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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Are you one of those FBI agents?”  
 
    Lex looked up, then froze.  It was her!  It was the woman from the playground!  The one with the great legs! 
 
    She was even more lovely up close.  His body tightened, his muscles turning to stone as he jerked his head with an affirmative nod.  “Yes.  And you are?” 
 
    The woman sat down opposite him, thumping her heavy leather tote bag onto her lap.  The thing was so big, it almost hid her from view.  She reached in and took out several items, putting them onto the table between them.  A sippy cup.  A toy hammer.  A toy screw driver.  A small train with a smiling face on it.  That train toy was a bit creepy and Lex looked away, wondering why the woman had sat down.  He sipped his coffee, watching her and trying to ignore that creepy-smiling-train watching him.   
 
    “Here,” she sighed with relief as she hefted a large envelope out of that monstrously large tote bag.  She plopped the envelope down on the table, then started dumping the toys back into the bag.  Thank goodness!  Lex wasn’t sure how much longer he could stand that train face mocking him.  The train knew how much the woman was affecting him.  And he judged!  Yes, the train somehow knew that Lex was attracted to the lady, his mind instantly wondering what she’d look like underneath that bulky sweater.  She’d donned some sort of scarf around her neck, even though the late spring day promised to be on the warm side.   
 
    A second later, she dumped that crazy-large bag onto the floor next to her chair, then looked at him expectantly.  After a moment, she nudged the envelope closer to him, her hazel eyes watching him as if she wanted him to do something.  
 
    “What’s in the envelope?” he asked, taking another casual sip of his coffee.   
 
    The waitress arrived.  “Hey, Brantlee.  You want a cup of coffee?”  
 
    Brantlee.  Mentally, he said the woman’s name over and over again in his mind.  The name suited her.  She was cute.  A bit too thin, but very cute.  Her hair was in one of those messy buns that still managed to somehow look sexy.  But it was her eyes that captured his attention.  Big, hazel eyes…green one moment, then goldenish the next.  How was that possible?  Just a flash of the light, he thought, leaning forward to take the envelope.  
 
    “No, no coffee, Priscilla.  I’m not staying long.” 
 
    The waitress nodded, then moved on to the next table within her station, topping off coffee and smiling to the regulars she knew.  Tourists had already started coming into the small town of Minnow, Pennsylvania, eager to get a jump on the hiking, fishing and white water rafting offered by the small mountain town.  The spring had been exceptionally wet this year, making the white water rafting even more tempting than normal.  The river was fast and the melting snow from the higher altitudes was still filtering into the waterways, making the trip down the river even more exciting and challenging.   
 
    “This,” Brantlee explained, laying her hands on the large envelope, “are all of the suspicious invoices I’ve been able to gather together for you and your team.” 
 
    Lex blinked, trying to hide his surprise.  “We just requested the court order yesterday for these invoices.  The mayor was arrested only two days ago.  How did you…?” 
 
    “I’ve been doing my own research for months now.  I’m the accountant for the county, and these,” she tapped the envelope with her hands, “are the files that I think you and your FBI team should focus on.  I don’t know if they are what you’re looking for, but I know that they don’t make any sense.”  She clasped her hands together and Lex noticed that her fingernails were painfully short and that there were red, rough patches on her hands.  She obviously washed her hands a lot, he thought. “Now that you guys are here, I’m legally obligated to give these to you.  I’ve attached notes to the invoices I’ve already researched and what conclusions I’ve been able to come up with.  But if you need any other information, I’m more than happy to help.” 
 
    With that, she bent down and grabbed the straps of her leather tote bag and stood up.  “Here’s my contact information,” she said, bending over and writing her cell phone and email address on the napkin.  “Call me anytime.” 
 
    Then she hurried out of the diner, waving to a few of the other patrons before disappearing out through the door.   
 
    Lex turned his head, watching as she stepped into an older model SUV.  His eyes narrowed when the woman pursed her lips, then released a breath of air.  She then leaned her forehead against the steering wheel.  Had she been nervous about delivering the envelope?   
 
    Yes, he thought, watching her carefully through the large window.  He noticed that she lifted her head and looked around, as if someone might have been watching her.  What the hell?  Who was she afraid of?   
 
    Time to do a bit of investigating, he thought.  Tossing down several bills for the coffee and a large tip, he walked out of the diner, intending to follow the woman.  She was hiding something and he needed to find out what.  
 
    Just the fact that a county employee had turned over an envelope filled with suspicious invoices seemed suspicious to him.  He and his team had been in Minnow for a while now, and they hadn’t had much cooperation from anyone in town, aside from Becca, the deputy mayor.  And it had gotten worse after they’d arrested the mayor, the local doctor, and the doctor’s wife after the trio had tried to kill Becca.  The three of them had all been part of the racketeering scheme that Jason DeFila had played out over the town, using petty crimes and intimidation to extort payments from the business owners and residents for “protection” against further crimes.   
 
    DeFila was now behind bars, but the man had been a criminal mastermind.  He’d developed a process by which he’d move different thugs into a small town, cause mayhem, then provide protection – for a price.  He’d done this in several small towns all over the east coast and it was taking time to unravel the web of contacts that had enabled the man’s system to work.  There were FBI teams in six different towns in three different states, investigating local governments and police officers, determining who took the bribes and who simply turned a blind eye to the criminal developments.   
 
    The mayor had definitely been in the pocket of DeFila’s men.  But the local doctor and his wife had also been part of the town’s crime blanket that had smothered the residents.   
 
    The three had been arrested and were in an FBI detention facility in Philadelphia, about an hour’s drive from Minnow.   
 
    Now Lex and his team were sifting through the details, trying to figure out who else might have been involved.   
 
    Having evidence literally handed to him was unusual.   
 
    Tucking the envelope under his arm, he walked out to his SUV, slipping his sunglasses over his eyes so that he could see which way the lovely Brantlee had gone.  Yes, he was going to follow her.  He was an excellent FBI agent.  It was his job to ensure that the town was safe.   
 
    That was the excuse he was using, at least.  He followed her down the street and she pulled into the parking lot of the county administration office.  No shocker there, he thought as he continued down the street.   
 
    Fifteen minutes later, he entered the building where he and his team were working.  Agent Maddox, their team leader, was already sitting at one of the folding tables they were using as their desks.   
 
    “Where are the others?”  
 
    Maddox grunted and glanced at his watch.  “It’s seven o’clock in the morning,” he grumbled.  “They’re probably still in bed with their wives.”  He was typing something on his computer, his irritation palpable.  “Which is where I should be too!” 
 
    Lex didn’t bother to laugh because it would only piss off their fearless leader.  He carried the envelope over to his “desk”, tossing it onto the table.  “Well, when Bart finally allows Josephine to come to work, I got this earlier today.” 
 
    Maddox stopped typing and looked over at the envelope.  “What’s that?”  
 
    “The county’s accountant brought that to me earlier today at the coffee shop.  She says it’s invoices that don’t look right, but I haven’t looked through them yet.” 
 
    “Josephine is in Philly today.  She’s doing that training thing with the other FBI tech people.” 
 
    Lex chuckled, shaking his head.  “She’s training the other hackers on how to hack better and faster, huh?”  
 
    “Exactly.”   
 
    “That means that Bart had some business in Philly too?”  
 
    Maddox shrugged his shoulders.  “He’s pulling some records for me.” 
 
    That called for an eye roll.  “You’re getting soft in your old age,” he muttered.  
 
    Maddox laughed, not arguing the point.   
 
    “So where the hell is Slater?” Lex demanded, referring to the fifth member of their team as he shuffled the papers on his desk.   
 
    “He’s taking the day off.  He’s been working too many hours lately.” 
 
    Lex didn’t comment because it was true.  Slater was dedicated and a great agent. But he was also newly engaged and madly in love with his fiancée.   
 
    “So are you going to go through those invoices?” Maddox asked, not bothering to look up this time. 
 
    Lex glared at the envelope for a long moment, then sighed and nodded as he pulled the package closer.  “I’ll see what I can decipher.  But you know accountants.  They aren’t very good at explaining anything in clear terms.” 
 
    Maddox grunted and continued typing.   
 
    Lex pulled the papers out of the envelope and started flipping through the documents.  After a few minutes, he whistled low, shaking his head.   
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    Lex lifted one of the invoices.  There was a yellow sticky right in the middle with something written on it.  “This woman wrote exactly what she’d done and why each invoice was suspicious.  Everything is,” he paused to flip through a few more invoices, “very detailed.” 
 
    Maddox chuckled, a sound he never would have made prior to marrying Ashley.  She’d brightened his world with her cooking and sweet smiles.  To say that Maddox was overly protective of the beauty would be an understatement.   
 
    “That’s unusual.  We won’t need to get a forensic accountant in to determine which invoices are off and why?”  
 
    Lex leaned back in his chair.  “Hell no!  She’s done all the work already.” 
 
    Maddox leaned back as well, crossing his arms over his chest.  “Talk to me.” 
 
    Lex flipped one invoice around.  “This one is for fourteen thousand, two hundred dollars.  The details say it’s for road paint.”   
 
    Maddox shrugged his massive shoulders dismissively.  “That doesn’t seem out of the ordinary.” 
 
    Lex flipped it back so that he could read the sticky note.  “The accountant says that there haven’t been any road improvements done within the county in the past thirteen months.  She even lists out the roads that need repairs and the grant submission numbers that would be used to pay for those road repairs and the expected dates that the grants would be approved or rejected.” 
 
    Maddox’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.  “That’s extremely detailed.” 
 
    Lex picked up another invoice.  He read it for a moment, then said, “This one is for twelve hundred dollars and says it’s for bottled water to be given out to the guests at last summer’s spring festival.”  His eyes flitted over the sticky note.  “The explanation here says that no bottled water was delivered or handed out to the crowds.  She goes on to note that water bottles used to be sold by the vendors, but the county installed water fountains for the tourists six years ago along the festival routes, so no bottled water is allowed due to the environmental impact of the single-use plastics.” 
 
    Maddox was already leaning forward, his elbows on the table as he nodded. “That’s excellent information.  It’s damned nice to not have to figure everything out ourselves.” 
 
    Lex agreed.  “It also helps us know where to look and who might also be part of DeFila’s scheme.” He flipped another invoice around.  “This one details a county clerk, the woman who normally registers births, deaths and marriage licenses issued, who claims to have bought ten thousand pens.”   
 
    “Again, that doesn’t seem unusual.” 
 
    Lex lifted a finger, indicating that Maddox should wait.  “She attached another invoice by another clerk for office supplies and there’s a highlighted line for one hundred pens.”  He paused, his eyes narrowing for a moment.  “She goes on to write that the county has only ordered a hundred pens each year for the past decade.” 
 
    Maddox shook his head.  “I don’t think we’ve ever had evidence handed to us in such a detailed fashion before.” 
 
    Lex grinned.  
 
    “What the hell?” Maddox snapped, his eyes narrowing on his co-worker.   
 
    Looking up, Lex glanced around, quickly assessing the area for danger after that exclamation.  But it was still just Maddox and Lex in the office.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Maddox laughed, shaking his head in shock.  “You like her!” 
 
    Instantly, Lex’s features morphed into his normally irritated expression.  “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “You smiled!” Maddox claimed.  
 
    “Who smiled?” Slater asked, walking into the office and slumping down in one of the chairs.  
 
    Lex glared at the man.  “I thought you were taking the day off!”  
 
    Slater blinked, then turned his eyes to Maddox with a raised eyebrow.  “What crawled up his ass and wiggled?”  
 
    Lex rolled his eyes, but Maddox laughed at the quip.  “He’s been hit.” 
 
    Slater was still for a moment, then he grinned.  “Hell, we’ve all found our partners during this investigation.  Is there something in the water around here?”  
 
    Lex didn’t bother to respond to that question.  “You’re an idiot.”  He stood up, stuffing the invoices back into the envelope.  “I’m going to work with Ms.…” he paused and pulled out the napkin where she’d written down her contact information, “…Henson, to get more information and organize these invoices so that we can investigate them more efficiently.” 
 
    Maddox nodded his head, still grinning as he once again leaned back in his chair.  “Sounds like a good plan!” he replied.  
 
    Slater watched Lex go, not commenting at all.  But as soon as the elevator doors closed on the man, he turned back to Maddox.  “What the hell was that all about?”  
 
    “The county’s accountant provided a package filled with suspicious invoices.  Seems there was more than just DeFilia’s racketeering going on here in Minnow.” 
 
    “Invoices?” Slater repeated.  “You mean, there are people in town doing something outside of DeFila’s crime ring?”  He leaned forward, bracing his hands on the table he was using as a desk.  “In addition to all the crap that crime goon put the townspeople through, the three of them were embezzling money too?”  
 
    “Looks like it,” Maddox replied.  “Or maybe someone else is doing the embezzlement.  It might not have anything to do with DeFila’s crap.” He sighed, rubbing a hand over his face as frustration build up.  “If it’s a whole different crime, that might be outside of the scope of our investigation.  But Lex will look into the evidence and let me know if the embezzlement and racketeering is connected in any way.  If not, we’ll turn over the evidence to the county prosecutors for further action.  If the evidence shows that the two crimes are related, then we’ll keep the stuff and hand it over to the feds for prosecution.”  
 
    “Is that what was in the envelope Lex was carrying?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Maddox replied with a sly grin. “And I’m willing to bet the accountant is beautiful.” 
 
    Slater finally caught up and grinned.  “Hell yes!” he laughed, rubbing his hands together.  “Couldn’t happen to a better man!”  
 
    They both chuckled because Lex was their friend as well as co-worker.  If anyone needed a good woman, it was Lex.  The man had hidden demons that a gentle touch might soothe.  No one knew what had happened in Lex’s past, but they all knew it was bad.  Very bad.  But whatever it was, his demons made him a hell of a good investigator.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Brantlee stared at her computer, her mind unable to focus on the many tasks she needed to finalize today.  Quarterly taxes for the county were due in three days.  She needed to review the pension plan balances and ensure that none of the retirement accounts for the county employees had been dipped into.  She needed to review the bookkeepers’ entries for invoice payments that had been entered yesterday.  That and about a thousand other tasks were waiting for her to tackle.   
 
    And yet, all she could do was stare at her computer and think about him.  About Agent Lex Murdock.  She hadn’t expected him to be so tall.  Or big!  The man’s shoulders were…shocking.   
 
    A shiver of awareness fluttered through her, then the expected fear.   
 
    Sighing, she pushed a wisp of hair back behind her ears, then turned, blinking in an effort to focus on her job.  Glancing at the time, she calculated that she’d wasted about twenty minutes today dreaming about the gruff, taciturn agent.   
 
    “Stop it,” she muttered, then lifted her hands to the keyboard.  “You have too much work to do to be dreaming about a stranger’s hands.” 
 
    “What stranger?” a deep voice asked.  
 
    Jerking, Brantlee’s eyes swiveled from the computer monitor to the doorway where…oh, dear heaven!  The man she’d been thinking about for the past several hours was here!  He was standing in her doorway and there was barely an inch of space above his head.  Yes, he was that tall!  And broad!  Those shoulders, those amazing, football-styled shoulders, took up most of the space between the sides of the doorway.   
 
    Pulling on every ounce of professionalism she could muster, she folded her hands politely on her desk and forced her lips to curl into a professional smile.  “What are you doing here, Agent Murdock?  Do you need more information?”  
 
    He shook his head, lifting the envelope she’d given him less than an hour before in his hand.  She’d kept that envelope in her tote bag for the past three days, trying to work up the courage to hand it over.   
 
