokes are vegetables. I’ll have to send one home with your mom so you can try it.”

				“I don’t like vegetables,” he said.

				Dawson couldn’t help chuckling. “Then I’m glad I’m not depending on you.”

				He wrinkled his nose. “What’d you say?”

				“Nothing. I didn’t like vegetables when I was your age, either.”

				“Jayden, why don’t you go potty and get dressed?” Sadie said. “And please don’t put so much toilet paper in the toilet this morning. If you stop it up again, Mrs. Clevenger is going to want to kick us out.”

				“I don’t do that,” he said, but he shot Dawson a glance that was just devilish enough to indicate otherwise.

				“Hurry,” Sadie prodded. “We can’t be late.”

				“I’m going,” her son said, but he was barely inching along. Clearly, he was more interested in keeping an eye on Dawson.

				“Hurry,” she said again. “Breakfast will be ready soon.”

				“What’re we having?” he asked.

				“How about French toast? You like French toast.”

				He clapped his hands. “Yay! My favorite! Do you like French toast?” he asked Dawson.

				“Sure, French toast sounds delicious to me,” Dawson replied and hoped Sadie would put on something a little less revealing while she cooked—almost as much as he hoped she wouldn’t.

				* * *

				Sadie peeled off the T-shirt and the shorts she’d worn to bed and tossed them in the pile to be washed. She was going to take a quick shower, but removing her clothes while Dawson was in the house felt rather...erotic, especially after what she’d imagined last night. She could hear his voice as he talked to Jayden, which made him sound very close...

				Something had changed between them, she decided. The attraction that’d flared last night wasn’t gone. He’d grown aware of her in a sexual way—and she liked the attention.

				“You gotta be smart,” she reminded herself with a stern glance in the mirror. Then she pushed those feelings of excitement to the side, doing her best to ignore them, so she could get ready and wouldn’t be late. She hated to make Dawson stay until she and Jayden could get out the door, but what had seemed so innocent last night—having him stay for a few hours because she needed the company—felt entirely different now that she’d spent hours dreaming about feeling his naked body against hers.

				“Ready, Mom?” Jayden hung on the doorknob with one hand while fighting to keep the bag they took to and from Petra’s each day on his shoulder with the other.

				She straightened the apron that was part of her uniform for Lolita’s. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

				Dawson was watching the news when they came through the living room. He hadn’t been able to shave, so he had a dark shadow of beard growth on his chin. That together with his wrinkled clothes made him look a little unkempt, but Sadie liked him that way. He looked good sitting there on her couch in those faded jeans and that Tennessee Williams T-shirt. She’d found him attractive from the start, but his sex appeal seemed to be growing fast, which worried her. They’d be spending a lot of time out at the farm alone—and she’d only be spending more time with him once she was finished working at the diner.

				“Have a great shift,” he said.

				“Will you be here when we come home?” Jayden asked.

				He chuckled as he shook his head. “No. You’ll have your couch back.”

				“You can use it. We can share,” he said, repeating what Sadie had told him earlier. To her ear, Jayden sounded a little disappointed, which surprised her.

				“Thanks, but I should be okay at my place. I’ll be careful not to drop by when I’m so tired.”

				Jayden hitched the bag higher on his little shoulder. “Maybe I can come see those things you grow sometime.”

				“I’ve already told your mother she can bring you whenever she wants.”

				Jayden immediately turned to her. “Can I go today?”

				He had been at Petra’s so much recently. Sadie knew he missed being with her. And some of her previous fears seemed unfounded—given that Dawson could’ve murdered them both in their sleep last night and hadn’t so much as given them a threatening look. But she was still worried about Sly’s reaction. Ironically, she was far more frightened of her ex than her new employer.

				“Can I, Mommy? Please?” Jayden begged.

				If Jayden came only for this afternoon, would Sly have to know?

				He could too easily find out, she decided. He’d been keeping such a close eye on her—had always kept a close eye on her, but more so now that she was working for Dawson.

				“I’ll think about it while I’m at the diner.” She was so tired of letting Sly dictate what she could and couldn’t do, but she had to be careful or he’d sue her for custody.

				She took the bag from him and they walked out to find Maude Clevenger spraying off the stepping-stones in the yard.

				“Mornin’!” Maude called and turned off her sprayer in anticipation of their usual chat.

				Sadie breathed a sigh of relief that she’d asked Dawson to stay inside until after she left. Maude would go in for breakfast in a few minutes. Then no one should be paying any attention to what went on at her place.

				“Morning,” she responded and smiled as Maude approached.

				“I’ve got something to show you,” her landlady told Jayden, eyes sparkling with excitement.

				He hurried over. “What is it?”

				“Only the biggest snail I’ve ever seen,” she replied.

				“A snail? Where?”

				Sadie put the bag in the back of the El Camino and followed her son to a table where Maude had put the snail in a large plastic bowl. While they oohed and aahed, Sadie pulled her phone from her purse and texted Dawson. My landlady is outside, all right. But she should go in after we leave. Can you keep an eye out for her and make sure she’s gone before you come out?

				You got it, came his response.

				When she had Jayden in his safety seat and was backing out of the drive, Sadie sighed in relief. She thought she’d pulled off keeping Dawson’s presence a secret. Jayden had been so excited by the snail he hadn’t mentioned the fact that they’d had a visitor, and with as quickly as his mind moved on to whatever was happening at the moment, she couldn’t imagine he’d pipe up with that later—not unless something jogged his memory. With any luck, that wouldn’t happen. She should be in the clear.

				But then she caught a glimpse of a black-and-white sedan turning at the corner and realized that Sly had probably been behind the wheel. He’d just driven past her house. Again.

				She searched for where Dawson had parked his truck and nearly gasped when she spotted it not far from where the patrol car had turned. There it was, plain as day!

				Had Sly recognized it?

				He had to have. Like her car, that truck was distinctive...

				“Why aren’t we going, Mommy?”

				Jayden was so used to her backing out of their drive as fast as was safely possible, rushing to get him to Petra’s so she wouldn’t be late for work, that he’d noticed the hesitation. They were sitting in the street, her foot on the brake as she gaped at Dawson’s truck. She was trying to convince herself that what she’d seen a moment earlier was merely her imagination—fear getting the best of her—and not her ex-husband’s cruiser.

				“We’re going.” She gave the El Camino some gas, but instead of heading straight to Petra’s, she rounded the corner and headed toward the center of town. She wanted to know if that was Sly...

				“Can I go to the farm?” her son asked.

				Her heart was still pumping erratically, knocking against her chest and making it difficult to concentrate. “What’d you say, honey?”

				“Can I go to the farm today?”

				“I told you I’d think about it at the diner. I’m not at the diner yet.”

				“Why can’t I know now?”

				She reached California Street—the main thoroughfare in Silver Springs—and looked both ways, searching for any sign of a patrol car, but saw nothing. “I’ll call you on my break and let you know.”

				“I can’t wait that long. I want to go to the farm!” he pleaded. “You’ll be there, won’t you?”

				She decided to stop by the store while she was heading in the wrong direction. “Yes, I’ll be there.”

				“Then why can’t I come? Dawson said I could!”

				She wanted to say, “Because your father would use it against me.” But she refused to undermine Jayden’s relationship with Sly. They struggled to get along as it was. “Today might not be the best day, that’s all. There will be plenty of other opportunities.”

				Because he wasn’t happy with her answer, he continued to beg her both before and after she stopped to get him and Petra’s kids some fruit snacks for later, but Sadie held fast. If Sly had recognized Dawson’s truck, there’d be a confrontation, and she didn’t want Jayden to have any part of that.

				She was still feeling nervous after she’d dropped him off and was pulling into the diner—but a text she received from Dawson brought her a bit of relief.

				All is well. Your landlady turned her back to put away the hose, and I slipped right past her. Houdini couldn’t have escaped more cleanly.

				She smiled at the image he’d created of himself sneaking away. He made her feel good—from when he stood up to Sly at the door to when he helped her down from the roof to when he tried to fire her, for her own good, and couldn’t quite succeed because he had too soft of a heart. He wasn’t what other people thought he was. He was the best-kept secret in town.

				But she couldn’t get too excited. Sly would somehow wreck what she had going, if he could.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				10

				Since Dawson had been released from jail, he’d thought only of getting the farm up and running and bringing Angela home, where she belonged. He owed it to his parents. They’d essentially saved his life when they adopted him, gave him a good home and provided a solid education. More than anything, they’d given him love, which was what had finally made him whole—or as whole as he was going to get. He didn’t even like to think about what’d come before. But ever since last night, whenever he let his mind wander, he didn’t dwell on how many more plants he could put in if he cultivated another five acres, or how he might respond if he received a difficult question from the state representative who was coming in five days to see if he’d be able to provide a stable environment for Angela.

				He thought about Sadie.

				“Damn it, stop!” he growled at himself. There was no one around to hear him; he could do and say what he wanted. But no amount of censure seemed to change the pattern of his thoughts, not since last night. He’d had to put his sexuality on a shelf, had to focus on other things to survive. Now that the danger was past, and he was left to pick up the pieces, however, that all-too-human part of him was reasserting itself with a vengeance. Those gorgeous legs and what he might’ve found had he lifted that T-shirt she’d been wearing remained center stage in his mind, which affected other parts of his body, as well.

				He should’ve hired someone else. A man.

				Except he couldn’t hire a man to help bathe his sister...

				As the sun moved higher in the sky, he found himself glancing toward the drive more and more frequently. He kept asking himself why it mattered to him what time Sadie arrived. She was going in to clean. It wasn’t as if they’d have much interaction. But he was looking forward to seeing her in spite of all that.

				Shortly after noon, a car arrived, but it wasn’t Sadie. Although he couldn’t be sure, since he was standing at such a distance, Dawson was fairly certain it was Aiyana’s oldest two sons parking in his drive. He’d met them when he attended school at New Horizons Boys Ranch and had been friends with them ever since. Like Aiyana, they’d stood by him despite the doubt and suspicion he’d faced almost everywhere else, but he hadn’t spent any time with them since he’d been home. He’d been too focused on what he had to accomplish, too busy to even return their calls.

				“I guess we have to drop by unannounced to get to speak to you,” Elijah said as they met halfway between the field where Dawson had been working and the drive where the Turners had parked.

				“Sorry,” Dawson said. “It’s nothing personal.”

				Elijah exchanged a knowing glance with Gavin. “We don’t doubt that. You’ve been through hell. I’m not sure I’d be particularly friendly after a year in jail, either.”

				“Exactly,” Gavin chimed in.

				“I figured you’d come around when you were ready—didn’t want to push,” Elijah continued. “But you know my mother.”

				She’d tried to call him. He’d been meaning to get in touch... “Aiyana sent you?”

				Elijah lifted a bucket. “With cleaning supplies.”

				Dawson removed his cap and wiped the sweat from his brow. “She expects you to clean?”

				“Just the...you know, the bedroom.”

				Realization dawned. “The murder scene.”

				“She asked us if we’d mind,” Gavin chimed in. “And we don’t.”

				“Better us than you,” Elijah added. “She told us you were preserving it for some forensics expert, so we purposely held off to give you time. But if that’s happened already, we’d like to take care of the washing up for you.”

				Gavin, who had a darker complexion and a smaller build, with tattoos covering both arms, propped his hands on his lean hips. “Has the forensics dude been here?”

				Dawson nodded. “Guy by the name of Ed Shuler came out the day after I was released.”

				Elijah spat in the dirt. “Good. He find anything that might be helpful?”

				“Don’t know yet. He took all kinds of samples—fiber samples, wall swabs, drain swabs, blood samples, fabric samples and who knows what else. But he told me it could take months to process everything.”

				Elijah frowned. “That’s disheartening.”

				“Like everything else that’s happened this year,” he said.

				“So now all you can do is wait?” Gavin chimed in.

				Dawson shoved his hands into his pockets. “That’s about the sum of it.”

				“But you’re done with the room, right?” Elijah asked. “Have you cleaned it yet?”

				“Not yet.” Dawson knew it needed to be done—and before he brought Angela home. No one in his or her right mind would let him take custody of his sister with their parents’ blood still spattered all over the walls. But every time he decided to get scrubbing, he couldn’t quite bring himself to follow through. He hadn’t even been able to make himself go inside the room yet. The day he got home, he’d been physically ill, nauseous, as he climbed the stairs. That was why he’d locked their door—and tried to put what was behind it out of his mind. Even when he let Ed Shuler inside, he hadn’t gone in with him. He’d used some flimsy excuse that he had to take care of something else to get as far away as possible.

				“So we can do that for you now?” Gavin pressed.

				He almost said yes. He sure as hell didn’t want to do it himself. But washing up smacked too much of moving on, and moving on made him feel disloyal. “No. I’m not ready.”

				“Not ready,” Elijah repeated.

				“It’s complicated,” he said.

				Elijah arched one eyebrow. “My mother’s afraid you’ll let what happened consume your life. On the chance you refused to let us clean, she told me to tell you that your parents loved you and would want what was best for you, and that might be letting go. She says she’d feel that way about us, if she were in your parents’ situation.”

				“The killer took a year from you,” Gavin concurred. “Don’t let him take any more.”

				“I’m going to catch the bastard,” Dawson said. “I have to. I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t.”

				Gavin let his breath go in a long, audible exhale. “What does that mean?”

				“It means I have to do this my own way. I’ll clean the room when I’m ready.”

				“I wish you’d let us take care of it for you,” Elijah said. “But...I don’t want to make things worse for you. I’ll tell my mother that she’ll have to come out here and talk to you herself if she feels that strongly about it.”

				“Tell her I appreciate the support she’s given me. The same goes for you. A person in my situation...having someone in your corner makes a big difference.”

				“We know you better than everyone else,” Elijah said.

				Gavin kicked a pebble in the dirt. “I feel terrible. If only I’d been home when you came by after shoving that hitchhiker out of your truck, I could’ve corroborated some of your story.”

				“I could’ve gone back to the bar to see you, but I didn’t want to drink anything else, didn’t want to get sucked back into that scene for any length of time. I was just wasting fifteen or twenty minutes until I could go home and get some rest. I had to work the next morning.”

				“And you didn’t want to let your parents down by being unable to do that.”

				He chuckled without mirth. “That’s the irony.”

				The sound of a motor caused them to turn. Sadie had arrived. She parked to one side so the Turners could still get around her and climbed out carrying a small, white sack.

				“Hey.” Elijah obviously recognized her and seemed startled to see her.

				She glanced from one brother to the other. “Hi.”

				“Sadie works for me now,” Dawson explained to avoid any misunderstanding. “She’ll be taking care of Angela, once we get the house cleaned up and I can bring my sister home.”

				“You quit the diner?” Gavin asked her.

				“I’m still there, but only for another week or so. This job will give me more hours. I needed to get something that paid a bit more.”

				Elijah nodded. “I see.”

				Dawson dug the house key out of his pocket. His parents had never locked the house during the day. They’d rarely bothered to lock it even at night. When they were murdered, the house had been left wide-open, and Dawson knew it was because they figured he’d lock up after he got home. They’d felt safe. But after what he’d been through, he wasn’t about to allow anyone, including the vandals who’d come after, the chance to get inside his home ever again. “Here you are. You can go inside and get started,” he told her.

				“Okay. See you in a minute.” She offered them all a self-conscious smile before leaving.

				“Sadie, Dawson?” Elijah whispered once she was out of earshot. “What about Sly?”

				“What about him?” Dawson asked.

				“He’s super possessive, for one. I can’t imagine he’ll be okay with having her out here—with you—even if you weren’t—” he paused, grappling for words until he ended with “—public enemy number one right now.”

				“I’ve been tried. I was found not guilty.”

				“That won’t matter,” Gavin muttered, showing his complete agreement with his brother. “Not to him.”

				Dawson scratched his neck. “She applied. She was qualified and close by and needed the money. I didn’t see why her ex should have any say in the matter.”

				Elijah looked less than comfortable. “Don’t mess with Sly, man. He can be a real ass.”

				Dawson was finding that out. “He’s not going to tell me who I can and can’t hire. That’s not fair to me or her.”

				Gavin cleared his throat. “I applaud your fighting spirit. And I can see why you’d feel that way. So would I. But I’ve seen that dude in action. Like Eli said, he’s a real prick—a prick on a power trip.”

				“Most cops are,” Dawson joked. “At least the ones I’ve met.”

				Eli dipped his head as if to say he could understand. “I’m sure you haven’t seen the best side of law enforcement. Everyone on the Silver Springs force is convinced you’re guilty. But you’ve been through enough. I’d hate to see you wind up in trouble again.”

				“So what are you suggesting?” Dawson asked. “That I fire her and let him starve her out? Allow him to force her to come back to him because she has no other way of feeding her child?”

				“Jayden is his child, too,” Gavin said. “Sly won’t let him go hungry.”

				“I’m not so sure,” Dawson argued. “He seems to care more about himself than his son—or his desperate-to-be-rid-of-him wife.” He thought of how frightened Sadie had been this morning that someone would see him coming out of her house. Sure, she was concerned about what her landlady would think, but she was more afraid that Sly would find out. “She hasn’t said much, but everything she has told me suggests he’s not playing fair.”

				Eli leaned around his brother, checking to be sure Sadie had gone into the house and wasn’t standing off in the shade somewhere, listening. “I don’t know him that well, to tell you the truth. You might be right. But Sly’s a snake, a jealous snake. A few weeks ago, Sadie must’ve found someone to watch her kid, because I saw her at the bar. Sly was there, too, and stared daggers at anyone who dared approach her. He made it very clear he still considered her to be his property and wouldn’t put up with interlopers. So...watch your back.”

				“I’m not interested in her romantically.” What Dawson had been feeling since last night called him a liar, but he hadn’t intended their relationship to be anything other than employer/employee and wasn’t going to let it move in that direction.

				“The reality doesn’t matter,” Eli said. “He’ll perceive you as a threat and give you grief over anything he can.”

				“I asked her to dance when we saw her the night Eli’s talking about,” Gavin said. “I felt sorry for her sitting off by herself, you know? And, just for that, he almost started a fight with me right there in the bar.”

				Dawson slapped his jeans to get the dust off. “Yeah. I’ve seen a bit of that kind of behavior.”

				Eli’s eyes widened. “Already? When did she start working for you?”

				“Just a few days ago. But the beginning of anything is always the hardest.”

				“You think he’ll settle down and let it go,” Gavin said.

				Dawson settled his cap back on his head as he looked up at them again. “Once he gets used to the idea. What else can he do?”

				Eli made a clicking sound with his mouth. “I don’t like what comes to mind.”

				“Legally,” Dawson stressed. “He’s a cop, right?”

				“The fact that he’s a cop makes it worse, not better,” Gavin said.

				“Who’s going to hold him in check?” Eli agreed.

				Dawson turned to stare at the fields he’d been working so hard to cultivate. He’d hate to see all his effort wasted. He had to stay focused. And yet...he couldn’t abandon a woman who was being bullied. “I guess I will, if necessary,” he said as he turned back.

				“Don’t do anything.” Elijah’s voice grew firm. “If he comes over, call one of us. He’ll be less likely to act out with a witness around. You can’t let it come down to his word against yours.”

				“Sure thing,” Dawson said. But he knew if Sly came out, there’d be no time to invite the Turners.

				He waved as they left. Then he pivoted and saw Sadie’s face at the window, looking out at him. He wanted to go in and talk to her, to see how she was doing.

				And that was specifically why he averted his gaze and went right back to the field where he’d been working.

				* * *

				Because the diner had been slow, they’d cut her an hour early, giving Sadie time to swing by a small clothing boutique, where she’d purchased a new blouse. Perhaps it wasn’t wise to waste money in her current financial crisis. She could continue to get by without another top. But she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had something new. She was working two jobs right now, so she had more money coming in than since she’d left Sly, and it’d been fun to feel as though she had someone she wanted to impress. She hadn’t bothered with that type of thing in ages, had barely let herself look at the eligible men in the area.

				The sheer, sparkly fabric that covered a solid nude-colored tank underneath made her feel pretty, maybe even sexy in a subtle way, but Dawson had barely glanced at her when she arrived—and then he hadn’t come in. She stood at the window mired in disappointment as she watched him move away from her until he disappeared from view.

				“What did you expect?” she said aloud. She’d been a fool to buy a new blouse. Last night had been an anomaly. Dawson wasn’t interested in her. She’d be crazy to get involved with him even if he was. She had nothing but his word and her instincts to rely on when it came to the issue of his parents’ murder. And Sly would become even more insufferable if he thought he had competition. It was better to keep her relationship with Dawson professional—which she’d known all along, of course.

				Trying to shake off a sudden melancholy, she went up to his room to borrow an old T-shirt. She hadn’t worn her new blouse for more than an hour. If she took it off now, before she could spill or splash on it, she could possibly return it. And since she did Dawson’s laundry, and he never showed up at the house unless it was time to eat, she’d just change back before dinner and then wash and return his shirt to his closet with the next batch.

				His T-shirt nearly drowned her. She’d never weighed much, but the longer she’d lived with Sly, the harder it had been to keep any meat on her bones. He made her so anxious she didn’t care to eat. Sometimes she’d throw up if she did, and that problem was continuing now that they were separated and financial worries added to the other concerns that weighed so heavily. She never knew what to expect from him; he kept her constantly on edge, constantly wary.

				After folding her new blouse, she set it on the dresser and went about cleaning the room. She hadn’t made it upstairs before, so she figured it was time to dig in on the second story. Although she’d taken the dirty laundry from Dawson’s room, there was more, and the clean clothes she’d left on his bed before were now piled on the floor in a haphazard fashion because he hadn’t taken the time to put them away.

				“Good thing you got me,” she mumbled and changed his bedding, dusted, vacuumed and cleaned and straightened the closet and drawers. She also wiped down the lighting fixture and ceiling fan and scrubbed the window, which looked out onto the front yard and the highway beyond.

				While pausing there to rest for a moment, she saw a police cruiser go by. Whoever was behind the wheel didn’t slow down or turn in, but the sight of any cop car was enough to remind her of the panic she’d endured earlier when she thought Sly had noticed Dawson’s truck parked on her street. She hadn’t heard from her ex today—not while she was working at the diner and not after—so she’d begun to relax. But as the minutes ticked by with no word, she realized that could be foreboding. He always checked in, did whatever he could to remain in her thoughts and to encourage her to see him. She had no doubt that once he got her to come back to him, and was secure in the relationship, he’d treat her the same as before, but he swore that would never happen.

				Her hair was falling from the ponytail she’d pulled it into after changing into Dawson’s T-shirt, so she took a moment to put it up again. Then she went downstairs to retrieve her phone from the counter, where she’d left it.

				She’d received a text from Petra.

				Jayden took the news that he couldn’t come out to the farm pretty hard.

				I’m sorry, she wrote back. I didn’t mean to get his hopes up. She wasn’t the one who’d gotten his hopes up. Dawson had done that by agreeing to let him come to the farm, thereby putting the decision squarely on her shoulders. But she couldn’t tell Petra how the possibility had cropped up, didn’t want to draw Dawson into the conversation. She hoped Jayden hadn’t mentioned him, either.

				He’s fine now, came her response. I was just surprised by how badly he wanted to go. Usually he gets over disappointment much quicker.

				I’ll bring him here when I can, she wrote but had no idea when that might be. It depended on Sly and how he behaved in the next few days—whether he calmed down or continued to cause trouble.

				She checked her missed calls and her voice mails. Nothing from him so far. Where was he today?

				Relieved that she hadn’t heard from him—and nervous at the same time—she turned on her music and poured herself a cup of coffee. She was about to carry her phone upstairs so she could listen while she cleaned Angela’s room when the sack she’d brought, which was on the counter with the coffeemaker, reminded her that she’d purchased a piece of Lolita’s homemade apple pie for Dawson.

				She decided she’d change back into her blouse and take it out to him in an hour or so, but before she could go back upstairs, she heard a noise directly behind her and nearly jumped out of her skin.

				“Whoa! Take it easy! It’s me,” Dawson said when she screamed and whirled around like she was about to be attacked.

				She pressed a hand to her chest in an effort to slow her galloping heartbeat. “Sorry. I...I didn’t hear you come in.”

				“Probably because of the music. I wasn’t being quiet and certainly didn’t mean to startle you. I just ran out of water.” He lifted his thermos, but then his eyes lowered to her chest and she watched as the fact that she was wearing his shirt registered.

				“I apologize for...for appropriating your clothes for my own use. I—” She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t feel comfortable telling him she’d worn a blouse to work she couldn’t actually work in.

				“It’s fine,” he said before she could even come up with an excuse.

				“Thanks. I’ll wash it, of course. I planned to put it through the laundry. It’s not as if...well—”

				“How much do you weigh?” he asked, cutting her off.

				She blinked in surprise. “A hundred and twenty pounds.”

				He tilted his head, giving her a look that indicated he didn’t believe her.

				“Okay, I only weigh about a hundred and eight, maybe a hundred and five. But...I’m trying to eat enough to build back up.”

				“Why isn’t it working?”

				She cleared her throat. “I guess I’m a high-strung person. Turns out nervous energy can really amp up metabolism,” she added with a humorless chuckle.

				“You look like a teenage girl.”

				She felt her smile slip from her face. She’d bought a new blouse, hoping to please him. She’d thought he’d liked what he saw—last night, anyway. This let her know that he didn’t find her attractive after all. She could tell by the censure in his tone.

				“Yeah, I...I’ve struggled with my weight for a few years now.” She turned away to hide the fact that his comment had stung—because that was an unreasonable reaction. She was too thin. She had no business fantasizing about him, anyway.

				Fortunately, she spotted the sack she’d brought with her, which gave her a way to divert his attention. “I brought you a piece of pie,” she mumbled and handed it to him. Then she escaped from the kitchen before he could react.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				11

				Dawson dropped the sack to his side without even looking in it and closed his eyes as he heard Sadie’s feet on the stairs behind him. What had possessed him to say such a thing? He hadn’t intended to hurt her. He’d simply been trying to remind himself that he wasn’t attracted to her, to shove that between them in hopes it would help him keep his thoughts where they should be. Lord knew he had to do something to gain control over his libido. He’d just dumped out the rest of his water under the flimsy excuse that it was getting too warm to drink so that he could come inside and see her!

				He pictured the expression on her face as she’d whirled around to grab the sack with the pie. She’d looked crestfallen, as if he’d struck her for no reason.

				Shit... It was coming upon her in his T-shirt, he decided. After last night, he’d liked the sight of that a little too much.

				He considered following her upstairs to apologize. With Sly in her life, she’d probably had about all she could take of unkind men. But he could hardly explain what had caused him to act as he had—that he wanted her and was simply trying to find, or even build up, some flaw he could focus on that’d make him want her a little less.

				No apology, he told himself. He needed to stay put. Better to let that little snippet of conversation go and simply be more polite in the future. But it didn’t make him feel any better that the pie was so delicious, some of the best he’d ever tasted. What’d made her think to bring him a piece?

				He liked her. She seemed nice, and he hadn’t had enough nice people in his life.

				“I don’t remember Lolita serving pie like this when I lived here before,” he called up the stairs. He was hoping to hear a few words from Sadie, achieve some assurance that they could just move on, but she didn’t answer.

				When he finished, he put the empty plate in the sink and went up to make sure she wasn’t crying. His bedroom was already spotless. He poked his head in there before he found her wearing her own blouse again while cleaning Angela’s room. “I’m not sure if you heard me, but I said the pie was really good.” He stopped short of entering the room, preferred to stand in the doorway. “Thanks for bringing it.”

				“You’re welcome.” She kept her face averted and continued working so he couldn’t get a bead on what she was feeling.

				He leaned against the doorjamb. “Tasted homemade.”

				“It was.” She still had her back to him, was busy putting clean linens on the bed.

				He didn’t have anything else to say, and he needed to get back to work, but he was reluctant to go. “What’s for dinner tonight?”

				“I was planning to make beef Stroganoff. Do you like that?”

				This achieved a glance, but he couldn’t hold her gaze. “Don’t know that I’ve ever had it.”

				“It’s good. Noodles, ground beef and mushrooms in a delicious gravy.”

				“Sounds good. Anyway, I trust you. I’ve enjoyed everything you’ve served so far.”

				Once the bed was made, she straightened—and finally faced him. “Are you hungry now?”

				She hadn’t been crying, but something had changed. She was no longer open to him, had the same guarded look in her eyes she’d had when they first met and she’d been so frightened of who and what he might be.

				“Not yet,” he said. “That pie was delicious, though.”

				“Do you want me to go get you some more?”

				She obviously couldn’t figure out why he was inside talking to her and not out working, like usual—had no idea that he felt terrible for insulting her. “Not today. Maybe another time.”

				“Okay.”

				“How much do I owe you for this piece?” She’d had to spend some money to get it for him, hadn’t she?

				She bent to plug in the vacuum. “Nothing. Wasn’t much.”

				When he didn’t leave, she hesitated. “Is there something else?”

				“No.” Resigned, he shoved off the lintel so he could go but stopped immediately. “Just so you know, I didn’t mind that you were wearing my shirt. I have a lot of old T-shirts. You can borrow one whenever.”

				“That’s okay. I have this. I just...didn’t want to get it dirty.”

				“I can see why. It’s pretty.”

				“Thanks,” she said, but curtly and in such an off-handed tone that he could tell she’d deemed the compliment insincere. She believed what he’d told her earlier—that she looked like a teenager and was therefore unattractive to him—and had slammed the door on future signals that might contradict that statement.

				“What I said about your weight a few minutes ago was...rude,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

				She lifted a hand. “I’m not offended. I know I’m too skinny.”

				He offered her an apologetic smile. “I wouldn’t go that far. You’re on the thin side, but you have gorgeous legs.”

				“Thanks.”

				He’d meant what he said, but this compliment met with the same disbelief that’d caused the demise of the first.

				“Have you heard from Sly?” he asked.

				She gathered a handful of the electrical cord in anticipation of starting to vacuum. “Not yet. But I’m sure he’ll call or text me soon. He never stays away for long. Why?”

				“I don’t want him to cause you any trouble.”

				“He’s my problem. I’ll take care of...whatever happens.”

				He was afraid she wouldn’t be able to take care of it. How could a 105-pound woman ever fend off a man Sly’s size? Dawson hadn’t weighed 105 pounds since elementary school... “Hopefully, he’s not as bad as he seems.”

				“Like most people, he’s got his good points.” She would’ve been hard-pressed to come up with what those were, given how she’d been feeling about him lately. Fortunately, Dawson didn’t ask.

				“I suppose so,” he said. “Well, I’d better get back to work.”

				“Don’t forget to take out some more water,” she said, and he heard the vacuum go on as he descended the stairs.

				Once he reached the main floor, Dawson stood there for several minutes. He still felt bad about being so rude earlier, wished he could go back up and fix what he’d broken. Sadie had thrown up a wall to shield the soft, vulnerable part of her she’d started to show him before.

				But maybe that was for the best. They both had enough going on in their lives. They didn’t need to complicate anything by getting too close to one another.

				* * *

				Sadie said very little when she served dinner, and this time she didn’t eat.

				“Aren’t you going to join me?” Dawson asked as he watched her pack up for the day.

				“No, that’s okay. I need to get over to my babysitter’s so I can pick up my son.”

				“You should take some dinner with you—enough for you and Jayden.”

				“Why? They’re your groceries.”

				“Doesn’t matter. There’s plenty.”

				“You don’t have to eat it all tonight. It’ll make good leftovers, help you get through the weekend, since I won’t be back until Monday.”

				Dawson had lost track of the days. Since all he did was work, one tended to blend into the next. “It’s already Friday?”

				“You didn’t realize?”

				“No.” Not until he thought about it. He knew Robin Strauss from the state was coming on Wednesday, which meant there had to be a weekend between now and then. He just didn’t want his first few days as Sadie’s employer to end on such a negative note.

				She slung her purse over her shoulder. “Don’t forget you have meatballs and other food in the fridge, too. The meatballs would make a good sandwich.”

				“Gotcha.”

				“Call me if you need anything. Maybe I can come over for a few hours here or there. I’m scheduled at the diner on Sunday morning, but I’m off tomorrow. I won’t have a babysitter, but if it’s just for a short time, I might be able to bring Jayden if...well, it depends.”

				“I’ll bear that in mind,” Dawson said, but he planned to leave her alone. Maybe if he didn’t see her for a couple of days, his hormones would settle down, and she’d forget what he said to her earlier.

				“What do you do for fun?” he asked impulsively, before she could get out the door.

				“I’m a single mother.”

				“And that means?”

				“I take a nap,” she said with a laugh.

				He chuckled. “Right. I’ll see you on Monday.”

				She gave him a beleaguered smile. “Have a good weekend.”

				As soon as he finished dinner, Dawson went out and worked until the sun went down and he could no longer determine a dirt clod from a rock. He was exhausted when he came in, figured he’d take a shower and fall into bed. But he made the mistake of letting his mind drift while he was standing under the hot spray, and it went exactly where he didn’t want it to go—to Sadie. After that, he couldn’t sleep. He kept wondering what she was doing, if she was already in bed and whether Sly had contacted her. He almost texted her to check—that was his natural inclination—but he refused to succumb to the temptation.

				After prowling around the house for two hours, until it was almost eleven, he gave up. He’d been reluctant to go into town, hated being the subject of such doubt and suspicion. He’d never been much of a “people” person to begin with. But if he was ever going to blend into the community, he had to circulate, had to get his official “return” over with so that seeing him wouldn’t be such a remarkable thing.

				What better place was there to start than the bar?

				* * *

				The Blue Suede Shoe hadn’t changed over the past year, but Dawson had. Before the murders, he’d managed to let go of most of the anger that’d driven him to misbehave in his youth. But the dark emotions that’d skulked beneath his skin in the old days were back.

				After a year spent sitting in a jail cell, he supposed that was normal. Even if it wasn’t, he couldn’t change anything, not until he found the man who’d murdered his parents. He’d never been much of an innocent, anyway. His reputation was partly what’d made it so easy for folks around here to blame him for the murders. As the son of a crack whore, he’d seen more by the time he turned eight than most teenagers had seen by eighteen. Had his grandmother not found him and his mother living in a bug-infested apartment with several people they barely knew, drug paraphernalia strewn about and little food, who could say where he’d be? Not long after Grandma Pat took him in, his mother died of an accidental overdose, so he would’ve been stranded in that situation without a single caring adult—at least one he knew about or could figure out how to reach at such a young age. He had no idea who his father was. His mother had never been able to tell him. She’d made up stories at first, but those stories always changed—in one his father would be a policeman, in another he’d be a rich businessman. That was what finally convinced Dawson that she didn’t know; she was just trying to tell him what he wanted to hear.

				As nice as it sounded for his grandmother to swoop in and save the day, however, she was no picnic, either, or his mother wouldn’t have run away in the first place. Dawson didn’t get along with Grandma Pat much better than his mother had, which was why, after five years of struggling, she sent him to the boys ranch and allowed him to be adopted by the Reeds. Aiyana, the teachers and his new parents were supposed to train him to be a decent man. He’d expected to hate Silver Springs, had considered New Horizons a punishment one step short of juvenile hall, which was where he would’ve ended up—mostly for fighting—had he not been accepted into the school. But he wouldn’t have met the Reeds if he hadn’t come to New Horizons, and it was then that his life had finally changed for the better.

				For years, he’d credited the Reeds and what he’d learned at the school with saving him from falling into the kind of life his mother had lived. But, eventually, he learned to appreciate the fact that Grandma Pat had done what she could, given her own emotional and financial limitations. At the end of her life, during the years she was suffering from cancer, they actually became quite close. He lost her right after college. That was partly what had motivated him to move back to Silver Springs when he lost his job instead of staying in Santa Barbara. Her death had served as a stark reminder that life didn’t last forever. He’d wanted to look after the Reeds while he could. Other than Angela, they were all the family he had left.

				Now he wished he hadn’t made that decision. If he hadn’t been living in Silver Springs, he wouldn’t have picked up that hitchhiker. And if he hadn’t picked up that hitchhiker, he believed his parents would still be alive.

				But he’d been with them in their final years. He tried to console himself with that. He felt like he’d done his part to return the love they’d given him.

				Now he just had to find their killer.

				Ignoring the curious stares he received as he walked in, he found a seat at the far end of the bar.

				“Look, it’s the dude who killed his parents! He’s out of jail.”

				Dawson heard a man at a nearby table whisper that loudly to his companion. The pair gaped at him, as did everyone else, but no one got up to confront him. Dawson considered that a good thing. He was afraid of what he might do to anyone who tried to throw him out.

				Half expecting the bartender to be the one to walk over and ask him to leave, he felt like a tightly coiled spring until the man wiping down the bar merely looked up and nodded. “Be with you in a minute,” he said and, true to his word, came down as soon as he’d tossed his rag into the sink. “What can I get for you?”

				Dawson felt the tension in his body ease. “I’ll take a Guinness.”

				“You got it.”

				The bartender looked to be in his midtwenties. Dawson decided he hadn’t paid much attention to the murders, or he didn’t care about a crime that didn’t directly affect him. But when he returned with the beer, he said, “You been out to see Aiyana yet?”

				Dawson lifted his eyebrows in surprise. The guy spoke like they knew each other, like they were friends. “No, but Eli and Gavin stopped by the farm. Why? How do you know the Turners?”

				“I went to school at New Horizons, too.”

				“When?”

				“Graduated seven years ago. That’s a bit after your time, but I heard about you, of course. Everyone’s heard about you. My father’s a criminal defense attorney in LA. A good one,” he added. “Aiyana had me set up a meeting with him.”

				“She did?” She’d never mentioned that to Dawson. “Why?”

				“She was hoping he could help.”

				“And? Did that meeting ever take place?”

				“It did, although nothing really came of it. He took a look at the evidence to see if there might be something more he could suggest to your attorneys. But my dad told Aiyana that your team was doing a good job, that you should get off, and you did.”

				Dawson sipped the foam off his beer. “Nice of her to go to the trouble. Nice of your father, too.”

				“He has his moments,” he responded. “I wouldn’t have been sent away to a boys school if we’d been able to get along. But...things are better between us now.”

				“What was the problem?”

				“I wish I could say it was him, but I was a spoiled brat, needed to grow up.”

				Dawson liked this guy already. “And now?”

				“I’m damn near perfect. Can’t you tell?” He grinned as he walked off to refill someone else’s glass.

				As Dawson drank his beer, he eyed some of the women in the bar. He’d come here for a much-needed diversion. Considering the amount of flesh on display, he felt he’d come to the right place. If anything could distract him, it should be this. It’d been so long since he’d had a woman, and he was beginning to feel every one of those days.

				And yet...he wasn’t as interested as he’d thought he would be.

				He told himself it was because ogling the cleavage he saw felt a little desperate and shallow and he’d outgrown that type of thing. But he was afraid it was more than that. He was afraid someone else had already captured his imagination, someone he’d at first thought was too skinny to be attractive to him. It wasn’t her breasts so much as her big eyes and that full mouth that turned him on—not to mention her legs—

				“Would you like another?”

				The bartender was back.

				“No, thanks. I’ve got to work in the morning.”

				“I hear you’re getting the farm up and going.”

				This guy was pretty friendly. “What’s your name?”

				“Gage. Gage Pond.”

				“Who told you I’m getting the farm up and going, Gage?”

				“You’re kidding, right? You’re all anyone can talk about these days.”

				“I’m all anyone has been able to talk about for a long time.”

				“True, but with the verdict and your release...well, that has them all stirred up again.”

				Them. This guy didn’t consider himself one of “them.” That was apparent. “People will always talk. Nothing I can do about that.”

				“True enough.” He hesitated as if he had more to say. Then he smiled and walked off as if that was it, only to come right back. “Look, I realize you might want to put the whole thing behind you...”

				“But...” With that kind of a lead-in, Dawson expected several uncomfortable questions, including Did you do it? He didn’t want to deal with that, but he liked this Gage enough to indulge him, to a point.

				“But that hitchhiker you told the police about?”

				Dawson sat up straighter. He hadn’t expected Gage to bring up the hitchhiker. No one wanted to talk about the hitchhiker because most people didn’t believe he existed, and if he did exist, they couldn’t be so sure of his guilt. “Yes?”

				“Guy came in here a few weeks after the murder. I’d just served him a drink when some news piece about the crime came on TV, a clip where you described the man you thought killed your parents. He looked a little startled. Then he said he’d seen a homeless-looking dude who matched that description at the same service station the night before your parents were murdered.”

				Dawson’s heart began to pound against his chest. “Did he have any interaction with the guy? Could he provide a name or...or where the guy was from?”

				“Doubt they even talked. Didn’t sound like it.”

				But he could corroborate that the hitchhiker existed. So far, no one had even been able to do that much, not that the police had tried very hard to find the person Dawson felt certain was responsible for killing his folks. Detective Garbo had been too determined to get a conviction, to be able to say he solved this gruesome case, and he had a much greater chance of doing that with Dawson than some stranger who might not have had any believable motive. “Do you know the guy’s name who came in here?”

				“Don’t think he ever mentioned it. But I know he lives in Santa Barbara. I remember talking about it because I’d like to move there myself one day.”

				“What was he doing here?”

				“Said he had a job building a bunker out on Alex Hardy’s property.”

				“A bunker.”

				“Yeah. Alex is a bit of a survivalist.”

				“Maybe Alex has his name.”

				“He could’ve kept it, or he should have some paperwork on that bunker somewhere. I told the guy he should go to the police and tell them what he told me. When he left here, he acted as if he was on his way.”

				But Dawson had already been arrested at that point. With the police convinced they had the right man, why would they pay some stranger from Santa Barbara any attention? If Dawson had his guess, they hadn’t even bothered to take a report.

				Dawson wanted to head out to Alex’s place right now. He finally had something—small thread though it was—to pursue on the strange man he’d fought with on the night that changed everything. But it was after eleven. He, of all people, had no business approaching someone’s house that late. The police had already made him out to be some sort of psychopath. Tomorrow would have to be soon enough.

				But it wasn’t going to be easy to wait.

				* * *

				Sadie hadn’t heard from Sly all day. After she got Jayden to bed, she poured herself a glass of the wine she’d opened for Dawson and turned on the TV. But she wasn’t paying much attention to the program she was watching. She didn’t have cable or satellite, so her choices were limited to begin with. She kept glancing at her phone, wondering why Sly hadn’t asked what she was doing tonight. On a Friday. He always seemed particularly interested in what she might be up to on a weekend, was so afraid she might start seeing another man.

				She replayed their argument in her head again. He didn’t like to lose. He found it embarrassing, demeaning—a statement that he wasn’t everything he pretended to be. So...he’d never let her have the last word.

				If you think I’ll ever let you divorce me, you have another think coming. That statement—the way he’d said it—gave her chills because she believed that far more than this uncharacteristic silence.

				If it weren’t so late, she would’ve called her mother-in-law to ask if Marliss would like to see Jayden this weekend. Sadie tried to take him by once a week, just to show good faith—that she wasn’t trying to deny Sly or his family contact with their own flesh and blood. Marliss always treated her coolly, which made their encounters awkward, but Sly’s mother had heard only his side of what had gone wrong in their marriage—and he blamed her. Sadie didn’t think she could expect any more, so she tried not to get upset by how their relationship had suffered. Most mothers were blind to their children’s faults. Sadie knew she’d never convince Marliss that Sly was so controlling and abusive; she just thought if she could talk to Marliss, Marliss might mention that Sly was sick or something to explain his sudden and complete silence.

				Would you like to see Jayden this weekend? I could drop him off for a few hours if you’re not working.

				Sadie typed that message to Sly instead of his mother but couldn’t bring herself to send it. Jayden wouldn’t welcome that idea, and she couldn’t throw him under the bus just because she was going out of her mind trying to figure out what Sly was up to. Besides, as worried as she was on the one hand, the silence was kind of nice on the other. She hated to break it.

				She watched a couple of programs, which helped occupy her mind. Hoping that she’d finally be able to sleep, she got up to shut off the TV and set her glass in the sink. That was when her mind returned to Dawson, but she immediately steered her thoughts away. What she’d been dreaming about last night had been crazy. She wasn’t interested in her boss. She was just lonely—so lonely that she wasn’t making good decisions.

				She’d left the light on in the bedroom so she wouldn’t have to get ready for bed in the dark. Light didn’t seem to bother Jayden. He could sleep with it on, and sometimes did until she joined him.

				After she changed into a tank top and sweatpants, she read for twenty minutes or so before turning out the light. She was just drifting off, was almost asleep, when she heard three distinct thumps on the side of the house. She was so tired, she tried to ignore the noise, but then she heard it again—louder and more insistent.

				Someone or something was outside, trying to rouse her. A raccoon or a squirrel didn’t make that deliberate bang, bang, bang...

				Alarmed, she crept out of bed and crossed to the window, where she parted the blinds to peer out. There was only one window in the room, and it looked out on a very small yard and a gate leading to the narrow alley behind the house, not the side yard. She didn’t expect to see anything, was merely doing what she could—which was why she covered her mouth to stop herself from screaming and stumbled back when she spotted a man. She couldn’t tell who it was. His face was hidden beneath the hood of a black sweatshirt, but she could see his basic shape, even his shadow in the moonlight. He looked up at her, then jumped the fence and ran down the alley.

				Who was that? Sly? She’d barely caught a glimpse, couldn’t even say with any certainty that the person she saw had his build. He was dressed in a way she’d never seen him dressed, and it’d happened too fast. But who else would come by in the middle of the night?

				He’d probably been watching and waiting to see if Dawson would join her again—and, even though that hadn’t happened, he was angry enough about before to give her a little scare.

				After unplugging her phone from its charger, she carried it with her into the living room so she could peek out the other windows, but none looked out on the side yard. She couldn’t determine what her visitor had been doing, and she wasn’t about to venture beyond the safety of her locked doors—not when that man could so easily come back. For all she knew, she’d just seen the hitchhiker who’d hacked the Reeds to death.

				She considered calling Sly. He was, after all, a police officer. He’d know how to handle something like this—if it wasn’t him. But it could be him, which meant she couldn’t call 9-1-1 or anyone else on the police force, either. Whoever came to see what was wrong would contact Sly immediately, or tell him what happened afterward, and he’d want to know why she didn’t reach out to him like he’d probably been setting her up to do.

				Without letting herself think any more about it, she texted Dawson. She still felt a little awkward about assuming he was interested in her when he wasn’t, but, for the most part, he had been nice so far, and she needed a friend, especially one who wouldn’t take Sly’s side in any given situation or share anything she said.