    She wasn’t worried about handing over evidence.  The warrant that Becca, the acting mayor since their elected mayor was rotting in a prison cell now, had handed over to Brantlee last week made providing the invoices that she’d been collecting a non-issue.  She’d had the evidence for months, not sure what to do with it, afraid of going to the police for fear that the police might be a part of whatever had been happening in the town.  It seemed that, the more she dug into the issue, the more evidence she found.  Brantlee kept uncovering more odd invoices, things ordered by people within the county government that shouldn’t have been ordering anything at all.  
 
      
 
    Lex smiled at her, trying to reassure her that his presence was benign.  She seemed very nervous.   
 
    “I need to go through these with you,” he told her.  It was a lie.  He could have gone through the entire envelope and brought back only the invoices that needed clarification.  He didn’t completely understand why he was here.  It was just…he needed to be here.  With her.   
 
    For the investigation, he told himself.   
 
    “I didn’t explain something clearly enough in my notes?” she asked, turning so that she faced him directly.   
 
    He shook his head. “No, it’s more about the chain of evidence,” he replied.  Good one, he thought.  That sounded very official.  “Do you have time?”  
 
    “Of course!” she replied and pushed away from the desk.  She gestured to the chair in front of her desk.  “Have a seat.  We’ll go through whatever items don’t make sense and I’ll get you more information.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said and lowered himself into the tiny chair.  It looked as if it might break in half with his weight, but, thankfully, he was able to relax back into it.  “I just need to go through these and talk with you about them, understand how you discovered each one.” 
 
    She laced her fingers together.  “Absolutely.  Whatever I can do to help, I’ll make the time.” 
 
    “That’s very generous of you, but if an emergency comes up, we can take a break and come back to this,” he assured her, gesturing to the invoices again.  
 
    “That’s fine,” she said with a tentative smile.  “Tell me what you need to know.” 
 
    He pulled out the first one.  “How about if you explain this one to me.”   
 
    Brantlee looked down at the invoice and smiled, unaware of how her body wiggled with eagerness to tell her story.  “That one is part of a whole batch of invoices that came from the same address.”  She pulled out the stack and flipped through the ones on the top and pulled out five of them.  “Here, these all came from the same place.  Does anything look strange to you?” 
 
    He peered down at the invoices, examining each of them.  “They don’t have the same address.  What makes you say that they all came from the same place?” 
 
    She lifted a finger, flipping over the top page.  “Here,” she said, pointing to the address on the envelope.  “These addresses all are in the same city, but they don’t match the address on the invoice.  That was my first clue.  Then I started to dig a bit deeper.  I then realized that the address line was similar.  When I looked into the actual street names to get more information on the company, I realized that the street didn’t exist.  The invoices all came from a bogus address.” 
 
    Lex nodded his head, fascinated with the woman.  “How did you discover that?”  
 
    “Google maps!” she replied with a laugh.  “I didn’t know this until a few weeks ago, but there are companies that now cater to what’s called the nomadic lifestyle within the United States.” 
 
    His dark eyebrows lifted in surprise.  “I didn’t know there were nomads,” he replied.  
 
    “I didn’t either!” she exclaimed, laughing at his confused expression.  “However, there are people who sell their house, quit their nine to five jobs and buy a recreational vehicle.  They take their RVs on the road and explore the states.  Unfortunately, for health insurance and tax purposes, they need a permanent address, which makes living and traveling in a recreational vehicle a problem.  That’s why someone came up with the idea of providing a ‘permanent’ address to anyone who wants to pay for one while they travel.  It’s really just a place for the invoicing companies to send their bills to clients, but the address companies will go a step further and will forward your mail to any place within the US!” She clapped her hands. “Isn’t that amazing?  I mean, who thinks of these ideas!” 
 
    He chuckled, nodding his agreement.  “I guess if you need to travel everywhere, then yeah, it makes sense.” 
 
    “Exactly!  And there are states where it’s easier to do than others.  People in the RV world choose states where the income taxes are low or there aren’t any property taxes.  It’s brilliant.  It’s like a win-win for everyone!” 
 
    “If you say so,” he replied, shaking his head. “So these invoices all came from one of those nomadic companies?” 
 
    “Yep!” she replied, leaning back in her chair.  “I was able to track down these specific invoices,” she laid her hand down on the five invoices, “to manufactured addresses.  Then I started to dig through invoices that came through my office for the same items and I was able to ascertain that these invoices in particular were fake, but someone in the accounting department paid them as if they were legit.” 
 
    “That’s actually…” he stared down at the piece of paper with small notes attached to them.  “Brilliant.” 
 
    For the next two hours, he pulled out each of the invoices and she explained how she’d determined that it was part of the embezzlement scheme, along with the name of the person attached to the expenditure.   
 
    Finally, Lex nodded his head, amazed at the woman’s brilliance.  “That’s great.  You’ve narrowed everything down to four people outside of the mayor’s office.” 
 
    “Yep.”  She grinned and, not for the first time, he wanted to reach out and pull her into his arms to kiss her.  Her bottom lip was fuller than the top, causing images of him nibbling on that lip to pop into his head.   
 
    Those thoughts were completely unprofessional, he reminded himself and tried hard to concentrate on the evidence she was explaining.  
 
    Unfortunately, they came to the last one and he couldn’t think of any other questions.  Brantlee was thorough and confident in her facts.  Plus, she’d tied everything together, connected the dots right back to the four people that she suspected were embezzling.   
 
    “Thank you for all of this,” he told her, wishing he could come up with some other reason to talk to her.  “If I have more questions, can I call you?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she replied, and he noticed her cheeks stain with pink.  He liked that.  Plus, it gave him hope that she might be interested in him too.   
 
    “Well, thanks then.”  He stood up, wishing he could…say something…anything!  Any reason to prolong this time with her.  But he’d already taken up too much of her time and she probably had a lot of work to do.  “I know how to reach you then,” he told her, extending his hand.  “Thank you.  This is really excellent work, Brantlee.” 
 
    She took his hand, her small fingers too delicate for his touch.  He looked down at their clasped hands and a protective instinct roared back to life.   
 
    But she pulled her hand away quickly. When he looked into her eyes, there was attraction and…fear?  Was he reading her correctly?   
 
    He stepped closer and she automatically stepped back.  He froze, still watching her, but with narrowed eyes now.  “Someone hurt you,” he growled, recognizing the signs.  
 
    She was startled by his instant understanding, her eyes widening even more.  But she pressed her lips together.  “You’re a gorgeous, amazing…” her eyes traveled down over his shoulders and chest, then she pulled her gaze away.  “I have to go!”  
 
    With that, she disappeared down the hallway.   
 
    Lex watched her go, his jaw tightening as he thought back to everything he knew about Brantlee.  Which, granted, was very little.   
 
    Perhaps it was time to do a bit of researching into their newest witness.  That definitely wouldn’t be much of a hardship.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Can you meet me in the park?”  
 
    Brantlee read the message.  Then she re-read it.  Five years, she thought.  It had been five years since a man had touched her other than an accidental brush of his sleeve against hers, or a professional shake of her hand.   
 
    Granted, no man had actually interested her in those five years.  She shivered, remembering the strength in Agent Lex Murdock’s hand.  It hadn’t felt threatening.  It had felt…really good when his fingers had wrapped around hers.  Too good.  
 
    Shuddering, she released her breath slowly, then opened her eyes.  Just as she did that, the bell outside of the elementary school rang and, moments later, the doors opened up, a stream of young children barreling out into the bright sunshine.  It was a beautiful day.  Spring used to be her favorite time of the year, but…well, the clothes she preferred now were a bit too bulky for the spring weather.   
 
    Maybe she could take off the scarf at least?   
 
    Nah, what was the point?  She’d worn it for so long, Brantlee wasn’t sure she’d know what to do without it around her neck.  It was sort of her armor now.   
 
    Still, her fingers fiddled with the fabric, thoughts of being completely naked with none other than the very tall, very handsome Lex Murdock kept popping into her mind.   
 
    “Mom!”  
 
    Brantlee pulled her mind out of that particular fantasy and focused on the four year old boy running towards her, a huge grin on his features.   
 
    Anthony.  He was her world, she thought as she waved to him from her car as he rushed out of the school doors.  Everything that was good and wonderful was manifest in her son.  He was the best thing she’d ever done and she loved him with all her heart.   
 
    “Hi, kiddo!” she said when he pulled the car door open and climbed into the back seat.  Thankfully, he wasn’t yet at the age when he rebelled about the booster seat, but she knew that would come in time.  He was tall for his age, just like his dad.  Brantlee vowed that Anthony would never have the bad parts of his father though.  Just the good stuff!   
 
    “Mom, look what I drew in school today!” Anthony said, shoving his fist that held a picture. “Can we put it up on the wall?”  
 
    Brantlee took the picture, stifling a laugh as she glanced down at the figures.  He’d drawn two people, a woman and a child along with a dog.  The two figures had arms and legs and gigantic hands and feet with ten toes and…she paused to count…thirteen fingers on each hand.   
 
    “This is wonderful!” she exclaimed, smothering her amusement at his hands and feet.  She knew that was a very significant clue to his brain’s progress and she was painfully proud of him.  “Is this me?” she asked, pointing to the female-ish figure.  It had a “scarf” around the neck, so she assumed that was her.   
 
    “Yeah!”  he said, pushing himself out of the booster seat so he could hang over the back of the passenger seat.  “And that’s me!”  He pointed to the figure next to her and then at the dog.  “Guess what that is?” he said, his mouth pulling into a toothy grin.   
 
    “Is that a soccer ball?” she asked, teasing him because he’d been asking if they could get a dog for a while now.   
 
    “Mom!” he groaned, rolling his eyes as his body wiggled with energy.  “It’s a dog!  Doesn’t he look nice?  And this dog doesn’t whine at night, needing to go outside to pee.  He doesn’t poop on the carpets either.  I promise!”  
 
    She laughed, then set the picture onto the passenger seat.  “That’s a very nice dog.  But we need to get out of the way so the other moms and dads can pick up their kids.  Climb into your seat and pull on your seat belt.” 
 
    Anthony was a great kid and did as he was told.  The whole drive back to their house, he told her about every moment of his day, including a critique on the lunch she’d packed for him. Thankfully, it was one of the good ones and he thanked her for the peanut butter and jelly sandwich and apple slices.  And throughout all of it, her heart melted for this little man who had completely stolen her heart.  
 
    As she pulled into the driveway of their small house, she thanked God for giving her Anthony.  Yes, he was a handful at times, especially at night when he didn’t want to go to bed.  But he was fun and sweet and caring and just so wonderful all the other times.   
 
    “Are we going to the park today?” he asked, climbing out of the car and bouncing along the short sidewalk to the house.  He waited while she unlocked the door, then raced through the house to the fridge.   
 
    “No cookies until you’ve had some fruit!” she yelled, kicking his book bag over to the side of the foyer.  She unloaded her own tote bag, hanging his sweater up on a hook.  A moment later, she came upon his shoes.  How had he taken them off and managed to leave them exactly in the middle of the hallway?   
 
    “I’m going to put your shoes outside tonight if you leave them here!” she yelled to him as she stepped over the shoes.  Seconds later, Anthony came rushing out of the kitchen, a milk mustache on his upper lip as he grabbed his shoes, hugging them to his chest protectively.  She’d put his shoes outside the door a couple of times and he really hated putting his feet into cold shoes.  That threat was ingenious!   
 
    While Anthony chomped on carrots and hummus perched on top of one of the kitchen stools, Brantlee pulled her phone out and read the message again.  Park.  Good looking man.  Park.  That was safe enough, wasn’t it? And surely Agent Murdock…she’d kept referring to him by his title and last name, just to be safe…only needed more information.  That’s all it was.  And it was her duty to provide him with as much clarification about the invoices and embezzlement issues as possible.    
 
    No way did she want Mayor Wilson and that gross doctor coming back to town.  Brantlee had resorted to driving into Philadelphia for all of her medical appointments because Doctor Ramison gave her the creeps.  The man had hinted at a “date” one time and she’d felt very uncomfortable when he’d examined her for a sore throat.  She hadn’t understood the need to completely disrobe for a sore throat, but she’d done it anyway.  When he’d touched her back and his hands had moved perilously close to her breasts during that exam, that had been the last time she’d visited him for any reason.   
 
    Shaking off the memories, she quickly typed a message into her phone.  “What time?” she texted back before she could think better of it.   
 
    It was just business, she reminded herself.   
 
    “What time works with your schedule?” he texted back almost immediately.   
 
    Oh, that was devious, she thought with a smile.  “Tomorrow at four o’clock?” she offered.  Anthony didn’t have any soccer or cub scouts tonight, their community’s precursor to the official boy scout program.  So tomorrow after she picked him up from school would be perfect.  She’d have the excuse of needing to feed Anthony if things got too tense and she wanted to leave the park.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t going to work!  Brantlee shifted on the painfully hard bench as Anthony careened around the playground.  There were other kids there already but he was one of the bigger kids, even if he wasn’t the oldest.   
 
    Still, her mind wasn’t on Anthony.  She was tense and nervous about Lex showing up here today.  
 
    “Brantlee?” a male voice called out.   
 
    She jerked and stood up, watching as Lex, big and tough and impossibly handsome, walked over.   
 
    “You’re here,” she whispered, clasping her hands together.  To stop herself from touching him?  Probably.   
 
    “You look lovely,” he commented.   
 
    Her hand automatically jerked up to her scarf.  It was a blue one today.  The color was a bit lighter than her blue sweater, but she thought that it made her eyes look a bit bluer than her normal boring hazel color.   
 
    “Thank you,” she gushed, not sure if she was flattered or self-conscious.  Both, actually.  She gestured to the bench.  “Would you like to sit down?”  
 
    He nodded and came around to the other side, sitting down and leaving about a foot of space between them.  It was still too close.  She could smell his masculine scent as well as the spicy, lemony scent of his aftershave.  Goodness, she loved that combination.  Was there anything better?  Freshly baked cookies, perhaps.  Or pizza.   
 
    Nope, Lex Murdock was even better than fresh baked cookies!  He was more dangerous than she’d realized.  
 
    “What other information do you need?”  
 
    He turned, jerking his head towards the playground where about ten kids were racing around, varying in age from infants with their parents to about ten year olds.  
 
    “Which one is yours?”  
 
    Brantlee smiled, her eyes zeroing in on her little guy.  “He’s the one with the red shirt.” 
 
    “The one lifting the little boy out of the sand?” Lex asked.  
 
    Brantlee’s heart swelled.  “Yeah.  That’s my guy.” 
 
    Lex nodded approvingly.  “He’s cute.  And very sweet.”   
 
    She nodded, agreeing with him.  “Yeah.  He’s my special guy.”  
 
    “He’s what?  Five?  Six years old?” 
 
    She laughed, shaking her head.  “He’s only four.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted in surprise and he looked over at her.  “You’re not very tall, so I’m guessing your son’s father is pretty tall?”  
 
    Brantlee mentally groaned.  “Yes.  Dave is about six one.  So I’m guessing Anthony will be blessed with his father’s height instead of mine.” 
 
    “You’re divorced?”  
 
    She cringed. “Yeah.  It’s been over three years now.” 
 
    “How often does Dave see Anthony?”  
 
    This was a sore spot, for both herself and Anthony.  But her son seemed to be okay with the status quo lately.  “Anthony has seen Dave twice since he was born.” 
 
    There was a long silence after that and Brantlee started to become nervous. She looked at the man, then quickly away, feeling defensive.  “He has visitation rights,” she announced, smoothing her hands over the denim covering her knees.  “And I’d be more than happy to let Dave see Anthony any other time.  If he’d call and say he wanted to spend some time with Anthony, I’d let him.  We have a formal visitation schedule set up by the a judge, but…” she sighed, rubbing her forehead.  “Well, Dave isn’t very interested in being a father.” 
 