				You awake? she wrote.

				She hesitated to disturb him, which was why she didn’t call. She figured, if he was sleeping, he probably wouldn’t notice that he’d received a message. A ring was more intrusive. So she was surprised when he texted her right back.

				Yeah. What are you doing up so late?

				To be honest, I’m a little nervous. There was someone at my house a minute ago. A man.

				What do you mean—at your house?

				Outside, doing something. Someone knocked on the side of the house, then came around back where I could see him from the window. I think it was Sly, but I can’t be sure.

				And you have no idea what he was doing?

				None. Do you think he was just trying to scare me? The less secure I feel, the more likely I’d be to move back—or at least go there tonight.

				Whatever you do, don’t go there.

				So do you think it was nothing? Should I just go back to bed? Whoever it was had been on the side, not where he could’ve been watching her.

				But there was nothing to say he’d been on the side for long. Had he been outside her window before that, staring through the gap between the blinds and the wall while she undressed? Peeping?

				Do you have your blinds down? Dawson texted.

				I do. I know he comes here a lot to check up on me, so I always keep them down. But they don’t fit the window very well. There’s a two-inch gap that someone could easily peer through if...if they wanted to be that intrusive. She felt violated just imagining that, even if it was Sly. So what if he’d seen her before? They weren’t together any longer. She deserved some privacy.

				I’m coming over.

				This time she was surprised by his response, not that she’d received one. No! You don’t have to come all the way to town. I just... I needed to tell someone, I guess. Needed to hear someone say I’m being silly and there’s nothing to be afraid of.

				She knew where his mind would go, because hers had already gone there. His response confirmed it. You’re not going to hear that from me, not after what happened to my parents.

				I admit—I keep thinking of that hitchhiker. That’s why I texted you, I guess. You don’t think he’s back...

				I can’t say it isn’t possible.

				The idea that it might be him gives me the creeps...

				It’s okay. I’m almost there.

				How? It took longer than two or three minutes to get to her house, but that was the length of time they’d been communicating with each other.

				I’m not at the farm. I’m coming from the bar only a few blocks away. I’ll swing by and take a look around, make sure everything’s okay.

				That he was so close made her feel much better. Everyone was wrong about him. He didn’t frighten her; he made her feel safe. After all, he could’ve done anything he wanted last night, but he hadn’t even gotten off the couch.

				She breathed a sigh of relief as they disconnected—but that was when she began to smell smoke.
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				Dawson was turning down Sadie’s street when his phone rang. “Stay away! Oh my God, whatever you do, stay away!” Sadie screamed and then she was gone.

				The panic in her voice caused Dawson to stomp on the brake. There had to be a reason she’d called him off. But what could that reason be? What was happening?

				He tried to reach her again. She didn’t answer, so he didn’t turn around. He knew how slight she was. What if she was trying to protect her little boy? What if Sly was there, giving her trouble, and that was why she’d called to tell him to stay away—to avoid a fight between them?

				Dawson didn’t bother to park down the street. He was in too much of a hurry. He pulled in front of her landlady’s house, got out and jogged around to the back. He could smell something burning before he heard a disoriented “What is it, Sadie?” And then, even before Sadie could answer, the speaker—a woman—seemed to realize what “it” was, because her voice suddenly grew strident. “Fire! Vern! The bungalow’s burning. Call 9-1-1!”

				The door to the house that fronted Sadie’s slammed shut as whoever had said that—which had to be her landlady—went back in to, presumably, make sure her orders were carried out right away.

				Fortunately, Sadie appeared to be safe. Dawson could see her standing on the lawn dressed in the same T-shirt she’d worn last night and a pair of sweatpants. She was holding her little boy, although he was half as big as she was, who kept trying to get down. She wouldn’t let him go, however. She clung to him for dear life—until she saw Dawson. As soon as Dawson called out to her, she started toward him and, for a brief moment, he thought he saw a flash of relief in her eyes, which disappeared as soon as she reached him. “You have to go,” she said. “Hurry! I shouldn’t have called you.”

				“What’s happening?” he asked.

				“Someone set my house on fire!”

				“On purpose?” He could hear the loud crackle, see orange flames leaping and dancing through the front window.

				“Yes!”

				He remembered hearing the old woman mention calling 9-1-1. “You haven’t called for help yet?”

				“I didn’t have a chance. Once I hung up with you and smelled the smoke, I grabbed Jayden and got out. Maude’s calling the fire department now.”

				“Maude” had to be the name of the landlady who’d just hurried into the front house. “Who could have done this?” he asked.

				Sadie shook her head as if she didn’t know, but he wondered if there was more that she wouldn’t say. She probably didn’t want Jayden to hear her accuse his father, but Dawson guessed that was what she believed. She’d said she thought it might be Sly who’d knocked on the house, so it followed that he might also have set the blaze...

				Dawson reached for Jayden. “Here, let me take him. He’s too heavy for you.”

				She pulled away so that he couldn’t lift the boy from her arms. “No, you have to go.”

				“Why? What does any of this have to do with me?”

				Her eyebrows slammed together. “Don’t you see? Whoever did this has to have someone to blame—and who would make a better candidate than you? If you’re here, if everyone sees you, that’ll only make it easier for—” she was starting to shiver “—for whoever did this to connect you to it. Please, go home.”

				“Who’s this?” The old lady had reappeared, this time with a silver-haired man who looked about the same age she did.

				“My b-boss,” Sadie stuttered, likely from shock as much as the cold. “I...I called him when I heard someone outside, and he...he came to make sure everything was okay.”

				Her husband hurried to the garden hose and unwound it as fast as he could, but the woman hesitated for a second. “You’re Dawson Reed,” she said.

				He could tell she wasn’t exactly pleased to make his acquaintance. Fortunately, given the situation, there wasn’t time to have any further interaction. He nodded once to acknowledge his identity and turned back to Sadie while Maude went to help with the hose. “Let me take Jayden,” he insisted.

				Sadie looked as though her knees were about to buckle. Maybe they were, because she allowed him to pull her son away, which Dawson hadn’t fully expected, despite his efforts.

				“Tell me he didn’t do this,” she whispered as they transferred the boy.

				Dawson scowled at the sight of her burning house. The flames were starting to take hold, creating a terrible stench as they consumed paint and plastic and other materials. The smell surprised him; it was far worse than any wood fire. He knew the fumes from a burning house could also be toxic, so he pulled Sadie out of the path of the breeze. “You would know what he’s capable of more than me,” he murmured.

				“Who, Mommy?” Jayden asked. “Daddy? Did Daddy start the fire?”

				What kid asked if his father was the one who’d tried to burn down their safe haven—while they were in it?

				“No, not Daddy. A...a hitchhiker,” she said vaguely.

				“What’s a hitchhiker?” Jayden asked.

				“In this case, it’s a bad man,” she replied.

				Dawson thought the boy might struggle to reach his mother, or get down, since he’d been trying to get down when she was holding him, but he seemed surprisingly content where he was. He even put his arms around Dawson’s neck as if he was quite comfortable.

				“I can take Jayden. You’ve got to leave,” Sadie said, her face drawn and pinched as she looked up at him.

				He could only imagine how difficult it would feel to be victimized like this, to know that someone had purposely tried to harm her—in her own home, where she should feel safe—and that the person responsible might be the father of her child. Knowing she could lose all of her belongings, when she had so little to begin with, had to be almost as difficult. “I’m not leaving, not unless you and Jayden come with me. It won’t do either of you any good to stand out here in the cold, breathing in this toxic air and watching—” what little you have go up in smoke “—this.”

				“We can’t leave,” she said. “There will be...questions I’ll have to answer.”

				“Then I’ll wait, too, make sure everything goes okay,” he responded.

				She shook her head. “That’s not a good decision.”

				They could hear the wail of sirens growing louder as the emergency vehicles drew close.

				“Sly will come,” she said. “Someone...someone will call him. And regardless of...of how this got started, he won’t be happy to see you here. He’ll assume...the wrong things.”

				The mere mention of Sly made Dawson clench his jaw. “Maybe he’ll assume the right things.”

				She gave him a look that indicated she couldn’t possibly understand what he meant by that.

				“That he’ll no longer be able to push you around,” he explained. “I’ve had it. I won’t allow it anymore.”

				Her mouth formed a worried O. “I don’t want to draw you into this—not to that degree. I just...needed to talk to someone who...who wasn’t connected to the life I lived before, someone I felt was strictly my friend and not his.”

				Dawson watched the flames leap higher. “Then you chose the right person, because I’m definitely not his friend.”

				* * *

				The temperature wasn’t much less than fifty degrees, so not exactly freezing. But the shock and upset of what was happening, in addition to the cool breeze, made Sadie shiver uncontrollably. As the fire trucks arrived and cut their sirens, which had become almost deafening, Dawson took off his coat and insisted she put it on.

				Sadie could smell the scent of Dawson’s cologne before that far more pleasant scent was overwhelmed by the stench of the fire. She could’ve gotten a jacket or blanket from Maude, but Maude was busy trying to direct her husband on where to aim the garden hose, and Sadie didn’t want to interrupt. Although the two had started to spray the house where Sadie lived, hoping to save what they could, the hose provided such a pitiful trickle compared to what was needed that their efforts seemed to do little or no good. Dawson soon persuaded them to spray the surrounding shrubbery and their own house in an effort to stop the fire from spreading instead of trying to put it out altogether.

				The first firefighters on the scene yelled for them all to stay back, but the yard was so small there wasn’t anywhere to go. Dawson, still carrying her son, guided her around to the front and insisted she and Jayden get in his truck. He climbed in, too, and started the engine so that he could back down the street to allow more room for the emergency vehicles now gathering en masse, and turn on the heater.

				“You warm enough?” he asked Jayden.

				“Yeah.” Her son, who was now sitting between them, climbed up on his knees to be able to see out the window. “Can I go watch the firefighters?”

				“No!” Sadie replied. “You could get hurt. We need to stay here. You heard what they said.”

				Several of the neighbors streamed out of their houses to see what was going on. Sadie watched them gather in a frightened and questioning cluster on the opposite side of the street.

				“Is that Daddy?” Jayden pointed when the first police car appeared.

				Sadie’s heart jumped into her throat as she squinted against the glare of headlights. But the man who climbed out from behind the wheel once those lights were turned off wasn’t Sly; it was Leland Pinter. “No, that’s not him.” She breathed a sigh of relief, but it wasn’t more than ten or fifteen minutes later that Sly did pull up. She curled her fingernails into her palms as she watched him get out. She had a feeling he’d cause trouble. He didn’t hurry to the back like everyone who’d arrived before him. He didn’t seem to care about the fire, not as much as he cared about the fact that Dawson’s truck was parked so close to her place and she was sitting in it.

				How had he even noticed them? If he’d just heard her house was burning, wouldn’t he automatically run to the back to see if she and Jayden were okay?

				Apparently not. Nothing got past him. He didn’t even look worried as he approached her side of the vehicle. Expression hard, eyes flinty, he looked angry instead.

				She glanced at Dawson in a silent appeal to let her handle Sly and rolled down the window.

				Sly’s eyes narrowed even further as he looked over at Dawson. He didn’t even acknowledge Jayden when Jayden said a soft “Hi, Daddy.”

				“What’s going on?” he demanded without preamble.

				Thankfully, Dawson refrained from responding. Given Sly’s volatile temper, Sadie was grateful for Dawson’s forbearance.

				“Someone set my house on fire.” She was so upset she had a hard time keeping the accusation out of her voice.

				“Someone,” he repeated, obviously grasping that she believed he was to blame.

				“Yes. You wouldn’t know who, would you?” Since he’d already guessed what she believed, she couldn’t help lifting her eyebrows in challenge.

				A muscle moved in his cheek. “How would I know?”

				“Whoever it was knocked on the side of the house, then came around back. I saw him, for a second, before he ran away.”

				“What’d he look like?” Sly angled his head toward Dawson. “This guy right here?”

				Sadie felt the tension between the two men edge up a notch, but, to Dawson’s credit, he didn’t take the bait. “Like a man dressed in black. He was wearing a hoodie that covered his face, so I couldn’t see it.”

				Once again, Sly indicated Dawson. “And then this guy shows up right away? You don’t find that suspicious?”

				Sadie was no longer cold. She was beginning to sweat. But she was still shaking. She knew how her response would sound to Sly, how he’d interpret it. “No, because he didn’t ‘show up.’ I called him.”

				“You called him,” Sly repeated.

				“I was scared,” she explained.

				He pulled out his phone. “I don’t see where you tried to reach me.”

				“Because I didn’t. Why would I? We’re divorced, Sly.”

				“Not yet. And I’m still Jayden’s father, and a police officer. A police officer would make sense to most people. But not you, I guess. You’re so stupid you call a suspected murderer.”

				Dawson seemed to have reached his breaking point. “Your son’s sitting here,” he growled, his voice a warning.

				Hoping to save Dawson from Sly’s reaction, Sadie jumped out of the truck. “Look, why don’t we go somewhere we can talk privately?” She took his arm and tried to lead him away, but he shook her off, his gaze riveted on Dawson’s coat.

				“Where the hell did you get that?” he growled.

				“Does it matter?” she asked. “Please! I’ve been through enough tonight. Let’s not fight. Dawson doesn’t want to fight with you, either. We’re merely trying to cope with what’s happened.”

				“By cozying up together.”

				“Cozying up? Don’t you care that someone set fire to my house, Sly? That we could’ve burned to death in our sleep? You’d think you’d be more concerned about the fact that there’s an arsonist running around than whether or not I’m wearing another man’s coat!”

				He shoved her back toward the truck. “Get Jayden.”

				Sadie wasn’t about to do that, not with an argument brewing. “No. We’re both exhausted and upset. We might’ve lost the only belongings we have left, and we were barely scraping by to begin with.”

				“We’ll talk about that later. Get Jayden. I’m taking you home.”

				“Home?”

				“To the house we bought together. That’s still home, Sadie. Where else are you going to go?”

				Holy shit! This was exactly what he wanted. He thought she’d come back to him; he thought, without her rental house, she’d have no choice. “Oh my God,” she whispered.

				“What?” he snapped.

				“You did it! You burned my house down so I’d have nowhere to live, so that I’d have no resources and would have to come back to you.”

				“Now you’re talking crazy,” he growled. “I’m a police officer. Be careful who you accuse of arson!”

				“Who else would do such a thing to me?”

				“It could be anyone! I told you not to hang around a murderer. For all we know, it was him—the very man you called!”

				“It wasn’t him,” she insisted. “If he wanted to hurt me, he’s had plenty of chances. You’re the only one who’s ever made my life miserable.”

				“What have I done to you?” he cried. “You’re such a baby. But we’ll talk about all of this later. Get Jayden.”

				He had no conscience. He’d do anything to retain control of her. He’d said as much—and tonight he’d proved it. “What about the collateral damage, Sly? Do you realize what you’ve done to Maude and Vern? They didn’t deserve this.”

				“If you won’t get Jayden, I will.”

				He started to go around her, but she grabbed his arm. “Don’t you dare! I won’t drag him out of that truck just because you can’t stand to see me in the company of another man. Dawson’s my boss, Sly. And...and a friend. He doesn’t like me in the way you think. He’s made that clear.”

				The sudden fury she’d expected when she accused him appeared now. “He has, has he? You’ve talked about it? The two of you?”

				“Don’t twist what I say!”

				“I’m not going to let this no-good bastard come between us, Sadie.”

				“He’s not trying to come between us!” Their voices were so loud she guessed Dawson could hear bits and pieces, if not everything. “He’s being a nice guy, helping me out.”

				He shoved her again, hard enough to make her stumble back. “He’s a murderer!”

				The driver’s-side door opened, and Dawson got out. “Get back in the truck, Sadie.” He spoke in a cordial tone as he came toward them, but Sadie could tell he’d had all he could take. She wanted to do as he said, to escape Sly as soon as possible, but she couldn’t. She had to remain between them. She was afraid of what might happen if she didn’t.

				“Please, let me go with him,” she said to Sly. “I wouldn’t come back to you even without Dawson in my life. I was unhappy. Don’t you understand that? So unhappy that I could barely get up in the mornings. I don’t love you anymore. The only thing I want is for you to let me go!”

				His hand whipped out and grabbed her arm, fingers digging deep into her flesh, like they had so many times before—deep enough that she’d have bruises. But the pain wasn’t what alarmed her. Almost as fast, Dawson gripped Sly’s arm in the same “I’m in charge” manner.

				“Let her go. Now,” he gritted out.

				Sadie watched Sly’s eyes flare in surprise. He was so used to doing what he wanted—and getting away with it almost uncontested in this town—that he hadn’t expected Dawson to go so far in her defense. His top lip curled under and his other hand went for his gun with such determination that Sadie felt sure he’d shoot Dawson. She opened her mouth to scream, but, in that moment, someone besides the three of them called out to Sly.

				“What’s going on, Harris?”

				The chief of police had pulled up while they were arguing and was getting out of his car. He obviously thought Sly was about to apprehend Dawson, but the sound of his boss’s voice caused Sly to let go of Sadie, back away—and leave his gun holstered. “Nothing,” he muttered.

				“Then what’re you doing out here when everyone else is in back?” Thomas demanded.

				Sly’s chest was rising and falling fast, but he managed to modulate his voice so that he sounded somewhat normal. “I was—I was checking on my wife and son to...to make sure they’re okay.”

				Chief Thomas strode toward them. “And?”

				“I’m fine,” Sadie said, but her heart was pounding so fast she thought she might faint.

				The police chief turned his attention to Dawson—and grimaced when he recognized him. “What’re you doing here?”

				“He’s my boss,” Sadie cut in. “I called him when I heard someone outside my house, and he was kind enough to come.”

				Shouting from around back drew the chief’s attention. Sadie supposed the noise had been going on all along. The firefighters were still battling the blaze back there. She’d seen the frenetic activity before Sly had shown up, but, somehow, she’d been so caught up in what was happening right here over the past several minutes, she hadn’t noticed the noise since.

				“Are they getting the blaze under control?” Thomas asked.

				“I haven’t been around back to see,” Sly grudgingly admitted.

				“I’m in good hands,” Sadie told Sly. “You can... You can go ahead and do your job now.”

				She was sort of surprised that the chief didn’t raise a fuss about Dawson, given what he believed Dawson to be. Obviously, he was more concerned about the fire than trying to control the company she was keeping, as Sly should’ve been. That her ex had focused so quickly on her, despite the fact that her house was burning, served as yet more proof that he’d known about the fire all along—and didn’t care. He was only concerned about the fact that she was fleeing in the wrong direction.

				As Sly stalked off with his chief, Sadie covered her mouth and breathed slowly through her fingers, trying to calm down. She thought he might turn and glare at them both, but he didn’t. Maybe he was as shocked as she was that he’d almost done something even more reckless than setting fire to her house.

				“I can’t believe that happened,” she murmured as she dropped her hand. “And what could’ve happened if Chief Thomas hadn’t arrived when he did.”

				Dawson was the one glaring—at Sly’s back. “He almost drew his weapon,” he said, his voice filled with the same shock and anger she felt.

				She checked to make sure Jayden was still in the truck and saw him standing up in the seat, hands on the dashboard, nose almost pressed to the glass. “Sly’s not right in the head,” she whispered. “He’s obsessed with...with making sure I don’t get away.”

				Dawson shook out his hand, which had been curled into a fist. “He’s the one who set the fire.”

				“Yes,” she agreed. “He wasn’t the least bit surprised that there was a major blaze going on. Did you notice?”

				“He thought you’d have to move in with him.”

				Where would she go? The full extent of where she’d be without her small cottage hit her in that moment. Although she’d been worried all along, she’d been holding out hope that her house and most of the things inside it could be saved. She was still hopeful. But even if they could save her belongings, the fire had to have done enough damage by now that she’d probably have to live elsewhere while the cottage was being repaired or rebuilt. Where would she go? She didn’t have any family she could stay with. And Petra didn’t have room for her. She couldn’t see herself moving in with Petra and her family, anyway. She couldn’t see herself trying to stay with Maude and Vern, either. They were nice, but she doubted they’d even make the offer.

				She’d have to hit up one of the waitresses she worked with to see if she could move in and pay half the rent, but she hated how awkward that would be, especially because she wouldn’t be able to afford a great deal. She’d have to spend what money she was making on replacing clothes and other basic necessities.

				“I’m so tired,” she mumbled as she gazed at the little person who was depending on her to take care of him.

				“Everything’ll be okay,” Dawson said. “Let’s go to the farm.”

				“You won’t mind letting me stay the night?”

				“Of course not. You can stay until you have somewhere better to go.”

				He’d made it easy. His kindness brought a lump to her throat. He’d been through a lot himself, and yet he’d stepped up to help her, even though he was already helping her by providing a job with pay on which she could actually survive. Everyone expected her to be skeptical of his help, but she could tell Dawson had no ulterior motive. He was what she thought he was—a nice guy.

				“Are you sure?” She blinked rapidly, trying to suppress the tears that threatened in the wake of so much drama, fear, anger and upset. She’d cried in front of him once before. She didn’t want to cry again, didn’t want to give him any more reason to regret befriending her.

				“You work there, anyway. Consider it part of your pay, if that helps.”

				“But you’re already paying me well.”

				“I have the mortgage whether you stay or not. It’s not like it’ll cost me any more to have you.”

				Would she have been this generous to him, had their roles been reversed? Like the rest of Silver Springs, she’d been so prejudiced against him, so conditioned to believe that a monster lurked behind that handsome face. “I just... I feel bad for leaning on you. You’re already carrying a heavy load.”

				“There’s plenty of room at the farm.” He shrugged off his kindness as if it wasn’t a big deal. But it was a huge deal to her. Before she even knew what she was about to do, she grabbed him and hugged him—partly so that he wouldn’t be able to see the tears gathering in her eyes.

				“Thank you,” she said. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am for your help.”

				He’d stiffened when she grabbed him. The contact had obviously been unexpected. But then she felt his hands slide up her back and became instantly aware of his large, firm body. At that point, the hug turned into something a little more intimate than she’d intended, but the contact felt so good she couldn’t let go. She clung to him, even went so far as to close her eyes and let her fingers briefly slip through the hair at the nape of his neck.

				He was the one who pulled away. “We’d better get some sleep.” After setting her gently to one side, he walked back to the truck as if that hug had never happened.

				Sadie could hardly breathe for the acrid smoke billowing into the sky. Sly was in back, probably trying to keep the neighbors who’d wandered over, and the fire truck chasers, at a safe distance. She knew, if she got into the vehicle with Dawson, she’d be driving a wedge between her and her ex-husband, his friends on the force, almost everyone in town. She could easily become a pariah like Dawson. He’d warned her as much. So...was she making a mistake?

				She feared she might be. She’d known Dawson for only four days. But in that time, he’d been a better friend to her than anyone else in Silver Springs.

				Squaring her shoulders, she turned her back on everything that’d come before and got in the truck.

				“Would you rather I take you to a motel?” he asked as she put on her seat belt. He’d already buckled Jayden in. Jayden’s safety seat was in her car around back; there was no way she could reach it.

				She tried to imagine herself at one of the three local motels. The Mission Inn was the cheapest, but even that would cost over $100/night. She wouldn’t be able to stay there long even if she went there tonight. “No.”

				“Are you sure?” he asked.

				“I’m sure,” she replied.
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				Sadie was glad she’d already cleaned Angela’s room. That made it possible for her and Jayden to fall into a clean bed. But as exhausted as she was—physically and emotionally—she couldn’t drift off. She kept wondering if all of her belongings had been destroyed and worrying about what it would cost to replace their basic clothes and toiletries, not to mention Jayden’s toys. She couldn’t bring herself to even think about trying to replace the furniture she’d managed to cobble together secondhand. And what about the sentimental items she might never see again? Like the professional photographs she’d had taken of Jayden when he was a baby? Her only pictures of her parents were in that house!

				Could Sly really have done something so terrible to her? He claimed to love her, to have changed. He swore up and down that he’d treat her like a queen if she came back to him. But the memory of their encounter on the road just after she’d pulled out of the farm the other day had haunted her since it happened. The determination and hatred she’d seen in his eyes contradicted his proclamations of love, made her believe he did start the fire—to take his revenge on her for embarrassing him by defecting as much as to force her back to him. He didn’t really care about her, but he refused to lose her, couldn’t stand being the one left behind.

				As she stewed over how the fire might or might not be progressing at her place, she heard Dawson moving around downstairs. He had to be tired, too. Why wasn’t he in bed, asleep?

				Once she could slip out without disturbing Jayden, she got up. The clothes she’d been wearing at the fire had reeked so much of smoke she’d thrown them in the washer as soon as she arrived and Dawson had loaned her a clean T-shirt and some sweatpants. Although his sweats drowned her—she could only keep them on because of the drawstring at the waist—she wasn’t about to leave the room in nothing but his T-shirt, despite the fact that it hit her at midthigh.

				“What’s going on?” she asked when she found him standing in the living room, gazing out the large picture window.

				All the lights were off in the house. Obviously, he wanted to be able to see what might be happening in the front yard and, possibly, the highway beyond.

				“Nothing,” he replied.

				“Then why are you still up? You’ve got to be even more tired than I am.”

				“The night’s not over yet.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“The police will be coming. They’ll need to get a statement from you.”

				“I already told Sly what I saw and heard.”

				Dawson grimaced. “You don’t think he’ll be the investigating officer, do you?”

				“Who can say? If he’s the one who set the fire, he’ll certainly lobby for the job. He’d be stupid not to.”

				“If that happens, you’ll have to complain, try to get someone else. You can’t let him investigate.”

				Raising any sort of question about his integrity would piss Sly off so badly she doubted they’d ever be able to have a civil word with each other again. But what did he expect? He’d gone way too far, had forced her into a corner. She had to fight back. It wasn’t as if he’d been allowing their divorce to proceed, anyway.

				“I will.” Even though it would make her life more difficult. For sure he’d seek custody of Jayden at that point. “I’m just hoping whoever will be investigating will wait until morning to question me. I’m not sure I’m up for it right now.”

				“Even if that happens, Sly will come by tonight—if only to see whether you’re here instead of at a motel or somewhere else.”

				Of course he would. Had she not been so frantic, so shocked and upset, she would’ve been expecting him, too. “That’s what you’re waiting for,” she said.

				“Aren’t you?” he asked in surprise.

				She sighed. “I’ve been too distraught to even think about it. But now that you mention it... I can see him coming over. He wouldn’t miss an opportunity to make my life difficult—and I’m sure you’re now on the same short list I am.”

				He shoved a hand through his hair, which was sticking up as if he’d done the same thing many times already tonight. “You haven’t heard from him?”

				She hadn’t checked her phone. She’d been so grateful to get away from the melee and have some quiet time in which to recover that she’d shoved her phone in her purse and left it there. She was dying to know if any of her stuff could be saved, but, at the same time, she was afraid she’d hear the opposite—that the firefighters hadn’t been able to salvage anything.

				She wasn’t sure she could take that kind of news right now. “One sec.”

				She went into the kitchen, where she’d set her purse on the counter. “Nothing,” she called back when she’d pulled out her phone. No missed calls. No texts. Did that mean the blaze had grown out of control? Was Sly and everyone still there, caught up in the emergency? Was Maude’s house in danger?

				“This is a bad sign,” she said as she returned to the living room with her phone in hand.

				Dawson turned to face her. “What’s a bad sign?”

				“That he hasn’t tried to reach me. That makes me wonder if my entire house is burning to the ground—with everything I own inside it.”

				“It’s natural to be worried, but try not to jump to any conclusions.”

				How could she not? “I feel bad for...for interrupting your life,” she said. “I know you’re under a lot of pressure to move Angela out of that facility, and to get the farm up and running—”

				“This won’t stop me,” he interrupted.

				“I don’t even want it to delay you. I’ll help in the fields tomorrow.”

				“Don’t you work at the diner?”

				“No. Saturday’s my day off, remember?”

				“How can they spare you? Isn’t that a busy day for the restaurant?”

				“The busiest, but Petra can’t watch Jayden. She volunteers at her church on Saturdays, so they always give me Saturday off.”

				“Why can’t his father watch him? I mean, not tomorrow. Sly’s working late tonight. But he should be available some Saturdays.”

				She nibbled at her bottom lip while trying to decide how much to say about her ex’s parenting. “You’d think so.”

				“Have you ever tried to arrange it with him?”

				“No.”

				“Because you don’t want to deal with him?”

				“Not only that. He’s not very good with Jayden,” she admitted.

				A car passed on the highway. Dawson fell silent as he watched it but returned to the conversation the moment it went by without turning in. “Jayden’s Sly’s son, right? He’s not from another relationship.”

				“I’ve never been with anyone else.”

				“How old is Sly? Your age?”

				“No, he’s your age. Two years older than me.”

				He leaned one shoulder against the wall, still keeping a vigilant watch on the drive while he spoke. “Why didn’t you go off to college? Give yourself some time before settling down?”

				“Part of me wanted to. But Sly didn’t want me to leave, and we were so in love. I didn’t see any reason to put off getting married. He’d already joined the police force, so he had a good job and...and I thought we’d have the perfect life together. We did have a perfect life together—at first,” she added.

				“Was the way he treated Jayden part of what came between you?”

				She moved so that she could gaze out at the highway herself. “Definitely.”

				“The boy’s only five, and he seems like a good kid. What could possibly be the problem?”

				She was now close enough to Dawson that she could smell his cologne. That scent stood out because he didn’t normally wear cologne. At least, she’d never noticed it before, and it made sense. Why would he put on cologne to go out and work in the fields?

				But tonight, he’d gone to the bar.

				Had he been hoping to find a woman?

				With his looks, she couldn’t imagine he’d have any trouble, despite his reputation.

				“Sadie?”

				She blinked at him. “Hmm?”

				“What was the problem between Sly and Jayden?”

				She’d been staring at him, imagining him at the bar dancing with...who knows who, and it made her feel...what? A trickle of envy? “Sorry, I’m tired,” she said as she dragged her gaze back to what lay beyond the window. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but Jayden’s sort of...sensitive. He likes art and dance, but he’s not too big on sports.”

				“He’s young yet,” he responded.

				She liked that he didn’t put Jayden down for his interests, didn’t seem to think it was the end of the world that a boy might not like what were traditionally considered “boy” things. Being different didn’t make Jayden any less than other little kids, and she got the impression Dawson agreed with that kind of thinking. “Yes, but...I doubt he’ll ever change. Sly keeps blaming me for making Jayden ‘soft.’”

				“Making him soft?” Dawson repeated.

				“Yeah. He’s always telling me to stop babying him. But I don’t think I’m the reason Jayden doesn’t like what Sly wants him to like. He just came to us that way.”

				Although she wasn’t looking back at him, Sadie could feel the weight of Dawson’s stare.

				“He’s going to have to accept his son for what he is at some point,” he said. “It’d be smart not to screw the kid up too badly before that happens.”

				“I agree. But Sly doesn’t get that. He thinks he can ‘toughen him up.’”

				“And how does he do that?”

				She scrubbed a hand over her face. “By saying hurtful things that make Jayden feel inadequate. ‘Come on, you don’t want to be a dancer! Dancers are pussies.’ That sort of thing. I hate the constant put-downs. If not for that, I’d probably still be with Sly. I was so beaten down, so convinced I could never unravel the mistake of marrying him—especially given that I had a child to care for and no education—that I wouldn’t have left for only myself. To me, ‘for better or for worse’ meant exactly that. But the need to protect Jayden forced the issue. I hate knowing Sly’s embarrassed of his own son, that he wants him to be anything other than what he is. It’s so...damaging and hurtful—to both of us.”

				“If Sly’s that hard on Jayden, how is it that he has partial custody?”

				“Sly hasn’t been physically abusive.” At least to Jayden. What he’d done to her—pressing her to have sex with him when she didn’t even want him to touch her—definitely crossed that line. But she was too embarrassed to tell anyone about that. She felt as if most people wouldn’t think it was a big deal, considering she’d slept with him for so many years before.

				“Did you tell the judge about the put-downs?”

				“I tried to, but he cut me off. The nuances I’ve shared with you...they weren’t enough to get him to take action against Sly. This judge thinks of Sly as a fine officer of the law.”

				“Wow.” Dawson rubbed his jaw. “As if I didn’t hate your ex before we had this conversation.”

				“He’s emotionally toxic,” she said. “There isn’t a better way to describe him.”

				Dawson didn’t get the chance to respond. A pair of headlights swung into the yard, drawing his attention back to the window.

				“He’s here,” he said.
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				Sly wasn’t alone. Dawson watched as the police chief got out of the patrol car, too. Dawson hadn’t had a lot of direct contact with Chief Thomas, but he was leery of the entire Silver Springs police force. When his parents were murdered, they’d focused on him right away, wouldn’t believe a single thing he said. He’d never been treated worse, especially at such a terrible time.

				Why did you kill them? What kind of a man takes a hatchet to his own parents? They didn’t have to take in your worthless ass, you know. They did it out of the kindness of their hearts, and this is how you repay them? The detective who’d been given the case had kept him shut up in a cold, uncomfortable interrogation room, drilling him with those questions, as well as many others, for twelve hours—until he’d grown so weary of trying to fend off each new attempt to trick him into incriminating himself that he’d asked for an attorney. He’d made that choice not long before dinnertime the day after his parents were killed. He’d been at the station the whole day, had had no sleep, but it didn’t matter that he’d tried to work with them for so long. In their eyes, asking for representation only confirmed his guilt. And all of this had been going on while the real culprit got away.

				“Thank goodness,” Sadie murmured.

				“Thank goodness?” he repeated as the two men came toward the house. What did she have to thank goodness about right now?

				“Chief Thomas is with him,” she explained.

				Apparently, she was even more afraid of Sly, and what he might do, than Dawson had realized. But he couldn’t blame her. They both believed her ex was the one who set the blaze that’d very likely destroyed everything she owned. What regular arsonist would make so much noise, wait for confirmation that she was up—so she could get herself and Jayden out of the house—and then run away?

				How he could do such a thing was another issue entirely. What if she hadn’t smelled the smoke? What if she’d gone back to bed or tried to get their things out first? Or the fire caused an explosion he hadn’t anticipated? How could Sly take the risk of killing the woman he supposedly loved and his own child?

				He could do it because he’d rather her die, rather Sadie and Jayden both die, than let her follow through with the divorce, which revealed just how proud, arrogant and determined he was. His police uniform meant nothing. He was not one of the “good” guys. But after what Dawson had been through, it was tough for him to look at any law enforcement in a positive light. He’d seen the system up close, had learned that justice didn’t always prevail and even trained officers stretched the law to accomplish what they hoped to accomplish. They could be as small-minded and prejudiced as the general public, maybe more so.

				The knock that sounded came off brisk and purposeful. Sadie moved to answer the door; she knew it was for her. But Dawson caught her arm and held her in place for a second to indicate that he would handle this. This was his home. He needed to establish the fact that nothing would happen here of which he didn’t approve. He had rights as a property owner. Remaining in charge, letting Sly and his fellow officers know that he would not tolerate another abuse of power, could be the only way to maintain some vestige of control over what was happening.

				He took his time turning on the lights so they’d think they were dragging him out of bed—and that he hadn’t anticipated this all along.

				When he swung open the door, he didn’t greet them or invite them in. He saw no point in the usual courtesies. He was beyond that sort of thing with Sly and the Silver Springs Police Department. They would never be friends.

				“We’re looking for Sadie Harris,” Chief Thomas announced as a chill wind whipped at his hair and clothes and flooded into the house. “Don’t suppose you know where she is.”

				Sly glared at him, so Dawson glared right back. He wanted to be sure Sly knew he wasn’t going to forget what’d happened in the street in front of Sadie’s house.

				“I do.” Dawson spoke to the police chief but only after he felt he’d made it clear to Sly that he would not be intimidated. “She and Jayden are here.”

				Sly opened his mouth to speak, but Chief Thomas lifted a hand to indicate he not get involved at this point. “Will you please let her know we’re here? We’d like to speak to her.”

				“No problem.” Leaving them standing on the stoop in the cold, Dawson shut the door. “You ready for this?” he whispered.

				“Do I have any choice?” she replied.

				“I can send them away, tell them to come back tomorrow.”

				“No, as frightened as I am of the truth, I’d like to hear about the fire—if it’s out, if anything was saved. And if I have to talk to Sly, I might as well get it over with while Chief Thomas is around to keep him in line.”

				“Just be aware that Chief Thomas isn’t necessarily your friend,” he said.

				“What do you mean?”

				“His first inclination will be to protect his officer. Any bad behavior on Sly’s part will reflect on him and the department as a whole. So take some time to recall what happened and tell it exactly as it occurred. Keep it simple and don’t deviate from your story no matter what they ask or this could go down as unsolved. I don’t want them to be able to establish any doubt or trip you up.”

				Her stomach churned with anxiety as she rubbed her hands on the sweatpants he’d loaned her. “How can they do that when I’m telling the truth?”

				He frowned. “All too easily. I was telling the truth, too.”

				With a quick nod, she signaled that she understood, and he opened the door, stepping to one side so that she could be seen in the opening, as well.

				“Sadie, I’m so glad you’re safe,” Chief Thomas said.

				“Thank you.” She hugged herself as she glanced at her ex-husband. The expression on his face seemed to make her even more nervous.

				“I hope you’re here with good news,” she told them. “Have they... Have they put out the flames?”

				“They have.”

				“And?”

				“I’m afraid there’s significant damage to the living room and bedroom. What the fire didn’t destroy, the water from the fire hoses might have damaged, so I’m not sure what you’ll be able to salvage from those rooms. But the kitchen, bathroom and laundry areas are all intact.”

				“When will I be able to go back?”

				“Not for a few days. It’s a toxic mess right now, but if you’ll give me a list, I can have someone grab whatever necessities you need, if they’re still serviceable. Once we’ve finished looking things over, someone will let you know and then you can return and sift through what’s left.”

				Dawson could only imagine how hard it had to be for her to hear those words. He’d never forget the night he was released from jail and came home to find the damage that’d confronted him. As if returning to the place where his parents had been murdered wasn’t difficult enough, he’d been greeted by that graffiti: Murderer. The sight of it had felt like a kick in the gut. And then he’d had to walk through the house, through all the trash people had thrown in it, to find the damage to his folks’ pictures and furniture and such.

				“How’s Maude’s house?” Sadie asked.

				“It’s fine,” Thomas replied. “The fire didn’t reach that far.”

				“I’m so glad. And no one was hurt?”

				“Not physically, no. Maude will have to file a claim with her homeowner’s insurance, and it’ll take some time to rebuild the place. That can’t be good news to either of you. But things could’ve been worse. I’m proud of our firefighters for putting that fire out as fast as they did. They did a great job.”

				What a shame that they’d had to risk their lives in the first place.

				“I’m grateful they arrived so quickly,” Sadie said. “Maybe it means I’ll still have some of my belongings.”

				The wind howled outside, tossing tree branches against the windows with an eerie scraping sound.

				Thomas adjusted his belt. “I hope that’s the case.”

				Sadie blew out a sigh. “Thanks. I appreciate the news.”

				“No problem,” he said. “And now, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to hear a bit more about how the fire got started. I know it’s late, and you’ve got to be tired and upset, but I’d rather we have this talk sooner rather than later—while all the details are fresh in your mind.”

				“I understand,” she said.

				“It’s too windy out here, though,” Thomas told her. “Why don’t you come sit in the car with us?”

				Dawson expected her to agree, but she made no move to leave the house. “Since I called Dawson when it happened, and told him all about it, he might have something to contribute,” she replied. “Let’s talk in here.” She looked to Dawson. “Is that okay?”

				Dawson thought it was the smartest move she could make. Then they couldn’t isolate and pressure her the way they’d isolated and pressured him a year ago. She wasn’t suspected of a crime like he’d been, but if Sly started the fire, he’d have a vested interest in getting her to say some things and not others, or trying to discredit her story in various places.

				Silently applauding her, Dawson moved out of the way so they could come in out of the cold. “Of course.”

				Sly wasn’t pleased by his ex-wife’s response. He lagged behind on the stoop for so long Dawson almost wondered if he’d refuse to come in. But he didn’t want to be left out, or he wouldn’t be here. He seemed to realize that if he didn’t go with the flow, the conversation would proceed without him. Chief Thomas seemed somewhat indifferent to his displeasure—or at least undeterred by it. He’d already stepped inside, so Sly followed suit just before Dawson closed the door.

				“Have a seat.” Sadie took charge. Dawson refused to offer them anything, but the fact that she seemed so comfortable in his house—or maybe it was that she was wearing his clothes—further agitated her soon-to-be ex. As Sly brushed past, he hit Dawson’s shoulder with his own, hard enough to knock Dawson back a step, so Dawson immediately shoved him against the wall. The exchange would’ve erupted in a fight, except the police chief whipped around and grabbed Sly, yanking him out of reach and standing between them.

				“We’ll have none of that!” he snapped.

				“This is ridiculous,” Sly grumbled. “Why are we doing this here? Let’s grab Sadie and figure out what happened at my place, without this bastard.”

				“That’s up to Sadie.” Chief Thomas looked to her. “Given Dawson’s history with this town, and how my officers feel about him, maybe we’d be better off—”

				“No,” she broke in. “I’m not leaving here. Jayden’s asleep, and after what we’ve both been through, I don’t see any reason to wake him.”

				Chief Thomas smoothed down his hair, which was still ruffled from the wind outside. “That’s understandable.” He arched an eyebrow at Sly as he gestured toward the couch. “Sit down.”

				Although Sly obeyed, he did so grudgingly. And he kept glowering at Sadie as if she’d betrayed him personally. Dawson considered that hugely ironic, given what they believed he’d done.

				“What happened tonight?” Thomas asked, withdrawing a small notebook from his shirt pocket. “I’ll take a few notes, if that’s okay.”

				“Of course it’s okay,” she said. “There’s just not a lot to tell. Someone set fire to my house. It’s that simple.”

				“Do you have any idea who?”

				When she hesitated, Dawson thought she might accuse Sly, as she’d done earlier, but she didn’t. “No.”

				“You didn’t see anything that might help identify the perpetrator?” Thomas asked. “Hear anything?”

				The dark circles under Sadie’s eyes seemed more pronounced than before. Besides the shock of having so recently escaped a burning house, it was nearly four in the morning and she hadn’t gotten any sleep. “I heard some rustling outside. I tried to convince myself it was nothing. Houses have...settling noises and such.”

				“How do you know it wasn’t a settling noise?”

				“Because it turned out to be more than a little rustling.”

				Dawson couldn’t help studying Sly while Sadie spoke. Her ex wasn’t expressing any concern. Was he too angry to feel concern? Or did he already know what happened—as they suspected?

				“What was the sound like?”

				“Someone banging on the side of the house. My bedroom window looks out on the back, not the side, but when I got up, I spotted a man standing in the yard looking at me.”

				“How close was he?”

				“About twenty feet from my window.”

				“Did you recognize him?”

				She clasped her hands in front of her. “I can’t say for sure. He was tall and slender, I know that.”

				“What was he wearing?”

				“Jeans and a black sweatshirt.”

				“Did you see his face?”

				“No, it was too deeply shadowed. He had the hood of his sweatshirt pulled up.”

				“What was he doing?”

				She lifted Dawson’s sweats so they wouldn’t drag as she walked over to the chair across from the couch. “Just standing there, staring at me,” she said as she perched on the edge of it.

				“Did he come any closer? Yell anything? Make any gestures?”

				“No. Once he saw me looking at him, he just turned, hopped the fence and ran down the alley.”

				“What kind of shoes was he wearing?”

				“I didn’t notice,” she replied. “I was so freaked out to have a man in my yard in the middle of the night, especially a man in a black hoodie, that I panicked and nearly screamed. I was just trying to get a grip and calm down when I smelled smoke and realized the house was on fire.”

				“You’re convinced it was the man you saw who started the fire?”

				“Who else could it be? The fire started on that side—the side where I’d also heard the rustling and banging.”

				“I see.” He took a moment to jot that down. Then he said, “Do you have any known enemies? Anyone who might have a grudge against you or wish you harm?”

				Again, Dawson could see her deliberating on whether or not to voice her suspicions, but habit—and fear—got in the way.

				“She has no enemies,” Sly said, speaking for her. “Like I told you on the way over, I’d know if there was someone she didn’t get along with. Whoever set that fire has to be this guy right here.” He pointed at Dawson. “He’s the only thing that’s changed in this town over the past couple of weeks. And we already know what he’s capable of.”

				Dawson wasn’t surprised by the accusation; he’d been anticipating it. Now that he was out of jail, he was the town bogeyman. Even Sadie had tried to keep him away from the fire, knowing he’d likely get blamed if someone saw him at the scene. “And what would be my motivation for that?” he asked calmly.

				“Maybe you like her. Maybe letting her move out here under the guise of trying to help her is your way of getting her into your bed.”

				Sadie started to say something, but Dawson overrode her. “Sadie’s my employee,” he said. “There’s nothing more between us.”

				“Let’s face it,” Sly said. “You didn’t like the way I reacted to her working here, so you did it to get the best of me.”

				Dawson chuckled at that. “Nice try. I admit I have no affinity for you. But this time I do have an airtight alibi. I was at the bar when the fire broke out and didn’t drive to Sadie’s until she called me. Several people saw me, one of whom was the bartender. I paid my bill after she called. The fire was already going by then.”

				“No one’s accusing you,” Chief Thomas said. “Officer Harris is going through an emotional time right now, but he will behave more professionally in the future, right, Officer Harris?”

				Sly’s nostrils flared, but his boss glared at him until he recited the desired answer. “Yes.”

				“Because we don’t jump to conclusions,” Thomas explained, speaking mostly to Sly as if he were talking to a recalcitrant child. “We’re police officers, which means we investigate and go where the leads take us.”

				“What if those leads take you to one of your own?” Dawson asked.

				Sadie stiffened at his words. Dawson could sense her tension. But he kept his gaze riveted on Sly. If Sly could throw accusations around, so could he. Maybe it would get Sly to state what he’d been doing when the fire broke out—if he had a solid alibi.

				“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sly jumped to his feet.

				“I had nothing to gain by burning Sadie out,” Dawson replied. “You, on the other hand, have been trying desperately to get her to come back to you.”

				“How dare you!” Sly charged toward him, but once again Chief Thomas intercepted by jumping up and grabbing the back of his shirt.

				“If you value your job, you’ll sit down and shut up!” he snapped. “I only brought you here out of respect for your connection to Sadie. So if you can’t control your temper, I’ll send you to the car, and you can wait there until I come fire your ass. Do you understand?”

				Sly’s face flushed red. It galled him to take a dressing-down in their presence. He knew how powerless it made him look, and being perceived as powerful and important, being admired, was what he loved most. Dawson didn’t know him well, but he was willing to bet on that.

				“I won’t stand for you, of all people, to ruin my life,” he growled to Dawson and stomped out and slammed the door.

				“Forgive Officer Harris,” Chief Thomas said. “He’s an...impassioned person, but he means well.”

				“Does he?” Dawson challenged.

				Chief Thomas looked him up and down. “He’s never been tried for murder.”

				“Well, if you do your job, he’ll soon be tried for arson,” Dawson said. “Or, since two people were in that house when he set the blaze, I’m thinking the charge could be attempted murder, which isn’t too far off.”

				Thomas dropped the feigned politeness he’d exhibited so far. “You’d better watch yourself, son,” he said. “I don’t take accusations against my officers lightly.”

				“He’s not the one making the accusation,” Sadie said. “I am.”

				Thomas studied her more carefully. “You need to be careful, too, Sadie. You’re talking about your husband.”

				Her chest lifted as she drew a deep breath. “I’m talking about my ex-husband, the person who’s been stalking me for months.”

				There was a moment of silence. Then Chief Thomas said, “If he’s been stalking you for months, why is this the first time I’ve heard about it?”

				“I was afraid of what he might do if I reported him. The divorce isn’t final. We’re still fighting over money and custody issues. I knew lodging a complaint against him would only make matters worse. So I tried to convince myself that if I could keep the peace long enough, we’d eventually wade through the divorce and he’d move on, find someone else. I never dreamed the opposite would occur. That he’d only get more fixated on me. That the behavior would escalate. That he’d go so far as to burn me out of my house!”

				“These are serious allegations,” Thomas said. “Are you sure you want to make them?”

				“I have a little boy to protect, and I may have lost everything I own tonight. I don’t need any more trouble, so I don’t do this lightly. I’m afraid of Sly, Chief Thomas. I need you to know that. I’m not saying I know he’s guilty of setting my house on fire. But I am saying my gut tells me he did it, so please don’t let him be the one to investigate.”

				Chief Thomas rubbed his chin for several seconds before responding. “This puts me in a very difficult situation.”

				“Because you’re his boss?”

				“That and I can’t believe he’d ever go so far as to commit arson. Sure, he acted up a bit tonight. But it’s killing him to lose you. And he’s worried. He feels as if his wife and son are out here alone with a man who hacked his own parents to death. How do you expect him to react?”

				Sadie seemed so weary when she answered. “As I keep saying, I’m his ex-wife. That means I can stay where I want. And if he really cared about his son, he’d—” she caught herself and finished with what Dawson figured was a broader statement than she’d originally intended ”—treat us both differently.”

				The police chief studied her. “It’s been a hell of a night.”

				“That’s why I’m hoping you’ll honor this one request,” she said.

				“Dawson has an ax to grind when it comes to the department,” Thomas said. “You realize that.”

				“I do. But from what I’ve seen, he’s got good reason.”

				The police chief stiffened. “That won’t help, teaming up with a suspected murderer against all the rest of us law-abiding citizens. Now you’re giving Sly some credibility.”

				“I have a right to my opinion. Dawson was found innocent. That means, in the eyes of the law, he has the same rights as the rest of us. I think it’s time we consider him innocent until proven guilty.”

				“Fine. I’ll put someone else on it,” Thomas snapped and stalked out.

				Dawson shoved his hands into his pockets as Sadie closed the door. “Do you think whoever he asks to investigate the fire will be impartial enough to do a decent job?”

				“I doubt it. Sly is friends with everyone on the force. He’ll be doing everything he can to poison the minds of those working the case. And let’s face it—even if that weren’t true, the police would rather villainize you than him.”

				She seemed so wiped out Dawson couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. He understood that kind of weariness; he’d experienced it. “You shouldn’t have sided with me.”

				When she said nothing, simply moved to the window and looked out, presumably at the taillights of the squad car Chief Thomas and Sly were in, Dawson added, “So why’d you do it?”

				“I believe you’re innocent,” she said without turning. “That means I had to say it. What kind of person would I be if I didn’t?”

				“That’s not a popular position here in Silver Springs.”

				Closing her eyes, she pressed her forehead to the glass. “Oh well.” She straightened again. “Sometimes, the truth is just the truth.”

				He wished he could touch her. He’d had plenty of sexual thoughts where she was concerned, but this was more about comfort. “If Sly set that fire, he could be capable of almost anything. So if it makes any difference, I think you did the right thing telling Thomas about him.”

				“Except it might push him further.”

				“Or it might be the only thing that keeps him in check.”

				She sighed. “I hope it goes that way, but I don’t think it will. I’m pretty sure I just started World War III.”

				And she had a child to protect. The odds were stacked against her. But Dawson wasn’t going to let Sly get the best of her, not if he could help it. “Like I said, you can stay here until you get on your feet.”

				“Thanks,” she murmured, but he could tell her thoughts were a million miles away. Was she psyching herself up for the battle ahead? Or was she remembering past times when taking a stand had only made her situation worse?

				Putting his arm around her, he gave her shoulder a quick squeeze. He didn’t want her to think he was hitting on her; he just didn’t want her to feel so alone. But he wasn’t even sure she noticed. She didn’t react to his touch. She just stood there staring out at the darkness.
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				When Sadie woke up, Jayden wasn’t in bed with her. Her chest tightened in panic as she sat up and looked around. How was it that she hadn’t felt him get up? Where had he gone? They were no longer in their little house with the small, fenced yard and Maude puttering about outside. They were on a large piece of land—especially from his perspective—and that piece of land had lots of places to get hurt or lost. It even had a pond.

				The instant terror tempted her to call his name, but she held off in case Dawson was still sleeping. As late as they’d both gone to bed, he should be sleeping. The clock on the nightstand indicated it was only nine-thirty. That wasn’t too late, considering it had been almost five when Sly and Chief Thomas left. No wonder she hadn’t felt her son slip away. She’d been passed out from exhaustion.

				Without so much as a thought for her tangled hair, she scrambled out of bed and hurried past Dawson’s room, pausing only long enough, once she saw his door standing open, to see that he wasn’t in there. She was halfway down the stairs when she heard Dawson talking in a low whisper. “You want more cereal?”

				“More chocolate milk!” Jayden’s eager enthusiasm made his voice much louder.

				“Shh!” Dawson said. “We’re trying to let Mom sleep, remember?”

				Sadie reached the ground floor as Dawson poured her son more chocolate milk. “It’s okay. I’m up.”

				“Look, Mommy! We have cold cereal!” Jayden cried.

				“Where did we get that?” She was the one who’d bought the groceries so far, and she hadn’t purchased any processed cereal. Dawson had never mentioned that he wanted some, and she rarely let Jayden eat that kind of thing. The carton of chocolate milk Dawson put back on the table was new, too.

				“We went to the store!” Jayden held up a sucker. “And I got this!”

				“For later,” Dawson quickly inserted. “After lunch or dinner. We talked about that, remember?”

				Jayden didn’t seem pleased about waiting, but he set the sucker reverently by his plate. “Yeah.”

				A grin tugged at Dawson’s lips. “I wish everyone was so easy to please that a sucker would make all the difference,” he said in an aside to her. “My sister’s like that.”

				“Children are so innocent. She sounds the same. I’m looking forward to meeting her.”

				“She’s definitely innocent.” He gestured at the chair next to Jayden. “Want to sit down and have some cereal?”

				Sadie almost said no. She doubted she could eat even if she tried. Her stomach hurt every time she thought about last night—the fire, whether or not she’d have anything left once the police allowed her to go back in, Sly’s behavior when he came out to the farm with Chief Thomas. Everything she’d tried to avoid with him seemed to be happening, despite her efforts. But Dawson had turned what could’ve been a confusing and sad morning into a happy one for Jayden, and she didn’t want to spoil her son’s fun. “Sure. I’ll have a bowl.”

				Dawson slid the box and the milk over to her. “You okay?” he murmured while Jayden was busy pretending his spoon was a rocket ship blasting off from his bowl.

				“Yeah. I think so.”

				“You didn’t get much sleep.”

				She covered a yawn. “Neither did you. And then you got up with my kid. I’m sorry. I didn’t even realize he’d climbed out of bed.”

				“I had those guys coming to clear away all the junk and take it to the dump this morning, so I had to get up early. I couldn’t miss them.”

				“So that pile of stuff that was in the yard is gone?”

				“It is.”

				She crossed to the window to check. Sure enough, all the broken furniture and other things Dawson had thrown out were no longer cluttering up the place. Somehow that helped, was yet another thing from the past that’d been squared away. “Looks great. It’ll be nice to have it gone, but I’m sorry you didn’t get to sleep in, like I did.”

				“They were so loud I’m surprised they didn’t wake you. Jayden certainly enjoyed watching the process.”

				“I feel bad you got stuck babysitting for me.”

				“I didn’t mind, so don’t worry about it. I hope it’s okay that I took him to the store. I would’ve asked, but I hated to wake you, and I didn’t dare leave him here alone while you were sleeping. I haven’t been around him much—haven’t been around kids in general—so I have no idea how far he might wander.”

				“I appreciate you being cautious, especially with the pond out back. But wake me if something like this ever happens again. I don’t expect you to take care of my child.”

				“I wouldn’t mind helping now and then.”

				She took a bite of cereal but couldn’t even taste it. “I wonder what the police will find out about the fire,” she said when she’d swallowed.

				“I wouldn’t get your hopes up too much.”

				She gripped her spoon that much tighter. “Why not?”

				He glanced at Jayden, who was still making motor sounds with his mouth and pretending to send his spoon to “outer space.”

				“If it was who we think it was, I’m sure he was careful not to leave a trail.”

				She stirred her cereal around in the milk, trying to gain enough enthusiasm to take another bite. “He’s smart,” she agreed. “I doubt he would’ve done something like that unless he was sure he could get away with it.”

				“Exactly. Then there’re the other factors—that he could possibly sway whoever investigates or tamper with the evidence. I wouldn’t set my sights on getting some resolution for fear you’ll only be disappointed. But we can hope that the fire was put out before you lost too much. What I heard last night made that sound like a real possibility.”

				“Yeah. I don’t know how I’ll replace what has been lost, so I’m praying it wasn’t a lot.”

				He seemed to notice that she wasn’t particularly interested in her food. “Try not to worry, okay? It won’t help.”

				“Then we should stay busy. Are we going to work in the fields today?”

				“With Jayden?”

				“He’ll just play close by. I’ll keep an eye on him.”

				“No, you stay inside. Maybe you can both have a nap later. I’ll take care of the fields. But I’m not going to work until afternoon. Last night Gage Pond, the bartender at The Blue Suede Shoe, told me a vagrant matching the description of the hitchhiker I picked up a year ago was spotted the same night by a man building a bunker for Alex Hardy.”

				“What man?”

				“He didn’t get a name—or can’t remember it if he did. Do you know Alex?”

				“I do. He comes into the restaurant all the time.”

				“What’s he like?”

				“He’s about thirty-five. Shaves his head. Wears camouflage. Collects guns. Talks about buying junk silver and stocking up on ammo and food. Brags that he could survive on his property for a year even if the rest of civilization went to hell in a handbasket.”

				“He married?”

				“Divorced. His wife moved away last year, after they split, with both kids. He didn’t have a problem with it.” She’d been jealous that Hannah Hardy had so easily managed to leave Alex behind. She wished she had the same option.

				“Do you think he’ll talk to me?”

				“Might. He’s anti-government, which makes the police nervous. Sly talked about him every once in a while, said he was building up an arsenal and the department was watching him with a skeptical eye. The fact that there’s no love lost between them should be a good thing for you. At least you know he wouldn’t be likely to take their side over yours.”

				“That’s good. I’d rather not get shot trying to approach his place,” he said with a humorless laugh.

				“Why don’t I go with you? That should make the approach easier. I could introduce you, explain what’s going on. He’ll recognize me.”

				“You think it would be safe to go along? And take Jayden?”

				“I want to go!” Jayden said, even though he’d obviously just tuned in and didn’t know what they were talking about.

				Sadie ruffled his hair while she answered. “Of course. Alex has never hurt anyone, not that I know of. And I’d like to feel as if I’m doing some good somewhere. Might take my mind off my own troubles.”

				Dawson closed the cereal box before putting it in the cupboard. “Okay, then. We’ll leave as soon as you’re ready.”

				Getting ready wouldn’t take her long. She had only one change of clothes—the T-shirt and sweats she’d washed last night—and no makeup or anything. Dawson had stopped and bought her a toothbrush at the 24-hour mini-mart, at least.

				She helped her son down from the table and wiped his mouth and hands before dumping the rest of her cereal down the sink. As she put the bowl in the dishwasher, she noticed Dawson frowning at her.

				“I hesitate to say this because I don’t want you to think I’m criticizing your appearance again. I feel bad that I ever did that. But you need to eat more—for the sake of your health.”

				“My health is fine,” she said. “As for taking it the wrong way, it doesn’t matter how skinny I get. No one’s going to want me as long as I’ve got Sly dogging my every footstep.”

				“I wouldn’t say no one,” he said. At least that was what Sadie thought she heard, but he spoke in a mutter, as if he wasn’t even really talking to her, and left the kitchen before she could ask him to repeat it.

				* * *

				The barbed wire fence surrounding Alex Hardy’s place had half a dozen Keep Out and No Trespassing signs posted along the road. Once he saw that, Dawson was glad he’d brought someone who knew the property owner. Given the anger that simmered just under his skin these days, it wouldn’t take much to get him in a fight. Sometimes he wished for a target, some way to vent his despair and frustration. And the person who owned this land looked like he’d be happy to interpret anything as a threat.

				“Alex Hardy is coming off as seriously antisocial,” he grumbled as he eyed the cabin-like home beyond the safety of the fence.

				“He’s not as unfriendly as you might think,” Sadie said. “He just likes to look tough.”

				Dawson could feel her leg against his whenever she moved. They’d swung by her place to get Jayden’s safety seat out of her car, which had been necessary, but seeing the charred side of the house had been difficult for her. She’d barely spoken since. He’d pointed out that the other half of the house looked just fine, that there had to be some things left she could recover, but she hadn’t really responded. She’d just turned her back on the whole sad affair, put Jayden’s safety seat on the passenger side, because it required a shoulder strap, and climbed in next to him.

				Fortunately, and sort of surprisingly, given all the signs, the gate to the driveway of Alex Hardy’s place stood open. Dawson pulled in behind a red truck that sported several NRA bumper stickers and one that depicted a woman with bare breasts. “Should we leave Jayden in the truck, just in case?” he asked. “After all the press about me, once this guy recognizes who I am, there’ll be no telling how he might react.”

				“He’s not going to do anything.” She unstrapped her son, and they all walked to the front stoop together.

				They didn’t have a chance to ring the bell. The door swung wide before they could even reach it.

				“Wow. Alex. That was fast,” Sadie said. “Don’t tell me you have motion sensors on the property these days.”

				A burly man with a long Duck Dynasty beard and a rifle tattooed on his arm looked out at them. “Not yet. Might get some, though. That’d be cool. I saw you from the window. Who’s this?” He gestured at Dawson.

				Sadie started to reply, but Alex cut her off before she could.

				“Wait! I recognize you! Saw you on TV. You’re that dude who killed his parents a year or so ago.”

				Dawson felt his muscles bunch. No matter how many times he suffered that accusation, it never got any easier. “They were killed, but I didn’t do it,” he said. “That’s why I’m here.”

				Alex ignored his response and focused on Sadie. “Since when did you become friends with him?”

				“We’re not friends, exactly. Well, we are friends. But we’re more employer/employee.”

				“You work for him? What about the restaurant? I just saw you there a few days ago.”

				“I’ve still got another week at Lolita’s, but it wasn’t paying me enough, so I had to look elsewhere,” she said. “Dawson has hired me as a caregiver for his sister.”

				“Whoa! You’re quitting Lolita’s and working for the Reeds’ son even though we don’t really know... I mean, what does Sly have to say about that?”

				“It’s none of Sly’s business.”

				“Since when did that ever stop him from getting involved?” he said with a laugh.

				“You have a point,” she replied. “He thinks he can weigh in on everything. That he owns this town, owns me. But I’ll deal with it.” She stopped Jayden from trying to slip inside the house to pet the cat that sat watching them with its black tail twitching from side to side. “Listen, Alex. Gage, down at The Blue Suede Shoe, mentioned that someone who put in a bunker for you saw a homeless man fitting the description of the hitchhiker Dawson picked up the night his parents were murdered. Do you remember anything about that?”

				“He was from Santa Barbara,” Dawson added, hoping to jog his memory.

				“We need to reach him,” Sadie continued, “to see if he can tell us any more about that vagrant—if he talked to him, what his name was, where he was from, where he was heading, if he had any tattoos or other distinguishing characteristics. You know, anything that might help us find him.”

				“Really?” Alex said.

				Dawson was taken aback by his response. “Really. Why? What do you mean?”

				He tugged on his beard as he talked. “You’re looking for a needle in a haystack, man. I don’t even remember the name of the guy who built my bunker. And even if you end up tracking him down, what’re the chances he’s going to remember anything about a bum he saw a year ago?”

				“I admit the chances aren’t good,” Dawson said. “But I have to start somewhere, and it’s all I have. I’ll worry about the rest once I get that far. So do you have a receipt or work order or anything else he might’ve signed?” Dawson asked.

				“Sorry. Don’t keep crap like that. But the company was called Safety First. I remember because there aren’t a hell of a lot of companies in this area that build bunkers, you hear what I’m saying? Maybe they can tell you the name of the dude they sent out. If you’re real lucky, it might even be that he still works there.”

				“We’ll see what we can find.” Dawson lifted Jayden into his arms so that Sadie wouldn’t have to keep him from trying to approach the cat and started back toward the truck.

				“Thanks, Alex,” he heard her say.

				Although Alex lowered his voice, Dawson could still make out his words. “I know Sly was no picnic, Sadie. I’ve had a couple of run-ins with him myself. But are you sure you haven’t jumped from the frying pan into the fire by moving on to this guy?”

				“We’re not together, Alex. I just work for him,” she reiterated.

				“Seems to me like you’re pretty set on helping him.”

				Even Dawson could hear the skepticism in Alex’s voice.

				“Because Dawson hasn’t killed anyone,” she said, her tone turning defensive. “He’s a nice guy.”

				“Then I hope Sly doesn’t kill him.”

				As angry as Dawson was, at the police, at Sly, at the vagrant who murdered his parents—at the whole world right now—he almost wished Sly would come after him. He craved the opportunity to put Sly Harris down in any kind of meaningful way. Sly deserved it.

				Except he knew Sadie’s ex wasn’t the type who would ever fight fair.
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				Sadie took her son from Dawson as soon as they got back to the truck and strapped Jayden in his safety seat while Dawson used his phone to research the contact information for Safety First in Santa Barbara. He found a listing and shot her a “wish me luck” look before dialing. There was always a possibility that the company wasn’t even in business anymore.

				She fended off her son’s pleas to eat his sucker two or three times with a “not now” or “after lunch” while trying to listen to Dawson’s side of the conversation. Finally, she gave in, just to keep Jayden quiet. She figured one treat at an irregular time shouldn’t cause any lasting damage.

				Dawson had already identified himself and asked for the owner. She could hear him saying, “When will he be in?” and “Can you tell me if you have access to job orders for the company going back thirteen months or so?” over the crackle of the wrapper.

				When he hung up, she raised her eyebrows in expectation. “So?”

				“That was a woman by the name of Amber.”

				“And?”

				“The good news is that they have every single job order since they opened their doors eight years ago.”

				“What’s the bad news?”

				“She wouldn’t give me any more information. Said I’d have to speak to the owner, who won’t be in until Monday.”

				“Did you get his name?” She’d heard him ask for it.

				“Big Red.”

				“That’s it?”

				“That’s all she gave me.”

				“I’m sorry you have to wait even longer.”

				“That isn’t all bad. At least I still have hope,” he said and waited for Sadie to get in before climbing behind the wheel.

				“You let him have his treat?” Dawson asked, hitching a thumb at the pleased-as-punch Jayden.

				“He couldn’t wait any longer.”

				“You mean you got tired of saying no,” he said with a chuckle.

				“Essentially,” she agreed.

				Dawson leaned forward to see her son. “You got lucky today, huh, bud?”

				Jayden offered him a sticky but toothy smile.

				Sadie was surprised when Dawson parked in front of The Mint Julep instead of continuing on to the farm. Silver Springs didn’t have a lot of clothing stores. There was no mall, Target or Walmart, just a few small, expensive shops that catered to the wealthy tourists who came through. Sadie had purchased her blouse the other day from this place; it was her favorite boutique. But she’d found the blouse on the clearance rack. Typically, she couldn’t afford to shop here, even though she stopped in once in a while to browse.

				“What are we doing?” she asked as Dawson cut the engine.

				“You need clothes,” he said simply.

				“I can wait. Chief Thomas told me I could give him a list of the things I need. I was planning to do that today.”

				“He also said that the bedroom was one of the most damaged parts of the house. I doubt there’ll be much to salvage, and in the meantime I’m sure you’d like a few things—beyond that T-shirt and those baggy sweats.”

				She was so glad she’d grabbed her shoes before running out of the house, or she’d need those, too. She just wished she’d managed to save more of her and Jayden’s belongings. She’d been afraid the electrical box or something else would explode, or she’d get blocked in if she lingered. “But...I don’t really have the money right now. And what little I do have I need to reserve for Jayden.”

				“We’ll get him some things, too. There’s a ‘nice twice’ place for kids a few blocks off the main drag.”

				“I’m familiar with it.” That was where she’d purchased most of his things since leaving Sly.

				“We’ll go there next.” He lifted a hand. “No need to worry about the money. I’ll front what you need as an advance against your wages.”

				Problem was, she’d need every bit of those wages for other things—like car insurance, day care, rent and utilities, so she could move out of the farmhouse and get back on her own two feet. She hated having to lean on someone she hadn’t known all that long, someone who had enough of his own problems.

				But what could she say? She and Jayden were wearing what they’d slept in. At a minimum, they’d need underwear and socks for when they bathed or showered later. Which meant she had to buy them.

				“Okay. Thanks.” She scooted out the driver side right after he did and would’ve walked around to get Jayden, but Dawson beat her to it, and Jayden didn’t seem to mind. He didn’t reach for her once, didn’t even look over at her as he would have if his father were carrying him. She found it so ironic that they both trusted Dawson more than they did Sly—intuitively—in spite of how everyone else felt about him.

				Jessica Spitz, the owner, was inside the shop, creating a new display. She glanced up as the buzzer sounded over the door and stopped what she was doing. “Sadie! I read about the fire in the paper this morning. I’m so glad you’re okay.”

				Sadie managed a smile, even though she felt extremely uncomfortable in what she was wearing, given how fancy the shop was, and how Jessica was always dressed like she was ready to walk down a red carpet in LA. It didn’t help that she didn’t have much money with which to rectify her situation and would have to check price tags so carefully. “Thanks. It’s a bummer—that’s for sure.”

				“But you have renter’s insurance, right?”

				Sadie didn’t. She’d been so broke she hadn’t even considered an additional bill. But Jessica made it sound as if every renter would have insurance, so she avoided answering more honestly by saying, “I’ll be okay,” as if she did have coverage.

				“How do you think the fire got started?” Jessica asked.

				“What’d it say in the paper?” Sadie hadn’t even thought to look. She’d been too distracted with the simple act of recovering and helping Dawson find the vagrant he believed murdered his parents.

				“Not much—just that a fire broke out in your home after midnight last night and destroyed half of it before the fire department could put out the blaze. I hope you didn’t lose too many of your things.”

				Sadie drew a deep breath. “So do I. The police won’t let me go back yet, so it’ll be a day or two before I find out what’s left.”

				“I read that they’re still investigating the origins of the fire.”

				“Yeah. That’s what they told me, too.” She wasn’t about to mention that she thought it was arson. She supposed there was a chance that seeing a man in her yard right before she smelled smoke was a coincidence, but it had to be a very small one.

				“I’m guessing it was faulty wiring,” Jessica mused. “My aunt once had an electrical fire break out while she was on vacation. Burned her place to the ground.”

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

				“Don’t worry about it. Happened years ago.” Her gaze shifted to Dawson. “And you are...” Once again, Sadie witnessed recognition dawn before she could introduce her new employer. “Dawson Reed,” Jessica finished before they could answer.

				Sadie knew he couldn’t enjoy the notoriety he’d gained, but he dipped his head politely in spite of that. “Nice to meet you.”

				To Jessica’s credit, she offered him a smile. “It’s nice to meet you, too. So...what can I do for the both of you?” Her gaze swept over Sadie’s comfortable but shapeless apparel. “I take it you need a few things to wear.”

				“A blouse and a pair of jeans should get me through, for now.” Sadie didn’t want Jessica to suggest too much, didn’t want Dawson to feel as if he’d have to buy her a lot. Not only was she sensitive to the fact that she couldn’t really afford to shop here, she didn’t want him to feel she was taking advantage of his willingness to loan her what she needed until payday.

				“I have a new brand of jeans that’ll look great on your slender figure,” Jessica said.

				Slender sounded better than skinny, but mention of her size made Sadie self-conscious in front of Dawson. She knew what he thought of her weight. “Great. I’ll try on a pair,” she said. If Jessica liked the jeans, she knew she would, too, but she had no real hope that she’d be able to buy the latest and greatest, so she slowly gravitated over to the clearance rack, where she found a lightweight sweater that might work and a long-sleeved blouse.

				Dawson was playing with Jayden. Sadie could see her son darting between the racks, trying to hide from him, could hear the squeals of delight when Dawson “found” him. Dawson seemed preoccupied until Jessica returned with the jeans she’d suggested and asked if Sadie was ready to “start a room.” Then he looked up as if he was interested to see what she’d chosen.

				“Sure.” Sadie followed her into the two-stall changing room in the corner of the boutique.

				“Make sure you come out so we can take a look,” Jessica told her as she left.

				Sadie checked the price on the jeans first thing—$125. She wasn’t even going to bother putting them on, she told herself.

				She tried the sweater first. She liked it, but it was on sale for $44 and the blouse was only $35.

				“Are you coming out?” Jessica called.

				Afraid she’d sound rude if she refused, Sadie reluctantly pulled on the jeans and walked out to model them. “I like the blouse, but...I’m going to pass on the jeans.”

				Jessica’s face fell. “Why? They’re stunning on you. Look at that ass!” She glanced over at Dawson for support, but he immediately went back to playing with Jayden. “And don’t worry about the price,” she added. “I’m going to give you whatever you need half off. It’ll be my way of helping you bounce back from the fire.”

				“That’s very kind of you,” Sadie said. “But...are you sure?”

				“Positive.”

				“Thank you.” Although Sadie was grateful, she hated having to accept charity.

				Jessica waved her off. “It’s the least I can do after what you’ve been through.”

				Sadie allowed her gaze to stray to Dawson. Jayden had hid again and was waiting quietly to be found, but Dawson wasn’t going after him. She’d thought, when everything grew quiet, that he must be on his phone, but he was looking at her, and the expression on his face surprised her.

				“I think someone else likes the way they look, too,” Jessica teased, but that only made everything grow awkward very fast. Dawson instantly shuttered the appreciation that’d been so apparent a moment before and pretended, like Sadie did, that he hadn’t even heard what Jessica said and started patting the clothes rack Jayden was in as if he didn’t already know Jayden was there.

				“You should get them,” he said once he’d flushed Jayden out.

				She was still deliberating in front of the mirror. Together with the blouse, she’d be spending close to $100, even with the discount. That sounded like a fortune to her. She’d had to watch every penny for so long. But she couldn’t complain about the expense, not when Jessica was giving her such a good deal, and she needed clothes right away. She’d been trying to figure out how to say no so that she could visit a thrift shop instead—she’d gotten really good at finding gems other people had given away—but with Dawson supporting Jessica, she felt cornered. Suppressing the nagging worry that she’d need the money she was spending, she smiled. “Okay. I guess I will.”

				When she came back out of the dressing room, she found Jayden sitting on Dawson’s shoulders. “Look, Mommy! See how tall I am?”

				At least he seemed to be having a wonderful time... Briefly, she wondered why his own father couldn’t make him this happy.

				“You’d better get some underclothes,” Dawson said before she could approach the register. “You need that most of all, right?”

				She didn’t even get the chance to answer before Jessica jumped in. “Oh, I’ve got the perfect thing!”

				The shop owner went to the lingerie section, where she picked up a pair of champagne-colored lace panties with a matching bra that’d been on display.

				Sadie had never seen anything so beautiful and delicate, but that was what told her it would be out of her price range.

				“Isn’t this gorgeous?” Jessica said. “We have it in a small, too, which would be your size.”

				Sadie opened her mouth to try to direct Jessica to something more affordable. She didn’t even need to see the price tag to know that set wasn’t for her. But Dawson spoke before she could formulate the words. “We’ll take those, too,” he said and pulled out his wallet.

				One carefully manicured eyebrow slid up on Jessica’s lovely face. “You’re taking care of the bill?”

				He didn’t answer that question, either. He just handed her his credit card, as if that should speak for itself, and she shot Sadie a knowing smile. Dawson had been watching Sadie’s son while she tried on clothes, and now he was paying for what she’d selected—was even buying her underwear. Sadie knew how it appeared.

				While Jessica took her time wrapping everything in perfumed tissue paper and putting it all in a pretty sack with a pink ribbon, Dawson started out ahead of her. Not wanting to be far behind his new hero, Jayden hurried after him, which gave Sadie a moment alone with the shop owner. “We’re just friends,” she said, hoping to set Jessica straight.

				But Jessica wasn’t buying it. “A man doesn’t look at a friend like that,” she said with a laugh.

				* * *

				As they picked up a few things for Jayden at the secondhand shop and then drove home, Dawson kept picturing Sadie as she’d probably look in the lacy underwear and bra set he’d just purchased. He tried to distract himself by turning on the radio. When that didn’t work, he started going over everything he had yet to do today. And when that didn’t work, he tried to think about whether or not he’d find the man who might’ve seen the hitchhiker he’d picked up the night his parents were killed. Usually, the murders triggered enough anger to drown out any other emotion, even sexual desire, but the vision of Sadie in those snug-fitting jeans had elicited such a deluge of testosterone it was hijacking his brain. The bra and panty set only made matters worse.

				He was so consumed with fighting a constant erection it took him a while to realize Sadie hadn’t said anything since they left the nice-twice shop.

				“You okay?” he asked, glancing over at her.

				She stared straight ahead. “Yeah. Fine. Thanks for fronting the money back there—for both of us. I’m grateful.”

				“And yet...you don’t sound grateful. You sound upset.”

				She checked to see what Jayden was taking in—Dawson saw her do it. But the boy was so absorbed in playing with the measuring tape he’d found in the truck he wasn’t tracking the conversation. “I’m not upset, exactly. It’s just...that boutique we went to for me was expensive,” she said. “And I have a lot of bills to cover.”

				He’d known her situation when he stopped at The Mint Julep, which was probably what was bothering her. “You need clothes,” he pointed out.

				“I know, but there are other places to buy them. I could’ve gotten mine secondhand, just like what we did for Jayden.”

				“There’s nothing like that here for adults.”

				“There’s one in Santa Barbara.”

				“You were planning to drive to Santa Barbara today?”

				“I could have. I might have. But it was so nice of Jessica to give me a discount, and you to loan me the money, that I felt as if it would be rude to refuse, and now I’m worried about what I’ve done.”

				Thanks to the space Jayden’s safety seat took up, he could feel the warmth of her next to him. He liked having her so close, but it certainly didn’t help him rein in his libido. “Sadie, you don’t have to pay me back. As a matter of fact, I don’t even want you to. I only said it was coming from your wages so you’d relax and, hopefully, enjoy yourself. Otherwise, I knew you’d refuse.”

				“Because I want to pay you back. Don’t you get it? I appreciate your kindness and understanding, but I don’t want your pity. I’m in a bad situation, which puts me at a disadvantage at the moment, but I’ll get back on my feet eventually.”

				“So I bought you a couple of things,” he said with a shrug. “What does it matter?”

				“It matters because...” Her words fell off and she blew out a sigh.

				“I’m listening,” he said.

				“It matters because I like you.” She answered grudgingly while continuing to stare straight ahead. “I want you to be able to respect me.”

				He swerved around a pothole. “I do respect you!” Otherwise, he wouldn’t be working so hard to keep his mental and physical distance. Not only was he trying to give her a little help, he was trying to give her the time and space to recover from ten years of emotional abuse—without asserting his own needs and desires.

				“Then you can’t treat me like a charity case,” she said. “It makes me feel like you’ll never view me as...as a responsible, likable, respectable adult. Someone who could...you know, be your equal.”

				He slowed to turn in at the farm. “Sadie, buying you those clothes had less to do with you than it did me, okay? Sure, you need them, but that only gave me the excuse.”

				She seemed surprised by his statement. “What do you mean?”

				“It felt good to forget about my situation by buying you something pretty. Something you didn’t have to reject because of price. Something that would be beautiful on you. And, okay, maybe even something that was a little extravagant. That was the appeal of it. I wanted to feel like a man again and not a suspect for murder or someone who, like you, has a lot to rebuild. I only said you could pay me back when we went in so you wouldn’t refuse. I never planned on taking the money out of your wages. I know I chose things you wouldn’t.”

				“But you spent so much on...on underwear!”

				He couldn’t help grinning. “I know. That was the best part.”

				* * *

				Dawson’s words stuck in Sadie’s head for the rest of the day. She insisted on going out and helping him in the fields, but Jayden wouldn’t stay close enough for her to be as effective as she wanted. She had to keep stopping to catch him before he wandered off. Not only that, she wasn’t accustomed to such physical labor. And she was already battling such fatigue from being up so much last night.

				“Go in and relax,” Dawson told her. “You look like you’re about to faint.”

				She dusted the dirt off her sweatpants. “I’m doing okay,” she said, but his assessment had been far more accurate than she cared to admit. “If you can keep going, I can.”

				“I could keep going a lot longer if you’d go in and make us something to eat,” he told her.

				But they’d had lunch when they got home—meatball sandwiches—and it was only four-thirty. “You’re hungry again?”

				“I’m always hungry,” he joked.

				Breathing a silent sigh of relief, she pulled off the gloves she’d been using to protect her hands while she fought with some particularly deep-rooted weeds. “What would you like?”

				“Why don’t you warm up some of that Stroganoff? That’s my favorite of what you’ve made so far.”

				“I can do that.” She had the sneaking suspicion he was only trying to provide her with a good excuse to give up, but she was just weary enough to let him. “I can help more tomorrow, once I get back from the restaurant,” she said. “I’m just so darn tired.”

				His muscles flexed as he kept fighting with the stubborn plant he was determined to remove. “You should take a nap after we eat.”

				“If I do, I won’t sleep tonight. Nights are hard enough, you know? I can make it. Aren’t you tired?”

				She grew self-conscious when he looked up at her. She was covered in dirt and sweat. “I am, but I promised Angela I’d come see her tomorrow, which means I won’t be able to work for a big part of the day. I need to make some progress this weekend.”

				“I feel bad,” she admitted. “I’m the one who’s getting in the way—me and all my baggage. I’ve just sort of...crashed into your life.”

				“It’s fine. What happened last night was Sly’s fault and not yours, anyway.”

				“Or whoever set the fire,” she added.

				Dawson leaned on his shovel. “You no longer think it was him?”

				She shaded her eyes to be able to see Jayden. Her son had finally settled down and was digging in a muddy hole at the edge of their row. “I talked to Chief Thomas before I came out here. I had to tell him what to get, if he can, from the house.”

				“What has he found that would lead him to believe it wasn’t Sly?”

				“Nothing, yet. But he had a few things to say that made sense to me.”

				“Let me guess. He said that Sly would never do anything to hurt his own son.”

				“He did, but you already know I’m skeptical of that.”

				He stretched his back. “So what’s causing you to second-guess yourself?”

				She lowered her voice, in case any part of what she said carried over to Jayden. “He wouldn’t want to do something that could possibly ruin his image or get him kicked off the force, let alone sent to prison. He loves his badge. It makes him a big shot, gives him power in this town. And power is what he loves most.”

				Dawson shook his head as he went back to work.

				“You don’t agree?”

				“It’s none of my business,” he said.

				“I’m asking your opinion.”

				He stopped again. “Honestly? I think he did it. Maybe what Chief Thomas mentioned—his badge and his ego—would stop him if he believed there was any chance he could get caught. But he thinks he’s too smart for that.”

				“People blamed you for something terrible because you seemed like the logical choice, and they were wrong. I’m tempted to believe he did it, too—you know that. But I’d hate to make the same mistake with Jayden’s father.”

				“I wouldn’t wish what’s happened to me on anyone, even Sly,” he said. “But I was blamed for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, essentially. I didn’t mistreat them beforehand, wasn’t bullying, threatening or abusing them, the way Sly has bullied and threatened you. There was no pattern of aggression, not that anyone cared to cut me any slack for that. I was adopted, had a rough past and found them. That was all it took.” He jammed his shovel even deeper into the ground. “If I have my guess, Sly didn’t like that you suddenly had an ally, some other way to make money and survive. He felt he was losing his grip on you and needed to do something to shore it up, something that would force you back under his control once and for all.”

				He was echoing her own thoughts—the thoughts she’d had before Chief Thomas got in her head, anyway. “Yeah. You’re right,” she agreed. “It’s just hard to believe that...that he would do such a thing. Because if he would go that far—what might he do next?”

				“Good question,” he said. “Regardless of what Chief Thomas had to say, you have to stay on your guard. We both do.”
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				Someone was skulking around her house, a dark shadow that Sadie could see from her window but couldn’t completely make out. He was wearing a dark hoodie, pulled over his face. He’s back, she thought. Only, suddenly, she wasn’t at her house peering through the window at all—she was at the farm, gazing out at the fields, and she could smell smoke again. She was trying to scream, to warn Dawson to get out of the house, when she opened her eyes and, heart pumping, blinked at the semidarkness.

				There was no smoke. Everything smelled like it usually did—a little musty, since the house was so old. Those sights, sounds and images were all a dream.

				It felt late, yet the light was still on in the hallway, the TV blaring downstairs. She’d left it that way when she came up to lie down with Jayden because she’d been planning to go back and wait for Dawson to finish up outside. She’d wanted to feel secure in the fact that they were both in for the night before retiring but had fallen asleep as fast as Jayden had.

				So where was Dawson? After she’d served him the leftover Stroganoff, he’d said he’d work for only another hour or two. Had he ever come in? Was he in his bed? If so, why’d he leave the TV and lights on?

				Maybe he’d been too tired to bother with that sort of thing, she thought, but she knew, instinctively, that would be odd for him. He was a man who took care of things. He took care of people, too; she was an obvious example. He would’ve locked up and turned everything off before going to bed.

				Still struggling to overcome the last vestiges of sleep—and the effects of that nightmare—she leaned up on one elbow and squinted to see the clock. It wasn’t as late as she’d thought—only eleven. Dawson could easily be watching the TV she heard.

				Jayden was snuggled close to her. After kissing his forehead, she slid him over so she could get out of bed. She was wearing Dawson’s clothes again; she’d put her own sweats in the washer after working outside.

				Although she was plenty warm, the hardwood floor proved cold enough that she wished for her slippers. It was so easy to take the little things for granted—until they were gone.

				Thoughts of how she was going to recover from the fire threatened to commandeer her mind yet again. Before she’d gone to sleep, she’d decided that, with the way things were going, she had only one option: she had to save every dime she could and leave Silver Springs as soon as possible. Dawson was right. That Sly would set her house on fire was a warning sign, and she’d be stupid not to heed it. He’d finally gone too far, so far she felt justified in escaping any way she could, and in taking their son with her.

				But she knew it would be some time before she had the money to leave, and she didn’t have many options in the meantime except to watch her back, so she pushed away those worries. Chief Thomas had called just before she put Jayden to bed to say that he had someone going through the house at that very moment, and he’d bring the items on her list—what they could salvage—tomorrow. The officer he’d sent said he couldn’t find the pictures of Jayden or her parents, which concerned her, but that didn’t mean they weren’t safe. The officer didn’t say they’d been destroyed, only that the plastic storage container she kept them in wasn’t in the bedroom closet where she’d told him to look, which was potentially good news. If the container wasn’t there, the pictures weren’t, either, so she must’ve moved them.

				Hopefully, she’d put them in a safe spot. Which might’ve been the case. No spot could’ve been worse than the closet.

				So, overall, she should be feeling grateful, not panicked, she told herself. Her situation might not be as bad as she’d first thought, on the recovery end of things, anyway. She was just overwhelmed by how hard it was going to be to escape and start over—and it didn’t help that she was disoriented and uneasy right now, especially when she passed Dawson’s room and found the door standing open and the bed made.

				She checked the bathroom. He would’ve showered before bed. He was particular about his hygiene. But she couldn’t detect any recent moisture or anything else that might suggest a shower had recently taken place.

				He had to be downstairs, she decided, must’ve fallen asleep on the couch. But when she reached the living room, it was empty. So were the kitchen and laundry room.

				“Dawson?” Despite trying not to let herself be spooked so easily, she could hear a tremor in her voice.

				After searching the ground floor again and peering out the windows, she returned to the foot of the stairs and gazed up at his parents’ room. Surely he wasn’t in there. But where else could he be? He had to be home. His truck was in the drive.

				Her stomach cramped as she crept slowly back up the stairs and tried the knob.

				Locked. Thank the Lord. Except that did nothing to explain where he might be. It was pitch-black outside. He couldn’t be working...

				You have to stay on your guard. We both do. Those words came back to her as she tried his cell phone. He’d been talking about Sly.

				She listened to see if she could hear his phone buzzing or ringing in the house but heard nothing.

				“Answer, damn it,” she muttered, but he didn’t pick up. And when she tried again, his voice mail came on for the second time.

				This is Dawson Reed. Leave a message.

				Had he caught a ride into town? Was he sitting in The Blue Suede Shoe? He’d gone there last night, hadn’t he? And it was a weekend. Maybe he came in from work, realized she was sleeping and left.

				But she felt certain, because of Sly, he’d leave a note or something in case she woke up.

				She was afraid her ex-husband had driven out, waited for it to get dark and ambushed Dawson while he was coming in from the fields...

				She covered her mouth as a vision of what that might look like flashed before her mind’s eye. That told her what she really thought when it came to what Sly was capable of, didn’t it?

				“Shit. Shit, shit, shit.” She hurried back downstairs and began rummaging through the “junk” drawer she’d reorganized in the kitchen. She’d seen a flashlight in there...

				Fortunately, it wasn’t hard to find—and it worked. The beam wasn’t as strong as she would’ve liked, but she also had her phone. Although hesitant to leave Jayden after what’d happened last night, she was only going out on the farm. Everything seemed fine at the house, except that Dawson wasn’t in it. She’d lock up and keep an eye out while she checked the fields. She couldn’t leave Dawson out in the dark alone; he could need help.

				“You better not have done anything,” she told Sly, even though he wasn’t around. Had he come out here and caused trouble just as they’d anticipated? What else could’ve happened?

				She remembered how quickly Sly had reached for his gun while her house was burning, and that was right in the street! If Chief Thomas hadn’t shown up when he did, her ex might’ve drawn his weapon—and used it.

				The weather was cold enough that she pulled on the coat she found hanging on one of the hooks in the mudroom—the one Dawson had loaned her before.

				Please be okay... After the fire and how belligerent Sly had behaved at the house, not to mention her nightmare and what had happened at this farm a year ago, she was having a difficult time not imagining the worst. What if she found Dawson lying in a pool of his own blood?

				Or worse... What if she couldn’t find him at all? What if Sly had killed him and dragged him off to some remote burial site where his body would never even be recovered?

				Sly wouldn’t do that, she told herself. But she’d seen crazier things happen in the true crime shows she watched.

				The door, when she closed and locked it behind her, sounded overly loud. She feared Sly would jump out of the darkness at any moment and choke her, or kill her in some other way. If he got away with it, he’d have full custody of Jayden without even having to fight for it. Then he could make sure Jayden was no longer “babied,” that he was brought up to be a “man” according to Sly’s definition. Sly wouldn’t even have to worry about how he’d raise Jayden on his own, since his mother would do most of the work for him.

				The hair on the back of Sadie’s neck stood on end as she swung the beam of the flashlight across the yard. What she saw in that white circle seemed innocuous, but it was what she didn’t see that scared her. What was moving around outside it?

				She dearly hoped it wasn’t her ex-husband.

				Drawing a deep breath for courage, she left the back porch and headed to where she’d been with Dawson earlier. He might’ve stopped working there to fix the watering system or repair the barn, which meant he could be almost anywhere. But he hadn’t planned to stay out very much longer. Given that, she guessed he wouldn’t have taken on a new project, that he’d try to finish what he’d been working on and then quit.

				Once she got out there, however, she saw no sign of him—just his shovel cast off to one side as if he’d tossed it away or dropped it.

				Her heart began to race; she could feel it bumping against her chest. “Oh God,” she whispered. “No, please.”

				Directing her flashlight at the freshly turned earth, she began searching for blood or any other sign of foul play. If Sly had harmed Dawson, he wasn’t going to get away with it. She’d see to it that he was punished, no matter what she had to do. But the thought that Dawson might be hurt was almost more than she could take in the first place. She’d feel bad if anyone were hurt, but especially him. Maybe she hadn’t known him long, but she’d begun to care about him.

				Her eyes filled with tears, making it that much harder to see. As she moved her light in an ever-widening circle, she hoped to find something. But she didn’t. She was about to go in and call the police. Sly was part of the force, and most of the other cops were poisoned against Dawson, but what else could she do? Time could be of the essence, which meant she needed to act quickly. She could only hope that there was someone who would respond with a measure of integrity in the performance of his job.

				Then she spotted something. There, under the tree.

				Her breath caught in her throat as she lifted the flashlight higher to get a better look.

				A second later, she realized what it was: Dawson’s boots.