    Another long silence, then Brantlee shook her head.  
 
    Lex finally broke the silence.  “Brantlee, if your ex didn’t want to be a father, he should have either refrained from sex, or worn a condom.  There’s no excuse for a man to abandon his child.” 
 
    She let out a long breath, releasing the tension along with it.  “Thank you,” she whispered.  
 
    “Thank you for what?” he asked, looking at her curiously.  
 
    She shrugged slightly, looking down at her fingers that were now gripping her denim covered knees.  “For not blaming me.”  She let the sounds of the kids playing fill the air for a long moment.  “Anthony is a good kid.  He doesn’t cause a lot of problems and he’s smart.  Wicked smart.” 
 
    “What does his father do for a living?”  
 
    Brantlee hesitated to answer, but in the end, she told him the truth.  “He’s an investment banker.  A good one too.  Dave has a great knack for finding companies that are increasing in value.” 
 
    “So he’s good at something.” 
 
    Brantlee didn’t reply to that.  She tilted her head and looked over at him.  “Do you want kids?”  
 
    He thought about it for a long moment, then nodded.  “Yes.  I’ve never really had the opportunity to have kids, but yes.  I’d like a large family.  I’m not sure how well that would work with my hours at the FBI.”  He paused, his mouth twisting in contemplation, then he said,  “I wouldn’t want to be an absent father.  If I were to have kids, I’d want to be there for them.  During the happy times and the rough periods too.”  He looked at Anthony.  “Kids are a lot of fun.” 
 
    “Even diapers?”  
 
    He chuckled.  “Well, since I’ve never experienced dirty diapers, I can’t tell you.  But I doubt I’d mind because, isn’t there a kind of bonding time during the changing of diapers?” 
 
    She looked up at him, astounded by his perceptiveness.  “Yes,” she replied, then chuckled. “Are you sure you’re male?” 
 
    He threw back his head, laughing at her gibe.  “Yes, definitely male,” he replied, as he sobered, his eyes moving over her sweater and scarf.  “What are the other bonding times too many fathers miss?” 
 
    Her eyes smiled as they searched out and found her son.  “Reading time.  Bath time.”  Shyly, Brantlee looked over at Anthony.  “I think some of my favorite moments with him are during bath time.”   
 
    He chuckled softly, nodding his head.  “I used to play with ships during my baths.” 
 
    Her eyes widened again.  “Anthony loves ships in his bath!”  She shook her head as her lips pulled into a grimace.  “I should say, he loves sinking ships.  There are a lot of hurricanes and evil, invasive pirates during his baths.” 
 
    Lex chuckled and continued sharing their favorite childhood memories, Brantlee comparing them to moments in Anthony’s life and both of them slowly relaxed with the conversation.  Well, Lex might have relaxed.  Brantlee doubted she’d ever feel completely relaxed around a man like Lex.  If she wasn’t thinking about tearing his clothes off and sinking into the sensuous pleasures she was positive he could give to her, she was wondering if he ever lost his temper.  A man with muscles like his would be deadly if he ever got angry.   
 
    However, two hours later, Brantlee could honestly say that she’d never spent a more wonderful two hours.  She’d laughed and talked and been amazed at how nice it was to just sit beside Lex and talk with him.   
 
    “Mom!” Anthony called to her, rushing over and completely out of breath as he threw his body across her legs.  “I’m hungry.  What are we having for dinner?”  
 
    Brantlee looked around, startled to realize it was so late.  She glanced at her watch when she saw that there were only a couple of other kids still at the playground, and those were the older kids.   
 
    “I’m sorry!” she gasped, her hands automatically coming to rest on Anthony’s back as she sat up on the bench.  “You came all the way out here to ask me questions about the investigation and we never got around to those questions.” 
 
      
 
    Lex leaned forward, extending his hand to Anthony. “I’m Lex,” he said to the boy.   
 
    Anthony stared at Lex’s hand for a long moment, then grinned, his eyes gleaming with excitement.  The boy looked like he’d just been accepted into an exclusive club with the offer of a handshake.  He extended his hand, the boy’s tiny fist completely absorbed by Lex’s much larger one.  “I’m Anthony!” he said, his chest puffing out with importance.  “And this is my mom!”  His head tilted to the side. “ Do you think she’s pretty?” 
 
    Brantlee gaped, then reached out, trying to cover her son’s mouth with her hand as she said, “Lex, just ignore him.  I’m very sorry!” 
 
    Lex chuckled.  He released Anthony’s hand and nodded.  “Yes, I think that your mother is incredibly beautiful.” 
 
    Anthony bounced slightly.  “Sometimes Momma says we can have pizza.  I bet if you came over, we could have pizza for dinner.”  His eyes slid to his mother’s, a sly, mischievous smile on his adorable face.  
 
    “Lex doesn’t have time for pizza, Anthony.  He’s a very busy man.  He’s helping with a very important investigation.” 
 
    Anthony’s eyes widened.  “The one about the mayor?”  
 
    She was surprised for about five seconds, startled that he was aware of the town’s political scandal.  Then she sighed, nodding her head. “Yes.  That’s the one.” 
 
    At Brantlee’s confirmation, Anthony’s eyes glowered towards Lex.  “Good.  He was a bad man.  He stole and hurt people.” Anthony squinted his eyes as he glared up at the taller man.  “Are you gonna put the mayor in jail for hurting people?” 
 
    Lex nodded again.  “The mayor is already in jail.  And because he was so mean to too many people, the mayor was not allowed bail.” 
 
    Anthony’s nose squinched up.  “What’s ‘bail’?”  
 
    Lex smiled.  “It’s when the person accused of a crime promises to show up for the trial.  Sometimes, the judge doesn’t trust that the person accused will still be around, so the judge doesn’t believe the person’s promise.  The judge keeps the bad people in jail until the trial.” 
 
    That concept seemed too complicated for his four year old mind, so he went back to the basics.  “So, pizza?” he asked, pasting a bright, adorable, momma-manipulating smile to his face.   
 
    “Sure.  We can have pizza.  I think I have some in the freezer.” 
 
    Anthony straightened, his whole body vibrating with excitement.  “With Lex?”  He turned to the larger man.  “I won’t eat a lot!”  He looked to his mother now.  “He can have my share of the pizza.” 
 
    Brantlee shook her head, glancing nervously up at Lex. “Honey, I’m sure Lex has other plans tonight.” 
 
    “No I don’t,” he contradicted, stuffing his hands into his pockets.  “No plans.”  He winked at Anthony.  “Thanks for the invitation.  I love pizza.” 
 
    Brantlee huffed a bit, then shrugged, looked up at Lex then, with a formal voice, said, “Would you like to come over and have pizza with us?” She looked down at her son, then up at Lex again  “After dinner, we could get around to those questions that you forgot to ask me earlier.” 
 
    “I’d love to come over for pizza.”  
 
    Anthony threw his hands in the air, cheering for either the pizza or for Lex’s company.  Or maybe both.  
 
    “Let’s go!” the small boy commanded, then was already racing across the grassy area towards the car.   
 
    Brantlee turned to look up at Lex, embarrassed now. “I’m sorry,” she told him. “If you have other plans, I can get you out of tonight.  You won’t upset Anthony.” 
 
    He didn’t move closer, but for some reason, he felt closer.  “I’d love to have pizza with you tonight, Brantlee.  I like talking to you.  But if you don’t want me there, then I can just get out of the way.” 
 
    “I’d…” she hesitated, surprised at the words she wanted to speak.  Deciding to be daring, she smiled.  “I’d really love to have you over for pizza.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Good.  Then how about if I order pizza on the way to your place.  That Italian restaurant can whip up pizzas pretty fast.” He glanced at his watch.  “It’s early enough that they shouldn’t be too busy.” 
 
     Brantlee flushed with pleasure at his offer.  She definitely wasn’t used to a man being generous and wasn’t sure how to handle it!  “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “It’s the least I can do since I maneuvered my way into your evening.” 
 
    She laughed, shaking her head.  “If anything, you’ve been hijacked by a master manipulator.”  They both looked over at Anthony who was doing some sort of monkey dance by the SUV.   
 
    He laughed and looked back at Brantlee.  “I’ll meet you at your place as soon as the pizza is ready.”  They’d started walking to the parking lot, but he paused when they were beside her vehicle.  He unlocked his SUV and looked over at both of them.  “Pepperoni, cheese and sausage?  Or just cheese?” 
 
    Brantlee snorted.  “The more you put on that pizza, the better.  Anthony loves sausage, pepperoni, cheese, onions, green peppers, mushrooms.”   
 
    “A four year old who likes vegetables?” he teased.  
 
    Brantlee shrugged, shaking her head. “I don’t get it either.” They both looked over at Anthony and the little boy just smiled.  “He’s an odd duck.” 
 
    “Very.”  Lex turned back to her.  “Okay, so what do you like on your pizza?”  
 
    She looked back at him, surprised by the question.  Surprised and flustered.  It took her a moment to figure out what she liked but it had been so long since someone asked her opinion, she wasn’t exactly sure how to answer.  Instead, she brushed aside the question with a simple, “Oh, just anything you like is fine with me.” 
 
    He waited, lifting an eyebrow.  But when she still wasn’t sure how to answer, he continued waiting.  
 
    Brantlee finally answered, “I’m more of a purist when it comes to pizza.  I like pepperoni, cheese, sausage. Maybe mushrooms if I’m in the mood to be daring.” 
 
    A half hour later, the three of them were sitting at Brantlee’s kitchen table, eating a giant pizza, half sausage-pepperoni-mushroom and the other half covered in additional toppings, and drinking large glasses of milk.  Even Lex asked for a glass of milk after Brantlee put a cup in front of Anthony before the meal.   
 
    She had to admit that she was impressed with the man.  Her heart thudded sweetly when he finished all of his milk, her son watching with huge eyes before he picked up his glass of milk as well, downing the entire contents, then looking to Lex for approval.  That tightening in her heart increased when Lex gave Anthony that much needed male approval.  
 
    At the end of the meal and a movie, both of which had been accompanied with lots of laughter and silly conversation, Lex stood up.  “I’ll leave so that you can go through your bedtime rituals,” he said in a low voice towards the end of the movie.  It was an animated film about Hercules.  He wasn’t sure about anything else, since he was sitting less than two feet away from Brantlee. Her presence caused his mind to focus only on her, on the warmth of her skin, the scent of her shampoo and the sweet smell that was only female.   
 
    She walked him to the door, smiling shyly up at him.  “We never got around to those questions you needed to ask about the investigation.  I’m sorry about tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Lex countered.  “Tonight was surprisingly fun.” 
 
    She looked at him dubiously.  “Fun?  Watching a movie about Hercules and the death gods, or whatever?” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Ah, but I’ve never heard of ‘The Big Olive’ before.  It was very educational.” 
 
    She laughed, swatting him playfully. But her hand froze on his arm, her startled eyes lifting to his.  Their eyes clashed, nostrils flaring as that ever-present attraction roared back to life.  It wasn’t ever gone, but had simmered while they’d watched the movie with Anthony.  But now, as they stood in her tiny foyer while Anthony finished the movie in the family room, the attraction was right there.  It was an in-your-face kind of need, a magnetic pull that they couldn’t seem to ignore.   
 
    “You feel it too, don’t you?” he said, taking her fingers into his hand and lifting them to his mouth.   
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but the words were stuck, hindered by her past.   
 
    He seemed to understand, not pressuring her for a response.  “Will you meet me for lunch tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered before her brain could tell her that lunch would be a bad idea.  “When?  Where?”  
 
    He lifted her fingers again, sliding his thumb across the back of her hand.  “The deli on Main Street.  What time do you usually take a lunch break?”  
 
    She normally ate at her desk and worked through lunch, not bothering to go out.  “How about noon?”  
 
    “Noon it is.  Do you want me to pick you up?”  
 
    “No, I’ll meet you there.”  She didn’t want her co-workers to see her meeting anyone.  This…whatever it was between them…was private.   
 
    “Until tomorrow then.” 
 
    She smiled, curling her fingers into a ball when he released her hand.  “And tomorrow I’ll answer those questions for you.”  She waved her hand in the air.  “For your investigation?” she prompted when he looked at her in confusion.   
 
    His eyes cleared as understanding dawned and he shook his head briefly.  “I don’t have any questions about the investigation,” he told her, then walked out through the door.   
 
    Brantlee was so stunned by his answer, it took her a moment to remember to lock the front door.  It was actually Anthony that broke through her stunned review of his words.   
 
    “Movie is done.  Can I stay up late tonight?” 
 
    Brantlee looked down at her son, trying to decipher his words.  Up.  Late?  Why would he…? 
 
    Reality came back to her in a rush and she shook her head.  “No, tomorrow is a school day,” she told him, then herded him towards the bathroom and bath time.  It was a tough night for the naval ships.  Anthony sunk all of the ships in a massive tidal wave.  By the time she realized what was happening, water was everywhere.  Handsome male distractions were not good for one’s bathroom floors, she thought after tucking Anthony into bed.   
 
    When she climbed into her own bed that night, sleep eluded her.  Thoughts of Lex kept popping into her mind.  Unfortunately, thoughts of her ex were just as prevalent.  The two men, one sweet and patient, the other…not sweet and not patient…mixed together in her mind.  
 
    “No!” she whispered, rolling onto her side.  “Not again!”   
 
    And yet, she remembered the woman she used to be.  Years ago, Brantlee had been happy and carefree.  She’d been adventurous, confident, and daring!   
 
    Before Dave.   
 
    Squeezing her eyes closed, she tried to banish the nightmare of her first marriage.  Her fingers rubbed across her neck, trying to push those memories away.  But there are some nightmares that just didn’t go away.  
 
    “No!” she whispered into the darkness.  Brantlee didn’t bother to look at the time.  She didn’t want to know how much of this night she’d wasted on Dave, the horrible, pathetic man she’d stupidly trusted.  The man who had crushed her hopes and dreams.  The man who had lied and cheated, who had…done horrible things and then left her without any money, with a baby on the way and…! 
 
    “No!” she whispered again, clutching the sheet.   
 
    In frustration, she pushed herself to a sitting position.  She stuffed the extra pillows behind her back, pillows that Dave had never allowed her to have during their marriage.  Just thinking about that awful man, she grabbed another pillow from the chair off to the side of her bed and clutched the throw pillow to her chest.  “I’m not letting him win!” she vowed.   
 
    No one answered her assertion.  But she didn’t need an answer.  It was there, in her heart.  It was all around her!  She’d given birth to one of the cutest little boys in the world, she told herself.  “You did it!” she whispered again.  “You won!  He didn’t win!  Not this time!”  
 
    She breathed in slowly, filling her lungs and keeping the air suspended for a long moment.  Then slowly, Brantlee released her breath, letting it flow out of her body through her lips.   
 
    “I will win!” she said.  Again, the darkness didn’t reply.  But she didn’t need a reply.  This was a battle she was going to win, that she couldn’t lose!   
 
    “Lex might be here in Minnow for just a short time,” she whispered.  Her fingers slid against her neck, the memories still painful.  “But I’m going to revive that woman from my past!”  With that vow in her mind, she rolled onto her side, snuggling down into the pillows.  Closing her eyes, she forced her mind to think of the possibilities and not the past.  The future was hers, if she cared to grab onto it.  The past…she’d survived.  She’d rise out of the ashes of her marriage to a man who…hadn’t deserved her trust.  Dave was vermin.  He was a termite!   
 
    Lex…he was different.  Even from the first moment she’d met him, the differences between Lex and Dave were stark.  Lex listened to her.  Dave mocked her.  Years ago, she’d thought Dave had only been teasing her.  It had taken her a long time to realize that he wasn’t teasing, that his cutting comments were meant to undermine her confidence.   
 