				* * *

				Sadie’s hands were on his body, up under his shirt, feeling his chest. Dawson wished those hands would move lower. He hadn’t been touched intimately in eighteen months or more—other than the one cell mate who’d tried to grab his junk in the middle of the night and lost a tooth for the effort.

				He felt his body react, felt himself grow hard before he realized they weren’t even in the house, let alone his bed.

				What the hell? What were they doing outside? Was this another of his many fantasies?

				“Dawson? Can you hear me?” she said.

				He managed to lift his heavy eyelids so that he could take in the sight of her. She was bent over him, wearing a big coat—his coat, he realized—crying. A flashlight lay on the ground beside her, its beam shooting off across the field. “What’s wrong?” he mumbled.

				“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. What’d he do to you?”

				He caught and held her hands before she could get him any more worked up. “What are you talking about?”

				“Sly!”

				“He was here?”

				“That’s my guess. Did he hurt you?”

				Dawson couldn’t remember seeing Sly tonight. He didn’t feel any pain, either. But he was so groggy—the result of all the sleep deprivation he’d suffered since being released from jail. And it was awfully strange to find himself outside. How did he get here?

				Suddenly, the answer came to him. He’d been too exhausted to keep working but was too stubborn to quit. He’d promised himself he’d take fifteen minutes and rest under the closest tree before finishing the row he was on. At that point, he must’ve sacked out, fallen so deeply asleep that he would’ve spent the whole night out here if Sadie hadn’t awakened him. “Wait. Sadie, it’s okay. I’m okay. I fell asleep, that’s all.”

				He expected her to pull away, but she didn’t. He could see the shine of the moon in her eyes as she stared down at him, her chest rising and falling rapidly from her fear and upset.

				“You scared me,” she whispered.

				“I’m sorry.” She was so upset he couldn’t help letting his own hands slip inside that heavy coat. He was seeking the soft feel of her skin, which he found at her waist, but he was also hoping to calm her, to let her know he was right there, all in one piece, and she had no reason to fear. “Nothing happened.”

				“So...Sly hasn’t been out here?”

				“No. Everything’s okay,” he replied, except that they were both touching each other and neither one seemed eager to let go.

				“God, you feel good,” he said with a hoarse laugh, but he felt too guilty making a move on her to continue. She worked for him. And she hadn’t even escaped her last relationship yet. He didn’t want to give her the impression that she had to put out for him in order to retain his friendship or his support—or to have a place to stay or keep her job or whatever. “Sorry, I...I didn’t mean to get out of line.” He forced himself to let go of her, but she didn’t seem offended. On the contrary, she caught his hands—and moved them higher, to her breasts!

				The testosterone that shot through him in that moment drew every muscle taut. “Sadie...”

				She must’ve heard the desperation in his voice; he heard it himself. He was trying to warn her that it wouldn’t be difficult to push him past his own restraint. He hadn’t been living a normal life for the past year; that put him at a distinct disadvantage. But she still didn’t withdraw. She covered his hands with hers, holding them in place. “Don’t talk. I won’t listen. I can’t listen, not right now. I just... I want to touch and be touched. I want to experience something besides anger and remorse and fear.” She lowered her voice. “I want to make love to a man I actually desire. I can’t even imagine what that would feel like.”

				“But you don’t realize how much this could complicate things,” he said, struggling to keep his head clear. “We don’t even know each other all that well, and we’re both in a mess. It’s too big of a risk.”

				“I don’t care about the risk,” she said. “I’m tired of fighting everything in my life. I need a time-out, the chance to experience something breathtaking. As long as we both want this, what will it hurt? I mean...I may not be all that attractive to you, but sometimes the way you look at me makes me think—”

				“Don’t say that,” he interrupted before she could even finish. “You’re wrong. I think you’re beautiful.”

				“Then what’s one night? Why can’t we let ourselves have a few hours of mind-numbing pleasure before we go back to the battle that has become our regular lives? In the morning, we’ll pretend it never happened. We’ll be responsible and cautious again. Just...not right now.”

				Dawson wasn’t sure they could ignore having crossed such a line. But he couldn’t bring himself to argue anymore, not when she came off so earnest. And once she straddled his hips, he knew he’d lost the ability to refuse. The pressure of her bottom against his erection set off an atom bomb of sexual energy that made him want to rip off her clothes.

				“Okay. Sure. One night. We can forget about it tomorrow. Now let me taste you,” he said, and a moment later they were kissing deeply, frantically, and fumbling to reach bare skin.

				* * *

				It didn’t take long for Dawson to find the latch on the lacy bra he’d bought her earlier and snap it open. Sadie felt the tension give right before he peeled off the coat she was wearing as well as her shirt. She’d never had another man’s hands on her breasts. As Dawson’s fingers slid lightly over her nipples—seeking, exploring, enjoying—she gasped and heard a guttural sound come out of him in return.

				“We’d better take it slow, or I’m afraid I’ll disappoint you,” he muttered. The pounding of his heart, which she could feel beneath his solid chest, indicated he wanted to take it anything except slow. But she wasn’t worried either way. She didn’t care how he “performed.” She just needed to feel close to someone—a man she could admire—for a few minutes. And, in that regard and many others, this was exactly what she craved, even if she never reached climax. In this moment, she was no longer isolated, no longer alone.

				“All I need is to feel your body and let you feel mine,” she told him as she pulled off his shirt. “To get drunk on desire. To pretend as if I’m someone else, someone who hasn’t screwed up and missed all the good things in life.” She didn’t want him to feel any pressure. She preferred he let go and enjoy himself as she was doing—allowed himself to get carried away. He deserved a time-out as much as she did...

				The earth felt cool and moist as he rolled her onto her back. She guessed they’d be filthy when they were through, but, as he stared down at what he’d revealed when he removed her coat, shirt and bra, she didn’t care. Although she couldn’t make out his expression, not with it being so dark and the moon creating a halo around his head, she didn’t need to. She could tell he liked what he saw and that he wanted to see more, because he stripped off the sweats he’d loaned her next and ran a finger over her new panties—where the thin fabric covered the most sensitive part of her.

				She shivered at his touch.

				“I knew you’d look beautiful in these,” he said. “I almost hate to take them off.”

				“I hope you’re not going to let that stop you,” she said with a breathy laugh.

				“Hell no,” he responded and slid them down over her hips so she could kick them off.

				Sadie was literally throbbing with the desire to feel him inside her. Had she ever been this eager for Sly? If so, it’d been years ago. For the first time in ages, she was choosing who she wanted to touch her. That felt as liberating as it was intoxicating.

				After he spread out his coat for her to lie on, she reached for the zipper of his pants, but he stopped her. “Not yet,” he murmured and bent his head to kiss her neck, her collarbone and then her breasts.

				Sadie could hardly catch her breath for the excitement pouring through her. The smell of the earth around them, the cool night air wafting over her bare skin and the moon shimmering high above made the experience almost surreal.

				Maybe she was dreaming, she told herself—except a dream had never felt this good.

				“That’s out of this world,” she said as he took her nipple in his mouth. The warm wetness of his tongue sliding over her nearly melted her bones...

				He moved to the other breast, but he didn’t only focus there. While one hand continued to stimulate the nipple he’d just left, the other traveled lower.

				Sadie jerked when he touched her. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been so aroused. And he’d hardly done anything yet.

				“You like that?” he murmured.

				“I’ve never wanted anything more,” she said.

				His teeth glinted in a smile as he lifted his head to watch her while he slipped a finger inside her.

				Sadie gripped his wrist. She wasn’t sure why. What he was doing was just so...intimate. She felt the need to hang on to him, especially as the tension began to build in her body. She was going to climax quickly and easily, which hadn’t been the case in several years. Sly hadn’t been a terrible lover. He’d insisted she come every now and then. But those encounters had almost been worse than the ones where he simply took his pleasure and went on his way. She’d had to work so hard with him, and he got so angry if she couldn’t achieve what he wanted. The effort and energy required on both their parts often made him cross before they were through. Rarely did she feel any closer to him after.

				But this...this was an entirely different experience, something fresh and new and beyond titillating. She liked the way Dawson handled her body. He was confident yet respectful. And although he seemed to be as caught up in her as she was him—as eager for his own release as any man would be—he made her believe that the more she enjoyed their lovemaking, the more he enjoyed it, as well.

				Maybe that had been the problem with Sly. Even when they were having sex, she’d felt alone, or merely a means to an end. Occasionally, he’d gone so far as to show her a porn flick in order to teach her how to “really” turn him on, which made her feel as if she didn’t have the power to turn him on as she was, and that only made matters between them worse.

				“I wish we were in the house so I could see you clearly,” Dawson breathed as her legs began to quiver. “I love watching this, love watching you.”

				She didn’t need any encouragement. She’d had too many fantasies that involved him. But what he said certainly didn’t hurt. A moment later, the most spectacular climax rushed through her. With a groan, she let herself soar with it, let herself embrace the pleasure he was providing.

				The release felt so welcome, so cathartic...

				She closed her eyes, savoring the moment, and didn’t open them again until he pulled her earlobe into his mouth. “That was nice,” he murmured.

				“That was the best thing I’ve felt in a long, long time,” she admitted.

				“Good.” She could hear the satisfaction in his voice. “I’d like you to come again, when I’m inside you, but I shouldn’t make any promises. You’ve got me so excited I’m not sure I can hold out for long.”

				He’d taken the safe route to guarantee she wouldn’t be disappointed. She recognized that—and found it endearing.

				“Remember, you’re dealing with a guy who’s been in jail for a year,” he added.

				“You don’t have anything to worry about,” she told him. “You’ve already surpassed all my expectations. I just wanted to be with someone and have it be free and easy and enjoyable for a change.” Although she made it sound as if almost any man would do, that wasn’t true. She’d felt an attraction to him from the first moment they’d met, and that attraction had only grown stronger as she’d come to know him. She just didn’t want him to think she was taking this too seriously when she’d promised otherwise. And, since she’d be leaving as soon as she could save enough money, she didn’t want to misconstrue what he could expect in the future.

				“Should we go inside—to my room?” he asked. “You can’t be too comfortable out here.”

				She considered the suggestion but shook her head. This was a moment out of time, and it needed to stay that way, needed to be separate from the lives they were living, or it could change everything, and she couldn’t afford to have it do that. She needed her job. She also needed a safe place to stay, until she could get out on her own.

				“No. That’s where reality resides,” she said. “This is...something else, a dream, and I’m not ready to go back to reality quite yet.”

				He seemed to understand, because he didn’t press her. “Okay.” He kissed her—slowly and gently at first but with more need and urgency as their tongues met and intertwined. After that there was no time for talking. Sadie didn’t want to talk, anyway. She was too busy removing his pants.

				“What about birth control?” he asked.

				She could tell he’d been putting off the question, that he hadn’t wanted to ruin what they were experiencing by forcing her to face the possibility of pregnancy.

				“I don’t have anything,” he admitted.

				She was still on the pill, because of what Sly had done, insisting she provide sex even though they were split up. She wasn’t about to allow her ex to get her pregnant. One child with him was enough. “I’ve got that covered.”

				She was afraid Dawson would question her. If she and her husband had been split up for a year, and she hadn’t been with anyone else, why would she still be on birth control? Any guy would wonder. But Dawson was too caught up to think about the ramifications. In this moment, he wanted only one thing, and that one thing precluded critical thinking.

				“Thank God,” he responded and pressed inside her.
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				He was having sex with his sister’s caregiver on the ground outside, and she’d worked for him less than a week. On some level, Dawson knew it was pathetic that he’d caved in to his libido so soon. From the beginning, he’d pretended he hadn’t hired Sadie because he was attracted to her. He’d told himself she was too skinny, that he was only trying to help her, that he had too much going on at the moment to worry about satisfying his sexual urges.

				Now he knew that was at least partially a lie. He’d tried to keep his thoughts where they needed to be, but he liked so many things about her. And those legs! Every time he’d seen her since that night at her house, he’d felt a tug down deep in his gut. He’d gone to the bar, hoping to find someone with whom he could safely vent his sexual frustration, but no one had been remotely appealing to him. Sadie had been all he could think about even then.

				In any case, he couldn’t regret succumbing—not when feeling her beneath him brought such sweet pleasure. Since he’d already gotten her off, he thought she might become sort of impassive. He’d had a partner or two like that before, who reacted mechanically. But what happened earlier didn’t seem to make any difference with Sadie. She remained engaged and responsive, which excited him even more. He enjoyed every second with her, loved the way she cast all reservations aside and threw everything she had into making love with him. Despite the fact that he was the only person she’d ever been with besides her ex-husband, she wasn’t timid.

				He’d been right that it wouldn’t take him more than a few minutes to reach climax, however. The pleasure was too intense to be able to hold off. As the tension built, he wished he could prolong the moment even as he couldn’t wait to reach that pinnacle. For a change, he was facing a good problem, the best kind of problem there was...

				As he let himself go, he felt her hands in his hair, her mouth on his neck, and knew one time with her would never be enough. He’d barely finished, yet he wished he could do it all again. But he didn’t know how this would affect her, what she might be like tomorrow. He worried that she’d feel some remorse. As he’d said, they didn’t know each other all that well.

				“We need a shower.” He was slumped over her, trying to catch his breath. He hadn’t had to put in a lot of work or effort; it was the level of excitement that had his heart racing. “I’ve done a lot of things in these fields, but I’ve never made love in the dirt,” he said as he eased his weight to the side.

				“You should do it more often,” she said. “You’re good at it.”

				That she could be so cavalier with that suggestion bothered him a little. She didn’t seem to care one way or another if she was his partner when that occurred. But after what she’d been through, he couldn’t blame her. He wouldn’t want to get into another relationship, either, not if someone like Sly was all he’d ever known.

				After pecking her lips, he got up and gathered their clothes as well as the flashlight.

				“Hey, some of those are mine,” she said when she understood that he wasn’t going to hand them back.

				“But you can’t put them on or you’ll just have to take them off and wash them in the house,” he said. “We’ve been naked for the past fifteen minutes or more. We can last a bit longer. Come on!” Grabbing her hand, he helped her to her feet and together they ran for the house.

				“You locked it?” he said when they reached the back door and couldn’t get in.

				“I was afraid something had happened to you! I couldn’t leave Jayden vulnerable while I checked.”

				“True. Where’s the key?”

				“In the pockets of the sweats I was wearing.”

				He had her hold the flashlight while he fumbled around with what he was carrying until he came up with it. “Whew! Good thing. Or we’d be banging on the door, hoping to wake a five-year-old so he could let us in.”

				“If that were the case, we’d have to put on our clothes whether we were dirty or not,” she said.

				They were both laughing at how funny it would be to get locked out while they were naked as they spilled into the house. Then Dawson dropped their clothes on the floor and pulled her into the bathroom.

				“What are we doing?” Sadie asked.

				“I told you. We’re going to take a shower,” he replied.

				“Together?”

				He turned on the water. “Why not? It’s no more intimate than what we just shared. And it’s still tonight, isn’t it?”

				Her eyes twinkled with a mischievousness he hadn’t seen in them before. She was having a good time. So was he. “It is.”

				As he tested the temperature, she stood back and looked him over.

				“I don’t think I’ve ever been examined so closely,” he said.

				“It was too dark outside to see you very well.”

				“So you’re making up for it?”

				“What can I say?” A playful smile curved her lips. “I’ve never seen a man who isn’t circumcised.”

				“I’m glad I get to be the one to broaden your education.”

				“You have a beautiful body.”

				They’d given themselves until tomorrow to resume their usual roles. That meant he could kiss her. And he did. He lifted her chin and covered her mouth with his as he’d been dying to do since that night at her guesthouse when he’d forced himself to remain on the couch. He’d kissed her outside, too, but this was different, more meaningful because there was no sexual intention behind it—no immediate sexual intention, anyway.

				When her arms went around his neck, and her naked body came up against his, he clasped her to him. That was a nice feeling, almost as good as sex itself, he thought.

				“And did I tell you I like the way you touch me?” she asked, gazing up at him as he lifted his head.

				He slid his hands down her back and over the rounded cheeks of her ass. “You’re going to have to give me another chance—whether it’s tonight or some other time.”

				“Another chance to—”

				“Make love to you,” he finished. “In a bed, when I don’t have to fear you’re uncomfortable, and when I’m not coming off eighteen months of celibacy, so I have the stamina to last.”

				“You’re more frank than I expected,” she said with a laugh.

				“We’re just being honest here, right?”

				“We’re just being honest,” she agreed and kissed him as if she was testing out how it might feel to take the initiative.

				“I’ve got an idea,” he said against her soft lips.

				She seemed reluctant to pull away. “And that is...”

				“After this, let’s go upstairs.”

				“I think that was always the plan. We have to go to bed at some point.”

				He could hear the teasing note in her voice. “I’m not planning to sleep. I want you in my bed, not yours.”

				“I’m not sure that would be wise,” she said, but she didn’t seem entirely committed to her refusal, which told him more than mere words.

				“It’s still tonight,” he reminded her, making what she’d said before a commitment.

				“But we’re supposed to be keeping what happened outside separate from what happens in here,” she reminded him. “We’re not doing a very good job of that.”

				He, for one, was glad. “We’ll worry about tomorrow when tomorrow comes. Tonight, I want you to take the lead.”

				She pulled back. “What?”

				“That’s right.” He tugged her into the shower with him. “You make all the moves. Do whatever you’d like to do, and I’ll go along with it.”

				“You’re putting me in charge.”

				Nudging her beneath the spray, he grabbed the soap and began to run it over her breasts. “Why not?”

				She watched his hands as they moved. “I probably won’t be any good at it. I’ve never had the opportunity.”

				Because she’d been dominated by a control freak ever since she was in high school. “I guessed as much. That’s why I want it. I’d like to see what you’d do if you could do anything,” he said, but only an hour later, when they were in his bed as he’d wanted, he wasn’t sure they should’ve acted on that idea. The way she’d made love to him was so sweet he knew he’d never be able to forget it.

				* * *

				Sly was waiting for her when she arrived at Lolita’s the following morning. Sadie noticed him sitting at the counter with Pete, both of them in uniform, and nearly turned around and walked out. She was only finishing up at the restaurant because she’d said she would. She could use the money, of course, but what little she could make today would hardly compensate her for having to deal with Sly. Neither would it make a big difference as to when she’d be able to leave this town. The fire had already set her back months.

				After what she’d experienced last night with Dawson, she didn’t want to see her ex. She was still basking in the afterglow of what it had felt like to be in someone else’s arms—someone whose touch excited her.

				She’d barely turned on her heel when Lolita, a determined if not fiery redhead with a curvy figure, came up behind her. “Boy, am I glad to see you. Missy called in sick this morning, so we’re shorthanded. Any chance you could handle a table in addition to the breakfast bar? I understand it’ll be stressful to manage that much, but it’s stressful for all of us this morning. We’re so busy, and we don’t have any other options.”

				Sadie opened her mouth to say she wasn’t feeling well herself. She wanted to leave so badly. But she couldn’t lie. Lolita had been good to her. She wouldn’t leave her in the lurch. “Sure. No problem. I’ll take two tables, if you need it.”

				Lolita squeezed her arm. “I appreciate that. You always come through. I’m so sad to be losing you.”

				“Thanks.”

				When her boss rushed off to take a few orders, or to see to the smooth running of the kitchen, Sadie drew a deep breath, squared her shoulders and told herself to get to work. She’d simply treat Sly like any other patron.

				He didn’t speak to her when he saw her, and she didn’t speak to him. She pulled her pad from her pocket and took a couple of orders down the bar, which she turned in to the cooks, before approaching him and Pete.

				“What can I get for you this morning?” she asked, forcing a polite but distant smile.

				Pete ordered; Sly didn’t. He sat there glaring at her as though she’d done him dirty.

				Sadie recognized that look. She associated it with the anger and reprisal that so often went with it but was determined to be professional. “Well, if that’s it, I’ll get this order in.”

				“Don’t you dare walk away from me,” Sly growled.

				Pete glanced from Sly to her and back again. “Whoa, take it easy, buddy,” he murmured to his friend. “You heard what Chief said this morning.”

				Sly ignored him. “You’re sleeping with him, aren’t you!” he said to her.

				“Sly, no.” Pete grabbed his arm, but he shook off his friend.

				“You are, right? Tell me you aren’t. Just try to make that believable. I heard he bought you some panties yesterday. Spent a pretty penny for them, too. Whole town’s talking about it. You must be giving him something, the way he’s taking care of you.”

				A denial rose to Sadie’s lips. She didn’t want to be embarrassed in the middle of the crowded diner. She knew almost everyone there, which made airing their dirty laundry in public that much worse. Besides, she wasn’t with Dawson in the way he thought. They weren’t an item. They were just two desperate souls seeking shelter from the storm, and they’d taken a little pleasure in each other last night. Was that really such a terrible sin? She wasn’t in a committed relationship and hadn’t been for some time. Who knew how many women Sly had slept with in the past year? She felt as if she should have the same right. “Yes,” she replied. “Last night. Several times. And I’ve never enjoyed anything more.”

				His jaw dropped. Sadie was surprised, too. She hadn’t expected anything like that to come out of her mouth, wasn’t sure what had possessed her.

				“And you’re proud of that?” A crash reverberated as Sly swiped his water glass and utensils to the floor. “You whore! No wonder I couldn’t get along with you! You don’t want a decent man. You want some dirty murderer in your bed.”

				Sadie clenched her jaw. “Dawson’s no murderer. He’s a far better man than you. You’re the one who set the fire. I saw you outside my window! You knew I wasn’t coming back to you, so you tried to burn me out. To make sure I had nowhere else to go!”

				He went silent. He wasn’t used to having her come back at him, let alone casting any aspersions on his character. In the past, she’d always tried to placate him, to keep the level of emotion down—for the sake of Jayden, for the sake of those around them, for her own safety. Especially if they were in public. But she was tired of his emotional vomit. If standing up to Sly meant war, there was no way to avoid it, because she couldn’t tolerate what he was doing to her any longer.

				“You’d better kiss that little boy of yours goodbye,” he said, “because I’m going back to court, and I’m going to take him away from you.”

				“Boy of mine?” she said. “He’s your son, too, and you’re an even bigger monster than I thought if you’d deprive Jayden of his mother just because I was so miserably unhappy with you!”

				He grabbed for her. In that instance, she thought he was going to take hold of her and punch her. She dropped her pad and pencil as her arms came up to protect her face, but Pete grabbed him in a bear hug and hauled him back before he could reach her. “Come on. We’re getting out of here. Now!” Pete said and half dragged Sly from the restaurant.

				Sadie was shaking when she bent to collect what she’d dropped. Everyone in the room was staring at her, and for good reason. She’d just had a knock-down-drag-out with her ex, who happened to be on the police force, after admitting to sleeping with the guy everyone believed killed his parents—with a hatchet, no less. A scene didn’t get more salacious than that. She’d be the talk of the town for weeks.

				“Oh my gosh! Are you okay?” Lolita came rushing toward her.

				Sadie wasn’t sure she had the strength to stand. She’d experienced such extremes this weekend—fear and anger on one side, ecstasy on the other. She wasn’t sure her emotions could swing in a wider arc.

				Fortunately, Lolita helped her to her feet. “Here, hang on to me.”

				“I’m sorry.” Sadie could feel the shock and amazement in the room and chafed beneath the unwanted attention. “I didn’t mean to cause a scene. That isn’t right, not in a place of business.”

				“You’ve never caused a problem before. It was that ex-husband of yours who was spoiling for a fight. Jealousy can turn people into the ugliest possible version of themselves.”

				Lolita assumed this was an anomaly, that Sly was a normal person and extreme circumstances had led to extreme behavior. She had no idea what Sadie had lived with on a daily basis for over a decade. “I’m afraid he’ll try to take Jayden from Petra’s, to scare me if for no other reason. I’ve got to go. I know it’s not a good time, so I hope you’ll forgive me, but...I have no choice,” she said. “And this is it, my last day. I won’t leave Jayden again.”

				* * *

				Dawson was surprised to see Sadie pull into the drive. When he’d dropped her off at her car this morning, so she could drive herself home after work and would have transportation thereafter, he’d expected it to be noon or one before he saw her again, but it was barely ten o’clock.

				He left the field he’d been weeding to meet her. He’d been thinking of her all morning, hadn’t been able to get the touch and taste of her out of his head. He’d been with plenty of women over the years, especially in college, but sex with Sadie had been different somehow, more fulfilling. Although he’d been trying to convince himself that he was overreacting, that a year in jail and becoming the most hated man in town would make a person more grateful for every kindness, every soft touch, he feared he felt more than mere gratitude for her “friendship.” Somehow, Sadie had really gotten to him. And he was pretty sure she felt the same. When he’d awakened this morning, she’d been gone from his bed, but every time he caught her eye, she’d smile and blush as if she was thinking about the same thing he was. She’d even sat a little closer to him in the truck when he took her to get her car.

				Jayden came running toward him. “Hey! I get to be with you!” he yelled as if that was the greatest thing in the world.

				Dawson couldn’t help smiling. At least he had one admirer.

				Jayden squealed in excitement when Dawson swung him up on his shoulders. He loved riding there, loved any kind of affection. He was such an easy, good child—it made Dawson wonder how Sly could be disappointed in him. “Why are you back so early?”

				“My mom came and got me,” the boy replied.

				That didn’t answer the question, but it was probably all Jayden knew. Dawson held the boy’s ankles so he wouldn’t fall off as he finished closing the distance between him and Sadie. “What’s going on?” he asked as he reached her.

				She lifted a box that reeked of smoke out of the back of her El Camino. “I got a call from Chief Thomas. He had my things, so I swung by the station to pick them up.”

				Dawson saw a stack of folded clothing piled on top of who knew what else. “Did you get everything you asked for?”

				“Not everything, but I’ve got my toiletries and some clothes—the ones from the dresser opposite the closet. I lost what was in the closet, since it was on the side of the house that burned.”

				“That sucks. I’m sorry.”

				“I’m grateful there’s something left.”

				“Here, let me take that.” He reached up to put Jayden on the ground so he could help, but she circumvented him with the box.

				“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s not heavy.”

				Something was wrong. Sadie wasn’t treating him as she had this morning. And she sure as hell wasn’t treating him as she had last night.

				Letting Jayden remain on his shoulders, Dawson followed her to the house. “How’d you get off work so early?”

				After a slight hesitation, she said, “My boss didn’t need me today.”

				That should’ve been believable, but it wasn’t. She seemed upset. “Aren’t Sundays busy?”

				“They are.”

				“So what happened?”

				She put the box on the kitchen table and began pulling all the clothes out, presumably so she could wash the stench out of them before taking them upstairs. “Nothing,” she said. But that couldn’t be true. She was acting too remote. Had she lost the pictures she was worried about recovering? Heard bad news from Sly? Gotten in a fight with the restaurant owner? Been taunted for associating with him?

				Dawson would’ve pushed her for a more convincing answer, but he figured she might not be willing to talk in front of Jayden.

				“Anyway, Jayden and I are available to help in the fields today.” She managed a smile, but it looked too brittle to be convincing.

				“I won’t be outside much longer,” he said. “I’m going to see Angela, remember?”

				“You’re leaving?” Her eyes, which had looked everywhere since she’d been home except directly at him, latched onto his face.

				“I was hoping to take you with me,” he said. “So you could meet Angela.”

				“How far away is she?”

				“She’s in LA, so we’ll have a bit of a drive—two hours there and two hours back, providing traffic isn’t bad, but traffic shouldn’t be bad on a Sunday.”

				Sadie’s gaze lifted to her son, who was still sitting happily on Dawson’s shoulders, his head nearly touching the ten-foot ceiling. “What about Jayden?”

				He put the boy down. “We’ll take him with us.”

				Some of the tension in Sadie’s face and body seemed to ease. “Great. The sooner, the better. When can we go?”

				“The sooner, the better?” he asked, hoping for some clarification.

				“It’ll be nice to have a change of scenery,” she explained, “a break from Silver Springs.”

				He lowered his voice as Jayden caught a glimpse of one of his toys and hopped up on a chair to get it out of the box. “Did Chief Thomas tell you something about the fire? Something that makes it all worse?”

				“No. He said they’re still investigating. That it’ll be a few days before they know anything.”

				“So...are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

				She put a hand on her son’s head as he drove his toy car along the edge of the table. “No, it’s not your problem. You’re my employer. You shouldn’t have to worry about anything more than paying me for what I do.”

				Last night he’d been more than just her employer. This morning she’d acted as if she couldn’t get enough of him, too. What was going on? “Your employer. Okay. Sure. But...I thought we were friends, at least.”

				Their eyes met. For a second, he thought she’d break down, but she didn’t. Throwing her shoulders back, she lifted her chin. “I’m sorry. There’s only one way out for me.”

				“Can we talk about it?”

				“That won’t help,” she said and pulled her gaze away.

				With a sigh, he shoved a hand through his hair. “Let me finish up outside and we’ll leave in an hour or so.”

				“I’ll help you,” she said. “Jayden can play nearby.”

				That hadn’t worked out so well before. She’d spent more time trying to keep her son close—not that Dawson had minded. He liked having her out there with him. It just wasn’t necessary today. “No need,” he said. “That’s not part of your job. But if you’d make some lunch so we can eat before we go, that’d be great.”

				“Okay.”

				He hesitated a moment longer, hoping he’d be able to figure out what had changed, but she’d already turned to start lunch. Something from this morning had caused her to back away from him. Was it the regret he’d feared she’d feel? A degree of doubt someone had placed in her mind about whether he’d murdered his parents? What?
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				Sadie hung on to her son’s hand as Dawson signed in to see his sister. They’d barely spoken on the long drive. She’d read to Jayden and tried to keep him occupied until he’d fallen asleep, and then the movement of the vehicle had put her to sleep, as well. But she felt it was better to keep some emotional distance between them. She’d let herself get too close to Dawson last night. As much as she’d enjoyed his touch—as much as she’d needed those few precious hours—she had to maintain some emotional distance. She couldn’t allow herself to get too involved with him, to care a great deal, or it would be that much harder to leave Silver Springs. And she had to leave. For her own sanity and safety. For the sake of her son. Sly held too much power here, and he wasn’t to be trusted. If not for Pete, he would’ve struck her this morning, and maybe he would’ve continued to strike until she was seriously injured. He’d been that angry, that scary.

				Even worse, he claimed he was going to take Jayden away from her.

				She wouldn’t allow that to happen. Jayden wasn’t happy with his father, and because his father had no idea how damaging he was to those around him—or didn’t care if he did—it wasn’t as if she could expect him to change. After the incident at the restaurant, she was no longer willing to give Sly the benefit of the doubt where the fire was concerned, either. Chief Thomas had made some sense to her. But he didn’t understand that logic only worked with stable people, and Sly was not stable. Her ex’s behavior had grown progressively worse since the day she married him, and most especially after Jayden was born. He’d felt replaced by their son, jealous of the love she felt for their child, and the more she retreated from him, the more tyrannical he became.

				Once Dawson had signed in, he led her and Jayden into a sterile-looking waiting room, the kind one might find in any hospital.

				“You’ve been here before?” Sadie murmured.

				“Yeah. A couple times,” he said.

				“That’s nice of you.”

				He didn’t respond. When he picked up a magazine, effectively ending the conversation, she wondered if he was mad at her. She hated the thought of that. But there wasn’t a lot she could do to fix the situation. She could only keep her eye on the one path that would lead her out of the mess her life had become.

				One step at a time. The first step was to save the money she would need to start over somewhere else. That was why she needed the job Dawson provided and couldn’t do anything to put it in jeopardy.

				They’d waited only a few minutes before a young woman with long brown hair pulled into a ponytail came out to get them. “She’s been waiting for you,” she told Dawson with a smile that suggested his sister was somewhat of a handful. “She’s packed her bags again, thinks you’re taking her home with you tonight.”

				He shook his head. “Don’t let her fool you. She knows better. She’s being stubborn, trying to force the issue.”

				The woman looked a little surprised when Sadie and Jayden came forward, too, making it apparent they were with Dawson. “You’ve brought some friends, I see.”

				All business now, Dawson introduced Sadie as Angela’s new caregiver. He’d seemed surprised—maybe even slightly hurt—by her withdrawal earlier. The eagerness of the smile he’d been wearing when she first greeted him at the farm had been replaced with a certain wariness, as if he wasn’t so sure she could be trusted anymore. But since she’d reestablished their roles as employer/employee, he’d respected those boundaries. Although she’d sat right next to him in the truck—thanks to where they had to put Jayden’s safety seat—he hadn’t tried to touch her.

				“This is Megan, the woman who takes care of Angela in the evenings,” he said, finishing up the introductions.

				“Looks like you’re getting ready to bring her home, all right,” Megan said, referring to the fact that he’d already hired a caregiver.

				“I have a meeting with the state on Wednesday. Everything hinges on that,” he told her.

				“I responded to the letter they sent here, put in a good word for you.”

				“Thanks.”

				“No problem. I’ve seen how you are with her,” she said in a tone that left no question as to how much she believed in Dawson. “She adores you.”

				Megan punched in a code that allowed them access to a special wing. Sadie heard the door swing closed behind them, the echo of their own footsteps and the TVs playing in several of the rooms they passed. Angela lived at the end and had decorated her door like that of a kindergarten class. Sadie took a moment to examine the toilet-paper flowers and hand-drawn pictures taped up there. The picture in the middle nearly broke her heart. It showed what could only be Angela with her parents and Dawson—her “baby” brother. The four of them were holding hands.

				Dawson saw it, too. Sadie noticed how, when he paused to look, a muscle moved in his cheek, and she couldn’t help touching him. As much as she told herself it wasn’t wise, he’d done so much for her, and she could tell the sight evoked a poignant emotion.

				When he felt her hand on his arm, he looked over in surprise. A confused expression drew his eyebrows together before the moment was lost and Angela realized he’d arrived.

				“My brother! That’s my brother. He told me he’d come. Here he is.” She spoke overly loud and nearly knocked into Megan in her attempt to reach Dawson. Then she clung to him as if he were a lifeline, and, wearing an affectionate smile, he let her squeeze him tight.

				She might’ve hung on to him for the duration of the visit if she hadn’t spotted Sadie. At that point, she let go, but before he could even introduce them, she saw Jayden. Then everything changed. With a gasp of absolute joy, she burst into tears. “Dawson!” she cried. “You brought me a little boy? You know I always wanted one! You were too big. I never got to carry you around. I couldn’t lift you even once. But I loved you anyway,” she was quick to add. “You’re a good brother. I’m just so happy to have a little one.”

				With that she scooped a surprised Jayden into her arms and swung him around, laughing and crying at the same time. “I can’t believe it,” she said. “You brought me a little boy. I knew you’d bring me something good, but...this,” she said, as if a child was the fulfillment of all her dreams.

				Fortunately, Jayden didn’t object. He tried to push away so he could see into her face, but she was hugging him too fiercely. “I’m going to play with you and sing to you and push you on the tire swing,” she told him. “And I won’t let you get near the pond. The pond’s not safe.” For a moment, her voice took on the qualities of an adult voice, an echo of what she’d probably been told so many times herself. “I just love you,” she added.

				When she squeezed him even harder, Jayden looked to Sadie as if to say, “Get me out of here.” But Dawson tossed aside the present he had bought her—a child’s camera—and moved first.

				“He’s going to be staying with us for a while, but you don’t get to keep him,” he told his sister. “And you have to stop hugging him so tight, or he won’t want you to touch him. Remember the puppy? How I taught you to hold the puppy?”

				“Oh, yeah. I’ll be careful, Dawson. I just forgot. That’s all.” Although she ducked away from her brother so that he couldn’t take Jayden away from her, she did loosen her grip. “I won’t never hurt you,” she told Jayden. “I’ll be so careful, just like the puppy. I never hurt the puppy. My mom was allergic, that’s all. So the puppy had to live with someone else.”

				“Angela.”

				She was so engrossed in Jayden that Dawson had to say her name twice before he could get her to look up.

				“Don’t you want to know who this is?” Dawson indicated Sadie.

				“The lady who’s going to let me come home?” Angela guessed.

				“You mean from the state? No. Robin Strauss is coming to check the house on Wednesday. This is Jayden’s mother, Sadie. She’s going to be staying with us and helping to take care of you—the way Megan does here.”

				“Oh. No.” She shook her head. “I don’t need her, Dawson. Megan’s coming home with me. She’ll take care of me, and I’ll take care of Jayden.”

				“Angela, I have to stay here,” Megan said, trying to keep the humor from her voice. “I have other people to care for, remember? What about Scotty, down the hall? And Mary? What would they do without me? You now have Sadie. She’ll love you just as much as I do.”

				“And if she can’t stay, neither can Jayden,” Dawson pointed out.

				That seemed to get through. “Oh, I didn’t mean she couldn’t stay,” Angela said, quickly retrenching. “You can stay, Sadie, and I’ll help you take care of your little boy.”

				“I appreciate that,” Sadie said. “We can all help each other.”

				“So you’re not mad at me?” Angela peered closely at her.

				Sadie smiled to reassure her. “No. Of course not.”

				They gave Angela her camera, which she liked, but she was too preoccupied with Jayden to visit with them for long. Even her beloved brother couldn’t distract her. She took picture after picture of Jayden. Then she “read” him a book she’d obviously memorized and helped him make a bracelet with her bead set.

				After about ten minutes, Megan had to leave to see to other responsibilities, which left Sadie alone with Dawson while Angela and Jayden played.

				“What do you think?” he asked when the door closed softly behind Megan.

				“About...” Sadie responded.

				“Angela. Will you be able to cope with her?”

				“We should be fine. She seems sweet.”

				“She can be a little...determined.”

				“She must not be too difficult. Megan seems fond of her.”

				“Fortunately, to know her is to love her, but, like anyone, she has her moments.”

				“So does Jayden. Everything will be okay.” Sadie averted her gaze, hoping there’d be something to distract them, but Angela and Jayden were still happily engaged in the jewelry-making endeavor—and when she glanced back, Dawson was still watching her.

				“I’m sorry if you regret last night,” he said.

				The memories she’d been trying to forget, or at least force into the back of her mind, flooded over her with just that simple statement. “Let’s not talk about it. I was the one who started everything, and I’m embarrassed I came on so strong.”

				“Believe me, I didn’t mind.”

				She felt her cheeks grow warm at the inflection of his voice. The way he’d said that meant more than the words conveyed.

				“Still, you have no reason to apologize for anything.”

				He lowered his voice even though Angela and Jayden weren’t paying any attention. “But you do regret it. Is that it? Is that what’s wrong? I hope not, because the fact that we chose to be together won’t change the way I treat you, whether or not you can live at the farm or whether or not you have a job. Sex isn’t a requirement. And I’m not like Sly. You can back away from me at any time, because I’m only interested in what you want to give. Nothing else holds any meaning for me. In case that’s the problem,” he added.

				Now he was beginning to guess at what was going on in her head, and he was imagining all the wrong things. She knew he wasn’t like Sly. And she didn’t regret last night—not in the way he assumed. “It’s not that,” she said.

				“Then what is it?”

				Fear. She was beginning to feel something for him, and she couldn’t allow it. “I can’t afford to build a new relationship here, Dawson, can’t afford to let myself care about anyone or anything. Sly will never leave this place. He was born here. His mother lives here. He loves his job because it makes him feel like a big shot. That alone would be enough to keep him in Silver Springs. Which means I have to go.”

				He rocked back. “Whoa! What are you talking about? You’re leaving?”

				“I have no choice. I realized it when Sly almost pulled his gun on you. Something terrible is going to happen if I stay.”

				Angela couldn’t get one of the beads on her thread and brought it to Dawson. He paused to help her before returning to their conversation. “But...where will you go?”

				“Out of state,” she replied. “Maybe the east coast. As far away as I can. I can’t take him breathing down my neck anymore. He could’ve killed me and Jayden when he set that fire.”

				“I agree he’s out of control, but...when are you planning to leave?”

				She felt bad telling him this, since he’d been kind enough to help her, but she’d never dreamed Sly would set fire to her house when she accepted the job Dawson offered. “As soon as I can save enough to make it feasible.”

				Dawson watched his sister play with Jayden, but Sadie could tell his mind wasn’t on what he was seeing. “So this is all about the fire? Nothing’s happened since then?” he asked at length. “Maybe when you went in to pick up your stuff at the station?”

				She didn’t want to tell Dawson about the scene at the restaurant. She was afraid to draw him into her problems any further for fear he’d get hurt. “Not really.”

				He gave her an “I’m not buying it” expression. “What happened?”

				She began digging at her cuticles, something she often did when she was anxious or upset.

				“Sadie...”

				“Fine,” she responded with an exasperated sigh. “I’m sure you’ll hear about it anyway, since I filed a police report.”

				He stiffened. “You filed a police report? Today?”

				She nodded.

				“Why?”

				“I had no choice.” She’d tried so hard to get away from Sly peaceably, had turned herself inside out trying to respect his needs and wishes—had even given him sex long after she wanted to allow him that kind of intimacy. But none of that had done any good. He wouldn’t let her go. And since their relationship had deteriorated so far, she had nothing left to save, no reason not to go to the police. Maybe it wouldn’t help, but she had to try. “Sly came to the restaurant this morning. He was angry, knew that you’d bought me—” she checked to make sure neither Angela nor Jayden were cluing in to their conversation ”—some underwear.”

				“Because you didn’t have any—thanks to him!”

				“That’s not the direction his mind went, of course. He accused me of—” unable to maintain eye contact, she looked down at the damage she was causing her fingers “—of doing what we did last night.”

				“And what did you say?”

				“I told him he was right—and that I enjoyed it.”

				Dawson laughed at her unexpected response. “Are you joking?”

				“No.”

				He sobered. “What did he do?”

				“He went crazy, caused a scene. If Pete—his friend on the force—hadn’t been with him and interceded...” She let her voice trail off.

				Dawson leaned closer. “What? Don’t tell me he would’ve hit you.”

				“He wanted to. When he raised his fist, I could see the hatred in his eyes, knew he wasn’t in his right mind.”

				Dawson’s muscles bunched. “That son of a bitch doesn’t know when to quit.”

				“There’s something seriously wrong with him,” she agreed. “But the situation is what it is. I need to accept reality and do what I can to protect myself and my child.”

				Dawson got up and began to pace the short distance between Angela’s bed and her walk-in closet.

				“You can’t let it upset you,” she told him. “Like I said, it is what it is.”

				He pivoted to face her. “Can I ask you something?”

				The gravity in his voice made her uneasy. “That depends...”

				“Last night, when you told me you were on the pill...”

				Apparently, the oddness of her response in that moment hadn’t slipped past him, after all.

				She put up a hand. “No. Don’t ask.”

				He stopped in front of her. “It’s because you’ve still been sleeping with him, right?”

				Damn it. He’d asked anyway. And she couldn’t blame him. If she were him, she would’ve guessed the same, would also have wondered why. “No! I mean...not recently and not like you probably assume. It’s just...since I left him, he’s come by the house a lot, insisting we have some family time with Jayden—for Jayden’s sake so that we keep things as normal as possible.”

				“And then he’d turn it into something more.”

				“Yes. After I put Jayden to bed. Whenever I’d refuse, it would start a fight. So there were a few times—three, to be exact—when...when I gave in to avoid the upset and abuse I’d get otherwise. I was looking for a way to get rid of him without having my son wake up to another blistering argument.” She rubbed her face. “Sometimes I think I’d do anything to avoid another fight. At least I thought that until the last time. He came over just before Thanksgiving, drunk and belligerent, and he wouldn’t leave until...well, until, and that was such an awful experience I knew I could never do it again, not even to stave off a fight.” She closed her eyes as she remembered how rough and demanding he’d been.

				“And yet you stayed on the pill.”

				She forced herself to look at him again. “In case...”

				“In case he were to force you,” Dawson guessed, spelling it out.

				She hesitated to go that far. Sly hadn’t ever raped her, exactly. It was more that he made her feel cornered, as if giving him what he wanted was the only way out—or the best way out. “Maybe, in the back of my mind, I fear it’s a possibility. Because I’ve been absolutely religious about taking that pill. It’s an act of defiance, in a way. He’d love it if I were to get pregnant again. Then I’d have to come back to him. It was during my last pregnancy that he became so controlling, because he knew he had me at even more of a disadvantage.”

				Dawson shook his head. “You have no idea what I’d like to do to that man.”

				She got off the bed, too. “See? That’s why I didn’t want to tell you. There’s nothing you can do about Sly, nothing that won’t get you hurt or in trouble. Our hands are tied. The only answer is for me to leave town—and to make sure he can never find me.”

				“That’s not the only option,” he argued. “You should be able to live where you want. He’s a police officer, for God’s sake. I’m going to pay him a visit and let him know that he’d better not ever touch you again.”

				She grabbed hold of his arm. “No! You have to promise me you’ll stay clear of him. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you or anyone else.”

				“Are you mad, Sadie?” The emergency in Sadie’s voice had finally drawn Angela’s attention. “Dawson, did you make Sadie mad?”

				He cleared his throat. “No, I’m mad at someone else.”

				“Who?” she asked.

				“A bad guy,” he responded.

				“What bad guy?” she asked.

				“You don’t know him, honey. And you don’t have to worry about it. I’ve got everything under control.”

				Too interested in what she was doing to bother asking any more about some generic “bad guy,” she returned to making jewelry with Jayden.

				“Dawson, please,” Sadie whispered. “I’ve got enough to worry about. You can’t get involved.”

				“Someone has to stop him,” he said.

				“The police will do that. Like I told you, I filed a complaint against him today, and I applied for a restraining order.”

				He shoved his hands into his pockets. “And how was that received?”

				She could hear the skepticism in his tone. “Chief Thomas was a little patronizing,” she admitted. “He suggested I might be exaggerating, especially after he called Pete, and Pete said he’d seen what happened and it wasn’t that big of a deal. But Chief Thomas promised me he’d talk to Lolita, too. She could tell the threat was real. She’ll back me up.”

				“Even if she does, he didn’t actually strike you, so they’ll minimize it and sweep it under the rug. You realize that, don’t you? In their minds, he hasn’t done anything to be suspended over, and they can’t have an officer on active duty walking around with a restraining order against him.”

				Again, it came back to the fact that she had nowhere to turn. But she couldn’t expect Dawson to do any more than he already had. “Even if Thomas only threatens him to stay away from me, it should help. I only need to buy a few months.”

				“Maybe it’s time to go on the offensive.”

				“Offensive how?”

				“Sly believes he’s got his boot on your neck. That’s why he had the nerve to set the fire in the first place.”

				“He does have his boot on my neck,” she pointed out with a humorless chuckle.

				“It’s time for the power paradigm to shift,” he mumbled as if he wasn’t really talking to her.

				“What’d you say?” she asked.

				“Nothing,” he replied. Angela had decided she wanted more of Dawson’s attention and asked him to come over and make her a necklace. “We’ll talk about it later.”
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				After they left Stanley DeWitt, Dawson was too tired to drive home, as originally planned, and it wasn’t comfortable for him to sit in the middle so Sadie could drive. He was too big for that spot. So he suggested they get some dinner, stay over at a motel and head back early the next morning.

				He thought Sadie might balk. A motel room was close quarters, and neither one of them had money to waste on renting two when they could get by with one, but, when he mentioned it, she readily agreed. He got the impression she was eager to be gone from Silver Springs for as long as possible. She wanted to be gone for good.

				He didn’t feel too great about seeing her go, however. He had no idea if their relationship would progress, but he was enjoying her friendship and support, even if she never gave him anything more. He hated to think of her on the run, always looking over her shoulder for fear Sly would catch up. He also hated that Sly had had her at such a disadvantage—and capitalized on it—for so long. In Dawson’s mind, there had to be a better way for her to escape her current situation than to start over somewhere else, with nothing and no one except her child.

				Fortunately, Sly might’ve unwittingly provided her with a better chance to escape. If they could only prove he set the fire, he’d go to prison.

				“We need to hire an outside investigator to take a look at the fire evidence,” he said when they were talking about the problem over dinner. “Like I did with the forensic specialist who examined my parents’ bedroom.”

				Sadie looked startled by the suggestion. “How? Hiring someone like that costs money, which is something I don’t have.”

				“They don’t cost that much.”

				“I’m sure they do by my standards!”

				“But consider the possibilities.” Pushing his chimichanga platter aside the moment he finished with it, he spent some time on his phone, looking up crime scene investigators that included fire inspectors on the internet and showing those who looked to have extensive experience to Sadie. One of the most promising lived right in LA.

				“There’s nothing to indicate rates,” she said as she passed his phone back to him and finished her margarita.

				“Ed charged me two grand plus travel. Shouldn’t be more than that. It’s definitely cheaper than moving,” he pointed out. “And if we hire the guy from LA, there shouldn’t be much travel. Just a tank or two of gas.”

				Now that Jayden was full and only playing with his bean-and-cheese burrito, she stacked the plates so that he’d have more room to finish coloring his paper place mat. “Still. Moving is later. When I’ve had a chance to save up. Hiring an arson investigator would require immediate money, and even $500 is a fortune to me.”

				The waitress came by, so Dawson waited until their plates had been removed. “I’ll loan you what you need,” he said. “I feel that strongly about it.”

				She dipped a tortilla chip in the salsa. “Like you loaned me the money for the clothes?”

				Dawson had had two margaritas, enough tequila to feel loose and relaxed in a way he hadn’t been relaxed in a long time. The motel they’d rented was right next door, so they could walk over when they were finished, wouldn’t need to worry about driving, which was why he’d allowed himself to drink a little more than he would otherwise.

				He gave her a lazy smile as he remembered the panty purchase—and the fact that he’d had the pleasure of removing those panties from her body later.

				What he wouldn’t give to do that again...

				“What?” she said when he didn’t speak.

				He tried to steer his mind back to safer territory. “Doesn’t hurt to call and ask.”

				“But how will we know the guy we choose to hire is any good? And even if he is good, what if he doesn’t find anything to prove Sly’s complicity? It’s a risk, you know?”

				He straightened in the booth. “I believe we know who did it,” he said, in deference to Jayden.

				“So do I,” she said without hesitation.

				“Then let’s prove it. We can check with Ed Shuler, the specialist I hired. See if he has any recommendations. He’s an ex-cop, might’ve worked with someone he could suggest. If not, we’ll have to use one of the guys I’ve found here.” He gestured at his phone. “The one from LA.”

				She turned her glass around and around on the table, making a solid ring out of the condensation.

				“Unless you want to leave town.” He studied her. He was essentially asking if there wasn’t something in Silver Springs she liked and, when she glanced up, he knew she understood that.

				“I did want to go,” she said. “I’ve dreamed about it for a long time.”

				“And now?”

				Her lips curved into a self-conscious smile. “I wouldn’t be in any hurry if...if not for Sly.”

				Dawson scooted lower in the booth. “Good. Let’s do it, then. We’ll split the cost.”

				She grimaced. “No. I can’t let you bear any of the expense, not when you have so much at risk yourself, what with the farm and your sister and everything. It’ll be a loan, nothing more—and only if you’re positive you can afford to lend it to me without ruining what you’re trying to accomplish.”

				“I’ve got a little padding.”

				“Okay. But it’ll definitely be a loan. I won’t accept anything else.”

				He lifted his glass. “Fine, a loan, then.”

				The check came, and she tried to insist on paying for half of it.

				“We’re here on business,” he said, handing her credit card back before the waiter could collect the tray.

				“Eating Mexican food and drinking margaritas is business?” she scoffed.

				“I brought you to LA to meet Angela, didn’t I? I’m covering meals and expenses.”

				“Okay. But this feels more like a vacation. I can’t remember a meal I enjoyed more.”

				“You’re easy to please.” He liked that about her, liked that she was real and down-to-earth and sensitive to other people’s situations and not just her own.

				Something passed between them. Dawson almost reached across the table to take her hand. He thought she might let him, but he resisted. He needed to move slowly, to give her time to acclimate to having a different man in her life. He also needed to be careful. He’d never really fallen in love, didn’t have a lot of experience with it, and he definitely didn’t want to start something if it wasn’t going to work out.

				She helped Jayden finish his picture while Dawson paid. Then they walked over to the motel. There were two double beds. Sadie and Jayden would be in one; he’d be in the other. But, as tired as Dawson was, he wasn’t sure he’d be getting any sleep. Long after the lights were out and they were settled in for the night, he found himself staring across the space that separated him from Sadie.

				* * *

				They were in the truck, driving home the next morning, when Dawson tried to reach Big Red at Safety First. He tried once at eight and once at nine, but it wasn’t until they were nearly to Silver Springs that he finally got through.

				Knowing what hung in the balance, Sadie wanted to listen to the conversation. She was praying he’d get good news—in her opinion, he deserved a little—but they’d just pulled over to get gas and Jayden needed to use the restroom.

				By the time she took her son into the mini-mart, bought him an apple after they were finished in the restroom and returned, Dawson was off the phone.

				“What happened?” she asked.

				He removed the gas nozzle from his tank and screwed on the cap. “It was a guy by the name of Oscar Hunt.”

				“Who built the shelter for Alex? That’s who saw the vagrant you picked up and mentioned it to Gage Pond at The Blue Suede Shoe?”

				Dawson opened the passenger door to lift Jayden into his safety seat. “Yep.”

				“Did you talk to him?”

				“No, he’s out on a job.”

				“He doesn’t have a cell phone?”

				“He’s somewhere in the Nevada desert, doesn’t have service. They won’t give me his personal information, anyway. But Big Red said he’d give Hunt my number as soon as they have contact with him.”

				“Did you ask if Oscar has ever mentioned the incident?”

				“I did. Big Red had no idea what I was talking about, though. Said he doesn’t recall.”

				“That doesn’t mean anything.”

				“No,” Dawson agreed, but she could tell he was nervous that the lead wouldn’t go anywhere. He had only this Oscar’s sighting of a vagrant fitting the right description and the hope that the forensics specialist he hired would be able to find something of evidentiary value, when all he’d had to start with was a crime scene that’d already been scoured by police. The odds were not in his favor.

				“We have only a couple of days to get ready for Robin Strauss,” he said, obviously trying to distract himself.

				“From the state?”

				He nodded.

				“We’ll be ready,” she promised. At least she could help him with that.

				* * *

				Sly was at the gym on Tuesday morning when his phone started to buzz. Pete was trying to reach him. They both had the day off, were going to the range later. They often went target shooting—if not at the range, where they had to put in a certain number of hours to remain on the force, then out in the mountains, where they shot things up for fun. Although they probably spent equal time developing their skills, Sly took great pride in the fact that he was the better marksman.

				Because he was lifting, he let the call transfer to voice mail so he could finish his curls. He would’ve waited to call Pete back until he was on his way home, so he wouldn’t be interrupted and could finish quicker, but Pete seemed determined to reach him. When the phone rang again, Sly slouched onto the weight bench where he’d left his phone and answered.

				“What’s up?”

				“Where are you?” Pete replied.

				Sly straightened his right leg to admire the definition in his quads. He looked good. The Stanozolol he’d been taking was making a big difference. “Charlie’s Fitness, why?”

				“I just stopped by your place.”

				“But we weren’t supposed to get together until after lunch...”

				“I know. I have something to tell you. I hope you’re sitting down.”

				This sounded ominous. Sly dropped his foot back to the mats that covered the floor. “Is there a problem?”

				“There might be. When I went in to the station this morning to finish a report I was supposed to turn in yesterday, I overheard a snatch of conversation I don’t think you’re gonna like.”

				Sly wasn’t too worried. He grabbed his towel, which he always left on the bench with his phone while he lifted, and wiped the sweat from his face. “I’m sure you were getting an earful. Chief Thomas is still pissed at me for what happened at Lolita’s on Sunday, but don’t worry about it. I’m having dinner at his place tonight so that we can discuss my ‘recent behavior,’ as he put it. I’ll just tell him about all the shit Sadie’s been putting me through, how she’s been playing me hot and then cold, sleeping around when I think we’re getting back together and trying to turn my own kid against me, and he’ll understand. What man wouldn’t? Thomas might curse and yell, but he’s always got our backs. That’s what’s important on the force, right? Solidarity. He says it himself all the time—we’re stronger if we stand together.”

				“Thomas will come around,” Pete agreed. “He always does. But...this is something else.”

				Sly tossed the towel aside. “The complaint Sadie filed against me? I already know about that. Thomas called me first thing.” He laughed without humor. “She’s got her nerve, man, thinking anyone at that station would take her side over mine.”

				“No, it’s not that, either, buddy. If you’ll just listen...”

				Sly felt his first trickle of unease. What else could there be? “Fine. I’m all ears,” he said. “Shoot.”

				“There’s a guy, a Damian Steele, coming from LA. Sounded like he was some kind of forensics specialist, so—”

				“Are we still trying to gather evidence on the Reed murders?” Sly broke in, hoping he’d figured it out at last. If so, that was a good thing. He’d love nothing more than to see Dawson Reed go to prison for the rest of his life, or worse. Without him standing in the way, providing food and shelter and work for Sadie, she wouldn’t be acting the way she was. She’d have nowhere to turn, would be down on her knees, begging him to take her back.

				“I thought maybe that was the case, too. It’s killing me that he’s running around town as if he’s as innocent as everyone else. But when I looked up this Damian dude on the internet, I found out that he’s an arson investigator. A good one.”

				Sly’s stomach plummeted to his feet. “What’d you say?”

				“You heard me.” There was a moment of silence, then he said, “That’s not a problem, is it?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Sadie’s telling everyone you had something to do with the fire. After what I saw at the diner, I thought... I don’t know. I thought maybe you did do something stupid.”

				“Hell, no. Of course not. I’m not an idiot.”

				“Whew! I’m relieved.”

				“You thought I might have...”

				“Not really. You just...haven’t been yourself lately, that’s all. Sadie...she’s gotten inside your head.”

				Sly was reeling so badly he was having a difficult time sounding convincing. He’d been so careful that night. But...had he left anything behind? “That’s bullshit. I can’t believe you’d even consider it.”

				“Yeah. You’re right. Sorry, bro. Doesn’t matter who comes to town. Just wanted you to know—in case.”

				“I appreciate that. So...the department is hiring someone else? An outsider?”

				“Not the department. Thomas was surprised by the call. He tried to say we had it covered, but the guy must’ve convinced him he had some right to see the property, because Chief Thomas set up a time to meet him there.”

				“When?”

				“Noon on Thursday.”

				“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, kicking over his water bottle. “We don’t need no outsider meddling in our business.”

				“Yeah. No one likes it much, but it is what it is.”

				Sly took a moment to process everything he’d just heard. “The weird thing is...if we didn’t hire him, who did? The fire department?”

				“Doubt it. They don’t have the money for that kind of thing, not for a fire where no one was actually hurt.”

				“Is it Maude, then? She’s got money. Is she not satisfied with the investigation?”

				“The landlady? Come on. She wouldn’t think to call in a specialist. Anyway, her homeowner’s policy will pay to rebuild whether it was arson or not.”

				“Whoever invited this guy has to be paying a lot. Someone like Damian Steele is an important man. He’s not going to drop everything and drive out here on his own dime,” he started, then stopped. Son of a bitch! It was Dawson Reed. It had to be.

				That prick was coming after him.
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				Dawson spent a long two days trying to make up for the time he’d lost over the weekend, but thanks to the desire he felt for Sadie, which he was trying so hard not to act upon, the nights were longer still. He’d managed to get through them, however, managed to make it all the way to Tuesday night—which felt like a real accomplishment—but now he was facing another hurdle. The time had come to clean his parents’ bedroom. He couldn’t put it off any longer.

				As he stood in the hallway, staring at that locked door with the cleaning supplies in a bucket at his feet, he would’ve procrastinated yet again if he could have. But he had no excuse to do so. Just yesterday he’d spoken to the forensics specialist he’d hired. Ed hadn’t learned anything from the samples he’d collected quite yet, said it would be several weeks before the results came in, but he’d reiterated that he was done with the bedroom.

				The only thing stopping Dawson from cleaning it was his own reluctance. Why didn’t he allow Eli and Gavin to handle the gruesome task for him? Then he wouldn’t have to face his feelings, could continue to compartmentalize his grief.

				He looked down at his hands. They felt awkward and clumsy, and he hadn’t even inserted the key. He’d stood in the same spot many times and managed his emotions just fine, but this was different. He had to actually open the door, couldn’t shove the memory of what was inside into the back of his mind and walk away, like before.

				Downstairs, he heard Sadie and Jayden come into the house. They were back from the store. Already. He’d thought he’d have more time, didn’t want to be doing this with them in the house. But the woman from the state would be here first thing in the morning. He could easily imagine what she’d think if she found the murder scene pretty much as the police left it. She wouldn’t understand the conflicting emotions that made him so reluctant, wouldn’t understand that washing away the last of his parents’ blood somehow erased them, too—or what was left of them—when he hadn’t quite let go, couldn’t let go until he’d found the person who murdered them. She’d merely assume he wasn’t coping as well as he should be, and she’d decide that Angela would be better off remaining at Stanley DeWitt.

				He closed his eyes as he listened to Jayden downstairs.

				“Want me to carry it, Mommy?”

				“No, honey. It’s too heavy for you. Here, let me.”

				“I can do it!”

				“No, you get the other one. There’s nothing that can get broken in there.”

				Planning to go in and lock the door behind him, before Jayden and Sadie could even realize he was in the house, Dawson picked up the cleaning supplies, removed the key from his pocket and, with a sigh, inserted it into the lock. He had to do this, and he had to do it now. He couldn’t let Angela down. He’d already let his parents down by picking up that hitchhiker. If he hadn’t done that, they’d probably still be around and Angela wouldn’t be in an institution—

				He froze in the open doorway. There was no blood spatter on the walls or bed, no overturned or broken furniture, no mangled lamp. Even the smell was different—not musty stale but tinged with disinfectant.

				His gaze shifted from the bed frame, which no longer had its mattress (the police had taken that when the crime occurred and never brought it back), to the drapes flapping near the open window, to the dresser where what hadn’t been broken and removed had been carefully arranged.

				“Sadie?” he called.

				He heard her tell Jayden he could have only one of something before footfalls indicated she was climbing the stairs.

				He turned as she stepped into the room behind him.

				“I didn’t realize you’d come in from the fields.” Her eyes dropped to the cleaning supplies before returning to his face.

				He gestured around him. “Did you do this?” It had to be her, didn’t it? Unless, while the three of them were in LA, she’d let the Turner boys come in, there was no one else.

				She seemed a little nervous when she nodded, as if she feared she might’ve overstepped.

				“When?”

				She cleared her throat. “After you were asleep last night I got the key off your dresser, where you put...well, where you put all the stuff from your pockets when you undress.”

				He couldn’t believe she’d found a time when he was unconscious enough not to hear her. He felt as if he’d spent most of the past two nights hoping she’d visit his room, but for very different reasons than to pick up a key. “Why?”

				She averted her gaze. “Because I knew it had to be done, and I couldn’t bear the thought of you having to do it. I hope... I hope it doesn’t upset you that I was so...presumptuous. I was afraid if I offered, you’d only turn me down—like you did Eli and Gavin.”

				“I would’ve turned you down. It couldn’t have been easy to...to do what you did.”

				“It wasn’t.” She wiped her palms on her jeans as if she was still trying to get the blood off. “It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”

				“I didn’t mean for you to get stuck with the job. I told you in the beginning that I didn’t expect you to take on something like...like this. That it wasn’t part of your duties.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I was planning to do it myself.”

				“I’m just glad you don’t have to.” She touched his arm. “Thanks for everything you’ve done for me,” she said softly, and taking the bucket away from him, she carried it back downstairs.

				Dawson closed the door before walking over to the window. He hadn’t cried since the murders occurred. He’d been too damn angry. He didn’t want to break down now; he just couldn’t help it. A tear rolled down each cheek as he stared at the box spring that no longer had a mattress. His parents were really gone, completely out of the house. He’d known that acknowledgment would be hard. But it was Sadie’s kindness that had been his undoing.

				* * *

				While Jayden watched cartoons, Sadie put away the cleaning supplies and unpacked the items she’d purchased—the hamper she’d been meaning to get for Dawson, a few groceries for the meals she had planned in the next few days and some more underwear and clothes for Jayden. She hadn’t heard Dawson come out of his parents’ bedroom even though there wasn’t anything left to be done in there. As difficult as it had been to see the blood, the missing mattress, the broken lamp and the hatchet marks on the headboard and wall, all of which had made the details of the killing so much more vivid, she’d ignored the reality of what she was doing and scoured that place from top to bottom.

				So what was he doing now? Was it just that she couldn’t hear his footsteps above the TV?

				After she put the butter, cream and chicken breasts in the fridge, she walked to the base of the stairs and gazed up. The door was closed, but she was pretty sure he hadn’t come out. Was he okay? She didn’t want to intrude, but she was beginning to wonder if she should check on him, see if he needed a little consolation.

				Her phone went off before she could decide whether to go up. She thought it might be Lolita from the restaurant. She’d been waiting to hear all about her boss’s meeting with Chief Thomas, but it was her landlady, Maude.

				“Maude, how are you?” she said.

				“Fine. More important, how are you and Jayden?”

				Because she and Maude had checked on each other before, Sadie knew this was merely an intro to something more important than the usual small talk. She figured Maude had some information from the insurance company or an estimate from the police on how much longer it would be before they could start the cleanup and reconstruction phase. “We’re okay, thanks to Dawson.”

				At the mention of Dawson’s name, Maude hesitated. Sadie knew her former landlady wasn’t quite comfortable with Sadie’s new situation. But Maude couldn’t complain too loudly. Sadie was a grown woman and could make her own decisions. “Sly’s very unhappy that you’re staying out there with the Reeds’ son,” she said at length, shifting the concern to Sadie’s ex so she didn’t have to claim it herself.

				After checking to make sure Jayden was still glued to the TV, Sadie walked toward the back of the house and slipped inside the bathroom off the porch so that her voice wouldn’t carry upstairs. “How do you know?”

				“He came by here a few minutes ago.”

				“Why’d he do that? Please don’t tell me he’s part of the investigation.” She immediately assumed he was there to destroy any evidence he might’ve left behind. “Or did he just want to see what was left of the house?”

				“He didn’t even go in back. He came to talk to me.”

				Sadie sat on the edge of the tub/shower combo. “What’d he have to say?”

				“He told me that Dawson has hired a special arson investigator to determine the origin and cause of the fire.”

				Sadie curled her fingernails into her palm. So her ex knew. She’d wondered if and when he’d find out about Damian Steele—and how he’d react once he did.

				“Is that true?” Maude asked when Sadie didn’t volunteer a response.

				“Yes.” She’d tried to tell Dawson not to spend the money. But once they’d returned from LA, and he’d gone onto the computer to show her more of the website belonging to the investigator he’d found who wasn’t even that far away, she hadn’t been able to refuse. If they could prove Sly was responsible for the fire, he’d never be able to get custody of Jayden. “I feel it’s important,” she explained.

				“Who’s paying for it?”

				“Dawson. For now. You know I don’t have the money. But I’m going to pay him back. It’s just a loan.”

				“Are you sure it’s necessary to spend the money in the first place, Sadie? You can’t seriously believe that Sly might be responsible for what happened.”

				Sadie gripped the phone tighter. “Sly told you we think he set the fire?”

				“Yes. He was insulted, upset. Swore he would never do such a thing, that he loves the two of you and, as a police officer, he’d never willfully destroy property, etc., etc. He was quite impassioned.”

				And convincing, obviously. “He’s a pretender, Maude. He’s pretended our whole marriage to be far more law-abiding than he is. Trust me, he’ll do what he thinks he can get away with. And he thinks he can get away with this.”

				“Has he ever hurt you?” she asked, sounding unsure.

				“Not yet. But he’s done plenty to lead me to believe that he’s capable of it. One was starting that fire.”

				“Why would he risk the lives of people he loves?”

				“Because he didn’t think he was risking us. He made sure I was awake, remember?”

				“But what about his career?”

				“Like I said, he did it because he believed he could get away with it. He never expected me to have the resources to hire my own investigator. He thought destroying the home I was living in would leave me with no choice except to come back to him.”

				“You wouldn’t have had the resources without Dawson. But are you sure you can trust him? I mean...it seems to me that you have things backward here, Sadie. We’ve known Sly for years. Whatever his faults might be, I’m convinced he loves you. He’s also on the police force. That should give him some credibility. At least he’s never been accused of murder!”

				“Well, I’m accusing him of arson.”

				“You’re that certain.”

				Sadie wished she had seen more of the man who’d been in the yard Friday night. That dark figure was almost like an apparition—just an amorphous shape with little or no detail that she could tie to her ex. “I have no other explanation for what happened.”

				“That doesn’t mean it was him!”

				“Who else could it be?”

				Maude didn’t answer that question. “He asked me not to permit a secondary investigation,” she said.

				“He what?” Sadie cried.

				“He says it’s a waste of money, that the work has already been done. So what’s the point? It’ll just drag his reputation through the mud for nothing. And he’s owed more than that after all the service he’s given this town. I’ve always liked him.”

				“You barely knew him before I moved in, Maude. And since then, you’ve liked him because he wants you to like him. He wanted you to welcome his visits, think nothing of how often he stopped by, speak to him freely and give him whatever information about me that you would. He can’t be trusted. Please let the inspector come onto the property and do what we’ve hired him to do. I wouldn’t spend money I don’t have if I wasn’t completely convinced it was necessary.”

				“But Sly’s a police officer!”

				“That’s the problem! Because he’s a police officer, he knows how to get away with things other people might not. And he knows that no one on the Silver Springs force would want to find anything that leads to him, so there’s a little bit of safety there, too.”

				“Safety? You’re saying the Silver Springs police force would protect him even if he were guilty? You’re accusing our entire department of corruption?”

				“I’m not accusing the department. Given my suspicions, I believe I should have an unbiased party take a look—that’s all. The expert who’s coming will have no vested interest in pointing a finger at an innocent party. I’m not fabricating a case, Maude. If I were trying to do that, I’d lie and say I saw the man’s face when I looked out the window. Instead, I’ve been honest. I’m merely in search of the facts. If the facts drag someone’s reputation through the mud—Sly’s or anyone else’s—maybe that’s the way it needs to be.” What about Dawson’s reputation and what had been done to that? Sadie thought, but she didn’t bring it up, since she knew Maude would only defend his detractors. “Please? Let the inspector come,” she pressed. “Let’s see what he finds. That’s the only way I’ll be able to put my mind at ease. If I’m wrong about Sly, I’ll be the first to apologize—to both of you.”

				Maude sighed into the phone. “Okay. He won’t be happy about it. I feel bad that he’ll perceive me as siding against him. But if this specialist you’ve hired can bring us some resolution, I’m all for it. At least then, like you say, you’ll be able to breathe easier.”

				Sadie closed her eyes in relief. “I hope so.”

				“Just tell me this isn’t because you’ve grown infatuated with Dawson Reed,” Maude said. “I don’t know anything that can cloud someone’s judgment quite like a new romance.”

				“No,” she said. “How I feel about Dawson has nothing to do with it.”

				“Really? Because Sly claims you’re sleeping with him. That you announced it at the diner.”

				“I didn’t announce it, exactly. Sly accused me—as he always accuses me whenever I’m around another man—and I told him what he deserved to hear.”

				“So it’s true...”

				Sadie wasn’t willing to lie. “What happens between Dawson and I has no bearing on anything else.”

				“Love makes people do crazy things, Sadie. I’d hate for you to be taken in if...if Dawson isn’t the man you think he is.”

				“I understand. You have nothing to worry about. I’m not acting the way I am because I’m infatuated with him,” she said. And that was true. Dawson wasn’t the reason she believed Sly set the fire. Dawson wasn’t the reason she felt she should have the origins of the fire examined by an independent third party. Sly alone was to blame for that.

				It was true, however, that she was developing feelings for Dawson. Although she’d cleaned his parents’ room because she wanted to be kind to someone who had suffered enough, someone who’d been there for her when she’d most needed a friend, kindness wasn’t what had her lingering outside his door every time she got up to go to the bathroom late at night.
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				“You’re quiet tonight.”

				When he spoke, Sadie shifted her gaze to Dawson, who was sitting on the couch not far from the chair she’d taken. Since she’d put Jayden to bed an hour ago, she and Dawson had been flipping through channels, catching part of the news and then a little Sports Center. They had the house ready for Robin Strauss’s visit first thing in the morning. Every room was spotless, the vandalism had been fixed, the fields were in the process of being tamed—which showed that Dawson could likely support Angela—and all the broken junk and trash had been removed from the yard. But there were still things that needed to be fixed, things that weren’t as high on Dawson’s priority list, so Sadie guessed Dawson was nervous. He’d been quiet, too.

				“Just tired, I guess.”

				“Would you rather watch something else?” he asked.

				“No.” Although she wasn’t a big sports fan, she didn’t see any reason to make him change the channel. She wasn’t paying much attention to what she saw on the screen. She had so many worries, and yet all she could think about was the night she’d made love with Dawson in the field—how raw and visceral and incredibly satisfying it had been, and how badly she wanted a repeat of that experience or the one that’d come after, in Dawson’s bed. The strength of her desire, the way she craved the opportunity to touch him whenever she saw him, surprised her. Maybe she didn’t have a low libido as Sly said—he was always telling her stuff that made her feel as if she didn’t measure up to his expectations in some way—because it was all she could do not to get up and straddle Dawson right now, while he was sitting on the couch.

				“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

				The feel of his skin. The taste of his kiss. The weight of his body as he pressed her into the mattress. That seemed to make the terrible stuff go away, at least for the moment. But she couldn’t say so. They’d managed to redraw the lines they’d crossed, needed to wait and see what the fire investigator found before making any decisions on whether or not to pursue a relationship. She was too dependent on him right now, couldn’t afford to get any more intimately involved in case it ended up ruining her job situation. Even if things between them worked out, chances were she’d have to move. Sly was in a more volatile state than he’d ever been. Why start something she might not be able to finish?

				“What Maude said on the phone,” she replied, just to have an answer. “I’m shocked Sly would have the nerve to come right out and ask her not to allow Damian Steele access to her property. I mean...I lived behind her for a year. That he believed he could hold sway with her over me shows how delusional he can be.”

				“I’m not shocked by that at all,” Dawson responded. “I’m shocked that she was even tempted. From what you told me of your conversation, it wasn’t all that easy to convince her to oppose his wishes.”

				“I don’t hold that against her. She’s a fair person. Doesn’t like conflict. And he can be very persuasive.”

				Dawson turned off the TV and set the remote on the coffee table. “Regardless of her excuse, I’m encouraged he made that move.”

				“Encouraged?” she echoed.

				“It shows that he’s worried.”

				“I agree.” Turning off the TV seemed to create a vacuum of sound. The sudden silence made her even more self-conscious. She tucked her feet beneath her. Because the box of items she’d picked up at the police station had included only a few things, she was still limited on clothing, so she was once again wearing his sweats with one of his T-shirts. “I wonder what he’ll do when he finds out that Maude’s going to allow it despite his request.”

				“What can he do?”

				“Treat her crappy from here on out. That’s how he operates. He’s nice as long as you give him what he wants. If you refuse, he tries to punish you.” She pulled the tie from her ponytail and raked her hair back so she could redo it. “I’ll feel terrible if he targets her for petty driving or parking citations he would’ve overlooked before. Now he’ll be searching for any excuse.”

				“Did he do those types of things to people when you were married?”

				“All the time. He used to laugh when he got the better of someone. It makes him feel powerful.”

				Dawson’s lip curled in contempt. “It’s time people quit putting up with his bullshit.”

				She drew a deep breath. “Yeah, well, I think he understands that I’m not coming back to him now, don’t you?”

				“Would he take you back? After you told him you slept with me?” A faint smile curved his lips. “And that you liked it?”

				She wasn’t sure they should be talking about this. Just the mention of their night together made her tingle. “I don’t know. He accused me of cheating on him a lot while we were married. But I never did. I never even dared to have a male friend, let alone a boyfriend.”

				“About the other night...”

				Her heart started to pound. “Yes?”

				He opened his mouth to say something. Then he shook his head. “Never mind. We have a big day tomorrow. We’d better get some sleep.”

				“Right. Time to turn in,” she agreed, but when he went upstairs, she didn’t move. She sat there for several minutes, hoping to stifle the desire that had made it almost impossible to stop her gaze from following him wherever he went.

				Although she went down the list of reasons she’d be foolish to act on that desire, it didn’t make any difference in the end. All resistance fell by the wayside the moment she passed his room. He was just coming out. She wasn’t sure where he was going, and she didn’t ask. She simply walked into his arms, caught his face between her hands and kissed him as if he was all that mattered in the world.

				* * *

				Sly turned off his headlights as he pulled off the highway and crept through the countryside along the canal in his cruiser. He knew the way, had been here three times before.

				The route he’d chosen was filled with large potholes, but it would eventually lead him to the rear of Dawson’s property, and getting there without being seen was all that mattered. Chief Thomas had chewed his ass out for what he’d done in the restaurant—and threatened his job if he went anywhere near Sadie again. Thomas wasn’t going to let Silver Springs PD become the subject of the next documentary on the abuse of power—that was what he’d said.

				Sly cared about the force, too. The force was his life. But he refused to let Dawson Reed get the better of him. The same held true for Sadie. He’d do whatever he had to. He just wasn’t sure what that should be. Everything that came to mind, everything he imagined, was vicious. And if Dawson and Sadie suddenly went missing, he’d instantly become the prime suspect.

				He had to be smarter than that, had to figure out a way to retaliate without putting his own ass on the line.

				“You’re going to be sorry,” he muttered. He’d been saying that since he learned about the arson specialist, and his anger had only grown hotter since Maude Clevenger had called to let him know she was going to allow the investigator to come, after all. Sadie had talked her into it; Maude had said she owed it to Sadie to grant the request. Maude had also indicated that if he wasn’t responsible for setting the fire, he had nothing to worry about.

				Except he did have something to worry about. He had a lot to worry about. Dawson and Sadie could cost him more than he could afford to lose—his job, the respect of his friends and family, even his freedom.

				How dare Sadie work against him. Embarrass him by announcing to everyone in the diner that she was glad to be in someone else’s bed. File a complaint with the police force he worked for. Try to put him behind bars by proving he set the fire.

				That fire had definitely turned into a lot more than he’d expected. It had spread so fast. But even then, it wasn’t such a big deal that it should destroy his whole life. Before he left her place that night, he’d made sure no one was going to get hurt. And Maude’s homeowner’s insurance would cover the damage. If it went down as unsolved, everyone could be okay. That was how it should go.

				But Sadie and Dawson refused to let it. And if the truth came out, no one would believe he hadn’t intended to harm anyone. He’d be charged with attempted murder—and Sadie would be the first to testify against him.

				The unfairness of that rankled so badly he couldn’t help grinding his teeth. Damn them. He wasn’t going to let them get away with it, wasn’t going to let them ruin his life.

				He slowed as he came to a particularly narrow spot in the road and edged over to one side so he wouldn’t hit an irrigation pump. He was getting close, he could see the outline of the farmhouse in the moonlight only 200 feet or so away.

				His tires crunched on the rocks that filled a low spot in the dirt road as he slowed even more. From there, he inched along until he reached the same vantage point he’d used before and cut the engine. He could see the yellow glow of a light through a second-story window. Was that Sadie’s room? Or Dawson’s? And it was late. Why was the light still on?

				After what Sadie had said in the restaurant, he thought he could guess, but imagining her having sex with Dawson—moaning in pleasure as he pumped into her—created such a thirst for violence. He kept imagining sliding his hands around her neck and squeezing until her face turned blue, which made it impossible for him to focus on anything else. She’d had him so worked up the past few days he couldn’t eat or sleep!

				You’re sleeping with him, aren’t you...

				Yes, and I’ve never enjoyed anything more...

				That was essentially what she’d said to him. The mere memory of her defiant expression made him long to smash her face. How dare she taunt him, when she knew his biggest complaint had always been how complacent she was in the bedroom. That was why he’d gone elsewhere occasionally: for some excitement! A man needed a good thrill every once in a while. It wasn’t as if he’d cared about those other women. He would never have touched them if she hadn’t been so resistant to trying some of the things he’d shown her in various porn flicks.

				She was boring. Too straitlaced for him. He was glad to be rid of her, he told himself. Now he could do whatever he wanted, and he had no one to answer to. She couldn’t even give him a decent son. While other men’s boys were out playing baseball, his child was in the bedroom playing Barbies. Jayden was an embarrassment. Yet she stood up for him all the time, refused to let his own father teach him how to be a man.

				He didn’t want her back. Not anymore. He just couldn’t take her running around town, acting as if she was so much happier with someone else, especially Dawson Reed. And he couldn’t let her bring that damn investigator to town.

				His door creaked as he opened it, but there wasn’t anyone in the fields to hear. He waited and listened, to be sure. But it was every bit as quiet as it had been when he’d come here before.

				After he climbed out, he closed the door softly and walked toward the house. Although he didn’t have any specific plans, he couldn’t make himself stay as far back as he always had before. That light, imagining Sadie inside, drew him closer—and closer.

				Once he reached the yard, he crept across it and tried to peer through the windows. But everything was dark downstairs. Whatever was happening was happening above him, and he wanted to know what, if anything, that was. Otherwise, he could achieve no satisfaction.

				He needed to get inside, he decided. Just to listen. Knowing they were so close, so vulnerable, would make him feel as if he was still in control of the situation—for a few minutes, anyway. He wouldn’t stay long.

				After checking, once again, to make sure he was going unobserved, he approached the back door—and tried the knob. Son of a bitch! It was locked.

				But that wouldn’t stop him. He’d just have to find another way in.

				* * *

				Dawson could hardly catch his breath for the intensity of Sadie’s kiss. Even though he’d been dying to touch her again, he’d promised himself he wouldn’t press her. She needed time.

				But his body had acted almost of its own volition. When he’d heard her footsteps on the stairs, he’d intercepted her, intent on saying something, anything, to stall her for a few moments. He told himself he just wanted to talk, but, truth was, he couldn’t stand the thought of spending another night in his bed alone.

				Fortunately, it hadn’t come to that. She acted as if she’d only been waiting for the right opportunity, because she certainly wasn’t holding back.

				“Trying to leave you alone has been torture,” he said as his hands found their way up the back of her shirt where he could splay his fingers against her soft, smooth skin. “I’ve been miserable. Constantly imagining you naked against me. Imagining myself inside you. Hoping but not wanting to ask.”

				“With everything that’s going on, it’s crazy I can even think of sex,” she said with a husky laugh. “But I haven’t been able to get you off my mind, either.”

				“Then I’m glad you broke down.”

				She kissed him again and again—hungrily, as though she might never get enough. “Tell me we’re not making a mistake,” she said as they gasped for breath. “Because I’ve never wanted a man like I want you. I can’t quash the desire, can’t even curb it.”

				“You don’t have to,” he said, and she put her legs around his hips to make it easier when he lifted her and carried her to the bed.

				“Wait. There’s so much that could go wrong for us...” she said.

				He didn’t wait. She wasn’t committed to refusing. He could tell by the fact that she didn’t stop him when he pulled off the sweatpants he’d loaned her. “There’s also a lot about this that feels right.” He could understand her hesitancy, the fear she had to be feeling that she might be making another mistake. But practical concerns were difficult to remember, and even harder to heed, while deluged with so many hormones.

				“Okay, one more time,” she said. “Then that’s it.”

				“No.” He was done fighting. As far as he was concerned, they were in a relationship. Whether that would turn out to be good or bad, for either one of them, remained to be seen. But there was no going back. The fact that they were once again straining to come together, when it had been only a few days since the first time, proved that.

				“No?” she echoed, sounding a little panicked.

				“It’s too late. All we can do now is go for it—and hope for the best.”

				Putting her hands on his chest, she pushed him far enough away to be able to look into his face. “That terrifies me as much or more than anything related to Sly.”

				“I understand. But think of this. Maybe it’s meant to be. Maybe finding each other will be the one good thing to come out of all the shit we’ve been through.”

				“It’s just so fast, too fast...”

				“We’ve been trying to make it go slower. We just...can’t. So I say we let go—grab hands and jump off the cliff, enjoy the fall.”

				She laughed again. “Is that supposed to convince me? That sounds as ominous as it does exhilarating!”

				“To me, it just sounds exhilarating. I don’t want to miss out on what might be the best thing to ever happen to me. Do you?”

				She ran her hand over his cheek in a gentle caress. “No,” she said, and with that the tempo of their lovemaking changed. They were no longer in such a hurry. Giving themselves permission to feel something deeper than the physical created a completely different kind of experience—one even more fulfilling.

				* * *

				Sly sat in Dawson’s living room, listening to the rhythmic creak of the bed overhead. Dawson and Sadie were so busy he probably could’ve used his shoulder to bust open the back door—splintered the whole damn thing—without drawing their attention. Instead, he’d been careful, oh so quiet as he used a screwdriver from Dawson’s own toolshed to dig away at the dry rot in one of the window frames until he’d made a hole large enough to reach his hand through and release the latch.

				Dawson might notice the damage in the morning. Or maybe he wouldn’t. There’d been so much vandalism that he hadn’t been able to repair it all. Either way, Sly didn’t care. Dawson and Sadie wouldn’t be able to prove a damn thing. He’d been wearing gloves when he used the screwdriver—was wearing gloves now. And if it ever came down to an extensive evidence search where a strand of his hair or some of his DNA was found in the living room, so what? He’d been here before—with the chief of police, no less. He could’ve left hair or DNA then as easily as now. He wasn’t frightened. He was too livid to be frightened—so livid he could hardly see straight.

				Squeak, squeak, squeak. As he listened to what was going on upstairs, he tapped the tire iron he’d used as a lever to help open the window against the palm of his left hand. The blood was rushing through his body so fast he could hear the roar of it in his ears. Even a month ago, he would never have dreamed he’d find himself in this position, had never considered the possibility that another man could come between him and Sadie. She’d always been his—since she was old enough to date.

				Then Dawson had been let out of jail and, just when Sly felt as if he was making some progress toward putting his marriage back together, everything had fallen apart. Now, here he was, listening to another man take his place between her legs.

				He stared at the tool in his hand. He wanted to use it on them. Get rid of them both so he didn’t have to think about them ever again. Put an end to his own torment that quickly, that easily. Even if he became the prime suspect, no one would be able to prove anything. Then there’d be no one to pay the fire inspector who was coming to town, and there would be no worry that some hotshot might be able to find what their own far less experienced department could not.

				Look what you’ve reduced me to, he silently berated Sadie. An arsonist. A man who wants to commit murder.

				And she thought he’d ruined her life. She had no idea what she’d done to him. He’d never be the same.

				Unable to take the sound of that bed squeaking any longer, he decided to put an end to it. Imagining the humiliation he’d face if the arson investigator somehow proved he was responsible gave him the perfect excuse to do what he wanted to do anyway.

				He stood up, but before he could reach the stairs, a pair of headlights flashed through the front windows of the house.

				Someone was here.

				Panic surged through him, clearing his head. He had to get out. Now.

				Taking the screwdriver and the tire iron with him, he hurried to the back door, let himself out and slipped into the darkness.

				Once he reached his car, he was relieved to be out of the house. He didn’t think he’d been seen. But he didn’t know for sure. And, just in case someone was watching and listening, he waited, didn’t dare start the engine because of the noise.

				As he sat there with his heart beating in his throat, he saw headlights again, only this time the car was moving back toward the highway. He didn’t think there could be two cars, so whoever had come to the farm was leaving. Already.

				Had whoever it was even gone to the door?

				No. There wouldn’t have been time. At least, Sly didn’t think so.

				He held off another five minutes before starting his cruiser, turning around and rolling slowly and cautiously back toward the highway. From there, he took side streets—as much as possible—to his house so that he wouldn’t run into anyone he knew.

				Not until he got home, where he’d left his phone so that his whereabouts couldn’t be tracked after the fact, did he understand what’d happened. It was Pete who’d visited the farm. Sly had missed half a dozen calls from him, texts, too.

				Where the hell are you, man?

				Don’t tell me you’re out at Dawson Reed’s place. That would be crazy. You realize that, right?

				You gotta leave Sadie and Dawson alone. They aren’t worth your future.

				Why won’t you pick up? I know you’re not home. I’ve been by your place twice already.

				You’re not at your mother’s either. What the hell, dude? Are you trying to get yourself kicked off the force?

				Pick up. You need to listen to me.

				Pete had driven to Dawson’s in order to keep him out of trouble. But he would never know just how close Sly had come—because Sly could never tell him.

				* * *

				Dawson woke up when Sadie pulled away from him. “You’re leaving already?” he mumbled sleepily.

				“Yeah. I’ve got to get back to Jayden.”

				“But it isn’t morning yet.”

				“I’m afraid I’ll oversleep if I don’t go now, and it’s best if he wakes up to find me where I usually am.”

				Dawson had an alarm set for fairly early, but he didn’t mention that. Jayden could always wake up before the alarm went off. Besides, things were going fast enough as it was. Sadie would probably feel more comfortable sleeping with her son, like she usually did. “Just tell me one thing before you go.”

				She was putting on her clothes. “What’s that?”

				“You’re okay, right? You’re not too freaked out?”

				“Right now I’m not freaked out at all. Right now I’m pretty happy.”

				He knew she was referring to the climax he’d given her and smiled even though she couldn’t see him. “Then try to remember, in the morning, that everything’s going to be fine. Even if things go...bad between us at some point, we’ll figure out a way to be kind to each other, to end as friends. You won’t go through anything like what you’ve been through with Sly. I promise.”

				“You’re a good man,” she said. “I’m glad I met you.”

				You’re a good man. That wasn’t something he’d heard very often in his life. He’d been a troubled kid and barely out of that difficult stage of life when he’d been accused of murder. The whole town still believed he’d taken two lives with a hatchet—and not just any lives but the lives of his parents.

				Maybe that was why he rolled her words around and around in his head for so long after she left the room. Her belief in him felt even better than the pleasure she’d provided.
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				Robin Strauss wasn’t a minute late. With her gray hair combed into a bun at her nape and a multitude of lines around her mouth, she appeared to be about fifty-five and rather...harsh.

				Sadie could tell that Dawson grew even more nervous once he saw her. The media hadn’t been kind to him, and the media reports had to be at least part of what Robin Strauss would use to judge him by. With her sober demeanor, button-down suit and thick glasses, she looked like a no-nonsense nun, or maybe a spinster librarian—someone who would view him as skeptically as possible.

				Once they let her in, she didn’t say anything overtly negative, but she wasn’t friendly, either. She walked through the house, peering into each room before pausing at the master.

				“This is where it happened?” She turned to Sadie, since Dawson had stopped at the doorway rather than follow them inside.

				“Yes.” Sadie had asked Petra to watch Jayden for a couple of hours. She hated to leave him, in case Sly tried to cause trouble, but she’d known it wouldn’t be wise to have him here during the visit in case the discussion turned to the murders, and Petra had assured her she wouldn’t let Sly take Jayden no matter what.

				“Is anyone using this room?” She focused on the box springs that didn’t have a mattress.

				“Not yet.”

				Ms. Strauss turned around to address Dawson. “What do you plan to do with it? Anything?”

				“Sadie and Jayden will move in here once Angela is allowed to come home,” he said.

				Her eyebrows, carefully drawn in with pencil, rose slightly. “Sadie doesn’t mind the fact that there was a double homicide here?”

				Sadie spoke up before Dawson could attempt an answer. “I’m not pleased by the idea, of course. No one would be. But, as we’ve already explained, I’m living here because Dawson felt it would be better for Angela to have round-the-clock care. Or are you saying the bedroom should be closed off and never used again?”

				Ms. Strauss seemed to realize how impractical the alternative would be. Despite the Reeds’ deaths, there were still living and breathing people who needed shelter. A house couldn’t be boarded up or burned down every time someone committed an act of violence inside its walls. “Some people are funny about those types of things—superstitious—is all,” she said.

				“I’m not superstitious,” Sadie told her, but she had to admit, at least to herself, that the thought of sleeping in this room was a little discomfiting. She didn’t feel it was fair to put Angela here, however. And she knew how hard it would be for Dawson. So she’d insisted on being the one. Given that she wasn’t paying rent, it only seemed fair. “And just so you know, Dawson isn’t to blame for what happened, despite what you might’ve read about his case. He’s currently looking for the man he believes to be responsible.”

				Ms. Strauss pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “That’s what he told you?”

				Sadie couldn’t help bristling at the skepticism in her voice. “Yes. And I believe it’s true.”

				She made no comment, merely clasped her clipboard to her chest. “So where is Angela’s room?”