    Lex laughed with her.  Dave laughed at her.   
 
    Lex seemed proud of her successes.  He encouraged her, told her that she was brilliant, that no one knew about the embezzlement until she’d given him the evidence.  Lex had announced to the district attorney that it was only because of Brantlee’s intelligence and her hard work that they’d stopped the embezzlement.   
 
    Dave actively tried to suppress her intelligence by telling her how worthless she was, how she didn’t know how the business world worked, how she was too stupid to go after promotions.  He’d told her to be happy where she was in her job, that she didn’t need to go after advancements because she was a wife and would be a mother – after which, she’d have to give up her career to take care of their children.   
 
    Yes, the differences were stark.   
 
    But did Brantlee have the courage to go after what she really wanted?  Had she separated herself enough from Dave’s cruel words to live her own life?  To go after her own dreams again?   
 
    Yes!  Yes, she had to.  Brantlee knew that she’d still be careful, but perhaps, maybe, there was a way to be cautious and adventurous?  If she was very careful, maybe she could have it all!

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The next week was a bit of a dream for Brantlee.  She met Lex every day for lunch.  Usually, they’d meet at the park across the street from her office.  If anyone asked about their lunches together, she simply told him that she was answering questions for his investigation.  Brantlee was firm about her coworkers not knowing about her private life.  She wasn’t sure who in the area might know her ex-husband and she knew from experience that it was best to keep him as far away from anything she did personally as possible.   
 
    But by Friday night, Brantlee was eager to have a bit more time than a rushed half hour or hour with Lex.  He had a sharp, dry humor that often caught her off guard.  Combined with his razor-sharp intelligence and an uncanny ability to sense things, feelings that she hadn’t realized she could still feel were hitting her. She quickly discovered that he was…well, she wanted more than just the innocent, rushed meals in the middle of their day.  
 
    So Friday morning, she’d dared to ask him to come to her place for dinner that night.  He’d agreed, which is why she was standing here in her kitchen, alone because Anthony was with her next door neighbor for the evening, and wishing that her little guy was here as a protective buffer.   
 
    Too late, the doorbell rang.  Brantlee had the crazy idea of just ignoring the bell. But that was nuts since she’d planned this all day.  She just wanted a kiss, she told herself, untying the apron from around her waist and tossing it into the small pantry to hide it from Lex’s sight.  “Just one kiss!” she whispered.   
 
    It had been so long since she’d been in a man’s arms.  So damned long!   
 
    But…what if he didn’t think of her in that way?  What if he thought of her just as a friend?   
 
    There was a knock on the door and Brantlee sighed, rubbing her forehead.  “Too late now!” she whispered to herself as she forced her feet to carry her towards the front door.   
 
    Pausing with her hand on the door knob, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting it out as she pulled the door open.  “Be daring!” she whispered to herself.  Then she opened her eyes.  Pasting a bright, polite smile on her face, she greeted Lex.  
 
    “Hi!”  He stood in the doorway and, initially, there was a worried look in his eyes.  But as his gaze swept down over her body, he seemed to relax.   
 
    “Everything okay?” he asked, glancing behind her.  
 
    She grimaced.  “Everything is great,” she replied, then stepped back to gesture him inside.  “Come on in.  Dinner is almost ready.  Would you like a glass of wine?  I have beer too.” 
 
    He paused, looking around.  “Wine or beer?  Where’s Anthony?  I was under the impression that you don’t drink when he’s around.”   
 
    He placed a package on the countertop.   
 
    Brantlee looked in the bag.  “What’s this?”  
 
    “Brantlee,” he said, a warning note to his voice now.  “Where’s Anthony?  Usually he’s already here to greet me.  Enthusiastically and trying to convince me to convince you to let him get a dog.” 
 
    She laughed, feeling self-conscious so she crossed her arms over her stomach.  “I…uh…asked my neighbor to watch him tonight.”  Her lips pulled back into a cringe.  “I didn’t mean to assume anything.  I just…I wanted…” she couldn’t finish the statement.   
 
    He took a step closer.  “Please tell me that you wanted to be alone with me tonight,” he demanded, his voice deeper.  Huskier.  His eyes were bright with the hope and need.  “Tell me so I don’t assume anything.” 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed as she stared up into his dark eyes.  “I was hoping to have some time alone with you, Lex.  But I…well…if you think of me as just a friend, that’s good too.”  It would hurt, but she’d survived through worse crushed dreams and she’d get through this.  
 
    But before she had a chance to take a breath after that statement, he was right there, his hands on her hips as he pulled her into his arms.   
 
    “I want you, Brantlee!  I can see the insecurity in your eyes.  Never, ever, doubt that I want you!” and he lowered his mouth to kiss her.  She could feel the restraint in the kiss and didn’t want that.  She didn’t want hesitant affection. Lex wasn’t that kind of man.  She was attracted to his big, brawny shoulders and that sense of danger lurking just below the surface.  She loved the way he touched her, so gently and sweetly. But at this moment, she didn’t want gentle and sweet.  She wanted passion.  She wanted lust and need and fire!   
 
    “I want you too,” she whispered when he lifted his mouth, his eyes looking down at her as if judging if he’d gone too far with that kiss.  “Please, Lex…don’t stop!” 
 
    He groaned, then pulled her in closer, his arms wrapping around hers as he lifted her up, setting her on the counter.  “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted this!” he growled, pressing his hips between her legs, his big hands cupping her butt as he pulled her closer.   
 
    And then he kissed her again, this time without any restraint!  This time, his mouth devoured hers, teasing and nibbling until she kissed him back with equal desire.  
 
    “How far?” he demanded, his mouth moving to her neck, teasing the skin along her neck, her collarbone and then back up to her ear.   
 
    “How far what?’ she gasped, leaning her head back and shifting her hips.  She couldn’t seem to stop her hands from touching him, sliding over all of those amazing muscles that she’d dreamed about for the past several nights.   
 
    Her scarf was gone, whipped way by his impatient hands.  Then she felt his hands under her bulky sweater and she gasped, wiggling and praying that those big, wonderful hands would move higher.  Goodness, his hands felt good!  No, “good” wasn’t a strong enough description for how his hands made her feel.  They were…incredible!   
 
    Impatiently, she reached down and pulled his hand higher, covering his hand from the outside of her sweater while his fingers cupped her breast from underneath. “Yes!” she groaned, unaware of actually speaking the words as she shifted her hips, her core, against the erection she felt just underneath the denim of his jeans.  A very impressive erection, she thought.   
 
    A brief moment later, the sweater, the huge swath of material she’d used as a defensive protection against the world, was whipped up and over her head.  For a brief second, she panicked, her body stilling.  Lex understood and stopped, his hands resting on her waist but not moving.   
 
    “Tell me to stop if you need me to, Brantlee,” he urged, his fingers loose, but heavy and secure against her body.  “We won’t do anything that you aren’t comfortable doing.” 
 
    “You’d stop if I asked?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper as her eyes, huge with fear born from experience, shadowed the desire that had been there moments before.  
 
    “Immediately,” he assured her.  “You say stop and I stop.  No questions asked.  No anger.  You are in control.” 
 
    Those were the exact words she needed to hear.  Control.  Stop.  No anger.  Tentatively, she smiled and nodded, her movements a bit jerky.   
 
    He leaned down and kissed her again.  Back was the restraint, but this time, she didn’t implore more.  This time, she enjoyed his restraint, reveled in the control he had over his passion.  She slid her hands higher, her fingertips touching those muscles once more.   
 
      
 
    Lex understood that something bad had happened to Brantlee in the past.  Someone had hurt her.  Someone had tried to destroy this beautiful, passionate woman.  Without her sweater, he discovered that she was thinner than he’d realized.  But her skin was silky soft, her sighs like a fan to his lust-crazed mind.  And yet, he wouldn’t release his need.  Not yet.  Not until she felt more comfortable with him.   
 
    Not until she trusted him!  
 
    Slowly, enjoying the more controlled kisses, he teased her, touched her, his lips leading a trail down over her body and he felt her shiver.  He loved the way her fingers tightened on his arms and her legs clenched around his hips when he found a spot that she liked.  He wanted to roar.  Or laugh.  She was a delight!  Sort of like a present that he had to slowly unwrap in order to let the anticipation grow.   
 
    Slowly, he moved back up her neck, stopping to nibble and suckle each of the spots he’d already discovered until he was hovering over her mouth again. But he didn’t kiss her. Not this time.  Now, he wanted her to take the lead.  He needed her to know that she was in control.  He might be bigger and taller, but she had all the power now.   
 
    He nibbled and teased until she moaned, then grabbed his head and pulled him down for a real kiss.  That was his cue and he released himself again, but not as completely as before. He let her know how much he wanted her, how much he needed her hands on his body, but he kept his passion leashed.   
 
    She grabbed his wrist and, once again, lifted his hand so that he was now cupping her breast.  This time, he held still, not touching that tempting tip.  He only allowed himself to cup her breasts, knead them but staying away from the nipple.   
 
    Until…!  With a growl, she grabbed his thumb and lifted it so that it was poised over that nipple.  That was all the permission he needed.  He explored with both hands, his thumbs caressing.  When she liked that, he allowed his thumb and forefinger to pinch slightly and, upon hearing her gasp, he pressed harder and felt her shudder.  Then his thumb went back to stroking and she cried out, her hips shifting against his, faster and faster.  He knew where this was going and, with one hand, pulled her hips closer, shifting his erection against her core while his thumb and forefinger teased and pinched her nipple.   
 
    Her climax came faster than he’d expected, her body shuddering out while her mouth opened on a silent scream.  Lex continued with his touches, but slower now, letting her body come down from that high.   
 
    When she sighed, her forehead leaning against his chest, Lex moved his hands away from her breasts.  His hands now stroked up and down over her back, feeling the bones of her spinal cord as his mouth lingered on her neck.  He wasn’t trying to incite her passion now.  He was gentling her body, soothing her back to reality.  
 
    When she finally lifted her head, there was a smile on her face that lit up the room and sparked a strange sensation inside of him.  There was protectiveness, absolutely.  But now there was something more.  Something he didn’t completely understand because he’d never felt it before.   
 
    “I’m good,” she whispered.   
 
    Lex shifted, looking into her eyes.  “Are you sure?”  
 
    Brantlee laughed and it was one of the most amazing sounds Lex had ever heard.   
 
    “Yeah.  I’m sure,” she replied, then shivered as her legs tightened around his waist.  “I was wondering if..” she bit her lower lip.  “I have this fantasy.” 
 
    He chuckled, his hands smoothing down over her back to cup her butt again.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “Would you carry me to my bedroom?  I’ve never…” She squeaked when he did just that.  It seemed effortless and Brantlee threw her arms around his shoulders, her warm breath tickling his neck as he carried her through the house.  In the last bedroom, he kicked it open and peered inside.  Yep, right bedroom.   
 
    Lex laid her down on the bed, then stood up and stripped off his clothes.  He figured she’d be more comfortable naked if he was first.  But as soon as his shirt was off, she was already reaching behind her back to unlatch her bra.  His hands froze on his buckle as he watched with fascination as she shimmied out of her leggings.  Her breasts were larger than he’d expected, but seeing the ugly bra now laying on the floor, he understood.  It wasn’t just an ordinary bra, but was a sports bra.  Not a tight one, but something that would pull her breasts in, minimizing their bounty.   
 
    His mouth watered as she tossed those leggings off to the side.  She was already up on her knees before he realized what she was doing.  But he sprang back into motion when her fingers spread over his hands.  “May I?” she asked, looking up at him with those shimmering hazel eyes.   
 
    He pulled his hands away, not sure if he could handle her soft fingers on his body right now.  He was so turned on, he might just explode with even the slightest touch.  But he figured that it wasn’t a bad way to go.   
 
    Her fingers on his belt caused the backs of her hands to briefly glide against his stomach and he inhaled sharply.  She froze, looking up at him with worried eyes.  “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    To answer her question, his hands cupped her head while he kissed her, his mouth moving over hers with a hunger unlike anything he’d ever experienced.  He was crazed with the need to be inside of her and her fumbling fingers weren’t helping.  But he wouldn’t deny her anything, not even the desire to release his body from the confines of his jeans.   
 
    When she finally had the belt out of the way, her fingers slid under the denim and his stomach muscles tightened.  Since he was still kissing her at that point, he felt her smile, absorbed it and wanted to make her smile again.   
 
    But her fingers…damn he liked the way she fumbled with the zipper and…holy hell!  Her soft, sweet hands simply pushed the material of his boxers out of the way as she gripped his erection in her hand.   
 
    Lex muttered several expletives under his breath as he shoved his jeans down, toeing off his shoes and stripping off his socks, shirt and everything else in the process.  A moment later, he came back to her, took her hand and placed it back on his shaft, closing his eyes as he savored the feel of her fingers enclosing him in her soft grip.   
 
    But it wasn’t enough.  He needed more.  He needed to be inside of her and in order to do that, he needed to understand her enough so that he didn’t hurt her.   
 
    With that intent in mind, he gripped her hands and pushed her back onto the mattress.   
 
    “Tell me if I scare you,” he ordered, then moved his mouth onto her breast, taking the sweet raspberry nipple into his mouth so that his teeth and tongue and his lips could tease and torture her.  When she screamed his name, he merely moved to the other breast, doing the same thing to that one.  Then he moved lower, his hands replacing his mouth on her breasts as he discovered more places along her stomach and hips, her inner thighs, that caused her to cry out with pleasure.   
 
    But when he started to taste her, she sat up and scooted out of his reach.  Looking up at her, he saw the cute tongue dart out to the side of her mouth.  “You don’t like that?”  
 
    She laughed and bent to kiss him.  “I love it, but I’ve already been pleasured once.  Would you mind if I…?”  
 
    “Not tonight,” he told her.  
 
    “Then can I…” she stopped, gasping when his finger slid smoothly into her heat, testing her body for signs that she was ready for him.  “I’m on birth control!” she whispered.  When he discovered the wet heat of her, his mind blanked for a moment, his thumb automatically moving to tease that nub again.  She gasped and he felt her wiggle, then felt the pressure of her hands on his shoulders.  Leaning back, he allowed her to straddle him, her soft thighs bracing on either side of his hips.  
 
    He didn’t take his thumb away, but he allowed her to slide her body down onto his shaft.  Slowly, inch by inch, she shifted and wiggled her body lower, taking all of him while her hands braced her weight on his chest.   
 
    When she was fully astride him, all of his erection snuggled into her wet heat, she opened her eyes.  The look of triumph in her eyes caused him to groan, his hands gripping her waist.  
 
    “I like this,” she whispered, leaning over to kiss him.  Then she started moving, shifting her hips in the age-old rhythm that felt too damn good!  She wasn’t thrusting, but it was more like rocking against his shaft and it was highly erotic to watch Brantlee discover her latent sexuality coming alive.  Her eyes widened with the beauty of it all, her nipples tight and pert, taunting him.  
 
    Lex couldn’t hold back any longer.  The way she was moving, the pleasure she was giving herself was so hot, so erotic, he lifted up and took one of those nipples, teasing the nub.  That was all it took!  He felt her splinter apart, her body arching and rocking as her second climax washed over her.   
 
    Lex let her have her way with his shaft for another moment, but then he tipped her over so that he was on top and started thrusting.  He tried very hard to hold back, not wanting to hurt her, but her inner muscles were just so damn tight and so damn hot, he couldn’t slow down.  It took mere moments before he was climbing that cliff, then he felt her fingers clutching at his shoulders and that was all it took to take him to the edge and over.  He thrust harder, then froze as his body shuddered with his climax, all the breath in his body hovering on that shocking pleasure.   
 
    Then he tumbled, literally and figuratively, onto her body, collapsing against her softness.  Knowing that he was too heavy for her, he rolled them both over, being careful not to hurt her but still needing that intimate connection to her.   
 
      
 
    For a long time, Brantlee couldn’t move.  She wanted to wiggle, enjoying the intimacy of him still being inside of her.  But she also didn’t want to interrupt this beautiful moment, this moment of peace and happiness.  Of intense glow and amazement.   
 
    She’d never known her body could do that!  Her life with her ex-husband had been…different.   
 
    “You okay?” his deep voice asked, interrupting her comparison.  But there wasn’t really any comparison.  None at all!  What she’d experienced in Lex’s arms was completely different from anything she’d shared with Dave.   
 
    Turning her head, she propped her chin on his chest.  “Yes,” she sighed.  “Very okay.”  She grinned, letting her hands flutter over his massive chest.  She hadn’t had a chance to explore this chest, she thought.  “How are you?”  
 
    He laughed, grabbing her fingers that had just fluttered over his male nipples.  “Pretty damn good.” 
 
    Brantlee laughed, feeling light and free and amazingly good.  “Are you hungry?”  
 
    His eyes lowered to her breasts and he nodded.  She laughed, sliding her fingers over his chest again.  “I meant for food.” 
 
    “That too,” he teased, his hands touching her thighs.   
 
    “I made a chicken casserole.  There’s a salad as well.” 
 
    He shifted and her body tightened.  They both froze, their eyes meeting.  She let out a breath, her smile increasing as she felt him harden inside her body.   
 
    For the rest of the night, they made love, exploring each other’s bodies and laughing, talking.  Around midnight, they ate dinner, both of them naked, before they tumbled into bed and he pulled her into his arms as they slept through the night.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Brantlee was walking on clouds.  Seriously, she was so happy, she couldn’t stop smiling.  She’d only had one night with Lex, but that one night had been…amazing!  He’d kissed her goodbye in the morning before dawn and slipped into the night.  So when she’d gone next door to pick up Anthony, everything in the house was “normal”.  Except for her.   
 
    They went to the park that morning, then to the grocery store.  Lex texted her, asking if he could see her that night, adding “I know we can’t spend the night together.  I just want to see you.”  She’d immediately texted him back a time to come over, then had danced around the kitchen, singing and laughing.  When Anthony had asked her why she was so happy, Brantlee had simply turned up the music on her phone and danced with him across the kitchen floor.  He laughed and threw his head back, wrapping his little arms around her neck as they danced the afternoon away.   
 
    It was one of the most amazing afternoons of her life.   
 
    That night, Lex had come over, bearing sub sandwiches and cream sodas for each of them.  They’d watched Anthony’s favorite animated movie, then Lex had kissed her goodbye so that Brantlee could put Anthony to bed.  
 
    It wasn’t until Sunday evening that her world fell apart.   
 
    A harsh knock on the front door of her tiny house alerted her that something wasn’t right.  The knock was too adamant, too loud for it to be Lex, even though she and Anthony were expecting him any moment.   
 
    Unfortunately, Brantlee was in too good of a mood to worry as she glided to the front door, opening it with a welcoming smile on her face.  
 
    That smile disappeared quickly when she spotted the man standing on the front stoop of her house.  
 
    “Dave!” she gasped, stepping out and pulling the door closed behind her in a probably-futile effort to shield Anthony from Dave’s harsh voice.  “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I heard a rumor,” he snapped, his hands fisting on his hips.  “I’d like an explanation.” 
 
    Brantlee blinked and stepped away from the doorway, knowing that Dave would follow her because he couldn’t stand not towering over her in a futile attempt to intimidate her.  Perhaps it wasn’t so futile, she thought as he stepped into her personal space.  She glanced around nervously, trying to see if any of her neighbors were out doing yard work.  Dave wouldn’t do anything that might harm his image as a perfect gentleman.   
 
    “Are you here to see Anthony?  I’m sure that he’d be very excited to…” 
 
    “Stop with the kid crap, Brantlee.  I heard that you were seeing someone.” 
 
    Brantlee’s lips compressed and she crossed her arms over her chest.  “My personal life is none of your concern, Dave.  We’re divorced.  You don’t have any right to tell me who I can or can’t see.” 
 
    “I can when you’re taking care of my child, Brantlee!  I’m not going to have you fornicating with some ass under the same roof as my son!” 
 
    Brantlee took a long, slow, deep breath, then let it out before responding.  “Dave, you don’t have the right to…” 
 
    “The hell I don’t!” he interrupted, swinging his arms wide through the air.  Brantlee barely kept herself from flinching, but he barely noticed her reaction.  “No way am I letting you corrupt my son!” 
 
    She didn’t budge and even managed to pull herself up so that she didn’t look as if she were cowering.  “First of all, you are trespassing.  The divorce settlement stipulated that you were not to step onto my property for any reason.  If you would like to see Anthony, then you are required to pick him up at the public park.” 
 
    He sliced his hand through the air and Brantlee visibly flinched this time.  It was a knee-jerk reaction, but when she opened her eyes, she could see that Dave was happy about her fear of his abuse.   
 
    “I’m not here to pick up the kid, Brantlee!  I’m here to warn you.  Stop seeing this other guy, or I’ll sue you for custody.”  He leaned forward, his nose practically touching her own.  “Full custody.  And I won’t allow any kind of visitation!” 
 
    Brantlee hissed.  “You can’t do that!  Nor would you want to!  You haven’t come to pick Anthony up for any of your visitation weekends for the past year!  Anthony barely even knows who you are.  You have no desire to take care of your own son, since you can’t even take the time to spend time with him on the weekends, which are your right.  A right you have ignored every week for the past year!” 
 
    Dave wasn’t finished and didn’t appear to have heard anything she’d said.  “I’m not giving up my free time on the weekends to spend time with some brat I didn’t want in the first place!  But nor am I going to allow you to mess around with a slew of strangers traipsing through my son’s life.”  He chuckled and shook his head.  “No sex with other men, Brantlee!”  
 
    She shifted, angry now.  “You can’t tell me who I can or cannot see, Dave. You lost that right a long time ago.” 
 
    He laughed, but the sound was harsh.  “You’re mine, Brantlee.  I don’t care what the courts say.  You’re mine and I always protect what’s mine!” 
 
    Suppressing her fury, she straightened her shoulders and glared up at him.  “What about Anthony?  You’re not protecting him.  He’s your son.  But guess what?”  Her head tilted to the side slightly.  “He no longer asks about you, Dave.  Want to know why?  Because you’ve already broken his heart.”  She said the words softly, hoping to finally get through to him.  She might not like him, might not want him as a husband, but Anthony might still need this man as a father.  Unfortunately, that was becoming less likely because Dave wasn’t interested.  “If you don’t start paying attention to him, he will stop thinking of you as a father.  You’ll become just some stranger who comes into his life once or twice a year, becomes obnoxious, hurts his feelings and drops him off with tears in his eyes.” 
 
    Dave threw his hands into the air.  “I don’t give a damn about some sniveling brat!” he hissed.  Dave grabbed her arm.  “But no way in hell am I going to let you screw around with some other man!” 
 
    She jerked her arm, trying to get him to release her.  This was dangerous now.  Dave was livid and he was violent when he got this angry.   
 
    “Stop it, Dave.  Just let me go.” 
 
    He laughed. “Let you go?  Why the hell would I do that?”  His fingers tightened on her arm.  “You infuriate me to the point that I lose my temper and you know what the consequences are!” 
 
    She shook her head. “Dave, you know that you are fully capable of controlling your temper.  I’m not your excuse for your lack of control.” 
 
    “Think it’s that easy?  You piss me off and then tell me to calm down?”  
 
    She didn’t point out that she hadn’t told him to calm down.  Instead, she tried to use reason.  “Dave, do you ever lose your temper at work?  With your boss?” 
 
    “Hell no!  They are reasonable people.” 
 
    “Dave,” she said with a placating tone, “if you can control your temper and not hit your boss or your co-workers, then you are capable of controlling your temper around me.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as he saw the other man standing on Brantlee’s grass, Lex pulled over to the side of the road, not wanting to cause problems for Brantlee if this other man saw him.  His instincts were screaming that the man talking to Brantlee was her ex-husband.   
 
    He knew that she didn’t trust men and suspected it was because of this person.  Real men don’t hit women and Lex suspected that Brantlee’s ex-husband had smacked her around one time too often.  Well, even one time is too often.  But too many women thought they could change a man who hit them.  That if they loved the man enough, the man would change. 
 
    They never did.  The violence only escalated.   
 
    Still, he didn’t want to interfere, but nor was he going to simply drive away and allow Brantlee to be intimidated by this bastard.   
 
    Parking his car, he pulled out his phone and started taking pictures.  So far, the man hadn’t done anything illegal, that he knew of.  But Lex braced himself, getting ready to intervene if the man even started to lift a hand to Brantlee.  
 
    That moment came a heartbeat later.  He heard the words, “I won’t let you whore around behind my back!” and then the man lifted his arm.  Lex was out of his SUV and racing across the street, but he was too late.  Brantlee was already on the lawn, her face covered by her hair.  The man had hit her so hard, she’d fallen down!  
 
    Lex didn’t stop.  He raced up the lawn, determination and fury in his eyes as he focused on his prey.  Seconds before he reached the bastard, the man looked up.  There was a small bit of satisfaction when the other man’s horrified eyes caught sight of Lex coming towards him.  But there was no mercy.  Lex had the man flat on his stomach, his hands pinned behind his back and his handcuffs out in mere seconds!  There was very little wiggle room for the other man when Lex slapped handcuffs on the bastard’s wrists.  Then he was calling nine-one-one, giving the emergency dispatcher his badge number and asking for police backup.  He explained the situation and the dispatcher relayed the information.  
 
    Seconds later, there were police sirens in the background, then there were two police cruisers screeching to a stop in front of Brantlee’s house.   
 
    The whole time, Dave the Wimp spewed epithets and threats at Lex, threatening lawsuits and physical retribution.   
 
    The police officers approached carefully and Lex pulled his credentials out, allowing the local officers to examine them.  Then he explained the situation again to the two officers, both of whom looked down at the handcuffed man dubiously.  But as soon as they saw the red mark on Brantlee’s cheek, their eyes hardened.  Brantlee was a county employee, after all. They knew her and respected her.   
 
    Lex went into the house and grabbed some ice, dumped it into a clean dish towel, then brought it back out to her.   
 
    “Here,” he said, handing it to her while the officers put Dave the Wimp into the back seat of one of the cruisers.  Then they came back, ready to take statements.  “Put this on your cheek.  I’ll take you to the police station so you can make a statement.”  He bent down, looking into her eyes. “You’re going to make an official statement, right?  You’re not going to let him get away with that, are you?” 
 
    Her eyes were hard flints as she looked over at Dave sitting in the back of the cruiser.  “Not a chance!” she hissed.  
 
    “Good!” Lex replied.   
 
    Brantlee’s next door neighbor came over, her elderly hands wringing together. “Oh my, are you okay, dear?” she said, taking Brantlee’s hand carefully.  “I saw everything from my window and was on the phone with the police.  I’m so sorry that I didn’t come over to help you.” 
 
    Brantlee smiled at the woman.  “No, it’s best that you stayed away.  Dave can be pretty violent to women.  I’m glad that you aren’t hurt.” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Lex assured the elderly woman.  “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “You go on off to the police station.  I’ll go find Anthony and will watch him until you get back.”  She patted Brantlee’s hand again.  “Take as much time as you need.  Just make sure that asshole gets put behind bars!” 
 
    Brantlee laughed, never having heard her neighbor so angry before.  “I’ll do everything I can.”   
 
    Lex grunted, internally vowing to do the same.   
 
    “Go get your purse. I’m driving you.” 
 
    Lex needed to take care of her.  He had been seconds too late and was livid with himself.  If he’d acted faster.  If he’d reacted sooner, then she wouldn’t have been smacked so hard that she’d fallen to the ground.  He hadn’t been fast enough and he was furious with himself for not protecting her properly.   
 
    Brantlee looked up at him and he wondered if she was going to argue with him. Perhaps she wanted to drive herself to the station?  Or maybe it was his tone.  Either way, he stepped closer, putting a gentle hand on her cheek.  “Please, Brantlee, I need to do this for you.  Will you let me?” 
 
    That seemed to soothe the argument she’d been about to make.  Her features softened and she slowly nodded her head.  “Yes.  Thank you.  I’d appreciate the support.”  She pushed her hair behind her ears and looked around.  “Thank you, Leslie.  I appreciate you watching Anthony.  I’d like to keep him out of this mess.  But let me just go inside to explain to him that I’m leaving.  He was coloring when the doorbell rang.” 
 
    Brantlee didn’t pause after that.  She hurried inside and was gone for maybe five minutes.  At the end of that time, she came outside again, holding Anthony’s hand and her purse in the other hand.   
 
    “Hi Lex!” he called out, seeming to be happy as a clam as he raced over to Ms. Leslie’s side.  “I’m getting tater tots for dinner tonight!” he announced.  
 
    Leslie laughed, hugging the small child to her side.  “Only if you let me have some too!” the neighbor replied, then led the boy across their lawns to her house.   
 
    Brantlee sighed and looked up at him. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    Lex put a hand to the small of her back and led her over to his SUV.  He wanted to lift her into his truck, but thought that perhaps she needed the control right now.  His need to protect and care for her needed to be suppressed.  Her needs were the priority right now.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Brantlee wanted to hide.  She wanted to curl up into a ball and pretend that the past half hour hadn’t happened.  It was humiliating to be a victim!  And it was even more embarrassing that she’d irrevocably linked her life with someone as disgusting as Dave!  How could such a precious, amazing, gregarious boy like her son have come from such a jerk like Dave!  
 
    Thankfully, Lex didn’t say anything on the short drive to the police station.  She was trembling now, with the adrenaline crash and the shock of what had just happened, what she’d allowed to happen…again…sinking into her mind.  The post reaction to Dave’s fury was never good.  He was always charming and affable afterwards, but it took her much longer to calm down.   
 
    Lex held her hand the whole drive and that link, his firm, unrelenting strength was her salvation.  He never let her go, never let her think she was alone in this ridiculous scenario and she appreciated that more than she could say.  
 
    When he pulled into the police station and shut off the engine, he turned to look at her.  “I’m here for you,” was all he said.  That was enough.  It gave her the strength to nod, then step out of his vehicle.   
 
    It was all going to be okay, she vowed as she walked through the doors.  This would be the time that the police, and eventually, the judge, would believe her.  They’d see through Dave’s false charm and actually see the vile, horrible man he was behind the façade.   
 
    She’d believed that with every step…until she stood inside the police station.   
 
    That’s when she found Dave and four police officers standing around with coffee cups in their hand.  Dave was no longer in handcuffs.  He wasn’t in a jail cell waiting to be charged.  Nope!  He was standing around, telling a stupid story about his football days at Clemson and the four police officers were completely awed, enthralled by the tale of a long pass, something about the crowds and blah blah blah!   
 
    “No!” she whispered, stung by the laughter coming from the police officers, one of which had been at her house, stuffing Dave into the backseat of his cruiser!   
 
    Lex, bless his heart, stepped up and glared at the four officers.  “Care to explain why this man isn’t in custody?”  
 
    Officer McMahan stopped laughing and stepped forward. “Can I help you?” he asked, using his official voice now, all traces of laughter gone from his bland features.   
 