				“That’s where Jayden and I are staying at the moment. Right this way.”

				Dawson stepped aside as Sadie led her back into the hall.

				Ms. Strauss peered into Dawson’s room before taking a long look at Angela’s. “I’ve spoken to Angela,” she announced, rather abruptly.

				“Did she tell you how badly she wants to come home?” Sadie shot a hopeful glance at Dawson. He’d rejoined them once they came out of his parents’ room, but he wasn’t doing a lot of talking. Sadie was trying to fill the long awkward silences, to make Ms. Strauss more sympathetic, if possible.

				“She did.”

				“She loves her brother. He’s always been good to her.”

				“How long have you known Dawson?” she asked.

				There was that skepticism again. Sadie barely managed to keep her smile in place. “Not long, which is why it’s so great that you don’t have to take my word for what a nice guy he is. The one person in town who’s known him the longest, since he was a freshman in high school, has said all along that he could never have perpetrated such a terrible crime. Feel free to talk to her, if you need a character reference.”

				“I’ll do that,” she said, but Sadie got the impression she only agreed in order to be thorough. “Who should I contact?”

				“Aiyana Turner. She’s the owner of New Horizons Boys Ranch.”

				“Where he went to school.”

				She’d done her homework. “Yes. Her sons also know Dawson and believe the same thing she does. His detractors, on the other hand, are virtual strangers. They’re judging him by what was presented in the media—which is, of course, what we both hope you won’t do. For Angela’s sake.”

				When the older woman’s eyes narrowed beneath those thick glasses, Sadie feared she might’ve been a little too zealous in his defense. She didn’t want to reveal her romantic interest. That would only make Ms. Strauss question her credibility. “You told me that you started working here a week ago, correct?”

				What Ms. Strauss really meant was, “How would you know?” Sadie could tell. “Yes.”

				“Were you familiar with Dawson before that?”

				“Not really, no.”

				“Well, you certainly seem to be getting along so far.”

				That would be a good thing for Angela, wouldn’t it? But Sadie wasn’t sure Ms. Strauss meant her statement in a positive way.

				After that, she tried to keep her mouth shut. Dawson finished the tour, answered several more questions—about where Angela was when the murders occurred, how much she saw, what she understood.

				Before Ms. Strauss left, however, she asked if Sadie would walk her out to her car—and made it clear that Dawson wasn’t to join them.

				A rush of nervous energy flooded through Sadie as she agreed. “Sure.”

				Sadie guessed Dawson was watching from the window while they crossed the porch and descended the stairs. Ms. Strauss didn’t speak immediately—didn’t say anything until they were well out of earshot of Dawson. Then she used her key fob to unlock the doors to a black sedan and turned. “You seem very supportive of Mr. Reed.”

				“I am,” Sadie admitted. “I’ve spent a lot of hours with him over the past eight days and have seen nothing that would lead me to believe he would be anything other than a devoted brother. We’ve even been to visit Angela at Stanley DeWitt together. He wanted to take me along, so she could meet me.”

				“Eight days isn’t a long time,” she said, refusing to be persuaded.

				“Like I said, you can speak to Aiyana, Elijah or Gavin, if you’re looking for someone who has known him longer.”

				“I’m not sure they could convince me.”

				Ms. Strauss spoke with such resolution, Sadie felt her jaw drop. She was going to deny Dawson’s request for Angela to come home! “Because...”

				“If we turn Angela over to him, and something happens to her, the blowback could be severe. The press will make a lot of the state releasing a mentally handicapped woman to a man we had reason to believe might be dangerous, and—”

				“Whoa, wait a minute,” Sadie broke in. “He was tried and found innocent. I think the state has done all it can do.”

				“Not in this regard, I’m afraid.”

				“But refusing to let Angela come home makes no sense,” Sadie argued. “Dawson wants her here, and she wants to be here. Why would the state insist on continuing to pay for her care when she has a family member who’s willing to step up?”

				Unperturbed, as if she dealt with emotional situations all the time—and, of course, she probably did—Ms. Strauss climbed behind the wheel. “Because we’re responsible for her well-being. I don’t feel it’s wise to take the risk, not when Angela is receiving the care she needs at Stanley DeWitt.”

				Dawson was going to be heartbroken. He would believe he’d let Angela down—and his dead parents by extension.

				Sadie caught the door before Ms. Strauss could close it. “But you can’t believe the media reports,” she said. “Please. They don’t always get it right.”

				She put her key in the ignition. “I’m not basing my decision on the media reports.”

				“You have to be! What else could be influencing your decision?”

				She sighed audibly. “I received a call from someone yesterday that definitely made an impact.”

				Sadie’s mind raced as she tried to imagine who might’ve contacted the state in regards to Dawson getting his sister back, but no one came to mind. Who else would care? Distant relatives? The prosecutor? The detective? “From who?”

				“From someone who’s very concerned about this situation, concerned enough to let me know where things really stand.”

				“Who?” Sadie repeated with more insistence. “It couldn’t be anyone who knows what he or she is talking about.”

				“It was an officer on the Silver Springs police force,” Ms. Strauss announced, as if that cinched it. “He let me know in no uncertain terms that Dawson Reed has gotten away with murder.”

				Sadie felt the blood rush to her head. “Excuse me?”

				Ms. Strauss looked a little shocked by the power behind her outburst. “I was saying that I have it on good authority—”

				“No. That isn’t good authority. The officer who called you was Sly Harris, wasn’t it.”

				A hint of color crept into her cheeks. “Yes. How did you know?”

				Closing her eyes, Sadie shook her head. “Because he’s my ex-husband. He hates that I now have a job that enables me to move on without him, so he’s been doing everything possible to make life for me miserable—Dawson, too, since Dawson’s been kind enough to help me. Officer Harris wasn’t acting in Angela’s best interest when he contacted you, Ms. Strauss. He was acting in his own best interest, was trying to cause trouble for Dawson.”

				“I’d rather not get involved in any domestic disputes.” She lifted a hand as if to indicate that what Sadie had said was none of her business.

				“Then don’t,” Sadie responded. “I’m telling you Dawson Reed didn’t kill his parents. Why would he be so intent on catching the real culprit if he was the guilty party? Why would he spend over $2,000 on a forensic specialist to come out and collect specimens from the bedroom? Why would he move back here, where he’s been treated like a pariah, and try to take care of his mentally handicapped sister, when he could take the money he received from his parents’ estate and start over, footloose and fancy-free, somewhere else?”

				“To make himself look innocent, of course.”

				Sadie shook her head in disgust. “Don’t you see how weak of an argument that is? He wouldn’t waste the time or the money. Especially because nothing he’s done so far has changed anyone’s mind! He’ll have to find the culprit and prove his innocence in order to make the people of Silver Springs believe him, and he knows he has little chance of that. He’s only fighting because he feels he owes it to his parents.”

				A scowl suggested she would continue to resist Sadie’s logic. But what she said next indicated some softening. “I’ll think about it.”

				There was nothing left to do but let her close the door. Sadie’s heart sank as she watched Dawson’s only hope of getting his sister back put her car in Reverse and start backing down the drive. She didn’t want to go in and tell him that his sister would have to remain institutionalized.

				“Damn it. Can’t anything go right?” she mumbled.

				Knowing that he was waiting to hear what Ms. Strauss had wanted to talk to her about, and feeling the weight of the inevitable, she turned, heartsick but resolute, toward the house. She needed to leave town sooner rather than later, she decided. Sly would not leave Dawson alone as long as she was here with him.

				Before she could go more than two steps, however, Ms. Strauss stopped, rolled down her window and poked her head out.

				“Fine,” she called out. “I’ll check into it. If what you say is true, that Officer Harris has a personal interest in this situation and there are others who will vouch for Mr. Reed’s character, I’ll recommend that the state allow Angela to come home.”

				Sadie couldn’t believe her ears. “Call the chief of police. I’m not asking you to take my word alone. You could visit Lolita, who owns the diner in town, too. She saw Officer Harris nearly strike me in the restaurant on Sunday. It was right after that I applied to get a restraining order against him—although I haven’t yet had my hearing on that.” She thought about telling Ms. Strauss about the fire. In her book, Sly had done a lot more than almost strike her. But she had no proof he was the arsonist and didn’t want to come off as unbalanced or too acrimonious.

				“It is what Angela wants, so...I’ll reevaluate and get back to you.” Her lips curved into a smile—the first Sadie had seen from her. “Tell Dawson he’s lucky to have you in his corner.”

				Sadie let her breath go in relief. “I’m equally lucky to have him in mine,” she said and waved as Ms. Strauss left.

				* * *

				The following morning, nervous sweat ran down Sadie’s back, causing her blouse to stick to her as she stood, with Chief Thomas, at Sly’s door. After telling Dawson the good news about Ms. Strauss, she’d spent the rest of the day and night thinking about how she could neutralize the threat Sly posed, if not to herself—that had proved impossible, thanks to his obsession—at least to Dawson. And this was the best she could come up with: something she couldn’t tell Dawson about because she knew he’d try to dissuade her.

				Although she’d stopped by the police station and asked for an escort, she’d nearly come away without one. None of the other police officers would even speak to her—not like they used to, anyway. A few cast her dark or disgruntled glances. Others muttered under their breath. All gave her a wide berth.

				Sly had done a solid job of making her look like the bad guy. No doubt he’d painted her as a woman he couldn’t rely on when he needed her, a wife who wouldn’t support him in his difficult job, an ex who was launching slanderous and unfair accusations and had now taken up with a “known” murderer, as if that was the last piece of proof anyone would ever need in order to be convinced that she was “the problem.”

				But she got lucky when Chief Thomas happened to hear her talking to the sergeant at the front desk. Although Dixie Gilbert should’ve been more sympathetic—she and Sadie got their hair done at the same place and were casual acquaintances—Dixie wasn’t about to break rank with her brothers in blue. As the only woman on the force, it was probably hard to fit in, so Sadie could understand. She just couldn’t admire her lack of courage. Dixie was giving Sadie the brush-off by telling her that someone would “be in touch”—while Sadie knew that call would probably never come—when Thomas saw her, came out of his office and asked what was going on. As soon as Sadie told him, he said he’d be happy to drive her over to Sly’s place so that she could speak to him.

				Sadie was fairly certain he was hoping to play mediator. He wanted to bring them together so they could arrive at an understanding, one in which she wouldn’t embarrass the department by pursuing the restraining order (she did, after all, have witnesses to Sly’s explosive temper at the restaurant, which gave her legitimate grounds). She, on the other hand, merely wanted the opportunity to deliver a message to him without creating a record on her phone of calling or texting him after telling the police she was afraid of him. She knew how quickly Sly would capitalize on that to try to prove she wasn’t remotely intimidated by him.

				As soon as Sly opened the door, squinting out at them and stinking of alcohol, she was glad she hadn’t come alone. Not that she ever would have. She knew better than to give him an opportunity like that. But she was frightened even with Chief Thomas at her side. She’d never seen Sly looking so rough. He’d always been a big drinker. He prided himself on his ability to “hold his liquor.” But that was just it—he’d never been a “sloppy” drunk, never let himself go.

				Chief Thomas didn’t like what he saw, either. “What the hell’s the matter with you? You smell like you just crawled out of a bottle.”

				Sly managed to stand up straighter. “Couldn’t sleep last night. Insomnia’s a bitch.”

				So he’d tried to drink himself into a stupor? Judging by the way the light hurt his eyes, he’d managed that quite nicely—and now he had a raging hangover.

				“What are you doing here?” he growled, glaring at her.

				Chief Thomas gestured to draw his attention. “Whoa! Let’s not start off like that. We’re here to make peace. Can we come in?”

				Sly shook his head. “I don’t want her in this house. She’s the one who walked out of it. But...we can talk in back. Let me comb my hair and brush my teeth. Let yourselves through the side gate and meet me on the patio.” He glared at her. “She knows the way.”

				Sadie felt Chief Thomas’s frown, rather than saw it, as she led him through the side yard to the patio. The large barbecue that had been Sly’s pride and joy when they were married stood open without its cover and his barbecuing utensils lay scattered about, along with several plates, some with wasted food, and a slew of empty beer cans.

				“Looks like you had a party last night,” Chief Thomas said when the sliding door opened and Sly came out.

				“It’s been a few days,” he said with a shrug. “Some of the guys came by. That’s all.” He knocked a plate with a half-eaten hamburger, covered with ants, off the closest chair, swung it around to face them and slouched into it. “What’s going on now? Why are you here?”

				“I’m trying to help you save your job. That’s why I’m here,” Chief Thomas said. “And, judging by what Sadie’s told me already, she might be able to help you, too.”

				Sly hooked his arm over the back of the chair. “How? She certainly hasn’t helped me so far.”

				“Things don’t have to be like this between us, Sly,” Sadie said. He had to get a grip on his life, on the divorce. Soon it would be his weekend to have Jayden, and although he typically didn’t exercise his custodial rights, and he hadn’t mentioned this weekend specifically, he could always surprise her. She wouldn’t put it past him. She didn’t want to let Jayden go with a man who might’ve set fire to their house and who looked so uncharacteristically out of sorts now, even if Sly was his father. “I never wanted any trouble to begin with,” she added. “I’m hoping we can back up, take a deep breath and find some way to avoid the bitter divorce so many others experience.”

				“You think you’re going to accomplish that by shacking up with Dawson Reed?”

				“Sadie has a right to work—and even sleep—with anyone she wants, Sly,” Thomas interrupted. “You two have been split up for some time. That’s no longer any of your business.”

				“I’m not supposed to care?” he argued.

				“Caring is one thing. Creating a problem is another.”

				“So I’m the problem? What about the restraining order? She knows how that looks—accusing me of stalking her, of being dangerous.” He wiggled his fingers like he was impersonating a bogeyman.

				But he was dangerous. Maybe Sadie was the only one who truly believed it, but she was absolutely convinced. That was another reason it scared her to think he could take Jayden this coming weekend.

				She cleared her throat. “I’ll forget about the restraining order, so long as you fulfill a few of my requests.”

				He looked around as if he was wishing for a beer, despite the fact that it was only ten-thirty in the morning. “I’m all ears,” he said when he couldn’t find an unopened can.

				“I want you to stay away from Dawson, quit trying to make his life miserable.”

				“I haven’t done shit to that asshole,” he growled.

				Maybe he hadn’t done what he wanted to do, but he’d done what he could. “You called the state and tried to convince them not to let him bring his sister home.”

				A smile slashed his face as if the mere mention of that was some sort of victory. “I was acting as a concerned citizen.”

				“You’re not a concerned citizen. You identified yourself as a police officer and implied you had insider knowledge to suggest that Dawson was guilty. You understood you’d be taken seriously and that you could severely damage his chances to get his sister released, and that’s not fair. You don’t know anything about him, nothing more than what’s in his police file, anyway. And he’s had enough trouble. I don’t want to make his situation any worse, just because he was nice enough to try to help me.”

				“Help you?” His gaze swept down over her breasts. “Believe me, he’s getting what he wants out of that deal.”

				Sadie squared her shoulders. This wasn’t a topic she cared to discuss in front of Chief Thomas, but she doubted Sly would let her out of it, so she dived in. “If you’re talking about sex, he could get that from plenty of other women, Sly. You’ve said it yourself. Women have a thing for him. It’s not as if he’s hard to look at.”

				A glint of surprise and possibly jealousy flashed in his eyes as he rubbed the beard growth on his cheeks. “Got a soft spot for the guy you’re riding these days, do you?” he said when he finally dropped his hand.

				“How Sadie feels about Dawson also has nothing to do with this conversation,” Thomas broke in. “She can fall in love with him, sleep with him, marry him, whatever. None of that’s illegal, which means none of it’s your concern—or the concern of the department.”

				Afraid that Sly would reject her offer out of hand, Sadie hurried to get back to the conversation. “Not only will I drop the restraining order, I’ll accept your last offer of child support and no alimony.” She wanted to bring up the issue of Sly exercising his parental rights this weekend, but she knew the moment she let him know she didn’t want him to take Jayden, he’d make sure to insist. Her best chance of keeping her son out of his company was to pretend she would welcome the break—so she could spend the weekend alone with Dawson. That was how she planned to handle it if he asked when he could come get Jayden tomorrow.

				His bloodshot eyes latched onto her face. “So now you’re in a hurry to get it over with.”

				“Yes. That way we can wrap up the divorce and be done with each other.”

				Sly spat at the cement as if it were her words that’d left a bad taste in his mouth and not the alcohol he’d drunk before bed. “He doesn’t need you to come over here and beg for him. I’m sure he can take care of himself.”

				“He doesn’t even know I’m here, Sly. I doubt he’d agree with it if he did. This is me talking. I want to...to stop what’s happening before it goes any further. I don’t like that you’re out to get him. He’s never done anything to you.”

				Sly sprang to his feet. “Except hire a specialist to try to prove me guilty of arson!”

				“I’m behind that! It has nothing to do with him.”

				“Bullshit! He’s coaching you and helping you and loaning you money and shit.”

				Chief Thomas, a dark scowl on his face, rose to his feet. “If you didn’t set that fire, you have nothing to worry about. So what if Sadie and Dawson have hired an independent investigator?”

				Sly’s mouth opened and closed twice before he managed to say, “Silver Springs can handle the investigation! We have competent personnel. You’ve said so yourself.”

				“That’s true. But if Sadie and Dawson want to pay for someone else to redo the same work, I’m fine with it, because being ‘fine with it’ proves that the department isn’t trying to hide anything, that we’re not merely trying to cover your ass. That aspect should appeal to you, too. If their arson inspector can’t prove you’re guilty, you’ll never have to worry about this popping up again.”

				“What if he pretends to find something that isn’t there?” Sly asked.

				“What are you talking about?” Thomas snapped. “Why would he do that?”

				“Who knows? Maybe they’re paying him a little extra.” Sly focused on Sadie. “Get rid of the investigator, too, or I’m not making any deals with you.”

				Sadie couldn’t go that far. If he set the fire, it wasn’t safe to leave him out on the streets. Even if she could get free of him, what would happen to the next woman who became part of his life? “I’m sorry. It’s too late for that. He’ll be here today—in just another hour.”

				“You could meet him at the property and send him away.”

				“That’s true.” She adjusted her purse in her lap. “But I won’t. I have to do this for my own peace of mind. You say you didn’t do it. I’d like to believe you. But I can’t take your word for it. I need to see what he has to say.”

				He kicked over a can near his feet. “You’re so full of bullshit! You come here with my boss, pretending to offer me an olive branch, but you’re still going after me.”

				Thomas lifted one eyebrow. “She’s not going after you. She’s going after the criminal who set fire to her house, right?”

				Sly flung out a hand. “You’re taking her side?”

				Thomas stared him down. “You know what? You’re really starting to piss me off. She’s offering you a fair deal. I suggest you take it.”

				“You couldn’t possibly understand all the nuances between us,” Sly argued.

				“I don’t need to,” Thomas said. “You’re essentially divorced. She has the right to move on. And you’re going to let her do it. Furthermore, if you set that fire, you’re going to prison. It’s that simple.”

				Although Sadie had always suspected Sly was the culprit, she was never more positive of it than in that moment. Something about his expression gave him away. But when he quickly recovered and shouted, “I had nothing to do with it!” he was so convincing.

				Was she wrong?

				She wanted to believe she was. She just couldn’t.

				“Good. Then you have nothing to worry about,” Thomas said. “So we can leave, knowing that you’re going to leave both Sadie and Dawson alone in the future. Is that true?”

				“Of course,” Sly grumbled, now sullen, but Sadie knew then that she’d wasted her time coming here. Regardless of what he told Chief Thomas, Sly wouldn’t back off. Maybe he would’ve appreciated her concessions on the restraining order and the divorce if he didn’t have something much bigger to worry about. But he did. He had the fire. And if the truth came out, he’d lose everything that mattered to him, including his freedom.

				As Sadie walked out, she realized there was no telling what he might do. She’d never had more reason to be frightened of him.
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				Dawson heard his name and turned to find a petite woman with a long black braid and skin like burnished copper standing at the edge of the field, trying to get his attention. Aiyana. He’d called her this morning, to thank her for sending Eli and Gavin over to clean, even though he wouldn’t let them, and to tell her how things had gone with the state yesterday—that Ms. Strauss was tentatively in favor of letting Angela come home. But his onetime school administrator had been busy and hadn’t been able to talk more than a few minutes. She’d said she’d call back, that she really needed to have a longer conversation with him.

				Evidently, she’d decided to swing by the farm instead.

				He didn’t mind. He’d missed her—just didn’t realize how much until he saw her beaming at him. He should’ve reached out to her as soon as he was released from jail. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t.

				Stopping his tractor, he wiped the sweat from his face, climbed down and walked over so that she wouldn’t have to come through the loose dirt in order to speak with him. “Hey, look who’s here! Silver Springs royalty,” he said.

				“Oh, listen to you,” she responded with a laugh.

				He was too dirty, wouldn’t have made physical contact, but she didn’t give him a choice. She grabbed him as soon as she could reach him, dirt, sweat and all.

				Clasping her to him, he swung her around. She was the closest thing he had to a mother these days, so he wasn’t in any hurry to break the embrace. He closed his eyes and smiled to himself as she gave him a convincing squeeze, one that felt a lot like “I love you.”

				“It’s good to see you, especially looking so fit and handsome,” she said when he put her down.

				“Fit? Is that how I look?” he said with a laugh. “I was thinking dirty might be more appropriate.”

				“Okay, dirty but strong as an ox.”

				He bent to knock some of the dust off the bottom of the long, colorful skirt she wore. “Maybe that hug wasn’t such a good idea.”

				She made a sound that signified she wasn’t concerned. “Who cares about a little dirt here and there? I’ve washed these clothes before, I can wash them again.”

				“You’ve always been able to focus on what’s important.” Without her perspective, and the fact that she’d entered his life at such a critical juncture, he wasn’t sure what he’d be like today. She was the one who’d helped him make sense of the world, who’d taught him to live a more disciplined life. She’d also facilitated his adoption by the Reeds—had approached them with the idea of taking in one of her “boys” with the promise that she had the “perfect” one in mind.

				“Because I’m older than I look. Perspective comes with age,” she said with a wink. “So how are you really—on the inside? Coping okay?”

				He sobered. “Managing. How are things out at the ranch?”

				She tossed her braid, which had come around front, over her shoulder. “Busy as ever. That’s why it took me so long to pay you a visit—that and I didn’t want to descend on you before you were ready for company. Sometimes it’s easier to deal with pain when we have a little space. At least I’m that way. But I hope you know I’ve been thinking about you, pulling for you—and I’m always available if you need me.”

				“I do know that. It means a lot. Thank you.” He gestured toward the porch. “Should we sit for a minute? Can I get you something to drink?”

				“I’ll take a chair, but I don’t need a drink. I won’t interrupt you for long. I just had to see you with my own eyes—needed the reassurance.”

				“I’m glad you’re here.”

				She chose the old rocker where his mother used to read on long summer evenings while waiting for his father to come in from the fields. Dawson felt a tinge of nostalgia at the sight of her sitting there. His mother should still be alive to enjoy those quiet hours before dusk. Why would anyone harm such a fine person?

				It didn’t make sense, especially the way it happened, so randomly. But after getting to know the men he’d served time with, Dawson understood that senseless crimes were perpetrated far too often. Some of the things the men he’d met liked to talk about turned his stomach. He wouldn’t let someone just like them get away with murdering his folks. He’d made himself that promise. But it would help if he could hear from Oscar Hunt at Safety First. There’d been no word since Dawson had spoken to Big Red on Monday.

				Was the man who installed Alex’s bunker still at a remote location with no cell service? Or had Big Red either forgotten or not bothered to pass along the message?

				Dawson decided he’d let one more day go by and then call again. “Are you sure I can’t get you something to drink?” he asked Aiyana.

				“I might not be here long enough.” A wry grin claimed her lips. “I’m afraid you’ll send me away the moment you hear what I’d like to talk about.”

				Dawson tensed for the first time since realizing he had a visitor. “Something wrong?”

				“Not wrong, exactly. It’s just that...I don’t want to see you get into any more trouble.”

				He sank into the seat not far from her. “You think I’m headed for trouble?”

				She glanced around. “Sadie isn’t here, is she? I didn’t see her car in the drive...”

				“No. She left a couple of hours ago. She had to drop Jayden off at the babysitter’s so she could meet the arson investigator at the house she was renting. You heard about the fire...”

				“I did. How upsetting.”

				“No kidding.”

				She peered closer at him. “Sounds like you and Sadie are close.”

				“I’ve hired her to be Angela’s caregiver.”

				“Eli mentioned that. I also heard she’s been staying here since the fire.”

				“She is.”

				“How’s that working out?”

				“Great. She’s doing a fine job helping me get this place ready.”

				“I like Sadie, Dawson. She seems like a nice girl.” She shifted uncomfortably. “But that ex-husband of hers. I felt a niggle of concern when Eli first mentioned that she was here, but that niggle turned into something much more akin to panic when I ran into Lolita, who happens to be a friend of mine, at the grocery store yesterday.”

				“Lolita from the diner.”

				“Yes. She told me that Sly had to be dragged from the restaurant on Sunday, that he nearly attacked Sadie.”

				Dawson grimaced. “He’s an asshole. There’s no way he should be on the force.”

				“I agree. He’s too volatile to be a police officer. But that isn’t up to either of us. We have to deal with what is.”

				“Meaning...”

				“You should keep your distance from Sly Harris, even if you have to keep your distance from Sadie to accomplish it. I know it’s none of my business, but when I imagine all the heartache you’ve already endured, I can’t bear the thought of you finding more trouble. That’s why I’m here.” She gave him a sheepish look. “Now...do you still want to offer me a drink?”

				“Of course. But I should warn you that it’s too late to stop anything where Sadie’s involved. I’ve already bought in.”

				“You can always let her go. There’s got to be someone else who can help you out here, and with Angela.”

				“The point is...I don’t want anyone else.”

				She reared back in apparent surprise. “You’re saying you care about her.”

				He stared out across the fields, at his tractor sitting in the middle of the section he’d been getting ready for planting, and the tree, in the distance, by which he’d buried his folks. He loved this farm. Loved the land, the area. He had a lot of good memories here. This was where he’d finally found home. He felt that same sense of having found something important, something he both needed and wanted, in Sadie. And he, of all people, knew better than to think that was an easy thing to come by. “I do.”

				“Already?”

				He stretched his neck. “Neither one of us are in a good situation. We recognize that. But she’s brought some happiness and companionship back into my life. I’m not going to let Sly take that away from me. We deserve the chance to see if it goes anywhere.”

				Aiyana crossed her legs and smoothed her skirt. “Well. That changes things, I suppose.”

				He arched his eyebrows. “It does? In what way?”

				“Makes it worth the risk.”

				She spoke so matter-of-factly he had to laugh. “You’re going to change your mind that easily?”

				“What can I say?” She sighed in an exaggerated fashion. “I’m a romantic. To me, love is always worth the risk.”

				“I don’t know that it’s love,” he said, trying to back her off a little. “Not yet. Who can say where it will go? But there’s a chance. I definitely feel...a spark.”

				“Even the hope of love is worth the risk,” she clarified.

				“Good. Then how about a cup of coffee?”

				“Why not?”

				He jerked his head toward the house. “Come on in. I’ll make a fresh pot.”

				“What do you think of Sadie’s son?” she asked as she followed him inside.

				“Jayden’s a great kid. Why?”

				“I’m just curious how you’d feel about becoming a father.”

				“Whoa!” Stopping, he turned to face her. “That’s really jumping ahead. Let me get used to having a girlfriend—with a cute boy—first.”

				Some of her enthusiasm dimmed. “You realize that Sly will be part of your life for as long as you’re with Sadie...”

				“Hopefully, he won’t be part of her life or mine, no matter what happens.”

				“That’s unrealistic. Jayden’s his son.”

				He led her into the kitchen and motioned her into a seat as he started the coffee. “We believe he set the fire that nearly burned down her rental, Aiyana. And if we can prove it, he’ll go to prison.”

				She looked aghast. “You can’t be serious! I’ve heard rumors rumbling around town that she’s accused him, but I never dreamed it was a real possibility.”

				“It’s real, all right.” He explained the logic behind their suspicion while the coffee percolated. By the time he carried two cups over to the table, they’d already moved on to how much she liked Eli’s fiancée, Cora, how she wished Gavin and some of her other boys could find a good woman and settle down and how much attendance at the school she’d founded so long ago had grown over the years. She said they had more students than ever.

				Dawson enjoyed the conversation. He especially liked hearing that she was dating someone herself, after being alone for so long. Cal Buchanan, a local cattle rancher, had always had a thing for her. He used to hang around the school as much as possible, even when Dawson was going there. Apparently, they were openly seeing each other now. Aiyana even admitted that he’d asked her to marry him—and that she was considering it.

				Their conversation made Dawson feel more normal than anything since he’d been released from jail. He had work to do, but he was still sorry to see her go when she left an hour later. He waved as she backed down the drive. Then he whistled some silly tune as he walked toward the place where he’d been working. But before he could reach his tractor, he saw a section of plants off in the distance that looked as if they’d been mowed down—something he probably wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been taking his time and looking around, taking stock of everything. He was usually too focused on what lay directly in front of him to pay much attention to what lay off to one side.

				Curious to see what’d caused the damage, he followed the canal to where it looked as if a car had driven into his crops while making a three-point turn in order to go back the way it had come.

				“What the hell,” he muttered as he squatted to finger the tire tracks. He hadn’t driven his truck back here, not in ages. Which meant someone else had to have come recently—and, judging by the number of times a vehicle had turned around in this very spot, more than once. But why would anyone come here the first time, let alone again and again? There was nothing but dirt and artichoke plants.

				Unless...

				Dawson stood and turned. He had an unobstructed view of the house from this vantage point, and it wasn’t that far away.

				A creeping sensation came over him as he realized that this would be the perfect place to park at night if someone wanted to do a little snooping—on him and Sadie. And Dawson had a good idea who that person might be.

				* * *

				Dawson was trying to call her, but Sadie couldn’t talk right now. The arson investigator had just pulled into the drive and was walking up to greet her. He was late, thanks to traffic he’d encountered leaving Los Angeles. When he’d let her know it’d be an extra hour or so, Chief Thomas, who’d been planning to meet him with her, had gone to the station and left her to handle the appointment on her own. He’d also given her permission to go in and get what was left of her belongings. He told her the firefighters had salvaged what they could and staged it in the kitchen, where she’d be able to get to it from the back door. They didn’t want her to go anywhere near the side that had been burned for fear she might get hurt. She probably could’ve searched through what they’d saved while she waited for Mr. Steele, but she’d been putting that off. She didn’t want to be too emotional when the arson investigator arrived.

				Normally, Maude and Vern—or at the least Maude—would’ve kept her busy chatting, but they were gone today, visiting their daughter in Palm Springs. So Sadie had been sitting alone on their patio, using the internet on her phone to entertain herself while she waited.

				Planning to call Dawson back later, she silenced his ring before sticking out her hand to shake with the stern-looking, military type who was, apparently, her arson investigator. “Sadie Harris. Thank you for coming.”

				“Damian Steele.”

				His name sounded like a movie star’s. She supposed it was fitting that he lived in LA.

				“So,” she said, “is there anything you need from me?”

				He had a notebook in his left hand, seemed ready to get down to business. “Nope. Just access.” He gestured at the scarred building in front of them. “Looks like I’ve got that, since this must be the place.”

				“Yes.” Surprisingly, when the wind kicked up, she could still smell the acrid scent of smoke. “I’ve got the key if you’d like to get inside.”

				“I do. I’ll take a look at everything.”

				At least he seemed thorough.

				She handed him the key and returned to Maude’s patio while he brought some paint cans and other things from his vehicle and walked the perimeter of the property before kneeling on the left side, where the fire had started. He spent some time there, collecting samples he put in those cans before going inside.

				Sadie would’ve trailed after him—she was dying to see the house. But she wasn’t supposed to go anywhere except the kitchen, and something about the efficiency of his actions and his complete absorption made her feel like she might mess up his mojo or something if she tried.

				While he was in the house, she returned Dawson’s call. “What’s up?”

				“Has the arson investigator arrived yet?” he asked.

				“Just got here.” She’d texted him about the delay, but he hadn’t responded. She’d assumed he was too engrossed in his work.

				“What’s he saying? Anything?”

				“Not yet. He’s looking it all over carefully, taking samples.”

				“Have you been inside?”

				“No. Call me superstitious, but there’s so much riding on this. I don’t want to have touched or disturbed one little thing, for fear that will be the one thing that might have given the culprit away if I hadn’t.”

				“I doubt you have to worry about that inside.”

				“Still. I’m staying away from everything until he’s done. I’ve waited this long, you know? I can wait another hour or so. Then I’ll go in and...and comb through what’s left.”

				He must’ve heard the anxiety in her voice, because he said, “Do you want me to come over and help with that?”

				It was a nice offer. The people of Silver Springs would be surprised to learn how sensitive he could be. But she preferred to do it alone. The fire had not only forced her out of her rental, it had acted like an ax, severing the last of the bond between her and Sly. She was looking forward to having a few minutes in her old space, even if it was just the kitchen, to savor the fact that she no longer had to smile when she opened the door to him. No longer had to pretend she wasn’t dying a little inside when he insisted on spending time with her and Jayden. No longer had to worry that he’d hit her up for sex and put her in the position of trying to say no without starting a major argument. She had other things to worry about, of course—everything she’d been trying to avoid by making nice for so long—but there was a strange sort of relief in escaping her old problems even if it meant taking on new ones.

				She also wasn’t sure how she’d hold up if the photos of her parents and Jayden’s baby pictures had been ruined, didn’t want Dawson to see her go to pieces if they were gone any more than she wanted the arson investigator to witness such a scene. “No, I’ve got it.”

				“Okay.”

				She expected him to say goodbye and hang up, but he didn’t.

				“I found something a few minutes ago, something that has me concerned,” he said.

				“What’s that?” she asked.

				“Tire tracks, out near the canal at the back of the property. Someone’s been sitting out there, watching the house.”

				Her stomach tightened. “And you think it was Sly.”

				“Who else could it be?”

				Her ex had kept close tabs on her ever since she left him—even before that. But she didn’t want to believe he was sneaking around the farm after he’d been warned by Chief Thomas to stay away. If he wasn’t careful, he’d get himself kicked off the force. Then where would he be? “Maybe some teenagers were out there partying—smoking pot or having sex.”

				“I’d be more tempted to pass it off as harmless if whoever it was had come only once. But I can see where a vehicle—the same vehicle judging by the similarity of the tracks—has been in and out of here at least three times since the last rain, and that was the day I hired you, remember?”

				A chill rolled down her spine. She wished she could continue to argue that those tracks might be innocuous, but she couldn’t. It would be like Sly to press his luck in that way.

				So what, exactly, had he been up to? Had he been peeking through the windows? Stolen or booby-trapped something? Was he running some kind of surveillance so that he’d know exactly what was going on?

				As extreme as that sounded, it was plausible. After what she’d seen this morning—the state of the house and the way Sly had been living—she thought he was coming completely undone. “I remember the rain.”

				“Not only that, but I found a back window that looks like it’s been tampered with. I’m afraid he’s been inside the house. That’s what really concerns me.”

				“No!”

				“Yes.”

				She’d thought she was relatively safe, living with Dawson. But instead of causing Sly to back off, it’d provoked him further. He had a weapon—issued by the city, no less—and he knew how to use it. He could hurt, even kill, both of them. Maybe Jayden, too.

				“You’ve been confident that the pride he takes in being a police officer would hold him in check—”

				“Chief Thomas has an eye on him and he knows it,” she said, hoping to justify that confidence.

				“But he doesn’t seem to be respecting his boundaries even still.”

				“He isn’t doing well,” she confided.

				There was a slight pause. “What do you mean? You’ve talked to him?”

				“Chief Thomas and I went over there this morning.”

				“What for?”

				She’d done it for a lot of reasons. Dawson was one of those reasons. But so was Jayden. “He still has partial custody of my son. Legally, I have to let Jayden spend the weekend at his place. But with the way things stand between us, it’s going to be terrifying for me to see that happen.”

				“You told me Sly hasn’t taken much interest in Jayden since you left him.”

				“That’s true—so far. He rarely exercised his visitation rights. Even when he did, he kept Jayden for only a few hours or, once in a great while, overnight. He didn’t want to make my life any easier, didn’t want to allow me the chance to have some fun or date. Making sure I always had Jayden was another way he could control me. But now that he knows I’m sleeping with you, that having Jayden isn’t standing in the way, I’m afraid he’ll take him just to show he can. In other words, he’ll do whatever I’d rather he didn’t. That’s all I can rely on where he’s concerned. So, in an effort to get ahead of that, I tried to calm him down, to call a truce.”

				“How’d that go?”

				“Not so good,” she admitted. “Sly has always been fastidious when it comes to his personal hygiene and belongings. But the house must’ve been a wreck, because he wouldn’t let us in. He had us meet him around back. Even the patio was nothing like I’ve ever seen it before. He’s partying a lot, and not cleaning up. And he’s not limiting that kind of behavior to the weekend. He reeked of alcohol when he opened the door, gave me the impression he was up drinking until very late.”

				“Probably because he didn’t start until he got back from spying on us,” Dawson said with a dose of sarcasm. “Anyway, how’d he treat you?”

				“Very coolly. He’s blaming me for everything that’s going wrong in his life, can’t see how he’s contributing to his own downfall. I told him I’ll accept his latest offer on child support and forgo any alimony, and that I’d stop pushing for a restraining order, which would take some of the pressure off him at work, if he’ll just stop trying to cause trouble and leave us alone. But I don’t think it’ll do any good. He demanded that I also call off the arson investigator.”

				“I hope you refused. You must have, since the investigator is there.”

				“Yes.”

				“What’d Sly say then?”

				“He got belligerent again.”

				Dawson made no reply.

				“Hello?” Sadie said into the silence. “You still there?”

				“Yeah.”

				She brushed a few fallen leaves off the patio table. “What are you thinking?”

				“That I hope he comes back to the farm tonight.”

				“Why?”

				“Because the next time he sets foot on my property, I’ll be waiting for him.”

				Sadie gripped the phone tighter. This was not going the way she wanted. “Don’t even talk like that. Don’t you see how dangerous a private, late-night encounter with him could be?” Dawson was beginning to feel some of the frustration and desperation she’d felt for a long time, which was only making the situation more volatile.

				“I can’t allow him to skulk around the house,” he said. “If he’s trespassing, I’m going to do something about it.”

				Sadie pulled her sleeve down over her free hand. It was colder out than she’d expected. “And what happens if it comes to an altercation?”

				“I guess he’ll learn that I’m not going to tolerate his bullshit.”

				“No. Don’t you see? He’s willing to go further than you are. He proved that when he almost drew his gun the night of the fire—which means you could get hurt instead. And even if you don’t, you could be arrested if you hurt him.”

				“Chief Thomas knows Sly’s been out of line.”

				“So? He also thinks you killed your parents! He won’t protect you. If, in making sure Sly gets what’s coming to him, you go back behind bars, Thomas will think justice has been served all the way around. Two problems solved at once.”

				“I have to do something! I can’t wait for him to murder us in our sleep. After what happened to my parents, I have to be able to protect those I care about.”

				Sadie caught her breath. Had he really just said that? She’d promised herself, if she could only get away from Sly, she’d never give any man the right to lay claim on her again. She couldn’t afford to make another mistake. But she couldn’t pretend she didn’t have feelings for Dawson. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t known each other all that long.

				She needed to get out on her own. To figure out who she was these days and what she wanted.

				“I understand,” she said. “We just have to be careful. Let’s get Chief Thomas involved, have him waiting for Sly if he comes back tonight.”

				“What will that do?”

				“It’ll prove that he’s disobeying orders. Did you get pictures of those tire tracks?”

				“I did.”

				“Email them to him.”

				“Even if I do, and Thomas agrees to come out here, he’ll just confront Sly and send him home. He won’t arrest him, Sadie. He may suspend him, but then Sly will have even more reason to hate us—and more time to act on that hate.”

				“But we only have to avoid trouble until the investigation here is complete. Hopefully, that won’t take too long.”

				“And if Damian Steele doesn’t find anything?”

				“I’m hoping it won’t go that way,” she said, because if there was no evidence linking Sly to the fire, she’d have only one escape. She’d have to leave, find someplace Sly could never find her, as she’d been thinking of doing before.

				Then whether or not she was falling in love with Dawson would be a moot point. She’d have to sever ties regardless.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				25

				Dawson felt uneasy as he hung up. He didn’t have any good options when it came to stopping Sly Harris. That meant he had to at least try to go about it the “right” way. But he’d be giving up the element of surprise, and for what? He had no trust for the local authorities, wasn’t sure sacrificing that advantage would do any good in the end, especially because asking for their help included the expectation that they would act against one of their own.

				He’d already lost so much. He didn’t want to lose any more. But he couldn’t figure out a better way to go.

				He was just about to give in and call Chief Thomas when his phone rang. The number wasn’t one he recognized—there was no name attached to it—but he was glad he answered.

				“This is Oscar Hunt.” The caller spoke in a loud, gruff voice. “Big Red told me to give you a jingle.”

				Oscar. At last. The possibility this man represented set off a riot of butterflies in Dawson’s stomach. “Yes, thank you. I appreciate you getting back to me.”

				“No problem. Red said you’re calling about that vagrant I met in Silver Springs a year ago, when your folks were killed. But I’m not sure I’m going to be able to help you. I mean...what more can I do? I went to the police, gave them a full report.”

				Somehow Dawson’s defense attorneys had never been made aware of that report. Otherwise, they would’ve tracked this guy down and asked him to testify. “Do you remember who you talked to?”

				“No. It’s been too long. But I’m pretty sure it was the detective investigating the case. I remember, because they had me wait at the station until he could come in even though he’d left for the day.”

				“John Garbo.”

				“That sounds right.”

				“Would you recognize him if you saw him?”

				“Certainly. I’ve never given a statement before, so it was memorable. The detective was a strange-looking fella. Built like a cannonball. Bald. Funny little triangle of hair below his bottom lip.”

				That was John Garbo, all right. He had to be the only man in Silver Springs who was over forty sporting a soul patch on his chin. So what’d happened to that report? Had he deep-sixed it? Stuck it in with a pile of papers no one would ever go through? Maybe he’d put it in the file and just hadn’t mentioned it to anyone. From the beginning he’d been so sure that Dawson was his man he hadn’t been willing to take a close look at anything that didn’t fit the case he was building—just like Dawson’s attorneys had said. “What’d you tell him?”

				“Just what I saw, man. That there was a tall, skinny dude trying to bum a ride to Santa Barbara at the station right there as you come out of town.”

				The memory of that night, the fight that had ensued when the dude wouldn’t get out of his truck and the creepy sense that he wasn’t right in the head made Dawson slightly queasy to this day. By the time he’d gotten rid of his belligerent passenger, he’d had such a terrible feeling about him—as if he’d been lucky to get away. And then he’d found his parents dead. “When did you see this ‘tall, skinny’ dude?”

				“Night before Valentine’s Day, around ten-thirty.”

				That was the night his parents were killed, all right. “How can you be so specific? It’s been over a year.” Dawson didn’t want to get suckered in by one of those strange people who fed off the excitement surrounding a high-profile case and tried to insert himself in it. Hard as it was to believe, he knew there were such people.

				“Easy. I worked fifteen hours that day so that I could finish the bunker I was building in time to head home to my family. Still didn’t get done, had to go back two times after because I’d screwed up and needed to fix what I’d done wrong, but I wanted to be there for Valentine’s Day. My wife had just received a call from her doctor, saying she was cancer-free. We were going to celebrate.”

				“Congratulations,” Dawson said. “I hope your wife is still in remission...”

				“Sure is. Just had her annual checkup.”

				“That’s wonderful. So...you were returning to Santa Barbara?”

				“Yeah. I would’ve given the guy a ride, but I had so much equipment in the back of my truck that I’d had to put my luggage in front. Wasn’t room.”

				Too bad Dawson hadn’t also refused. But he’d felt confident he could handle himself, if necessary, and he’d never dreamed he’d need to fear for his family. “He spoke to you? Asked you for a ride?”

				“He did. I was sort of tempted to figure out a way to make it work, like I said. But I was too loaded.”

				“When did you go to the police to let them know you’d seen this person?”

				“Not until a few weeks later. I learned of the murders when everyone else did. It was all over the news. But I didn’t think I had any information—not until after they arrested you and I saw a clip where the anchor gave your version of the night’s events. Then I realized that I’d seen the same guy.”

				“You don’t happen to know where that hitchhiker is now...” Dawson held his breath, but the crushing response came anyway.

				“No clue. Could be anywhere.”

				Dawson let his breath go as he struggled to cope with the bitter disappointment. But then Oscar spoke again.

				“I can tell you what he was doing in town, though.”

				“You can?” Dawson’s hope skyrocketed again, almost giving him an emotional whiplash.

				“Yep. Told me he came to see his little brother at the boys ranch you folks got out there.”

				“New Horizons.”

				“That’s it. I remember because he was royally pissed that they made him leave at lights-out, wouldn’t let him stay on campus even though he had no way to get back to Santa Barbara, where he had friends.”

				Dawson clenched his fist. There was the connection he’d been looking for, and what a hopeful connection it was! His heart began to race as he considered the implications. Because of privacy laws, Aiyana wouldn’t be able to give him a list of all the students she had a year ago, but she had to have access to such a list, and he felt certain she’d be willing to call them all herself, if need be.

				Dropping his head in his free hand, he had to blink several times to overcome a sudden upwelling of emotion. At last, he had a small break that could lead to the one thing he craved more than anything else: justice. “Thank God.”

				“You don’t think what I’ve told you will do any good, though, do you?” Oscar asked. “I mean it didn’t do any good when I reported it last year.”

				Filled with a new sense of resolve, Dawson lifted his head. “I didn’t know about it last year.”

				* * *

				Chief Thomas had asked Sadie to call him when the arson investigator was done. He wanted to meet him, to speak with him. She’d just texted Dawson that he was leaving soon and was about to let Chief Thomas know as well when Damian Steele said he was going to swing by the police station on his way out of town, anyway. Figuring that would take care of it, she asked if he’d found anything.

				He explained that he needed to do some more research and run a few tests before answering that question, but he left her with the promise that he’d be in touch as soon as he had any news.

				“Something has to go my way eventually,” she muttered as she walked around to the back.

				A flood of nervous energy made her feel slightly shaky as she opened the door and saw all of her belongings from the living room, bedroom and bathroom piled up and crammed into the small kitchen. She wouldn’t be able to get through to the living room from here even if she wanted to go in there. The firefighters had blocked it off. But, after taking a cursory glance at the towels, one nightstand, a side table, two lamps and a couple of boxes of storage items from the coat closet, she realized that there were no surprises here. The couch must’ve been destroyed. The mattress she’d used as a bed and a second rickety nightstand were gone, too. So were a lot of Jayden’s clothes and toys and her own clothes. Everything that had been against or near the wall that went up in flames would need to be replaced.

				Thankfully, none of those items held any sentimental value. But neither did any of the stuff in here. She went through the boxes carefully, just in case someone had put her photographs inside without making a note of the fact that they’d found the one thing she’d been asking for. But there were no pictures.

				Her hands felt clammy and she had a tension headache by the time she finished. She’d been told to stay out of the other side of the house, but she’d watched Damian Steele go in there and come out unscathed, and she wasn’t about to wait another day before launching a full-fledged search for her photos. She needed some resolution, some peace of mind there, at least.

				She went outside and around to the front, where she made sure no one was watching before letting herself into the living room.

				The sun poured through large holes between the burned studs of the left wall. Almost everything below that was scorched black and looked ready to disintegrate. She didn’t want that to happen while she was there. With her luck, the roof would collapse. But she needed only a few minutes, just enough time to look in places the firefighters and police might not have thought to check.

				Problem was, her house was so small that there weren’t a lot of places her pictures could be. She might’ve taken them out and left them on the couch. She’d been doing a little scrapbooking to pass the time. But she didn’t think that was the case. Dawson had been on the couch one of the nights before the fire, and she was pretty sure she’d remember if she’d had to move the plastic container she kept them in.

				The side table had a sliding door. Maybe she’d stuck them in there and the firefighters hadn’t noticed that it opened...

				She found some pictures Jayden had colored or drawn at Petra’s that she’d saved. Surprisingly enough, they were okay. The table had protected them. She was happy to find something that held sentimental value, but those hand-drawn pictures couldn’t replace the photographs she’d had a professional take of him as a baby, or the photographs of her parents.

				Where could she have put that plastic case? It had to have been in the closet, under the couch or in this side table.

				Unless she’d shoved it in the bottom of the painted armoire in her bedroom. She’d had more clothes before the fire, but still not a great deal. There’d always been plenty of room in that armoire. She’d put various odds and ends in there...

				The bedroom had suffered more damage than the living room. A lot of the floor was gone, showing the crawl space underneath. She tested each step to make sure it wasn’t going to give beneath her weight as she moved gingerly to the charred armoire near the devoured mattress where she and Jayden had slept for the year she’d been separated from Sly. The sight of it frightened her. Had she not been sufficiently awakened and capable of getting them out...

				If Sly set that fire, he really had lost his mind, she decided.

				She couldn’t get the armoire open. It was too damaged. Filled with renewed hope—because a jammed armoire door could easily explain why the firefighters hadn’t found the plastic container she’d requested—she used a crowbar from the Clevengers’ garage to break open the door.

				That was where her hope died. Although she had some books, various notes, bills and checking account information in there, stacked on the small shelves to one side, the pictures she most wanted weren’t to be found.

				This was the last place they could be. She wouldn’t have put them in the attic or crawl space. She was afraid of spiders, avoided those places entirely—and had no need to use them. She hadn’t had enough belongings to worry about the extra storage space.

				Standing back, she stared glumly at the odds and ends she’d discovered. There were a few loose pictures of Jayden, but they weren’t the ones she loved the most. The ones taken when he was nine months, that had best captured his sweet little smile and spirit at the time, were gone. So were the only pictures she had of her parents.

				Sadie had never felt more alone in the world than at this very moment. She was standing in a house she believed her ex-husband had torched, most of her stuff was damaged or destroyed and everything that really mattered to her was gone. Not only that, if she couldn’t figure out some way to tie Sly to what he’d done, she’d be facing the daunting prospect of moving to a completely new place, where she wouldn’t know a soul, in order to be rid of him for good. How would she start over without so much as a babysitter she felt she could trust to watch Jayden while she worked? Where would she go? What would she do?

				She wished she could talk to her mother, wished she hadn’t lost her so soon. Her father had done a good job in her mother’s absence, but then she’d lost him, too. She’d had only Sly in her life from that point forward, dominating and controlling everything and making her doubt her own abilities—sometimes even her sanity.

				She didn’t try to stop the tears that rolled down her cheeks. Crying was self-indulgent. She was feeling sorry for herself and she shouldn’t, but she didn’t care. The sense of loss was too overwhelming. Pictures were only pictures, but the people those pictures represented were gone, and the pictures were all she’d had left.

				She didn’t hear the door. She’d sunk to the floor, buried her face in her arms, which rested on her knees, and was sobbing like a child when she heard her name.

				Startled, she looked up to see Dawson crouched beside her.

				“Everything’s going to be okay,” he said as he drew her to her feet and pulled her into his arms.

				“They’re gone,” she said, her voice muffled by his shirt. “All of my pictures. I feel like I can’t even remember what my mother looked like without them.”

				He didn’t say anything, just held her close.

				“I hate him,” she said after gulping for breath. “I hate him and I hate love. Love is what got me into this. I don’t ever want to love anyone again.”

				She was essentially telling him she didn’t want to love him, either, but that didn’t seem to upset him. Maybe he knew it was too late, that love had already made a joke of her words, because his hands were gentle as they moved in a comforting fashion over her back. “Love isn’t the problem, Sadie,” he said, his voice soothing. “Love is the answer. That’s what makes life worth living.”

				“It’s made my life a living hell.” And she knew it wasn’t going to get easier if she had to leave town, leave him. She lifted her head to peer into his face. “Why’d you take me in? Have you lost your mind? Look at me! I’m in such a mess. I have a little boy to take care of and literally nothing to take care of him with.”

				“You have all you need,” he said. “You’ll see.”

				She scowled in defiance. “You didn’t answer my question. You should’ve turned me away, especially once you realized my ex is a freaking psychopath. I gave you the chance. Now you’re having to deal with his actions, too.”

				A contemplative expression claimed his face as he smoothed the hair out of her eyes. “I don’t know why. I guess if you search hard enough, there’s always a glimmer of sunshine in life. I used to watch for it through the slats of my cell. That was literal sunshine, of course. It’s what kept me hanging on—that little patch of light. Not a lot to cling to, but enough. I see something similar, something hopeful and warm, when I look at you.”

				She studied his handsome features. “I make you feel better?”

				“You do. I told you before, you make me feel like a man again.”

				“Because we have mad, wild sex. We can’t keep our hands off each other,” she said sulkily.

				He tucked her hair behind her ears. “It’s more than that. At least it is for me.”

				It was a lot more than that for her, too, but she didn’t care to acknowledge the fact.

				“I like that I’m needed, wanted and able to help,” he added.

				Her heart was beating hard, knocking against her ribs. “That scares me to death.”

				He smiled. “What does?”

				“What if I fall in love with you? I can’t do that. I can’t trust my own heart. Not after what I’ve been through.”

				“Don’t worry about ‘what ifs’. We’re just going to take things one day at a time.”

				“But I doubt the investigator will come up with anything. I mean, look at this mess.” She gestured around her. “What can he or anyone else tell from this?” She kicked a burned shoe to one side. “It seems as if Sly always gets away with whatever he does. There’s no justice in the world, Dawson. What happened to you is a perfect example.”

				He wiped her tears with his thumbs. “It’s not over yet. For either one of us. But maybe I’m feeling optimistic because I heard from Oscar today.”

				She sniffed to stop her nose from running. “You did? What did he say? Does he remember the drifter?”

				“He does. He could also tell me why that drifter was in town. He’s the brother of one of the boys who went to New Horizons last year.”

				This was encouraging. “Which boy? And is he still at the school?”

				“That’s what I need to find out.”

				“Aiyana will jump all over that.”

				“I’ve already called her. She’s working on it. Could take a couple of days. Shouldn’t be much longer.”

				Sadie drew a deep breath. Hearing this news made a difference. So did having Dawson’s support. As much as she didn’t want to lean on him, didn’t want to admit that having him come, even though she told him he didn’t need to, made her feel capable of going on in spite of the despair. “That’s wonderful,” she said.

				He frowned as he gazed around at the burned bedroom. “Are you sure your pictures are gone?”

				“I’ve looked everywhere. They’re not here. No plastic container. No pictures.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				“I guess we just have to take the blows life deals us and, when we get knocked down, get back up again, right?” What other choice did she have? She couldn’t give up.

				“That’s right. And you can do it. Getting up is hard, but it’s all that counts in the end.”

				With a nod, she slipped her hand in his. “Okay. Let’s go. I don’t want to be here anymore.”

				“Why don’t you ride with me? We’ll pick up Jayden and take him out for ice cream before coming back to get your car. Ice cream won’t fix everything, but—”

				She wiped the last of the wetness from her face. “It’s better than sobbing on the floor,” she finished with a broken laugh. “Thank you. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you the past couple of weeks.”

				He squeezed her hand. “Don’t even mention it. You’ve saved me, too.”

				That made her smile. She’d grieve over her pictures later, she told herself. When she had the fortitude. Right now she had to soldier on—for Dawson, who could have a chance at proving that the transient he encountered at the gas station was not only real but possibly culpable of his parents’ murder, and Jayden, who was depending on her to be strong.
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				There was no one at the ice cream parlor. That came as a relief to Sadie. She didn’t want to encounter anyone with her red, swollen eyes. Having to face the girl behind the counter was bad enough.

				They each picked their favorite flavor. Dawson got a double scoop of mocha almond fudge; she and Jayden each got a single cone of chocolate.

				Assuring her they’d come back to town to recover her car later, Dawson drove them home so they could prolong the peace they’d found together. That simple gesture, keeping her with him even though it wasn’t the most practical thing to do, made her appreciate him even more. She was falling in love again, all right. She didn’t want to be—especially with her future in Silver Springs being so uncertain—but she couldn’t deny what she was feeling, couldn’t pretend otherwise. That fact became all too clear when Jayden fell asleep on the way and, once Dawson carried him into the house for a nap, she caught hold of his hand before he could go out to work.

				“What is it?” he murmured, sounding surprised.

				She didn’t explain. She simply led him to his bedroom, where she closed and locked the door before peeling off his clothes. Because she didn’t know how long she’d get to be with him, she felt a certain urgency to make the most of every minute.

				Fortunately, he didn’t seem to mind another delay. “I’m glad that you’re getting comfortable with me,” he said.

				“I’ve never been like this,” she admitted. “I can’t get enough of you. I want to make love all the time.”

				“That makes two of us,” he said before his mouth came down on hers.

				The taste and feel of him ignited the same raw hunger she’d experienced when he made love to her before. From that moment on, Sadie was lost—sailing away on a rapid current of desire. After he took off her clothes, he picked her up and tossed her onto the bed, making her laugh. But once he climbed into bed with her, all levity disappeared. She closed her eyes, savoring the rush of eagerness and expectation that charged through her as his hands moved over her body. This was what desire felt like, she told herself.

				He seemed to be in no hurry, but when he eventually rolled her beneath him, the pressure of him pushing inside her, filling her, made her feel complete. She clung to him as he began to thrust, enjoying the slightly salty taste of his skin, the solidness of his chest as it slid against her bare breasts and the ropey muscles of his back she could feel bulging beneath her fingertips.

				“You’re so talented at this,” she gasped as the pleasure began to build.

				His laugh sounded ragged, proof that he was experiencing the same escalation of breathing and heart rate. “I don’t think this requires any talent.”

				“It requires a little intuition, at least. I’ve never felt anything like being with you.”

				He paused, resting part of his weight on his elbows as he stared down at her.

				“What?” she said, taken aback by the intensity of his gaze.

				“You’re not going to leave me, are you?” he asked softly.

				She didn’t know what to say. If they couldn’t tie Sly to that fire, couldn’t get him out of their lives, she’d be doing Dawson a favor by leaving. “I hope I won’t have to.”

				He frowned at her words, obviously not satisfied by her answer. But before he could press the issue, she dragged his mouth to hers, compelling him to move again. He did, and he spent the rest of Jayden’s nap convincing her with every kiss, every touch, that she’d be sorry if she didn’t stay.

				* * *

				They could hear Jayden playing with what few toys he had left in the next room. He was awake, but he seemed perfectly happy, so Sadie didn’t jump up to dress. She seemed reluctant to get out of bed, and Dawson felt the same way. Languid and satisfied, he closed his eyes as he rested his head on her shoulder and she raked her fingernails gently over his back. “It’s hard to make myself work when you’re around,” he teased.

				She smoothed his hair back. “Sorry I kept you from the fields. I know you’re feeling pressure to get things done.”

				His hand covered her breast. “Don’t be sorry. I wouldn’t have traded this for anything.”

				“It could’ve waited until later, I suppose.”

				“I don’t think it would’ve been the same.” He lifted his head to give her a lazy grin. “Sometimes you have to seize the moment, you know?” He put his head back down so she wouldn’t stop scratching. “Tonight wouldn’t have been a good option, anyway. We have a date with the chief of police.”

				She’d been so caught up in the fact that she’d lost her pictures, he could tell she hadn’t been thinking about what he’d discovered out by the canal. “You got a hold of him?”

				“Just before I saw you at the rental earlier. He’s coming tonight.”

				“You told him about the tire tracks?”

				“Yeah.”

				“And he believed you?”

				“I think so. He sat on the other end of the line in silence for a few seconds. Then he said Sly ‘better not’ be trespassing when he’d been told to stay away.”

				“Did you email him the pictures?”

				“I did, but I haven’t heard from him since then.”

				“So what’s the plan?”

				“He said he’d call a meeting to bring Sly to the station at the end of Sly’s shift. But instead of being there to conduct the meeting, Thomas is going to have someone else stand in for him while his wife drops him off out here. That way, we’ll know Sly is occupied while Thomas gets into position, and no one else on the force will know what’s going on.”

				“So they can’t alert him.”

				“Exactly.”

				“Then what?”

				He slid his hand down the curve of her waist. She’d been eating better lately. He could tell because she’d put on a few pounds, didn’t seem so anxious all the time. She deserved to have more peace of mind than Sly had given her. “Then we just wait and see what happens.”

				“What if Sly doesn’t come?”

				“We’ll have to try again tomorrow.”

				“How many times do you think Thomas will be willing to come out here?”

				“Not more than two or three. So...we have to hope, if Sly is stalking us, that he proves it soon.”

				Her phone started vibrating on the nightstand. She was getting a call. With a sigh that showed her reluctance to move, she leaned over to get it. “Speak of the devil,” she grumbled.

				“Seriously?” Dawson sat up. “He’s calling you right now?”

				“Should I answer?”

				“Might as well. See if you can get some idea what’s going through his mind.”

				“I can guess that.”

				“What would you guess?”

				The phone transferred to voice mail, but she didn’t put her phone down. “He has visitation rights this weekend, remember?”

				“You think he’s calling about that?”

				“What else? It’s the only thing that gives him a legitimate reason to get in touch in spite of what Chief Thomas said—to stay away.”

				“He can’t expect to take Jayden after setting that fire.”

				“He’s claiming he didn’t set the fire, remember?”

				“We know he did.” But how to handle this? “What happens if you refuse?”

				“The law would be on his side—unless I go through with the restraining order. That would probably stop him.”

				“You told him you wouldn’t do that.”

				“If he leaves us alone. You and I both know he won’t. Those tracks out back sort of prove it, right?”

				Her phone started to ring again. This time she answered it. “Hello?”

				Dawson felt the peace and tranquility they’d been enjoying disappear from the room, watched the old haunted look come over Sadie again.

				“But he doesn’t like baseball,” he heard her say. “I’m not trying to start a fight... I know it’s your weekend. It’s just... Never mind. Of course you can take him. That’ll be perfect. Dawson and I were thinking of going away for a couple of days, anyway.”

				This was news to Dawson, but he waited until she’d hung up to ask for the details. “What’s going on?”

				“He wants to take Jayden for the weekend. I knew he would. He’s looking for any way to get the best of me, and he knows he can always do that through my son.”

				“What was that bit about us going away for the weekend?”

				She shoved a hand through her hair. “My way of trying to fight back. If he thinks I want him to take Jayden, he’ll back out.”

				“Did he?”

				“Sadly, he didn’t fall for it.”

				“Damn. So now what? We can’t let Jayden go to his place. We can’t trust him.”

				The way she nibbled on her bottom lip suggested she was contemplating something.

				“Sadie?” Dawson prompted.

				“We need to rile him up, provoke him. If we make him mad enough, he’ll show up here tonight for sure.”

				“Where he’ll be caught by Chief Thomas.”

				“Yes. Then I’ll be able to go through with getting the restraining order, after all—with Chief Thomas’s blessing.”

				Dawson punched his pillow and propped it behind his head. “That wouldn’t take much. Just seeing us together would be enough to make him apoplectic.”

				She pecked his lips. “So how can we bump into him? We can’t exactly show up at his house.”

				“No, but he’s working this evening, right? Chief Thomas indicated as much. So let’s take Jayden to Petra’s—if anything happens, we won’t want him involved in it. Then we’ll drive around town, make sure we’re seen at the gas station, eating at the drive-in, shopping at the grocery store, having a drink at The Blue Suede Shoe. Who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky and run across him. He’ll be patrolling, so he should be keeping watch on what’s happening in town.”

				A rueful smile curved her lips. “I usually consider myself lucky if I don’t run across him.”

				“How often does that happen?”

				“Not often. He seems to find me no matter what—is always watching.”

				“Great. For once, his obsession will play in our favor.”

				“And driving around town together is harmless enough,” she said in a voice that suggested she was mulling it over. “We should be able to go where we want.”

				“Mommy?” The door handle jiggled as Jayden tried to come in.

				Sadie jumped out of bed and started pulling on her clothes. “What, honey?”

				“What are you doing?”

				She shot Dawson a guilty look. “Just...cleaning.”

				“Is Dawson cleaning with you?”

				Obviously, he’d heard their voices. Dawson couldn’t help grinning as she said, “Yes, we’re...ah...folding clothes.”

				There was a slight pause. Then Jayden said, “Can I come in?”

				“Of course. Just a sec.”

				Once they were both dressed and had made the bed, she took a stack of folded T-shirts out of the drawer before letting her son into the room.

				Dawson thought Jayden would go straight to Sadie. He was still a little groggy from his nap. But he slipped past her and lifted his arms for Dawson to pick him up. “Can we get more ice cream?” he asked as Dawson pulled the boy into his arms.

				“Not tonight, buddy. Maybe tomorrow, though.”

				Sadie lifted her eyebrows as if to say, “What’s up? My son goes to you instead of me?”

				Dawson winked at her, but he didn’t get a chance to say anything. This time his phone was ringing.

				He pulled it out of his pocket and tensed as he saw the caller ID: Stanley DeWitt. He was out of time on his promise to bring Angela home. She’d been calling him crying the past few days, telling him seven was seven and asking him to come pick her up. He had a difficult time getting through those calls because he didn’t know what to tell her. The state was taking its sweet time, even though he’d called Robin Strauss to let her know how hard the wait was on his sister and that the delay was forcing him to break a promise.

				“Is it Angela?” Sadie asked.

				He nodded.

				“Here, let me take Jayden so you can talk to her.”

				Dawson let Jayden go to his mother as he sat on the edge of the bed and pushed the Talk button. “Hello?”

				“You did it!” She spoke so loud he had to pull the phone away from his ear by a few centimeters. “You did it, Dawson, just like I knew you would. Megan says I can come home.” Someone spoke in the background, trying to calm her. “But only if I wait till Tuesday,” she added. “Not seven days. And not till Christmas. Just till Tuesday.”

				That was still five days, but she seemed pleased, so he didn’t point that out. He wasn’t quite sure whether to believe her in the first place. “Are you certain of that?” he asked.

				“Talk to Megan!”

				The phone transferred and Megan came on the line.

				“Is what Angela just told me true?” he asked.

				“It is.” He could hear the warmth in her voice. “The paperwork came through this morning. I’m sure they’ll be calling to let you know once we get it back to them, but from what I saw, she’s set to be released into your custody early next week.”

				“Wow.” He felt such relief he didn’t know what to say. He’d just come through another hard-fought battle—and won. First his freedom, then his sister’s. “That’s great.”

				“You’ll be able to come get her, right?”

				“Of course. I’ll be there as soon as she can leave.”

				“Great. We’ll let you know when, exactly, we can release her on Tuesday.”

				Sadie was standing in the doorway with Jayden, watching as he hit the End button.

				“What is it?” she asked.

				“I guess Ms. Strauss has finished her investigation.”

				“And?”

				“Angela’s coming home.”

				She put Jayden down and crossed over to him. “That’s wonderful, Dawson. I’m so happy for you,” she said and, resting her hands on his shoulders, kissed his forehead.

				He looked up at her in surprise. This was the first time she’d shown him any affection in front of her son. To him, that was significant. It also reminded him that he wasn’t done fighting. Maybe he’d secured his freedom and Angela’s, and was making strides toward finding the man who’d murdered his folks, but he still had to force Sly to let go of Sadie and Jayden. Then, even though he wouldn’t have his parents, he would have taken care of all the family he had left.
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				Sly couldn’t believe that Sadie had had the nerve to bring his boss—the chief of police, no less—to his house as some sort of enforcer this morning. He’d been fuming about it all day, could hardly think about anything else. It was amazing how, now that she had a little help, she believed she’d gained the upper hand. But she didn’t know him very well if she thought he’d ever let her get away with how she was behaving. He’d set her straight, couldn’t wait for the right opportunity to do exactly that. He’d been racking his brain all day, trying to figure out how best to accomplish it, but he hadn’t figured it out quite yet. He’d tried to put her at a disadvantage by telling her he planned to take Jayden for the weekend, but she’d actually seemed relieved. He hated the idea that having him sit home and babysit would only enable her to devote every minute of her time to Dawson...

				The thought of that conversation made him even angrier, especially when he paired that with what she’d said to him in Lolita’s. She claimed she was finally enjoying sex—only, with someone else.

				As Sly drove slowly down the main drag of Silver Springs, he eyed the citizens and drivers he saw on the road with an especially critical eye. The mood he was in, no one was getting away with anything.

				He spotted a sleek red sports car pulling out of the gas station and recognized it as belonging to Monty Tremaine, a student this year at New Horizons, and flipped on his lights. Monty hadn’t done anything wrong that he could see, but Sly had never liked him. He’d run into him a time or two at the bowling alley, didn’t feel as if Monty had the proper respect for authority. The boy was too full of himself, too proud of his own status. Most of the students at the boys ranch didn’t even have a car while they were in Silver Springs, but Monty’s father was a movie exec in LA and had lots of dough. Monty’s convertible BMW cost far more than any car a kid should own. What had he ever done to earn anything, except give his parents enough trouble that they’d finally resorted to sending him to a school devoted to behavior control?

				Once Monty spotted Sly’s cruiser and the lights flashing behind him, he pulled over at the edge of town. He was on his way back to the school, Sly decided, was headed in that direction. “That’s it, you little bastard. You’d better pull over.”

				He felt a familiar rush of adrenaline as he parked behind the BMW, got out and approached the driver side. It bothered him that Monty hadn’t automatically rolled down his window, however. Sly had to wait while he found the button.

				“Something wrong, Officer?” The boy looked bewildered—and none too pleased.

				That he could be irritated by getting pulled over, instead of frightened, made Sly eager to put the fear of God in him. Who did he think he was, anyway? His father? Someone who mattered in the world?

				“Driver’s license, registration and proof of insurance, please.”

				Monty gaped at him. “What for?”

				Sly didn’t answer, simply held out his hand to show that he could demand whatever he wanted without an explanation.

				Monty sighed and reached over to the glove box. He handed Sly his registration and insurance card while he dug his wallet out of his back pocket so he could produce his driver’s license.

				“Are you going to tell me what this is about?” he asked.

				Sly fixed the documents to his clipboard and used his flashlight to study them. “I’ll be right back,” he said and returned to his cruiser to run the boy’s information through the computer. He was hoping to find something he could legitimately cite Monty for—expired registration, lack of current insurance, even an unpaid parking ticket, if not something bigger—but everything seemed to be in order. No doubt his rich daddy had seen to that.

				Still, this little jerk wasn’t going to drive off without some sort of citation, not with his disrespectful attitude.

				After taking a few moments to jot down the boy’s name, address and other information, Sly walked back to Monty and handed him his registration, insurance card and license. “Here you are.”

				The boy seemed confused. “So...can I go?”

				Sly took his time filling out the rest of the ticket. “Not quite yet.”

				Monty removed his hand from the gearshift, where he’d put it when he briefly thought he was free to leave. “Why not?”

				“Why do you think?”

				“I have no clue, man. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

				Sly eyed him with a measure of disdain. “You ran a stoplight back there.”

				His eyes flared wide. “What are you talking about? I didn’t run any stoplight!”

				“You sure did. Just after you came out of the gas station.”

				“That’s not true. I saw you. I wouldn’t have been stupid enough to run a stoplight. I wasn’t speeding, either.”

				Hearing such umbrage in the young man’s voice made Sly feel a bit better. “I saw you.”

				“You couldn’t have seen me, because I didn’t run anything,” he argued. “I’m not going to take a ticket. I’ll fight it.”

				“Feel free. But it’ll be a waste of time.” Sly smiled. “What judge is going to take your word over mine?”

				Monty’s mouth dropped open. “Especially out here in the boondocks. Is that it?”

				“Are you saying our judges are corrupt? I’ll make a note of your opinion, in case I see you in court.” Sly handed him the clipboard with the ticket attached. “Sign here.”

				“I’m not going to sign that!”

				“Would you rather I take you down to the station?”

				“I can’t believe this,” he muttered. “What’d I do? Nothing!”

				“You’re not admitting guilt by signing. You can always take it up with the judge, if you want.”

				“Sure I can,” he grumbled and scribbled an “X” on the signature line.

				“Have a nice evening,” Sly said and gave him the ticket before returning to his cruiser, where he slid behind the wheel. God, he loved his job. He was about to swing around and head back into town, to see if he couldn’t find someone else who deserved a little reminder of the power of the local police, when his cell phone rang. He hoped it would be Sadie. He always hoped it would be Sadie, but he wanted to hear from her now more than ever. He was still holding out hope that she’d plead with him not to take Jayden this weekend, or show some other sign that she’d rather he didn’t. Having Jayden for so long would only be fun if it bothered her.

				It wasn’t Sadie, however. It was Dixie Gilbert, the only woman on the police force. She’d been calling him recently, wanting to hang out. He’d gone over there once and let her give him a blow job. She had a thing for him, had made that clear in the past few months, but he wasn’t interested in her. Although he didn’t mind letting her get him off when he didn’t have a better option, he couldn’t be seen with someone so overweight and unattractive. He could do better—much better.

				“Hello?”

				“Hey,” she said, her voice artificially husky. She was striving for sexy, but he found the affectation annoying.

				“I’m on duty tonight,” he told her. “What’s up?”

				Taken aback by the brusqueness of his response, she hesitated. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were busy. It’s not like there’s a lot going on in this town even when you are on duty. What, did I interrupt your doughnut break?”

				“Is there a reason you called?” he asked.

				He expected her to invite him over. She’d offered to make him dinner on three different occasions. So far, he’d only accepted her invitation to watch a movie late at night, and he’d parked down the street so no one would see his car. If the guys on the force thought he was sleeping with her, they’d tease him mercilessly. It wasn’t as if he’d stayed long, anyway. He’d had her blow him as soon as he possibly could, said he was too tired to stay longer and left. “No. I don’t want to upset you. Never mind.”

				“What is it?” he pressed. “With what’s been going on in my personal life, I haven’t had the best day.”

				“Well...I’m fairly certain that what I have to tell you will only make it worse, so...”

				This piqued his interest. Apparently, she wasn’t about to issue another invitation to dinner, after all. “What is it?”

				“It’s about your ex-wife.”

				He almost corrected her. He and Sadie weren’t divorced yet and wouldn’t be until he decided to let her go. But he bit his tongue. He was getting tired of saying that, would have to prove it instead. “What about her?”

				“She’s here, at The Blue Suede Shoe.”

				“What’s she doing at the bar?”

				“Dancing. With Dawson Reed. They’re here together—and are having a darn good time from the looks of it.”

				He gripped the phone so hard the plastic dug into his fingers. “What do you mean by that?”

				“They’re dancing about as close as two people can. Looks like she’s madly in love with him. A murderer. Who would’ve thought? Who goes from a cop to a criminal—and then flaunts it around town? She should be ashamed.”

				“She isn’t in love with him. He’s messing with her mind, that’s all, making her think he can fix everything that’s wrong in her life. She’ll come around, get straightened out once it dawns on her that isn’t the case.”

				“No, she won’t,” Dixie argued. “She’s gone, Sly, and she isn’t coming back. I think it’s time you let her go—and realize that there are other women out there who can make you happy. Haven’t you been through enough with her? I mean, let it end.”

				Dixie was glad to see Sadie out with someone else, especially Dawson, Sly realized. She thought it would make him forget about his wife and start seeing her. “I gotta go,” he said.

				She hesitated. Then, with a bit more determination, she said, “I’m heading home now and will be there all night, if you’d like to come by. Sometimes it’s easier to get over someone when you have someone else to hang on to, you know?”

				He hit the gas pedal, peeled out and swerved into the road, narrowly missing a car coming from the opposite direction. He saw the panic on the driver’s face, but he didn’t care that he’d nearly caused an accident. “I’m not in the mood, Dixie. Not tonight.”

				“So what are you going to do? Go home and pout? Drink some more? Word around the station is that you’re drinking too much as it is. People are starting to worry about you.”

				“I don’t care what the ‘word’ is. What I do when I’m off duty is my own business. But I’m not going to drink tonight. I’m going over to the bar to knock some sense into Sadie. That’s what I’m going to do.”

				“Don’t, Sly. You need to let her go!”

				“I’ll decide when it’s time for that,” he said and disconnected.

				* * *

				“I haven’t seen him,” Dawson said. “You ready to move on to another location?”

				Sadie hugged him a little closer. “Stairway to Heaven” was playing—an old song, but a good one. She could’ve danced with him like this all night. They weren’t out just to have a good time, but she was having fun in spite of that. She enjoyed being with him regardless of what they were doing. “Not yet.”

				“I’d like to stay, too,” he said. “But we’ve been here for over an hour. If we want to gain Sly’s attention, we need to spread ourselves around.”

				She noticed Dixie Gilbert coming back into the bar and frowned. “Maybe not.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“See that woman over there? The one with the short, dark hair?”

				Dawson turned her as they danced so that he could take a look without seeming too obvious. “Yeah.”

				“She’s on the force with Sly.” Sadie hadn’t thought much of seeing Dixie when they first came in. If Sly spoke of her, it was usually with contempt. He claimed the city had only hired her so that it wouldn’t come under fire for being sexist, that she was a terrible officer. But the loyalty Dixie had shown to Sly when Sadie went in to the station, and the way she was behaving tonight, as if she relished the idea of seeing Sadie out with another guy, made Sadie wonder if there wasn’t something between them in spite of what he’d said about her in the past.

				“Unless Sly’s coming to meet her, I don’t see where that’s going to help us,” Dawson mused.

				Neither did Sadie. But Dixie had left her seat at the bar, gone outside and returned a few minutes later, as if she’d gone out for a smoke. Except Dixie didn’t smoke. Sadie was thinking she might’ve made a call, might’ve told Sly what she’d been seeing at the bar.

				Or was that assuming too much? Most of the patrons in The Blue Suede Shoe were keeping a wary eye on them. That trip outside could simply have meant that Dixie needed a breath of fresh air.

				When Dixie paid her bill and gathered her coat, Sadie decided she must’ve been mistaken. “You’re right. It’s probably nothing,” she told Dawson. Just more of the usual bias against him. “Let’s go.”

				As soon as Dixie saw them making their way over to the bar, she stopped and waited. “I’d get out of here, if I were you,” she said without preamble.

				Sadie blinked at her in surprise. “Excuse me?”

				“Sly will be here any minute, and he’s pretty pissed. Who knows what he’ll do?” She started to walk out, but Sadie caught her arm.

				“You called him?”

				Although Dixie didn’t respond, her silence confirmed what Sadie had already guessed.

				“Dixie, I know you’ll probably attribute this to jealousy, but I promise you it isn’t. This is one woman trying to look out for another. You don’t know Sly, not the way I do. Unless you want to screw up your life, stay away from him. He’s no good.”

				Jerking away, Dixie made as if to leave but turned back at the last moment. “Why would you want to help me?” she asked, suddenly uncertain.

				She’d obviously marked the sincerity in Sadie’s voice. “Because I wouldn’t wish a man like Sly on anyone,” Sadie said.

				With a brisk nod that suggested she accepted the truth in that statement, Dixie hitched her purse higher on her shoulder. “Like I said, get out of here. That’s me returning the favor.”

				Except they’d been hoping to run into Sly. That he’d been alerted that they were at the bar, and was coming to see for himself, was perfect—providing they could avoid an altercation.

				“Sounds like Sly’s upset. Do you think we’ve done enough?” Sadie asked Dawson as they watched the door swing shut behind Dixie.

				“Just by having a drink and doing a little dancing? No.”

				The old uneasiness crept up on her. “Did you say no?”

				“We need to put an end to what’s happening, Sadie—the sooner, the better. And the best way to do that is to piss him off so badly he’ll come out to the farm tonight for sure.”

				She pictured the expression on Sly’s face when he’d nearly pulled his gun the night of the fire. “That’s a little terrifying, don’t you think? He might not settle for peeping, and I don’t want this to get you killed. Me, either, as far as that goes.”

				“We’ll only be safe once he’s behind bars. Let’s deliver him into Chief Thomas’s hands and hope that Thomas will see what’s been going on all along—and put a stop to it.”

				Taking a deep breath, she nodded and let him lead her back onto the dance floor.

				* * *

				Dawson wasn’t looking at the door, but he knew the second Sly walked into the bar. He could sense the change in the room. Sadie seemed to feel the same disturbance. The way she tightened her grip on him as they danced indicated she was uneasy.

				“Don’t worry,” he murmured. “We’re in public. He can’t do anything here.”

				“He could always follow us home,” she said.

				“He has that meeting at the station, remember? We’ll stay until he leaves. Then we’ll go to the farm and wait for him there.” He pulled her slowly toward the far side of the room, where Sly would have to go to some effort to watch them. Dawson didn’t want to make it too obvious that they were tweaking his nose.

				Sadie craned her head to get a peek at her ex. “I can see him searching the crowd.”

				“Maybe you should stay at Petra’s tonight,” Dawson said. “Let me handle this.”

				“What are you talking about? You know Petra and her family took Jayden with them to her parents’ place in Ojai.”

				Thank goodness Petra had been willing to do that, or Sadie would’ve been even more nervous. “Doesn’t mean you can’t sleep at her place, out of the fray.”

				“No. I’m not staying there, or anywhere else, alone.”

				She made a good point. What if Sly didn’t come out to the farm but went to Petra’s instead, hoping to get hold of Jayden? That would be the worst possible outcome—for Sadie to have an encounter with him on her own. Dawson fully believed he’d harm her if he could. “What about a motel? He won’t be able to find you if we put you in a motel.”

				“I’m not leaving you, so don’t even suggest it.”

				Dawson was tempted to insist. He probably would have if the chief of police wasn’t coming to the farm. How out of control could things get as long as Thomas was there? “Okay.”

				The crowd parted as Sly cut through. “Where’s our son?” he demanded, confronting them while they danced.

				“He’s with Petra,” Sadie said.

				“Don’t you think he spends enough time there?”

				“What are you talking about? He’s hardly there at all anymore. I’m able to keep him with me now that I work for Dawson.”

				“I’m going to get him.” He turned as if he’d act on those words, but she spoke before he could get more than a step away.

				“They’re out of town, Sly. Won’t be back until tomorrow. She took Jayden with her.”

				“What kind of mother are you?” he snarled.

				Dawson wanted to punch him in the face. No one had ever deserved it more. But if he started a fight, he’d only enable Sly to claim he was the aggressor, would be playing right into Sly’s hands.

				Sadie ignored him, too. They continued to dance until Sly had no choice but to move out of the way. But he didn’t leave. He leaned up against the closest wall and glared daggers at them.

				“Hey,” Dawson murmured to Sadie. “Look at me.” He could tell she was worried when she lifted her face. “You okay?”

				“Yeah,” she said and surprised him by kissing him—deeply and with far more passion than he would’ve expected in public.

				“He deserves that,” he whispered, trying not to laugh.

				“I didn’t do it for him,” she said.

				He framed her face with his hands. “Good. Just stay focused on me.”

				Sly trailed them around The Blue Suede Shoe from that moment on. If they went to sit down, he followed as far as the bar and stood with his hand resting on the butt of his firearm as if to suggest he had the ability to enforce whatever he wanted. If they danced, he leaned against the wall as close as he could get, wearing a menacing frown.

				Whenever Dawson caught his eye, Dawson grinned as if he wasn’t bothered at all. He knew that was probably going too far, but he couldn’t help it. What gave Sly the idea that even a police officer could act the way he was acting?

				When it came close to eight—time for the meeting at the station, according to what Chief Thomas had told Dawson—Sly left, as expected, and, shortly after, Dawson guided Sadie out to his truck. “Let’s get home while we’ve got the chance,” he said. He was eager for Chief Thomas to show up so they could explain what Sly had been doing and, hopefully, put an end to it. But just as they pulled into their drive, he received a text message from Thomas.

				Something has come up. I’m not going to be able to make it tonight. Will call you tomorrow.

				* * *

				Sly couldn’t believe it. He sat in the police chief’s office, stunned, as Thomas railed at him. Only the chief wasn’t yelling loudly. He was speaking in a harsh but low voice so that the other officers milling about the station couldn’t hear. His wish for secrecy, more than anything else, told Sly that he was really in trouble this time. Usually, Thomas didn’t hesitate to scream regardless of who was around. “I told you not to go anywhere near that farmhouse!”

				“I haven’t!”

				“Stop saying that. Do you think I’m an idiot? You’re lying, and I know it!”

				“I’m not lying!”

				He opened a folder and slapped some pictures on the desk. “Then what the hell are these?”

				Sly pulled them closer so that he could take a look. There were no landmarks in the photos, just an up-close shot of some tire impressions in brown dirt. He didn’t recognize their significance until he noticed the water pump in one corner. “Oh shit,” he mumbled, covering his face before Chief Thomas could say any more.

				“Those tire tracks match the brand of tires on our cruisers,” he said. “I checked.”

				That meant any cruiser could’ve made those tracks. These pictures weren’t good enough to show the small imperfections that set his tires apart from all the rest. But Sly knew better than to make that argument. He’d lose all credibility if he tried.

				“You’re a police officer, for God’s sake,” his chief went on. “What are you doing stalking your ex-wife?”

				Sly shot to his feet. “She’s not my ex!”

				“Only because you won’t let her go. What’s the matter with you?”

				“Nothing’s the matter with me! I’m trying to protect her, that’s all. I’m terrified that he’s going to hurt her. He’s a murderer!”

				“We’ve been over this. She has the right to stay with anyone she wants.”

				“The cop in me agrees. But the man behind the badge? How do you think I’d feel if she were to wind up like the Reeds? And what about my child? Jayden lives out on that farm, too. You can’t tell me you wouldn’t be hanging around in case of trouble if it were your wife and child.”

				Thomas rubbed a hand over his face. “I’ll be honest, Sly. That’s the only reason we’re sitting here. Dawson and Sadie set up a little trap for you tonight. They asked me to come out there, to be waiting for you when you showed up at this particular spot.” He tapped the pictures. “But I couldn’t do it. You know why? Because if I caught you out there, I’d have to suspend you for disobeying my direct orders. Instead, being the nice guy that I am, I’ve decided to give you one more chance to remain on the force. Do you hear me? I understand that you care about Sadie and Jayden, so much that losing them is making you a little crazy. But you can’t break the law and expect to keep your job. Stay away from the Reed farm. This is your final warning.”

				Sly bowed his head as if he was taking every word to heart. “I will. I swear. Thank you.”

				“I mean it,” Thomas reiterated as Sly headed for the door. “This is your last chance.”

				Hunching his shoulders as if he’d been sufficiently berated and felt terrible for the trouble he’d caused, Sly nodded again. But as soon as he was free of the station, he straightened. He’d never been more livid in his life, never more determined. Sadie and Dawson would not make a fool of him. He wouldn’t take his cruiser back to where he’d parked it before. But he would go to the farm, and he’d do what he should’ve done already: prove—at least to everyone else—that he’d been right about Dawson Reed all along.

				The fact that Jayden was with Petra tonight gave him the perfect opportunity.
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				Sadie couldn’t believe that Chief Thomas had canceled on them, especially at the last minute. Obviously, he didn’t believe Sly was a real threat. No one did. They saw his uniform and his badge and judged only by that; with Dawson, they saw the media reports and did the same. But how could Chief Thomas not see the reality? He’d witnessed Sly’s behavior around her. She’d gotten the impression he was on her side during their visit to Sly’s house.

				It was because Sly was such a good liar, she decided. He could lie his way out of anything...

				The moment they received the chief’s message, Dawson had her go inside and lock the doors. He also told her to keep her cell phone handy so they could contact each other at any given moment. Then he went out back to dig a small pit where Sly had been backing into the artichokes. Dawson said, because the moon was full, he should have barely enough light, and once Dawson covered the hole with plants and straw, Sly would never expect it to be there. If Sly returned to the same spot, he’d back into it when he tried to leave and wouldn’t be able to get out. And if his car was there in the morning, or he had to call for a tow, they’d have proof that he was still harassing them—proof that didn’t depend on Chief Thomas seeing Sly on the farm with his own eyes.

				Dawson said it wasn’t much, but it was better than letting Sly peep into their windows at night without any repercussions.

				After seeing the look on Sly’s face while they were at the bar, however, Sadie was afraid he’d do far more than peep. She’d never made him so angry, mostly because she’d spent their entire married life trying to appease him. And if Thomas had given away the fact that she and Dawson knew about his late-night visits, Sly wouldn’t fall into Dawson’s trap. He wouldn’t go anywhere near it. All of Dawson’s work would come to nothing.

				Hoping to talk Chief Thomas into fulfilling his commitment, she called the police station. She was told he’d left for the night, so she tried his home. That didn’t help, either. His wife simply said he was “unavailable.”

				What the heck did that mean? Sadie wondered. Where could he be? What could he be doing that was so important? She and Dawson were in trouble. She felt as if Sly had finally snapped. The way he’d behaved at the bar—so openly hostile despite the presence of many witnesses—proved he was dangerous. To make matters worse, he had no fear of punishment, believed he lived above the law, because he could live above the law so long as Chief Thomas supported him. Something terrible would have to happen to change that, and Sadie didn’t like to consider what that “something” might be.

				She paced in the kitchen while waiting for the police chief to return her call, but that call didn’t come. His lack of response was beginning to smell like a purposeful dodge. He was acting to protect his officer, just as Dawson had always thought he would. And it was only getting later and darker. By now, Sly would be off work and out of the meeting—if there really had been a meeting.

				She sat down to compose a couple of letters—one to Chief Thomas and one to Jayden. After she sealed them each in a separate envelope, she called Petra and asked to be able to say good-night to her son.

				“Where’s Dawson?” Jayden asked once Petra put him on the phone.

				Sadie couldn’t help smiling at that. He was so enamored with the new man in their lives. “He’s still working.”

				“In the dark?”

				“In the dark.” That concerned her, too. She’d been trying to suppress the worry that plagued her by telling herself that it was early yet. But Sly could still show up, could just as easily shoot Dawson while he was out on the tractor as any other time.

				She hurried to the back door so she could check on him, just in case, and was mildly reassured by the rumble of the tractor. He was okay for now.

				After closing and locking the door again, she returned to the kitchen.

				“He needs to come in now,” Jayden was saying. “It’s bedtime.”

				Sadie chuckled at her son’s bossy tone. “You’re right. I’ll make sure he does.”

				After she told Jayden she loved him and that she’d see him tomorrow, Petra took the phone back. “He’s having a good time, is about to go to bed,” she said. “Don’t worry about him, okay?”

				“I won’t. Thank you. I hope... I hope it’s not too much of an imposition that I asked you to take him with you.”

				“Not at all. I know you wouldn’t ask unless you really needed it. And my parents love him. How are things in Silver Springs?”

				She drew a shaky breath. “Tense.”

				Petra’s voice took on a more serious tone. “What’s going on?”

				Sadie had shared a little of her concerns about Sly. That was why Petra had agreed to take Jayden. Otherwise, she would’ve said she couldn’t babysit, that she wasn’t going to be home. “Sly is acting a bit...threatening.”

				“He is.”

				“Yes.”

				“You’re frightened.”

				“I am,” she admitted. “If anything happens to me, would you—”

				“Whoa,” Petra broke in. “You don’t think this thing could go that far.”

				“No, of course not.” She didn’t want to scare Petra, but, in Sadie’s heart, she believed it could get that bad. She’d always believed it could get that bad, or she wouldn’t have let Sly control her for so long. “I’m just saying if the worst happens—not that it ever would—Sly’s mother will take Jayden. But will you make sure he gets the letter I’m putting under the front porch of the Reed farmhouse? He won’t understand what it means at this age, of course. So wait until he’s older, if you can. There should come a time when...when it will be important to him.”

				There was a long pause before Petra said, “This is sounding pretty ominous, Sadie.”

				“It’s a worst-case scenario, that’s all,” she said, trying to play it off. “Since most of our things are gone—” also thanks to Sly, she was fairly certain “—I’d like Jayden to at least have my words, my love. That’s all I’ve got to give him.”

				“If you’re writing a letter like that, I think it’s time to call the police. I mean...someone else on the force, besides Sly.”

				“Yeah. I’ll do that,” she said, even though she’d already tried—to no avail. “It’ll all work out. Just wanted you to know about the letter.” She didn’t tell Petra about the second letter. She figured Petra would find it when she collected the one for Jayden—and then Chief Thomas would understand how badly he’d misjudged both Sly and Dawson.