    Lex pulled out his FBI credentials, allowing Officer McMahan to examine them for a moment.  “I’m Special Agent Murdock and I arrested this man a half hour ago for assault and battery.  Why is he not in a holding cell or being processed?” 
 
    “I’m Officer Tenton,” the men who had put Dave into the back of his cruiser said, stepping forward.  “Mr. Brenner explained that this was all just a mistake.”  He looked over at Brantlee, a frown on his features now.  “Mr. Brenner said it was just a misunderstanding about visitation.  That Ms. Henson had mixed up the visitation days and didn’t want to let her son go off with his father.”  His eyebrows dropped lower.  “Apparently, Ms. Henson has been denying Mr. Brenner his court approved time with his son.” 
 
    Brantlee’s mouth dropped open and her eyes swiveled over to Dave.  She recognized that smug smile on his face and her hands fisted at her sides.   
 
    Lex glared down at the man.  “So Mr. Brenner thinks it’s okay to assault the mother of his child?  I didn’t know that assaulting a woman was legal here in Minnow.”   
 
    The two officers standing at the counter were stunned for a brief moment.  Their eyes flicked over to Brantlee, then up to Lex again.  “Mr. Brenner says that there was no assault.  That she simply claimed that he hit her when he wouldn’t give up his court ordered visitation time.” 
 
    Lex lifted a dark eyebrow, not saying anything.  Brantlee’s heart pounded and that insipid desire to curl up and hide came right back to her.  But then she shook her head.  “No.  He’s lying!”  She was so furious now, she could barely think straight, but she shook her head again, trying to clear the haze of anger.  That wouldn’t help her now and she needed to end this.  She needed someone, anyone, to believe that she was telling the truth.   
 
    Anticipating Dave’s charm effect, she’d grabbed the documents before coming here.  Now she was glad she had.  Pulling the divorce and custody agreements out of her tote bag, she slapped them onto the counter.  “Here is the court order stating the dates that Mr. Brenner is allowed visitation.”  She flipped to the right page and spun the document around so the officers could read it.  “This clearly states that Mr. Brenner is allowed visitation on Saturday and Sunday.”  She glared at the officers.  “Are my days off?  I believe it is Wednesday afternoon, officers.”  She flipped the page and pointed to another line item.  “And this states that Mr. Brenner is not allowed to come to my house to pick up our son.  Because of past abuse, he is only allowed to pick up Anthony at previously designated parks.”   
 
    The officer in charge picked up the document and read through the statement, grunting his agreement.  “That…uh…looks to be in order.”  
 
    Officer Tenton shifted, turning to glare at Dave now.  There was doubt among the other two officers but what was even better was that the smug expression was gone from Dave’s features now.  He wasn’t overly concerned though.  No, he still thought he could charm his way out of this.  
 
    “Honey, I’m sorry if I got the dates wrong.  You know how much I love spending time with Anthony.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Really?  When was the last time you picked him up?” 
 
    “Last Saturday,” Dave replied quickly.  “You know that I took him to the science museum in Philadelphia.  He loved it and you even told me that I’d bought him too many treats.”  He turned to one of the officers.  “She doesn’t let Anthony have any sugar at all, but I don’t see the harm in an ice cream cone after a long visit at the museum.” 
 
    Brantlee wanted to scream.  Instead, she pulled out her phone.  “Last Saturday, huh?” she flipped through her phone, then tapped on a picture.  “Was this the day that you took your son to the museum?” she asked.  “Looks like we were at the playground that morning.  Waiting for you to pick him up.  And since you didn’t get there,” she flipped to the next picture, it was one of Anthony making silly faces at one of the ducks at the pond, “we took some bread to the ducks and fed them, then had a picnic on the bench.”  
 
    Dave’s features were no longer amused.  In fact, there was a touch of red staining his upper cheeks.  He’d never liked being called out for the liar that he was, but the dates on the pictures were clearly visible.   
 
    Lex stepped forward next.  He flipped his phone around as well.  “If you need evidence of the assault, here is a series of pictures of Mr. Brennan yelling at Brantlee. Doesn’t appear to be a civilized conversation, does it?” he asked, his finger flipping through the pictures.  The last one was a bit blurry because Dave had just smacked Brantlee and he was racing across the yard to stop him.  
 
    “Excuse me,” another voice called out.  Everyone shifted their attention to the doorway where an elderly woman was standing.   
 
    “Ms. Eldermeyer?”  Brantlee was stunned.  This was her neighbor from down the street, the woman who rarely left her house.  What was she doing here now? 
 
    The woman smiled slightly, and held out her phone.  “I wasn’t sure who to show this to, dear.  But I saw the whole thing and recorded it on my phone.”  She tapped her phone and laid it down on the countertop.  This time, there was audio.  The words, “I don’t give a damn about that sniveling brat” seemed to echo in the room and a heavy silence followed.  But the officers continued to watch the video, all of them jerking slightly when the slap was heard, followed by Brantlee’s cry of pain.   
 
    In unison, the four officers turned on Dave. He looked as if he was ready to fly over the desk to take another swing at Brantlee.   
 
    “You bitch!” he snarled and started to head towards her.  Automatically, Brantlee stepped back, shocked by the fury mottling his features now.  But the officers nearest to him restrained him.  Dave fought, and one of his elbows connected with one of the officer’s stomachs.  He grunted, but that just brought the other two officers into the fracas.  Seconds later, Dave was pinned to the floor, handcuffs back on his wrists.   
 
    The officers then hefted Dave back to his feet.  They nodded an apology to Brantlee as two of them perp-walked Dave out of the room and into what she hoped was the holding cells.   
 
    Ms. Eldermeyer wasn’t finished.  Her wrinkled features were glaring at Officer McMahan.  “Shame on you for taking that man’s word instead of listening to this woman!  The news is filled with stories of women trying to stop men from assaulting them and they are ignored!  Women are victimized over and over because we aren’t listened to!  Even now, if I hadn’t had proof, that man would have gotten away with hitting his ex-wife.”   
 
      
 
    Lex stepped back, allowing the woman to have her say.  She was reading the officers the riot act and it was much better coming from her rather than from him.  He was still going to file a report detailing the fact that the officers hadn’t processed the ass immediately.  As the arresting officer, Lex didn’t like his authority questioned.   
 
    Then he looked over at Brantlee.  She was smiling!  Damn, she was smiling!  Apparently, all it had taken for her to feel better was for someone to back her up.  Or two people, he thought as he walked over to her and put a hand around her waist.  “You okay?” he asked.  
 
    She leaned her head against his shoulder.  “I am now, she whispered, then pulled her head away.  “Ow!”  
 
    “Is that where he hit you, Ms. Henson?” one of the officers asked.  “I can get you an ice pack for that.  Or do you need medical attention?”  
 
    “I already had her apply ice earlier,” Lex replied.   
 
    “I don’t need medical attention either,” Brantlee said.   
 
    Ms. Eldermeyer turned to Brantlee.  “Don’t you dare feel ashamed of what he did to you, either.  That man is slime!  He’s going to try and blame this on you, but it’s his fault that he can’t control his temper and it’s his fault that he is going to jail for hitting you.  Slime, I tell you!” she said, lifting her finger into the air.   
 
    It took another hour to finish with all of the statements and by the time Lex helped her into his SUV, she was wiped out.   
 
    “I’m taking you home.  Do you want me to stay for dinner?  Or would you rather be alone?” 
 
    She looked over at him, his handsome features even more amazing now after all he’d done for her. “I’d love for you to stay.”  She smiled and laced her fingers through his.  “Not because you’re a big, strong guy.  But because…” she paused, her cheeks heating up slightly.  “Well, because I like your company.  And Anthony does too.” 
 
    “I enjoy being with both of you as well.”  He chuckled, shaking his head.  “A lot, actually.” 
 
    Brantlee smiled, charmed by his reply.  “Anthony sort of slips under your defenses with those goofy smiles, doesn’t he?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Lex replied with a chuckle and a nod.  
 
    He pulled into her driveway and Anthony was outside playing with Leslie, kicking the ball back and forth, but as soon as Brantlee stepped out of the SUV, he raced across the lawn towards her.  “Mom!  I can kick the ball really far!” he announced.  Then he peered around his mother to grin up at Lex who was carrying the pizza box.  “Pizza!” he exclaimed, throwing his arms up in the air.  Then he danced around, happy with his life.   
 
    Brantlee walked across the lawn to Leslie.  “I can’t thank you enough for your help this afternoon.  I didn’t want Anthony to see his father like that.” 
 
    Leslie reached out to touch Brantlee’s hand.  “You’re a very good mother, dear,” she replied softly.  “Your ex-husband is scum, but I respect the fact that you’re trying to shield Anthony from the harsher side of his father’s personality.” 
 
    Brantlee shrugged.  “No child should see their parent as a monster.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.”  She sighed, shaking her head.  “Maybe this arrest will give the man a wakeup call.” 
 
    Brantlee merely shrugged, indicating that anything was possible.  But Leslie read the doubt in Brantlee’s eyes and nodded.  “I know.  It’s improbable.  The man doesn’t believe he’s done anything wrong.” 
 
    “I know.”  She shook off the gloom.  “Would you like to join us for pizza?”  
 
    Leslie smiled.  “No, but thank you for the offer.”  She straightened her shoulders and smiled.  “I have a hot date tonight!”  
 
    Brantlee was surprised, but excited. “That’s great!  Anyone I know?”  
 
    Leslie waved her hand in the air.  “Goodness no!  The men in this town are a bit too…criminally inclined lately.”  She pulled her cardigan closed and waved. “You have a nice evening with your hunky fella!”  Then she waved as she walked back into her house.   
 
      
 
    Lex stood at the window, watching Brantlee talk with her neighbor.  After today, he couldn’t seem to let her out of his sight.  He’d failed her earlier today and now she had a darkening bruise on her cheek where that bastard had hit her.  Lex wondered what else the guy had done to Brantlee.  He remembered her hesitation the other night, the fear in her eyes.   
 
    His fists clenched as he watched Leslie wave goodbye.  Brantlee turned and walked back inside but Lex couldn’t relax.  Not until she was safely inside the house.  
 
    “Are you going to hurt my mom?”  
 
    Lex was startled by that question.  He looked down at the child who was watching him and his fists with huge eyes.   
 
    “Never!” Lex replied, lowering himself to Anthony’s level so he could look into the little guy’s eyes.  “I would never hurt your mother, Anthony.” 
 
    He looked down.  “Why are you making fists then?” 
 
    Lex deliberately uncurled his fingers.  “I know it looks like I’m angry, but I’m actually relieved that your mother is safe.” 
 
    Anthony thought about that for a moment, then nodded.  “My dad hits my mom,” he announced, his voice only a whisper.  “I don’t like it when he does that.  He yells at her too.”  His lips firmed, then the boy said, “I’m never going to yell at my mom!”  
 
    Lex couldn’t believe what this child had seen in his short life.   And yet, he knew that other children had seen so much worse.  Life wasn’t always kind to the innocents of this world.  
 
    “I’m sorry that you saw that, Anthony.  It was wrong.  As men, we are sometimes stronger than women, but we’re supposed to use our strength to protect everyone.” 
 
    Anthony’s chest puffed up.  “My mom is strong too.” 
 
    Lex released a relieved breath.  “Yes, she’s very strong.  I didn’t mean to imply that women are weak.  They’re very strong and very powerful.” 
 
    Anthony walked closer to Lex.  “You’re saying we have more muscles.”  He lifted those huge, hazel eyes up to Lex.  “I’m going to use my muscles to protect people, just like you!”  
 
    Then he threw his arms around Lex’s neck, hugging him tightly.  “Thank you for stopping my dad earlier today.  He would have really hurt her if you hadn’t stopped him.” 
 
    Lex closed his eyes, damning Dave the Ass once again.  They’d all thought that Anthony was inside coloring.  Apparently, the little boy had witnessed the assault.   
 
    Lex stood up with the boy in his arms, holding him gently, but securely as the two hugged, both silently vowing to protect anyone in danger.  He wanted to tell Anthony that he could teach him some things about protecting himself as well as others, but he didn’t have that right.   
 
    Turning, he looked directly into Brantlee’s eyes, noticed the tears there and his chest hurt.  Whispering in Anthony’s ear, he said, “I think your mom needs a hug!”  
 
    Anthony’s head whipped around to stare at his mother for a long moment, then he wiggled out of Lex’s arms and raced across the kitchen to throw himself into her arms.  “I love you, Momma!  And I won’t ever let Dad hurt you again!” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Lex shifted in the seat, his eyes not leaving the house.   
 
    “Your eyeballs will dry out if you keep doing that.”  Slater took another long sip of his coffee after that comment.   
 
    Lex turned his eyes towards his friend, who had volunteered to help him watch Brantlee’s house tonight.  Dave the Prick had been released on bail earlier in the day and Lex had a bad feeling about the idiot.   
 
    “Keep doing what?” he grouched.  He wasn’t tired.  Something, he never understood what, was making him hyper alert.  That instinct almost always warned him that something was about to happen.   
 
    “Staring at the house with that kind of intensity.” 
 
    Lex almost laughed, but at that moment, something at the corner of Brantlee’s house moved.  
 
    “Did you-?”  
 
    “Yep!” Slater replied, tossing his empty travel mug of coffee onto the floor of the SUV.  Both men silently opened the doors and slipped out, moving stealthily towards the house to investigate.   
 
    It took less than sixty seconds for both men to come around to the side of the house and, sure enough, they spotted a man dressed all in black trying to shimmy the window of Anthony’s room open.   
 
    With hand signals, Lex and Slater moved closer, their weapons drawn as they carefully approached the man.  The window had just slid open when Lex put his weapon back into his holster and grabbed the man from behind.  The guy struggled, but Lex was bigger, stronger, and a hell of a lot more determined.  Lex had the intruder on the ground in three seconds and he was handcuffed, still muttering curses into the night air.   
 
    Slater was on the phone with the emergency dispatcher.  “This is Agent Slater DeBrasio requesting police backup for an attempted break-in.”  He gave the dispatcher his badge number and the address.  Seconds later, there were sirens heard in the distance.  The police officer, who had probably been bored out of his mind and eager for a call, screeched to a halt at the end of Brantlee’s driveway and jumped out of his vehicle, a hand resting cautiously on his weapon as he came around the vehicle towards Lex and Slater who were hauling the intruder towards the cruiser. They each had one hand firmly under the guy’s arm as they led him away from the house.  
 
    Unfortunately, the noise also woke up the neighbors.  The flashing lights didn’t dim the interior lights popping up all over the neighborhood.   
 
    Slater was the one who took charge and explained the situation to the officer.  “We caught this man opening the window on the left side of the house.  There will be prints on the sill because the moron didn’t bother to wear gloves.”   
 
    The officer nodded, his eyes wide as the excitement of the night came to him.  “I’ll have a forensic team out here immediately, sir,” he said to Lex, correctly gauging that Lex was the angrier of the two big FBI agents.   
 
    The officer took control of the guy and pressed him against the cruiser, spreading the guy’s legs with his own feet.  Lex and Slater stood close by, just in case the intruder tried to escape while the officer patted the man down.  
 
    “Are you going to wake up Brantlee?” Slater asked, their bodies relaxed now that the danger was over.  
 
    Lex shook his head.  “Not if I can help it.  I know she hasn’t been sleeping well over the past couple of nights.” 
 
    Slater nodded his understanding.  “I guess I’d be a bit upset if someone tried to…” Their conversation was interrupted by the officer.  
 
    “Uh…sirs?” he called out.  “I think you might want to see this.” 
 
    Lex and Slater both moved closer.  The officer had already found three knives on the intruder and a pistol with a silencer.  The guy had come armed for something serious!  Lex didn’t want to think about Brantlee facing this guy alone.  It made his blood run cold.  
 
    But as soon as he took the piece of paper from the officer, his body froze.  This wasn’t a picture of Brantlee.  It was a picture of Anthony!   
 
    Lex was so stunned, he couldn’t even speak for a moment.  It was Slater that turned his wrath on the man still leaning against the police cruiser.  “You were hired to kill a kid?  A four year old boy?”  
 
    The guy shrugged his shoulders.  “The money was right.  I figured the kid would be an easy shot.” 
 
    It took every ounce of control Lex had to not charge the man and pummel him with his fists.  The only reason he didn’t was because this piece of trash would be going to prison for a long time.  And prison was not a nice place under ordinary circumstances.  But it was a living nightmare for criminals that harmed children.   
 
    “What’s going on?”  
 
    Lex swung around, spotting Brantlee coming out of her house.  Her hair had been pulled up into a bun on top of her head.  She had on one of her big sweatshirts and a pair of leggings, but he doubted she had pulled on a bra.  She looked…amazing!  
 
    He didn’t patronize her by telling her to go back inside.  Instead, he went over to her and started to wrap his arms around her.  But she stood there, her arms wrapped around her waist as if telling him to stay away.  So he stopped several feet away from her, his body aching to pull her into his arms, but trying to respect her boundaries.   
 
    “We’re trying to figure out the details, but this man tried to get into your house,” he explained.   
 
    That news caused her body to tremble and she tightened her arms around her body, looking around at all of the flashing lights, as well as the neighbors who were gossiping amongst themselves.  “This is…not again!” she whispered.   
 
    Slater wasn’t accepting the perp’s non-answer on who had hired him for the job.  He stood nose to nose with the intruder and demanded, “Tell me who hired you to kill this child!”  The words came out as a snarl and Lex wanted to step in front of Brantlee, to shield her from this mess.  Looking down at her, she looked so hurt.  But she stepped back in that moment, shaking her head and he translated that to mean that she didn’t want his protection.  She needed to stand on her own for this. 
 
    The guy chuckled and Brantlee curled her shoulders as if trying to stop the man’s evil words from hurting her.  “Don’t know his name.  Tall guy.  An investment type at some big firm.”  He shrugged, oblivious to the pain he was causing Brantlee.  “All I know is that his money was good and it seemed like an easy job.” 
 
      
 
    Brantlee heard the words and couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  “Dave?” she asked.  “Dave works at an investment firm in Philadelphia.  Did he do this?  Did he send someone to kill me?”  
 
    She looked over at Lex, wishing that she could step into his arms, to feel his strong body wrapped around her.  But he was busy.  This was his job, she reminded herself.  He’d caught this stranger trying to break into her house.  Plus, he looked exhausted.  How many times did the poor man have to save her?   
 
    A ringing phone broke through her misery and she looked around.  It was soon obvious that the phone was the intruder’s, but he couldn’t answer it because his hands were handcuffed behind his back.   
 
    The officer looked unsure but Slater stepped in to answer the unspoken question.  “Yes, you should definitely answer that phone call.” 
 
    The officer nodded, then dug the phone out of the guy’s pocket.  “Hello?” he asked, his voice nervous, putting the call on speaker.   
 
    “Is it done?  Is he dead?” a male voice asked.  
 
    Slater took the phone when the officer wasn’t sure how to respond.  “When will I get the rest of my money?”  
 
    There was a long sigh.  “Tell me the kid is dead and send me pictures of the mother.  I want assurance that she’s devastated.  I want pictures of her sobbing her pretty eyes out!  I want her down on the ground, crying as they wheel her son out of the house in a body bag!  Once I have those pictures, I’ll double your payment!”  
 
    The line went dead at that point and everyone stood around, stunned by the words.  Brantlee’s mouth was hanging open and she turned to Lex, needing him to say something, anything, that would make sense of this insanity.  But he turned away, pulling his own phone out of his pocket.  He turned his back to her and dialed a number.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” Brantlee heard a sleepy voice answer.  Lex’s fingers tightened on the phone.   
 
      
 
    “Sorry for waking you,” Lex started off, but he wasn’t sorry.  “I need you to trace a call.  I need to know the number where the call came from.” 
 
    “What’s the receiving phone’s number?” she asked, much more alert now.   
 
    Lex gave her the phone number and Josephine promised to get back to them in a few minutes.  She’d have to get a warrant for searching the phone records, but they had a judge on standby who could issue warrants over the phone in emergency situations like this.  Slater was already on the phone with the judge, explaining the current situation.  When he hung up, he nodded.  “She’ll send it to Jo immediately.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the hit man was safely secured in the cruiser and Jo texted the initiating phone number to Lex’s cell phone.  
 
    As soon as Lex looked at the message, he swore under his breath, his arms still around Brantlee. “It was Dave Brennan’s phone.  Jo even pinged his phone.  He used his personal phone to call and set up the arrangements.  She has text messages as well as the call history.”   
 
    Slater stared for a long moment, then he shook his head and dialed another number.  “I’ll arrange to have him picked up by the Philly police.”  He walked away from the ruckus, needing to be heard clearly.  The neighbors were already spilling out of their houses, curious about the happenings even though no one was giving them any news.   
 
    After taking statements from Slater and Lex, the police officer nodded his thanks. “I’ll bring this guy down to the station and book him.  He’ll be in front of a judge first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “We’ll be there for his bail hearing,” Lex replied.   
 
    The officer snorted.  “This guy isn’t getting bail,” he explained.  “Judge Simmons is on duty tomorrow.  He’s not letting someone like this guy back out onto the streets.”  He looked over at Brantlee.  “I’ll check in with the Philly police, Ms. Henson.  I’ll let you know what happens from their end too.”  
 
    With that, he stepped into his car and, with lights still flashing, drove out of the neighborhood.  
 
    The neighbors, realizing they weren’t getting any additional excitement, wandered back inside their homes.  They’d all be up early the next morning in order to find out whatever they could from the local news station.   
 
    Lex turned to Brantlee, still holding her in his arms.  “It’s over, Brantlee.” 
 
    “Is it?” she asked, leaning heavily against him.  “I thought it was over yesterday when he smacked me around and was arrested.” 
 
    Lex sighed, rubbing his cheek against the top of her head. “Yeah, I didn’t think that would be the last we’d hear from him, but I actually thought he’d be the one trying to break into your house.  I suspected he was going to try and get to you.”  He paused, then added, “I had no idea that he’d go after Anthony.” 
 
    Brantlee tightened her arms around his waist, kissing his chest.  “You stopped him. Thank you!”  
 
    He kissed her again, then said, “I need to head down to the police station and fill out some paperwork.  Are you going to be okay here for a while?” 
 
    She nodded and pulled back, wrapping her arms around herself.  “Will you come back though?  When you’re all finished with the police?”  
 
    He looked at her carefully.  “Do you want me to?”  
 
    “Yes!” she gasped.  “Definitely!”  
 
    He gave her a sharp nod then.  “I’ll come directly back here then.”  
 
    She smiled, then waved to him before heading into her house.  
 
      
 
    Brantlee couldn’t sleep.  Her ex-husband had hired someone to kill their son!  Dave had gone way beyond anything she could have imagined him doing.  Murder for hire…that just sounded so…crazy!   
 
    She didn’t turn off her light and she needed to be close to Anthony, just to make sure he was okay.  So instead of going to her bedroom, she came in and sat down in his bedroom.  The kid had slept through everything!  He was still sleeping on his stomach, his little mouth pursed as he breathed in and out.  He’d kicked all of the covers off, but Brantlee refrained from going over and covering him up.  He didn’t like covers and hated being hot.  His tiny toes were pushed under the blanket, so she suspected that was enough warmth.   
 
    She didn’t realize that she was crying until she heard a soft knock on the front door.  Rushing out of Anthony’s room, she yanked open the front door, sighing with relief when Lex stepped into her foyer.  “Is he in jail?”  
 
    He pulled her into his arms before answering.  “Yes.  Dave Brennan was arrested and charged with murder for hire.  He will be arraigned tomorrow morning, but he won’t get bail. There’s just too much evidence against him.”  He looked into her hazel eyes.  “We can go to the hearing tomorrow, if you’d like?”  
 
    Brantlee sighed, then rubbed her forehead against his chest. “I don’t know,” she sighed.  “I’m just…I’m still a bit stunned by all of this.” 
 
    He nodded, then bent down to pick her up.  “I get it.  It’s hard to understand how someone can want his child dead.” 
 
    “It seems impossible to me.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head and Brantlee looked up at him, worried now.  
 
    “Unfortunately, I can’t stay.  I still have some work I have to get done.  Are you going to be okay?”  
 
    “Yes,” she replied, that cold sensation seeping into her bones once again.  She forced her arms to pull away and step back.  “Thank you, Lex!  I don’t know what we would have done without you.” 
 
    He stared at her, not saying anything for a long moment.  Finally, he said, “You would have saved Anthony, Brantlee. You’re strong and powerful.  Don’t ever underestimate yourself.” 
 
    She smiled, but it was weak.  He was leaving her.  He was going to walk out of her life!  This was goodbye!   
 
    But Lex was a protector.  It wasn’t just what he did for a living.  It was who he was as a human being.  It was essential to his life. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, trying to keep the tears from her eyes.   
 
    He opened his mouth as if to say something, but must have changed his mind because he nodded and turned, walking away.  Walking out of her house.   
 
    Brantlee wondered if Lex was sick of her.  He kept having to step in and save her from one debacle after another.  The man had enough problems with his job.  He didn’t need a crazy woman and her kid in his life.   
 
    She’d known that her life was complicated.  But she’d hoped that he thought they were worth it.  She wouldn’t call him tomorrow, she promised herself.  The man needed his sleep and he needed to get his work done.  She’d wait for him to call her.  When he was rested and ready, maybe they could talk.  Maybe…maybe her life would be normal and she could help him smile and laugh.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    He was gone.  Brantlee looked at her phone for the hundredth time.  No message.  No phone calls.  Nothing.  Lex had just disappeared from her life.   
 
    Her heart ached, but she tried to convince herself that this was good.  That this was for the best.  If he’d stayed any longer, she and Anthony would have gotten used to him being around.  She would have asked him to start spending the night with her.  She would have anticipated him for meals and weekends.  He would have become a part of their lives and then he would have gotten bored with her and Anthony and moved on.  It would have hurt a whole lot more after that.   
 
    So yes, it was better that he’d gone on with his life sooner rather then letting her come to love him.  To care for him.  To think of him as…her own.  It was much better this way.  A clean break.   
 
    Still, her heart ached.  She felt like there was a giant hole in her chest. Every time something happened, she wanted to call him and let him know.  She wanted to hear his voice, hear his laughter.  She wanted to tell him something to make him laugh because she knew that he didn’t laugh enough.  His life was tough and he worked hard.  He needed to stop and relax more often.  He needed to laugh.  
 
    And the man needed children.  The way he’d talked to Anthony, even when her son was just being silly, seemed to lighten his mood.  Every interaction between them was good and wonderful.  She remembered standing at the stove making popcorn for movie night, just listening to Lex’s deep voice explain something to Anthony, or they would be goofy together, laughing about something, playing Chutes and Ladders or Candyland or a silly card game.   
 
    Was someone taking the time to talk with Lex?  Did he have someone that made him laugh?  
 
    Goodness, she missed him!   
 
    But he had his own life.  One that didn’t include the day to day monotony of grocery shopping and preschool drop offs.  His life was exciting and adventurous.  He investigated criminals and protected the world!  He was a real-life superhero!   
 
    Lex would never be happy dealing with a small town life.   
 
      
 
    He was dying.  Lex knew that the ache in his chest was going to kill him.  Brantlee hadn’t called.  Her life was back to normal and she definitely didn’t need another man in her life.  So far, men had seriously complicated her world.   
 
    He’d thought he could be different.  Lex had thought that their evenings together had been special.  Anthony was…he was a really cute little boy.  The way he’d smiled, his goofy nature combined with his whip-smart intelligence was startling and fascinating.   
 
    And Brantlee!  Damn, she was so incredibly beautiful.  Her hazel eyes and that cute nose, her long legs that had wrapped around his waist and…and her laugh.  Yeah, he really missed her laughter!  He missed the way she looked at him, almost shyly, but with a glimmer of something special.   
 
    He’d thought to give her time.  Time to get her life together.  Time to reconcile the mess that her ex-husband had brought back into her life.  Her ex had pleaded guilty to all charges because of the overwhelming evidence against him.  He was in jail until his sentencing so Brantlee didn’t have to worry about the ass anymore.  He would most likely be in prison for the rest of his life.   
 
    So why hadn’t she called him?  Had she come to the conclusion that she didn’t want any men in her life?  Had she finally come to the realization that she was better off without him?  Without the trouble that men created in her life.   
 
    Blinking, he tried to focus on the data on his computer screen, but the numbers and letters just seemed to meld together.   
 
    “Would you just call her?” Bart growled as he walked by to his cubicle.  They were at the FBI offices in Philadelphia.  They’d concluded their investigation into the DeFila crime organization.  Now it was time to work on the details of the evidence for the trial.  The district attorney was asking for more information on certain data the teams had compiled.   
 
    It was boring, tedious, mind-numbing work.   
 
    Even worse, he missed Brantlee and Anthony so much, he’d actually gone out and bought several of the animated videos that he’d watched with Anthony, hoping that the films would ease the pain that seemed to be continuously pressing against his chest.   
 
    Every time he passed by something in Philly, he wanted to call Brantlee and tell her about it.  He wanted to take Anthony to the museums, to show him the historical spots like the Liberty Bell or Constitution Hall.  He wanted to take Brantlee out to the various restaurants, treat her to a real philly cheese steak.   
 
    But she hadn’t called.  He was someone she’d needed in her life for a short period of time, but she’d moved on.   
 
    Or maybe, she didn’t want him in her life because he reminded her of the horror of what her ex-husband had done, or tried to do to her son!   
 
    Whatever the reason, she hadn’t called.  The message was loud and clear.  Brantlee didn’t want or need him in her life.   
 
    “Has he called her yet?”   
 
    This was from Maddox and all four of them scowled at him, a chorus of “No’s”.  Even Josephine had developed an excellent scowl, mimicking her teammates too well.   
 
    Maddox turned, hands fisted on his hips and he shook his head.  “Would you call her finally?” 
 
    Lex scowled right back.  “I am waiting for her to call me after she recovers from what her ex-husband had put her through,” he snapped.  “She probably just needs a bit more time.  Or maybe she doesn’t need another man in her life!” 
 
    Jo snorted and the other man shook their heads.  “Call her, damn it!” Maddox growled.  “You’re like a bear with a sore paw.” 
 
    The others nodded, but everyone got back to their work.  It was long, tedious stuff, which didn’t help his mind from wondering what Brantlee was doing.  Or if Anthony was behaving.  If he needed advice on something or if Brantlee was missing him in any way.  Had Brantlee broken down and gotten Anthony a dog?  Was he drinking his milk?  Was Brantlee okay mowing the grass?  Was she missing him as much as he missed her?   
 
    Every night, he worked out like a demon, trying to stop himself from thinking about her or, at the very least, trying to get through the night without dreaming about holding her in his arms and making love to her.   
 
    He missed her smile.  He missed the bright light of happiness in her hazel eyes.  Hell, he missed both of them!  
 
    “Yo!  Murdock!” Lex looked up to find another agent poking his head into his cubicle.  “You have a visitor.” 
 
    Who the hell would visit him here?  He looked up in time to see a short brown head bouncing along the tops of the cubicles.  Instantly, his body tightened, wondering if it was Brantlee.  But he stomped down on that hope.  It wouldn’t be her.  It couldn’t be her!  He glanced at his watch, estimating that Brantlee was most likely sitting at her desk working.  It was the end of the month so she’d be running reports for the various county departments.   
 