				“I’ll keep it in mind. I hope it never comes down to that, though.”

				“So do I.” She heard Dawson come in.

				“Sadie?” he called.

				“I’ve got to go,” she told Petra.

				Her former neighbor seemed reluctant to end the conversation. “My parents have a guesthouse. Maybe you should come stay here in Ojai with them for a month or two. Sly wouldn’t know where to find you and...and maybe some time will be all that’s necessary to get things to settle down.”

				“That’s a nice offer, but I’m the one who got Dawson into this. I can’t abandon him with the problem.”

				“What about Jayden? Your leaving town would be better for him, don’t you agree?”

				She shoved a hand through her hair. “I do. Definitely. But...maybe I’m just tired and blowing this out of proportion. I hope that’s the case.”

				“Either way, I guess we can talk about it tomorrow,” Petra said.

				“Right. Thanks.” Sadie hung up as Dawson came into the kitchen.

				“It’s done,” he said, looking exhausted. “We have a nice trap.”

				“Will Sly be able to see the pit?”

				“Not unless he suspects it’s there, not unless he’s specifically looking for it. And on a darker night he wouldn’t be able to see it at all, so if he comes tomorrow or—”

				“He’ll come tonight,” she said.

				He studied her, obviously surprised by the confidence in her voice. “How do you know?”

				“He won’t be able to stop himself.” She slipped her arms around his waist and rested her cheek against his chest. “He’s too angry. And he’s never been capable of delaying gratification—not when it comes to satisfying his anger.”

				“I’ll stay up,” Dawson said. “You try to get some sleep.”

				Sadie refused to go to bed without him. He was just as tired. Besides, she didn’t want to be caught at a disadvantage if Sly did show up.

				“Let’s watch some TV,” she suggested. She put the letters out, but after two or three hours spent lying on the couch with Dawson, during which nothing happened, his breathing steadied out and her own eyelids grew too heavy to lift.

				* * *

				Getting the hatchet had taken much longer than Sly had anticipated. It wasn’t as if he could go out and buy one. He’d had to steal Pete’s from Pete’s garage, which meant he’d also have to return it before morning. He knew how the coming investigation would go, had to be prepared for it. That was why he’d gone to his mother’s house almost as soon as he left the station. He’d told her he was in trouble, had broken down in tears saying he needed help with his drinking or he was going to lose his job—and she’d been so concerned she’d bought every word and blamed Sadie just as he had.

				“That girl isn’t who we thought she was,” she’d said, her lips pursed in disapproval. “She’s not worth it, Sly. You need to let her go.”

				“But she’s not safe,” he’d replied, playing the good guy. His mother wanted to see him as the knight in shining armor he portrayed, so it wasn’t a hard sell. “She’s living with a murderer.”

				His mother had wrung her hands at that. “We’ve got to get Jayden away from her somehow. He’s not safe out there.”

				He’d agreed that he had to sue for custody of his son, even though he knew he’d never have to pay his attorney another dime. Then he’d “reluctantly” acquiesced when she’d insisted he stay the night rather than go home and “face that empty house.”

				“That’s probably for the best,” he’d told her. “I’ll only try to drown my sorrows if I have the chance, and I can’t turn to the bottle anymore.”

				After she went to bed, he’d gone into his room and stuffed the pillows under the blankets so it’d look as though he was sleeping if she came to check on him.

				Once he was satisfied that she was down for the night, and all the neighbors would be, too, he’d dressed in the jeans and black hoodie he’d worn when he started the fire, taken his late father’s 8mm pistol from the closet and pushed her car out of the garage so he wouldn’t have to start the engine. It was important that his cruiser remain conspicuously parked in front of her house, so the neighbors could report that it had never moved and, with the garage door down, no one would know he’d simply used her vehicle.

				Just to be safe, he’d pushed her Pontiac Grand Prix clear to the end of the street before getting behind the wheel. But that was when the hunt for the hatchet had started. Before he remembered seeing one at Pete’s place, he’d almost decided he’d have to shoot Sadie and Dawson. Two bullets accomplished the same goal. Except...he liked the idea of hacking Sadie to pieces and letting Dawson take the blame for it. Dawson would be dead, too, of course—his body hidden so well that it would never be found—which meant he’d never stand trial for her murder, but that didn’t matter. His disappearance would be enough to convict him in the minds of everyone who mattered. Sly would then be totally vindicated for his actions the past few weeks and, so long as they couldn’t prove he had any part in Sadie’s murder and Dawson’s disappearance, life would go on pretty much as it had before Sadie decided she had the nerve to stand up to him.

				In other words, he’d win the battle they’d started.

				“Poetic justice,” he muttered as he went over his plan, again and again, while parking his mother’s car on a deserted side road not far from the farm and walking the rest of the way. He would’ve preferred to get closer. He’d have to bring the car to the house after he killed Dawson so that he could dispose of the body before morning, which would eat up valuable time. But—he felt the solid weight of the hatchet he carried as he walked—if he was going to pull this off, certain things had to be handled in a certain way.

				Fortunately, he was a cop: he knew exactly how to get away with murder.

				* * *

				Dawson came awake. He wasn’t sure why, since dawn was obviously a long way off and he couldn’t hear or see anything he’d consider alarming. Although most of the lights were off, they’d turned them off and left the TV on. Some ’80s sitcom blared in the room.

				Sadie, still asleep in his arms, started to rouse when he moved. “Something wrong?” she murmured, and then she came awake, too, as if she suddenly realized that they’d fallen asleep and shouldn’t have.

				“Everything’s fine,” he told her. “I’m just going to check.”

				“No.” She grabbed him before he could slide out from under her weight. “Let’s stay together.”

				“At least let me look out the window.” He wanted to do more than that—wanted to go out and see if he’d caught anything in his trap—but he hesitated to leave her alone. He knew she was frightened, and he felt she had good reason to be.

				He couldn’t see anything to be concerned about in the front. He checked a few of the other windows, but clouds had rolled in front of the moon, dimming its light. He couldn’t make out anything except an abundance of shadows, some of which could indicate the presence of a human being, but probably didn’t. “Where’s your phone?” he asked. “Why don’t you see if Chief Thomas has returned your calls?”

				Sadie sat up, rubbed her face and reached for her cell, which was on the coffee table. “Nope.”

				They’d had the ringer on, wouldn’t have missed it, but he thought maybe a text had come in. “Nothing at all?”

				“No call, no text, nothing.”

				The police had really left them on their own. But Dawson wasn’t surprised. Since when had they ever done him any favors? “What time is it?”

				“One-fifteen.”

				There was a lot of night left.

				“I hate that we’re letting Sly disrupt our lives like this,” he grumbled. “He wins as long as we are always watching our backs, can’t live a normal life.”

				“That’s nothing new for me,” Sadie said. “But I feel bad I’ve dragged you into his sights.”

				“You didn’t drag me. I put myself there.”

				She cast him a discouraged look. “I’m still sorry.”

				He pulled her to her feet. “Don’t be. You’re worth it. The fire investigator will find something. Then we’ll be out of this. But for now, let’s go to bed. We can’t wait up, expecting the worst, every night.”

				She seemed reluctant, but after making sure all the doors were locked—again—he convinced her to accompany him to his bedroom. “If he does something tonight, Chief Thomas will know we were right about him.”

				“That’ll be small consolation if we’re dead.”

				He didn’t respond. What could he say? She was right.

				They used the bathroom and brushed their teeth before falling into bed. Dawson was still tired, but he didn’t go to sleep right away. He curled around Sadie, hoping to offer her some comfort and security.

				“I’ve been trying so hard not to love you,” she whispered.

				He kissed her neck. “How’s that going for you?”

				“I’m failing. Miserably.”

				He couldn’t help smiling. “Like I said, maybe we were meant to be together.”

				“Or maybe, just when I’m finding some happiness, Sly will put an end to that, too.” Her hand pulled his up to her mouth so she could kiss it.

				“That’s not going to happen.”

				“The same type of thing has happened to other people.”

				He held her tighter. “I’m not going to let it happen to you,” he promised, but it was only a few moments later when he heard a subtle noise, a rattle, that told him someone might be trying to get inside the house.
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				This wasn’t going to be hard, Sly told himself. All he had to do was draw Dawson to the door. As soon as he opened it—boom! The sound of the gun would cause Sadie to scream. She might even come running. And the hatchet would do the rest. In a few minutes, the whole thing would be over. She would’ve gotten what she’d been asking for, what she deserved. Sly would then drag Dawson’s body outside while he went back for the car. He preferred Dawson didn’t bleed too much in the house, but even if he did, and the police found it, those who wielded weapons like hatchets often injured themselves in the process of trying to hurt someone else. The presence of his blood wouldn’t prove anything—especially if Sly did a good job cleaning up.

				He turned the handle of the back door again and brushed against the side of the house. He had to be careful, couldn’t be too obvious, or Dawson would simply call 9-1-1. Sly needed him to come take a look to see what was going on first. It wasn’t as if a man recently charged with murder would be overly hasty to call the police anyway, though. Dawson knew there wasn’t anyone on the force who’d be eager to help him.

				When the ambient light he could see filtering down from the hallway upstairs went off, Sly knew someone was coming. He pressed himself to the back of the house and began to count. He had no specific number in mind. He just needed to remain calm until the door opened. Only then could he fire. Dawson might expect a confrontation, a fight, but he’d assume Sly was laboring under some hesitancy to take things too far, wouldn’t expect to open the door and be shot immediately.

				That was why Sly felt his plan would work.

				* * *

				Sadie crept down the stairs behind Dawson. She had her phone in her hand, planned to call 9-1-1 at the first hint of trouble. She had to make sure they had a legitimate reason first, though. She couldn’t be perceived as someone who was trying to make Sly look bad, not when most of the officers on the force believed that Dawson was a murderer and she was an unfaithful wife.

				“Be careful,” she whispered.

				“Stay back,” Dawson warned.

				There was still a small part of her that wondered if they were overreacting to be so defensive and frightened. When she’d married Sly, she’d certainly never expected to find herself in such a situation. He’d seemed normal then. But he hadn’t been normal for a long time. She didn’t care if her reaction was extreme. She wasn’t going to lower her guard.

				Dawson lifted a hand, indicating that she should remain on the stairs as he hit ground level and turned toward the back door. Unfortunately, there were no windows that looked out on the porch, but there were several small triangular-shaped windows in the door itself. Sadie held her breath as she leaned over the banister to watch Dawson peer out of those. They’d left the lights off downstairs so that whoever it was wouldn’t be able to see in, except via the dim light filtering down from above. But that meant Dawson seemed to get swallowed up in the darkness.

				He must not have seen anything, because he didn’t open the door, didn’t go on the porch. She heard him move into the kitchen instead, and then the living room, checking to see if he could learn anything from what he could see outside the other windows in the house.

				“Anything?” she whispered.

				“Not yet.”

				“Is there any chance we could’ve imagined those noises?”

				“We didn’t imagine anything. But there’s always a chance it was a raccoon or possum.”

				“Should I call the police?”

				“Not yet. What would you tell them? That we heard someone on the porch? I doubt that would bring them running.”

				He made a good point. They didn’t have anything to report yet...

				She heard a creak, again coming from the porch, and felt her heart rate spike. Someone or something was out there; she was certain of it. She was about to ask if Dawson had heard the same thing, but he’d already switched directions, indicating he had.

				“Stay back,” he murmured again.

				She didn’t get the chance to respond before she heard breaking glass. She lifted her phone to call the police, but before she could even punch in the digits, a single gunshot rent the air.

				* * *

				Sly hadn’t wanted to break the door. He hadn’t had any choice. Dawson was too leery to come out, too smart to put himself at such a disadvantage, and Sly didn’t have a lot of time to mess around. He wasn’t too worried about it, though. He’d just stage the scene to make it look as if Sadie had tried to lock Dawson out—which was reasonable if they’d started to fight or she was afraid of him—and he’d forced his way in.

				Sly heard her scream as he kicked the door open to find her frozen on the stairs, a look of horror on her face as she gazed down at Dawson. Sly hadn’t been able to see what he was shooting at, but he’d hit his target. Dawson had crumpled to the floor. Sly could sense Sadie’s uncertainty and desire to run toward her new boyfriend, which surprised him. She cared so much about him...

				But then she saw the hatchet and realized what was in store for her.

				* * *

				A burst of adrenaline made Sadie’s legs so rubbery they would hardly carry her up the stairs. She wanted to call 9-1-1, but there was no time. Sly would be on her before she could complete the call.

				All she could do was try to reach the bathroom. Once she got in there and locked the door, he could break it down with the hatchet, of course, but at least that might afford her the precious seconds she needed to reach emergency services.

				She thought she might make it, but the terror of hearing his footsteps pounding up the stairs so close behind her nearly caused her legs to give out on her entirely. Go, go, go! her mind yelled. For Jayden. She didn’t want to leave her son motherless—with only a murderer for a father.

				But panic had robbed her of her usual strength.

				Somehow she managed to grip the door frame and launch herself through it. But she couldn’t close the door in time. She felt the pressure of Sly’s hand forcing the panel open despite her efforts to push it shut as he raised the hatchet.

				She screamed—just as Dawson yelled Sly’s name.

				Sly’s face registered shock as he turned to find Dawson staggering up the stairs, leaning heavily on the banister. Blood soaked his shirt, and he could barely lift the arm he used for most everything, but he was trying to stop Sly anyway.

				“What the hell? You want more?” Sly screamed and turned on him, giving Sadie the chance to slam and lock the bathroom door.

				Her hands shook as she dialed 9-1-1. She was terrified Sly would shoot Dawson again. Sly no longer had his gun in his hand, which gave her some hope, but he still had that hatchet, which could do just as much damage. Jayden’s father had completely lost his mind.

				Before she could get the call to go through, however, she heard more footsteps, pounding up the stairs. Then she heard someone yell, “Freeze, or I’ll shoot!”

				Chief Thomas! Sadie scowled at her phone in confusion. She hadn’t spoken to anyone yet. How was it that Chief Thomas had shown up?

				“Chief?” she yelled.

				He didn’t answer. He was too busy giving commands. “Get down on the ground! Now!”

				Heart pounding, Sadie cracked open the door to find Thomas standing, gun drawn, over Sly, who was now lying facedown on the floor, his arms and legs spread out. Somehow the police chief had gotten past Dawson on the stairs, but Dawson was still trying to drag himself up to reach her.

				“Are you okay?” he asked the moment their eyes met, his face pale and anxious.

				“I’m fine, but...what about you? I thought...” She fought the lump that rose in her throat. “I thought he’d killed you.”

				He pressed his left hand to the bullet wound in his shoulder. “No. I’m okay. Hurts like a mother, but... I’ll get some meds.”

				“Call for help. He needs an ambulance,” Thomas said, but she didn’t need anyone to tell her that. She was already dialing.

				* * *

				Sadie sat in the waiting room of the Ojai Valley Community Hospital, the closest hospital to Silver Springs, while Dawson had surgery. She’d been in such a rush to climb into the ambulance with him when it came that she’d forgotten to grab a coat. Fortunately, Chief Thomas had arrived not long after she did and insisted she take his. The waiting room wasn’t that cold, but she was so jittery, so worried. Dawson had seemed okay in the ambulance, had kept reassuring her. But he hadn’t been seen by a doctor at that point, so she had no way of knowing how bad off he really was. What if he’d lost too much blood? Or the bullet had struck a nerve or damaged muscle tissue that would mean he’d lose the use of his right arm? He depended on his ability to use his hands in order to make a living.

				“You okay?” Chief Thomas asked.

				He’d been on his phone since he arrived, so they hadn’t yet had a chance to talk. “I am. I’m just afraid for Dawson.”

				“I’m sorry about what happened.”

				She’d been hunching over, clasping her hands between her knees while staring at the floor, but now that he seemed to be available for a conversation, she sat back. “How did you know?” she asked. “How did you get to the farm in time?”

				“I was already there waiting and watching for him.”

				“Where?”

				“At the back, by the canal, but when it started getting late and nothing happened, I decided to go home. I was exhausted, couldn’t stay awake anymore. But when I tried to turn around, I got stuck. I was just coming to the house to get Dawson to pull me out with his tractor when I heard the gunshot.”

				“Wait. You’re saying you got stuck in Dawson’s trap? That you would’ve been gone if not for that?”

				“It was a trap?”

				“For Sly, not you.”

				“Well, it caught one of us. And it’s a damn good thing.”

				“Why didn’t you let us know you were coming? Why did you cancel in the first place?”

				“I was trying to have some faith in my officer, was trying to do everything I could to save him. I even warned him. But after I canceled with you and spoke with him, I received word on something that changed my mind.”

				She lifted her eyebrows in question. “What? It didn’t come from Damian Steele, did it?”

				“No. Although it might appear to you that we haven’t done much, we have been conducting our own investigation of the fire. That investigation included checking the various stores outside Silver Springs for video footage of a man purchasing a black hoodie and dark jeans.”

				“That had to be like looking for a needle in a haystack!” she exclaimed.

				“It was, except I remembered Sly mentioning something about going to Santa Barbara not long before the fire. I figured, if it was him, he would’ve picked up that stuff there—since it wasn’t so close to home.”

				“You found the footage to prove it?”

				“I did. He’s on video—clear as day—purchasing those items from Walmart. I believe it’s the same clothing he had on tonight.”

				Sadie gaped at him. “That connects him to the fire.”

				“Let’s just say it’s a piece of the puzzle, some fairly strong circumstantial evidence. We’d need more than that to get a conviction. But he’s going to prison regardless—for attempted murder.”

				So whether her arson investigator came through with more evidence didn’t matter. She had what she needed.

				She covered her mouth as she drew a deep breath. Her ex would no longer be around to intimidate, threaten or frighten her. It was almost too good to be true. “I’m free.”

				“Yes.”

				“Thank God,” she whispered, mostly to herself, but she sent the police chief a sideways glance. “Aren’t you going to warn me about making another mistake by getting involved with Dawson?”

				He straightened his uniform. “No.”

				“Because...”

				“I’ve learned something about Dawson, too—something that makes me believe Dawson isn’t the man we thought he was, either.”

				She tried to read his expression. “That’s good, right?”

				“Yeah, that’s good. Aiyana Turner called me a few hours ago.”

				At the mention of Aiyana’s name, Sadie came to her feet. “She was able to discover the name of the brother of that drifter Dawson believed killed his parents!”

				“Yes. She worked on it all afternoon and evening. And that discovery led to the drifter’s name—Ronny Booker, a onetime welder and drug addict with a rap sheet a mile long.”

				She curled her fingernails into her palms. “Will you be able to locate him, though?”

				“Already have.”

				“Where is he?”

				“Jail, awaiting trial on a separate case.”

				She wished Dawson could hear this. “For what?”

				“Robbed a house about nine months ago—and killed three of the occupants with a butcher knife. They have his DNA as well as a witness who survived—a fourth member of the family. Booker will go to prison for sure, and he’ll never get out.”

				“Oh my gosh!” she cried. “Dawson knew the man he met that night was the one, could tell he was unstable, not right.”

				Chief Thomas’s voice filled with caution, but she could tell that he believed Ronny Booker was their assailant, too. “We don’t have a lot of hard evidence to pin the Reed murders on him yet, but—” he gave her a sheepish smile “—he does wear a size nine shoe.”

				For a moment, Sadie wasn’t sure why that was so significant. Then she remembered the footprint found outside Dawson’s parents’ house—the one that was too small to have been left by Dawson. “Wow,” she said. “That wasn’t left by a random stranger as I heard reported in the news.”

				“We don’t think so now.”

				“That’s wonderful. Incredible, really. But...why didn’t Aiyana call us?”

				“She planned to. She was just giving me a head start, didn’t want Dawson to get involved too soon and accidentally screw anything up—or do something he might regret.”

				In other words, she’d still trusted Chief Thomas after Dawson had lost faith in him. “Thank you for following up on that lead. Ronny Booker killed the Reeds. I know he did, because it wasn’t Dawson—and no one else had any reason to hurt them. Booker was the only stranger around that night.”

				“If it was Ronny, we’ll prove it.”

				“Dawson hired a forensics specialist—”

				“I know. If he finds anything, it will help, but I don’t think it’ll even be necessary.”

				“I’m stunned,” she said as she sat back down. Dawson had tracked down his parents’ killer. He’d no longer have to live under the terrible suspicion that had plagued him since their murder. And Sly would go to prison even if they couldn’t prove he set the fire.

				“Where is Sly now?” She’d paid little attention to what was happening with Sly once Chief Thomas stepped in. She’d been too worried about Dawson.

				“They’re booking him at the county jail. He’ll be there until his trial. Then he’ll go to prison, like I said.”

				She tried to imagine what the future might be like without him—and felt such hope and excitement. She’d be able to do whatever she wanted with her life with no thought as to how he’d react or whether he’d approve or let her. “I never want to see him again.”

				“I don’t blame you. You won’t have to. He’s a cop. Any judge he gets is going to give him the longest sentence possible.”

				The memory of Sly coming after her with that hatchet chilled Sadie to the bone. He’d shot Dawson and would’ve killed her if Chief Thomas hadn’t come charging in when he did. She and Dawson would both be dead. “He’s a monster,” she said.

				“That’s another thing. Just before I left for the farm, as if what I’d already heard wasn’t enough, the bartender from The Blue Suede Shoe called to tell me how intimidating he’d behaved at the bar. I’m afraid he’s not the man I hired over a decade ago.”

				Sadie didn’t get the chance to respond. The doctor had walked in. “Is there a Sadie Harris here?”

				She stood up again. “Yes. I’m Sadie Harris.”

				“Dawson is asking for you,” he said.

				She swallowed against a suddenly dry throat. “Is he going to be okay?”

				“I had quite a time removing that bullet from his shoulder, but I managed, and because I managed, he should make a full recovery. He just needs to rest up.”

				Sadie smiled in relief as she turned to Chief Thomas. “He’s going to be fine.”

				Thomas returned her smile as he got to his feet. “I think he’s going to be even better than fine once you tell him the good news.”

				“You’re not going to tell him?” she asked in surprise.

				“No. I’ll leave that to you. I’m going home.”

				She tried to return his coat, but he refused to take it.

				“Bring it by the station tomorrow or the next day. There’s no rush.”

				“Thank you,” she said. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am that...that you were there tonight. We thought you...”

				“I know what you thought.” His voice carried a trace of disappointment as he continued, “I didn’t want to show any doubt in my men, in case I was wrong. Something like this is...well, it’s so unfortunate, especially now, with the way people are feeling toward law enforcement.”

				“You’re not all like Sly,” she said.

				“I’m glad you realize that—and I’m happy it worked out as well as it did for you and Dawson.”

				She put out her hand to shake with him. “It only worked out because you did your job. Thanks again.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				Angela was standing in front of Stanley DeWitt with her luggage and Megan by her side when Sadie and Dawson pulled into the parking lot. Dawson’s sister recognized his truck the second it came into view and started to wave wildly.

				“Look how excited she is.” Sadie chuckled as she slowed to avoid another car that was coming down the row from the opposite direction. She was driving, since Dawson was barely out of the hospital. He should’ve been resting in bed, but he said he wouldn’t disappoint Angela by not showing up to get her.

				“She won’t be happy when she realizes we don’t have Jayden with us,” he said as he used his left hand, since he couldn’t use his right, to wave back at her.

				They’d had to leave Jayden with Petra. Four people couldn’t fit in Dawson’s truck or Sadie’s El Camino. Dawson was already talking about buying a sedan capable of fitting the entire “family,” though, so Sadie knew that wouldn’t continue to be a problem.

				She came to a stop at the curb and put the gearshift in Park. “I’ll go grab him as soon as we get back, so she’ll get to see him soon.”

				“Dawson!” Angela cried and would’ve thrown herself at him as soon as he got out if Sadie hadn’t intervened.

				“Whoa! Be gentle, okay? Dawson’s hurt right now,” she explained.

				His sister frowned at the evidence—she couldn’t see the big bandage under his shirt, but she could see that his arm was in a sling. “You told me you were okay, Dawson. You were in the hospital, but you said it wasn’t a big owie.” Her tone came off accusatory, as if his getting hurt had been intentional.

				“It’s nothing, honey. I’ll heal, with time. I just have to be careful not to pull out my stitches, or I’ll start to bleed again.”

				“I don’t like blood,” she said.

				“Neither do I,” he responded.

				She eyed him speculatively, as if she was deciding how much to believe. “What are stitches?”

				He pulled the neck of his T-shirt over to show her the bandage. “I’ve got some threads holding my skin together under here.”

				“Can you take off your shirt so I can see it all?”

				“Not right now. It’s covered by bandages, anyway.” He gave her the best one-armed hug he could, but she seemed upset in spite of the excitement she’d exhibited only moments before.

				“What is it?” he asked.

				“You’re not going to die like Mom and Dad, are you? You’re not going away again...”

				“No, I’m not going away again. Ever. I’m just fine.”

				“Are they coming back?”

				He shot Sadie a sad look before answering his sister. “No. But I’ll show you where you can visit them whenever you miss them.”

				“I miss them now,” she said.

				He nodded. “So do I.”

				Sadie and Megan had to insist that Dawson not try to load the luggage himself. They took care of that while he went in to handle the paperwork.

				“It’s all done,” he said when he came out. “We’re free to go.”

				“I bet there were moments when you thought this day would never happen,” Megan said to him.

				“There were a lot of them,” he admitted.

				They thanked her before loading up and starting off for Silver Springs.

				“Can I have an ice cream cone?” Angela asked almost as soon as they pulled out of the parking lot.

				She knew her brother was a soft touch, and she was taking immediate advantage of that, but Sadie would’ve indulged her, too, so she couldn’t point any fingers at Dawson. They stopped at a shop and enjoyed the Los Angeles sunshine a little before starting the drive home. After that, Angela tolerated the drive for about an hour before she started asking, “How much longer?” and “When are we going to be there?”

				Sadie smiled to herself as Dawson told Angela they had another hour, forty-five minutes, half hour, etc. He possessed a gentle strength. Sadie had never been more proud of him. He always treated Angela with such kindness and patience.

				“When will I get to see Jayden?” Angela asked.

				This was another frequent question. “I’ll pick him up as soon as I drop you and Dawson off at the farm,” Sadie told her, but going to get Jayden proved unnecessary. When they pulled into the farm, it looked as though half the town was there to meet them. Petra and Jayden stood right out front, holding a Welcome Back sign. There were other signs as well, even a big one that read, We’re sorry, Dawson, mixed in with all the balloons and other greetings.

				Once she got out, Sadie learned the church the Reeds had attended had organized the party. Not only did they have tables filled with food, they’d brought workers who were there to help Dawson finish weeding and planting before the weather could turn too warm to be good for his crops. A few were even fixing various things Dawson hadn’t been able to get around to on the house. Besides the church members, Aiyana and her sons were there. So were Maude and Vern and Lolita, as well as several of the waitresses from the restaurant. Chief Thomas had come, too, with Pete and George, Sly’s friends. They looked the most sheepish.

				Dawson was clearly astounded by the crowd, especially when everyone began to greet him and Angela. A line quickly formed as folks came up to offer him an apology. I was wrong about you... I’m so sorry... We should’ve listened to Aiyana. She’s always right... I’m here to help...

				Dawson would’ve been justified in rejecting their apologies. They’d been so judgmental. But he didn’t. He shook hands with anyone who approached him, even allowed some to give him half a hug on his uninjured side.

				Sadie stood nearby, enjoying the spectacle while talking to Maude, who’d winked at her and said, “You followed your heart, and it was your heart and no one else’s that was right.”

				When Maude drifted off to talk to other friends and Angela called out, trying to get Dawson to come over and help her with something, Sadie let them both go. Chief Thomas was approaching her. “Thanks for coming today,” she told him.

				“No problem. Glad to be here.” He jerked his head to where Dawson was tying a balloon for his sister. “He deserves a party—and a lot more after what he’s been through. But you’ve had a rough time, too.”

				“I’m just glad it’s over.” She’d noticed that Sly’s mother wasn’t in the crowd. She doubted his mother would ever have a kind word for her again, despite what he’d done.

				“So am I. I’m also happy to give you a bit of good news.”

				She expected him to tell her about some evidence they’d acquired that would help put Sly or Ronny Booker away. “You’ve heard from the fire investigator?”

				“Yes. He’s confirmed our findings that an accelerant was used—probably gasoline. But that’s it so far. This is something else.”

				“What?”

				“We’ve found your pictures.”

				“My pictures?” she echoed.

				“Of your parents—and Jayden when he was a baby.”

				She felt her jaw drop. “Where?”

				“Under Sly’s bed. They were there when we went through his place yesterday—in the plastic container you told us they’d be in, which is a little melted on one side, from what I hear, but otherwise unharmed. One of my officers will bring them over tonight. I didn’t want to miss the moment you arrived here to see the surprise, or I would’ve picked them up for you myself.”

				“Tomorrow’s fine, thank you. But...how did Sly get them?”

				“He was there the night of the fire. Once it was out, I’m guessing he went in and poked around—or in the days immediately after. I still believed in him then, wasn’t watching him as closely as I should have.”

				“I don’t understand why he’d ever take them in the first place. I mean, I can see him wanting Jayden’s baby pictures, but I’d already offered him the opportunity to make copies, and he never acted on it. I would’ve done it myself if I’d had the money.”

				Thomas scratched his neck. “Maybe this was another attempt to hurt you.”

				“I’m sure of it,” she muttered. No doubt Sly loved knowing he had what she wanted and could decide if or when he’d ever give it to her.

				She chatted with the police chief for a few more minutes about what the fire inspector might find or the forensics specialist Dawson had hired to search for further evidence on his parents’ murder, and marveled that whatever they found would help but wouldn’t change the ultimate outcome for Sly or Ronny Booker.

				Dawson returned to her side only a moment after Thomas walked over to get a cupcake. “What is it?”

				Because she didn’t want to turn the focus away from him and what he was experiencing, she figured she’d tell him about the pictures later. “This.” She smiled up at him. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”

				“It is wonderful.” He leaned in for a kiss. “But having you and Jayden in my life, and Angela back home, is by far the best part.”

				* * * * *
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				Until You Loved Me
 			
				by Brenda Novak
 			
				1

				“You look miserable.”

				Ellie Fisher forced a smile for her oldest friend. “What? No, I’m not miserable at all!” She had to shout above the music pulsing through the air and reverberating off the walls and ceiling. She’d never understood why, in a place designed for singles to meet and become acquainted, the music had to be so loud. A hundred and twenty decibels made it almost impossible to have a conversation and had to be damaging their hearing, but she didn’t say so. She knew how Amy, her friend since early childhood, and Amy’s friend Leslie, whom she’d just met tonight, would react. Besides, after the emotional trauma she’d been through the past week, she wouldn’t feel much better anywhere else. “I’m having a great time!”

				Amy pursed her lips to suggest she wasn’t convinced. “Sure you are.”

				After being inseparable in grade school, she and Amy had grown apart in middle school and taken much different paths. Amy had been the stereotypical cheerleader—popular, outgoing and fun—and had opted for cosmetology school instead of college. She now worked at an expensive hair boutique in Brickell, an urban neighborhood of downtown Miami. Ellie hadn’t had nearly the same amount of attention, especially from boys, but until recently she hadn’t cared too much about that. She’d always preferred her studies to parties, had graduated valedictorian and been accepted into Yale, which was where she’d done both her undergraduate as well as postgraduate work. Since leaving school she’d been determined to overcome the immunology challenges associated with finding a cure for diabetes at one of the foremost research facilities in the world, which just happened to be here in Miami, where she’d been born. But despite their many differences—and the fact that they didn’t see much of each other while Ellie was away at college—thanks to that early bond, she and Amy would always be friends. Ellie had never been more grateful for her than in the past week, since Amy was the one who’d been there for her when her world had fallen apart.

				“It’s true,” Ellie insisted, glancing from Amy to Leslie as if to say, “Here we are, sitting around a tiny table in one of South Beach’s most popular nightclubs. What’s not to love?”

				Amy rolled her eyes. “I know you too well to believe that. But I’m not letting you cut out early, so don’t start glancing at the time on your phone. I’ve invited a couple of friends to come meet you, remember?”

				Ellie remembered, but Amy hadn’t mentioned any names. Ellie got the impression it was because she didn’t know which friends would show up—that she’d simply gone through her male clients and other contacts and invited anyone who might be available and willing to come to the club and show Ellie a good time. “I wasn’t checking the time,” Ellie said.

				Amy scowled. “I saw you!”

				“I was checking to see if my parents have texted me!” she argued. “They should’ve arrived in Paris by now.” Ellie wished she had gone with them, but by the time her life had imploded, they’d already had their travel plans in place, and it’d been too late to get a plane ticket. They were going to be teaching in France for the next year, though. Once she finished the clinical trials she was working on, she hoped to fly over and meet up with them. Now that she wouldn’t be going on her honeymoon, she had enough vacation days to stay for three weeks. Surely helping her parents settle into their flat and take up their responsibilities in Paris would provide a better distraction. Hanging out with Amy didn’t seem to be helping anything.

				“Your parents will be fine,” Amy said. “You need to loosen up, have a few drinks and start dancing. Forget about everything, including that bastard Don and the man he cheated on you with.”

				Ellie didn’t think she could get drunk enough to forget about Don. Three days ago, she’d caught him in bed with Leonardo Stubner, part of the administration staff where they all worked. She’d have to face them both—as she had Wednesday, Thursday and today—when she returned to the Diabetes Research Institute on Monday. And that wasn’t the worst of it. Since her “shocking discovery,” he’d gone ahead and come out of the closet, even declared his love for Leo, adding another level of humiliation to what she was suffering by making it all public. Half of their coworkers felt so sorry for the pressure he’d been under to hide his sexuality that they were praising him for having the courage to finally make the big reveal. The other half, those who were critical of his deception, didn’t dare speak out for fear someone would accuse them of being unsympathetic. One way or the other, almost everyone she knew was talking about her and her situation and forming an opinion on it.

				After hearing what Amy had just said, Leslie leaned forward, at last showing a spark of interest in Ellie. “Your fiancé cheated on you with another man?”

				Ellie squirmed beneath Leslie’s horrified regard. When Amy had mentioned they were taking Ellie out to get her mind off a broken engagement, Leslie had barely reacted. But the circumstances of her failed relationship changed things, made Ellie that much more pathetic. When Ellie had caught her fiancé with his “best friend,” whom he’d known since college—Don was the one who’d gotten Leo hired at the DRI—she’d also come face-to-face with the realization that all the “golfing” trips the two had taken since she and Don started dating hadn’t been as innocent as she’d been led to believe.

				The one man who’d told her he wanted to spend forever with her hadn’t really been attracted to her in the first place. He’d merely been using her as a cover so that he wouldn’t become estranged from his ultrareligious parents.

				That hurt more than her lost dream of starting a family.

				But the fact that she was ill at ease in a nightclub wasn’t Don’s fault. She’d never felt comfortable in large groups, didn’t consider herself particularly adept at the kind of social interaction they required. She’d been too devoted to getting her PhD in biomedical engineering, and following that up with a postdoctoral fellowship at the DRI, where she’d met Don, a fellow scientist, to have much time for clubbing.

				She shouldn’t have let Amy drag her here, she decided as she gazed around. But maybe one of Amy’s friends would show up, and maybe he’d somehow be able to make her feel less like a loser or distract her from the pain. Nothing else had worked thus far, so she forced herself to hold out hope. If she didn’t make some effort to recover and move on, even if it only resulted in a very short rebound relationship the first time, she’d die an old maid one day. That had never seemed more of a possibility than now. Her thirtieth birthday loomed ahead, but instead of planning her wedding, as she’d anticipated, she’d be doing all she could to tolerate continuing her research while bumping into her ex-fiancé and his lover on a daily basis.

				A man from across the room started toward them. With his sandy-colored hair swept up off his forehead using some fixative, he was attractive in a frat-boy way—ultrapreppy—which was a look she admired.

				“Mind if I join you?” he asked.

				Frat Boy immediately singled out Amy—not that Ellie could blame him. Dressed in a short, tight-fitting black dress, six-inch stilettos and smoky makeup with bright red lipstick, Amy oozed sex appeal. So did Leslie, for that matter. Thanks to Amy’s insistence, even Ellie had had a complete makeover and was dressed in a similar fashion, except her dress was white and dipped low in the back instead of the front—the only concession Amy would allow her natural modesty. Amy had done her best to prime the hook, but Ellie didn’t feel she made very tantalizing bait.

				You need to get laid, that’s what you need, her friend would say when she tried to balk about wearing the skimpy lingerie she had on under her dress or complained about the height of the heels Amy had pressed on her. If someone did ask her to dance, she’d probably turn an ankle, which was hardly conducive to hooking up later. Then her first Brazilian would for sure have not been worth the shocking pain.

				Amy looked Frat Boy up and down in a seductive manner before widening her smile. “Sure. It’ll save me the trouble of having to come searching for you when I’m ready to leave.”

				He obviously liked that response. Ellie had to admit it was smooth. She almost brought up the Notes app on her phone so she could jot it down—except she was fairly certain that line wouldn’t come off so suave if she ever attempted to use it. Flirting sounded silly coming from her. She loved sarcasm, had always traded put-downs with her father, but she doubted that talent would impress other men.

				With some effort, thanks to the pressing throng of people that filled the club, the man located a chair and dragged it over before introducing himself as Manny. He made small talk for a few minutes. Then he waved over his friend, a shorter, more muscular version of himself, who’d been getting drinks at the bar.

				Manny explained that they were both commercial real estate agents with Howard, Hasselhoff & McMann, a local firm, and introduced his friend as Nick. Nick focused on Leslie, since Manny already had dibs on Amy, making Ellie the third wheel she would expect to be in such a situation. She tried to contribute to the conversation but found herself peeking at her phone when Amy wasn’t looking. Not only was she uncomfortable, she was bored. But if she tried to get a taxi, Amy would merely remind her of the “friends” who were coming to meet her.

				As the two couples got up to dance, leaving Ellie alone at the table, she let go of a long sigh and flagged down a waitress. “Bring me three shots,” she said.

				Maybe if she forced herself to get drunk, the rest of the night would pass in a merciful blur. The alcohol wasn’t good for her liver. She couldn’t help acknowledging that. But as far as she was concerned, it was absolutely vital for her poor, aching heart.

				* * *

				Hudson King loved women, probably even more than most other men did, but he didn’t trust them. He’d gotten his name from the intersection of Hudson and King, two streets in Los Angeles’s exclusive Bel Air community, where he’d been abandoned and hidden in a privacy hedge when he was only hours old, so he figured he’d come by that lack of trust honestly. If he couldn’t rely on his own mother to nurture and protect him when he was completely helpless, well...that didn’t start him off on the most secure path. Even once he’d been found, hungry, cold and near death, screaming at the top of his lungs, his life hadn’t improved for quite some time.

				Of course, he’d been such an angry and unruly youth he was undoubtedly to blame for some of the hurdles he’d faced growing up. He’d made things more difficult than they had to be. He’d had more than one foster family make that clear—right before sending him back to the orphanage.

				Fortunately, his foster days were behind him. He’d buried most of the anger that’d caused him to act out, too. Or maybe he just controlled it these days. Some claimed he played football with a chip on his shoulder—that his upbringing contributed to the toughness and determination he displayed on the field—and that could easily be true. Sometimes it felt as if he did have a demon driving him out there, egging him on, making him push himself as far as possible. Perhaps he was trying to prove that he did matter, that he was important, that he had something to contribute. He’d had more than one sports commentator make the suggestion, but whether those sports commentators had any idea what they were talking about, Hudson couldn’t say. He refused to see a psychologist, didn’t see the point. No one could change the past.

				Either way, once he was sent to high school at New Horizons Boys Ranch in Silver Springs, California, where it became apparent that he could throw a football, his fortunes had finally changed. Now, as quarterback of the Los Angeles Devils, he’d been named first team All-American twice and MVP once, had a Super Bowl ring on his finger and everything else a man could want—a successful career, more money than he could spend and more attention than he knew what to do with.

				Not that he enjoyed the attention. He considered fame more of a drawback. As far as he was concerned, being in the spotlight proved to some of the families who’d decided he was too hard to handle that he might’ve been worth the effort. But it made his little problem with women that much worse. How could he trust the fairer sex when they had so much incentive to target and mislead him? Getting involved with the wrong girl could result in false accusations of rape or physical abuse, lies about his personal life or other unwelcome publicity, even an intentional effort to get pregnant in hopes of achieving a big payout. He’d seen that sort of thing happen too many times with other professional athletes, which was why he typically avoided the party scene. He wasn’t stupid enough to fall into that trap.

				So as he sat back and accepted his second drink at Envy in South Beach, he had to ask himself why he’d let his new sports agent, Teague Upton, talk him into coming to a club. He supposed it was the fact that Teague’s younger brother, Craig, was with them, making it two votes in favor to his one opposed. He could’ve nixed the outing even still. These days, he pretty much got his way whenever he demanded it. But since his former agent had retired, Hudson had only recently signed with Teague, and Teague lived in Miami, was proud of the city and eager to show him around. Not only that, but the game Hudson had flown in to play didn’t take place until Sunday, so boredom had something to do with it. Loneliness was a factor, too—not that he’d ever admit that. He was the guy perceived as having it all. Why destroy such a pleasant illusion? Being that guy was certainly an improvement over the unwanted burden he’d been as a child.

				Besides, the owner of Envy had been very accommodating. Because Hudson didn’t want to be signing autographs all night, the club owner had made arrangements with Teague to let them in through the back and had provided them with a private booth in the far corner, where it was so dark it’d be tough to recognize anyone. From his vantage point, Hudson couldn’t see the entire dance floor—and only a small part of the pulsing, lit bar—but he could observe most of what was happening, at least in the immediate vicinity, and that beat hanging out alone in his hotel room, even if the skimpy dresses and curvy bodies of the women created a certain amount of sexual frustration he had little hope of satisfying...

				“Hudson, did you hear me?”

				Hudson lowered the hurricane drink he’d ordered so that he could respond to Teague’s younger brother. Teague himself had already found a woman to his liking and was hanging out with her closer to the bar. “Yeah?”

				“What do you make of that little hottie?” Craig jerked his head toward a buxom blonde gyrating against some skinny, well-dressed dude.

				“Not bad,” Hudson admitted. But he wasn’t all that impressed by the blonde. He was far more intrigued by the woman he’d been surreptitiously watching since he arrived. Slender, with her black hair swept up and away from her oval face, she wasn’t as pretty as some of the other women he’d seen tonight, but she wasn’t nearly as plastic, either. She seemed oddly wholesome, given the setting. The poise with which she held herself told him she deserved more attention than she was receiving. At times, she even looked a little bewildered, as if she didn’t understand all the frenetic activity around her, let alone thrived on it. She’d just ordered three shots and downed them all—without anyone looking on or clapping to encourage her, which wasn’t how most party girls did it. Then, while her friends were still off dancing, she’d gotten rid of the evidence and ordered something that looked like a peach margarita.

				“Man, I’d like to get me some of that,” Craig was saying about the blonde.

				“Go talk to her.” Hudson hoped to be left alone, so he could study the mystery woman at the table nearby without interruption or distraction.

				“Can I tell her I’m with you?” Craig laughed as he spoke, so Hudson knew he was joking, but he made his position clear anyway.

				“No. Don’t tell anyone I’m here. That would mean I’d have to leave, and I’m enjoying myself at the moment.”

				“You are? You didn’t even want to come.”

				“I’m glad I did.”

				“You’re not doing anything except having a drink...”

				At least he was having a drink around other people, so he could have some fun vicariously. “That’s good enough,” he said. “For now.”

				“Man, you could change that so easily. All you’d have to do is crook your little finger and you’d have any woman in here.”

				Probably not any woman, but more than his fair share. That was part of the problem. Hudson never knew if the women he met were interested in him—or his celebrity. “Fame isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

				Craig’s expression indicated he was far from convinced. “Are you kidding me, man? I’d give anything to be you. I’d have a different model in my bed every night.”

				Hudson didn’t live that way. He hadn’t slept with anyone since his girlfriend broke up with him nearly two years ago. He hadn’t planned on remaining celibate for such an extended period; he just hadn’t found anyone to replace Melody. Not only did he prefer to avoid certain risks—like getting scammed—he didn’t believe it was ethical to set someone up for disappointment. People like him, who struggled to fall in love, should come with a warning label. That was the reason he and Melody had broken up after seven years. She’d come to the conclusion that he’d never be willing to hand over his heart—could never trust enough to let go of it—and she wasn’t interested in anything less. She wanted to marry, settle down and have a family.

				He respected her for cutting him off, had realized since that she was right. He’d only stuck with her as long as he did because she was comfortable and safe, not because he felt any great passion.

				Still, it was difficult not to call her, especially when he needed the comfort, softness and sexual release a woman could provide. Only his desire to protect her from getting hurt again, since the breakup had been so hard on her, had kept him from relapsing.

				“I refuse to be that big a fool,” he told Craig.

				Teague’s little brother leaned closer. “What’d you say?”

				“Nothing.” Craig wouldn’t understand Hudson’s reluctance to churn through women even if he tried to explain it. Part of it was Craig’s age. At twenty-four, nothing sounded better than sex with as many girls as possible. Hudson had felt the same eight years ago. Only his peculiar background, and that trust issue, had kept him from acting on his baser impulses. Also, he’d achieved some early success through his college play at UCLA, had already had something to protect when he was twenty-four.

				“So why don’t you go talk to her?” Hudson pressed, gesturing toward the blonde.

				Craig took another sip of his drink. “Think I should?”

				The song had ended and she was walking off toward a table on her own. “What do you have to lose? She might shut you down, but then you’ll move on to someone else, right?”

				Freshly empowered, Craig put down his glass and slid out of the booth. “Good point. Okay. Here I go.”

				As soon as he left, Hudson slid on the sunglasses he kept in his shirt pocket—he was already wearing a ball cap—and called over the waitress. But she was so busy she barely looked at him anyway.

				“What can I get for you?”

				“That woman over there—what’s she drinking?” He pointed at the lone figure he found so intriguing. He didn’t have to worry about her seeing the gesture, since she had yet to look back at him.

				The waitress cast a glance in the direction indicated. “I’d guess a peach margarita.”

				As he’d thought. “She needs a fresh one. Will you take care of it?”

				“Of course.”

				“Thanks.” He handed her a twenty. “Keep the change.”
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