    Then the woman stepped into the open area of his cubicle and his heart just about stopped.  “Brantlee!” he breathed.   
 
    “Lex,” she replied back, but he could see the tension in her body.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” he demanded, coming around his desk to take both of her hands, pulling her into his cubicle.   
 
    “Nothing!” she assured him.  “Everything is fine.” 
 
    He didn’t like those words.  It was as if she were telling him that she didn’t need him in her life.  “Anthony is good?”  
 
    “Yes.”  She smiled.  Had some of that happiness disappeared?  “Yes.  Anthony is doing extremely well.”  She looked up at him, hope in her eyes as she said, “He asks about you.” 
 
    “He does?” Lex asked, his lips curling into a smile.  “Have a seat,” he offered, belatedly remembering his manners.   
 
    She perched on the edge of the chair, as if she was about to escape if the possibility presented itself.  Lex leaned a hip on the corner of his desk, ignoring all of the other data he needed to get through today.   
 
    “What brings you to Philadelphia?” he asked.  “I heard that the assistant DA prosecuting your ex-husband’s case convinced him to plead guilty in exchange for a lighter sentence.”  
 
    Her fingers tightened on the straps of that massive leather tote bag and he wondered which toys she had stuffed in there this morning. She always had toys and snacks, extra drinks just in case Anthony became restless during their drives to and from the various errands she had to get through each day.  
 
    “Yes.”  She lowered her head and he couldn’t see her eyes any longer.  “He accepted a sentence of thirty years instead of going to trial, which would have meant a potential life sentence without the possibility of parole.”  She cringed slightly.  “The courts really don’t like it when people hire hit-men to kill their own children.” 
 
    “No,” he replied with a chuckle.  “That kind of thing is frowned upon.” 
 
    She smiled, but it quickly disappeared.  Her fingers fidgeted nervously with the strap of her tote bag. “Well, I can see that you are very busy,” she said, tilting her head towards his desk that was piled high with files and reports. “I was just…I was in the city for…something…and thought maybe you’d have time for lunch.” She shrugged lightly.  “Just for old time’s sake.  Not for any other reason.” 
 
    He stood up and nodded. “Yes.  Absolutely.  There’s a sandwich shop just around the corner.” 
 
    Her whole face seemed to brighten at the suggestion.  “I’d love that!” she gasped, standing up, then taking a quick step backwards.  “Sorry,” she whispered, quickly glancing up at him, then away.   
 
    “Oh for cripe’s sake!” a muttered voice snapped from the next cubicle over.  A moment later, Maddox appeared in the open space of Lex’s cubicle.  “Lex, Brantlee didn’t drive all the way into Philadelphia just to have lunch with you.  She came here to see you.  She’s madly in love with you so don’t you dare just take her out to lunch and then send her off with a wave.”  He then turned to Brantlee.  “If you could please put this man out of his misery and tell him that you’re in love with him too, that would be perfect!  The man has been a complete pain in the ass ever since he left you.  He thinks he reminds you of your ex-husband, that all men remind you of what an idiot your ex is, and you want nothing to do with them, or him.”   
 
    There was applause from the surrounding cubicles, a few whistles and someone exclaiming, “Finally!”  
 
    But Maddox disappeared after that tirade, leaving Lex and Brantlee staring into each other’s eyes.   
 
    He was the first to break the silence.  Stepping forward, he stared into her eyes, his own dark gaze intense as he asked, “Is that true?”  
 
    She opened and closed her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come out.  Finally, she merely nodded her head.   
 
    His eyes narrowed.  “You love me?” he hissed.  “And I don’t remind you of all the bad things that men have done to you in the past?”  
 
    She nodded her head, then closed her eyes and shook it.  Then she realized that she wasn’t being very clear and she took in a deep breath.  “Yes, I’m madly in love with you.  And no, you don’t remind me of the idiot men in my past because you’re unlike any man I’ve ever met in my life!  You’re good and kind and amazing and…” she blushed, leaning forward as she whispered, “And you make me crazy in bed!”  
 
    Once again, there was more cheering and even one female voice that called out, “How crazy?  We want details!”  
 
    Brantlee blushed and Lex rolled his eyes, pulling her into his arms protectively.  He muttered several curses, then said, “Don’t say another word.”  But he took her hand and, grabbing the keys off of his desk, tugged her out of the office.  There was a general round of cheering as everyone in the office seemed to be excited that they were finally together.  
 
    Lex ignored everyone, needing to be alone with Brantlee so they could talk and clear things up without the annoyance of his co-workers listening in on the conversation.  
 
    He lifted her up into the passenger seat of his SUV, then walked around to the driver’s side.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked.   
 
    He backed out of the parking space, then headed out of the underground parking garage.  “We’re going to my place.  We need privacy for this conversation.” 
 
    She agreed, but wasn’t sure where he lived, so she still wasn’t clear about their destination.  But she trusted Lex.  She knew he wouldn’t hurt her so she leaned back in the leather seat and waited.  It only took him ten minutes until he was pulling into a small, craftsman style house with a neat yard.  It needed flowers, she thought.  But then Lex was lifting her out of the vehicle and setting her down on the sidewalk before taking her hand in his.  He pulled her through the back door of the house and into a small kitchen, but didn’t give her time to look around before he had her pinned to the wall, his body pressing against hers.  “Why are you here?” he demanded.   
 
    She licked her lips, her body trembling, not with fear this time, but because she was so excited to be near Lex once again.   
 
    “Because…I missed you, Lex.  I don’t want to bother you, and I know that I have a crazy life, but…well,” she stopped and looked up at him, “is it true that you’ve been miserable over the last couple of weeks?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied without hesitation.  “I’ve missed you so damn much!  I told you to call me when you were ready.  You never called.  So I just assumed that you didn’t need me anymore.” 
 
    She lifted her hands, cupping his jaw.  “I need you, Lex!  I just…I didn’t want to be a burden to you!”  Brantlee blinked back the tears as she said, “I need you so much, it makes my whole body ache.  I miss you at dinner and in the morning.  I think about you all the time.  I want you to do those things to me in bed again.  I want you to come home to us after work.  I want to know what you’re thinking.  I want to…” 
 
    She couldn’t finish that sentence because he was kissing her.  Then his hands were lifting her up and he was carrying her somewhere, she didn’t care where.  All she knew was that he was holding her in his arms and she couldn’t stop the tears as he laid her on the bed.  
 
    “Why are you crying?” he demanded, leaning over her to wipe the tears away with his thumbs.   
 
    “Because I’m…happy!” she replied.  “I can’t believe what a mess I’ve made of this.  I’ve missed you so much!”  
 
    He lowered himself to her, his body shifting until they were perfectly aligned. And then he was kissing her again, his hands moving over her body as if memorizing her.  Lex couldn’t believe that Brantlee was here.  She was in his house, in his bed and she felt so perfect! She’d lost weight, but she was still the same woman he’d ached to hold for so long!   
 
    Quickly, they stripped off their clothes.  When they were both naked, it was a race to the finish, both of them clamoring for the next touch, the next breath as they meshed their bodies together.  When he entered her this time, there was no hesitation.  They were both too ravenous to slow down.   
 
    With his first thrust, she inhaled, her fingers grabbing his shoulders as she arched her back, needing him deeper inside of her.   
 
    “I can slow down,” he assured her, his breath puffing like a furnace.   
 
    “Don’t you dare!” she warned him, her fingernails biting into his skin.  “Move!” she urged, her legs reaching up to wrap around his hips.   
 
    He moved.  He shifted and thrusted, slowly at first, but when her hand smacked his butt, Lex laughed and released his control, thrusting into her hard and fast.   
 
    She’d missed him so much and had thought about this moment for too long.  So when he moved like that, his body shifting against that nub so perfectly, her body simply exploded.  Fire blistered through her system and she arched into him, taking him deeper as her pleasure vibrated and throbbed within her, shimmering in the air above her and around her.  She held onto him tightly, her body in thrall as he shuddered and froze, deep inside of her as he found his own release.   
 
    Moments later, he collapsed down on top of her, his face buried against her neck.   
 
    Neither of them moved for a long time.  Lex was heavy, but Brantlee held onto him, absorbing his weight because it was perfect and wonderful.  She’d missed him so much and no, having him in her arms was the best thing in the whole world.   
 
    “I love you,” she whispered.  
 
    His body tensed and a moment later, he lifted up onto his elbows, looking down into her hazel eyes.  “Do you mean it?” he demanded, his words raspy as he waited for her response.   
 
    “I mean it,” she assured him.  “You don’t have to say anything else.  I know that you don’t..” 
 
    “I love you too,” he assured her.  “I’ve missed you so damn much!  Every moment without you has been a hell, waiting for your call.  Then accepting that you weren’t going to call me.”   
 
    “You didn’t call me either.” 
 
    He shook his head, slowly, letting her know that this was a painful decision on his part. “ I couldn’t.  After everything you’d gone through, I know that you needed to put everything into perspective.  You needed to need me in your life for more than just protection and security.” 
 
    She was shocked, but then smiled up at him.  “Is that what you think I wanted from you?”  One of her legs lifted, her inner thigh rubbing against his hip.   
 
    “Yes.  You were scared of your ex-husband. He beat you.”  He paused, then said, “He raped you during your marriage, didn’t he?”  
 
    She didn’t answer for a long time.  Then she nodded. “Yes.  Often.  He said it was my responsibility to service him. That he was the provider and sex was what I gave to him in return for his money.”  She looked up at the ceiling, mentally retreating from those horrible moments in her marriage.   
 
    “He wasn’t always like that, was he.”  Lex said it, knowing that Brantlee wouldn’t have married the idiot if he’d abused her prior to the wedding.   
 
    Her smile was brief.  “No.  He was sweet and charming at first.”   
 
    “But?” he prompted, because he knew there was a but.   
 
    “But, I sensed it in him.  I had hints that he was abusive prior to the wedding.  I dismissed those clues, ignored them because Dave was so charming all the other times.”   She sighed and pushed at his shoulders.  Immediately, Lex pulled away, but he pulled her into his arms, her back against his chest.  “I was a fool.” 
 
    “You weren’t a fool,” he argued.  “Abusers are brilliant at hiding their true selves behind a façade of charm and amiability.  It’s not just them who are like that.  A lot of criminals are innately charming.  They could sell ice to a penguin.” 
 
    She laughed at the ridiculous comparison, pressing her bottom against his groin.  “I missed you so much,” she said, the last words ending on a sob.  “Why didn’t you call me?”  
 
    He rolled her over, shifting so that he was on top of her, his weight braced on either side of her head.  “Because I was waiting for you, Brantlee.  You pulled away from me that night.  I didn’t call because I was waiting for you to call me.” 
 
    She lifted her hands, cupping his jaw.  “I guess we made a mess of this, haven’t we?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call me?” he asked, shifting again.  He wasn’t angry with her.  Not anymore. It was hard to be angry when her naked skin slid against his body.   
 
    “Because I thought I was a burden to you. And I was embarrassed.” 
 
    His dark eyebrows shot up with that comment.  “Embarrassed?  About what?”  
 
    She sighed, wishing she could turn away from him.  But she was trying to be honest now.  “I was embarrassed that I was stupid enough to fall for a man like Dave.  That I let myself get pregnant with him, knowing what an absolute jerk he was.”  
 
    “You weren’t stupid, Brantlee. You were hopeful. It’s the human side of us that always hopes for the best.  But we’re strong.  You’re strong.  You can get through a hell of a lot now that you’ve gotten rid of your ex’s threats.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed.  “He’s in prison now.”  She bit her lip, looking up at him.  “Anthony won’t go see him.” 
 
    Lex shrugged.  “Why would he? The guy tried to have him murdered.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.”  She smiled, weaving her fingers in his hair.  “What do you think about taking Dave’s place?”  
 
    He grinned, shifting their bodies so that her hips were cradling his.  “Are you proposing to me?” he asked, a teasing lilt to his voice. 
 
    She bit her lip, trying to stop the laughter. “And what if I am?”  
 
    He chuckled, taking her hands in his.  “Then I’d have to say yes.  But since you’re not sure…?” 
 
    “I’m sure!” she laughed, then gasped when he entered her again, filling her up and causing her body to shiver with renewed excitement.  
 
    “You’re cheating,” she trembled, shifting to accommodate him.  
 
    “So maybe you should arrest me.”  He started moving, slowly at first, but then with more force.  They didn’t speak after that.  Their bodies shifting and writhing, both of them pushing, straining for that wonderful release.   
 
    When she found hers, Lex continued, needing to give her every bit of pleasure.  But it was too much, too intense and he couldn’t hold back.  He quickly followed her into that heavenly release, holding her tight as they both shuddered with their pleasure.   
 
    Hours later, he made love with her again in the shower, then almost again while they tried to dress.  But both of them were conscious of the need to hurry so that they could pick Anthony up from school on time.   
 
    While they waited in line at the school, Brantlee leaned over and kissed him.  “Are you sure my life isn’t too crazy for you?  Or too tedious?  Don’t you have enough excitement in your life?”  
 
    He grunted.  “What excitement?  You think that being an FBI agent is all glamor and intrigue?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, it must be more interesting than waiting in a long line of cars for a four year old.”  
 
    He shook his head.  “Not a chance.  I can’t wait to mesh both our worlds.”  He pulled back, serious now.  “What do you think about a little girl?” 
 
    Brantlee froze, startled by his question.  “You want…more kids?”  
 
    “Only if you want them too.  I was just thinking that it would be nice to have a daughter.  I’m betting that Anthony would love a sister too.” 
 
    She thought about it for a long moment, then a slow, happy smile lit up her features.  “I’d love a little girl,” she whispered.  “That would be…pretty nice.”

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “No!” Brantlee huffed, pushing his hands away.  “Not a chance.” 
 
    Lex chuckled, but released her.  “It’s not that bad!”  
 
    She jumped off of the sofa, then turned to glare at her husband.  “Not going to happen.  We’re never having sex again!” 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow at that statement.  “Gauntlet thrown,” he replied, nodding his head, his eyes heating up.   
 
    Brantlee looked at him, her eyes wide with terror as she looked up at Lex.  “Don’t.  You.  Dare!” 
 
    He only chuckled.  Moments later, Brantlee was sprinting down the long hallway of their house.  It was a long hallway, but Lex didn’t mind.  She was heading in the right direction.  Right towards their bedroom.  
 
    Anthony, Michael, and Max pushed through the sliding glass doors, their dog Sampson trailing behind them.  At ten, six, and four years old, the three boys were well acquainted with their parents’ odd lifestyle.   
 
    “What’s going on?” Max asked.  
 
    Anthony shrugged as he closed the back door.  “Dad wants a little girl.  Mom says he’s incapable of producing a girl.  He’s determined to prove her wrong.” 
 
    He walked over to the fridge and pulled out the cookies that their mother hid in the vegetable drawer, taking one, then extending the box to his brothers.  “Don’t tell!” he ordered.   
 
    Michael and Max rolled their eyes, both of them filling up their hands with as many cookies as they could hold.  Then the three of them, plus the dog, walked right back out of the house to the swing-fort that they’d all helped their father build. Once up in their fort, Sampson smacking his tail against the wall as he happily leaned against Anthony, and their illegal stash of cookies consumed, Anthony pulled out a piece of paper and a pen. “Okay, give me some boy names.  We need to put in our recommendations.  Because we’re going to get another brother soon.” 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Nothing in there,” a voice called out.   
 
    Pierce pulled his hand back, turning to glare at Felix, his younger brother.  “Did you eat the last of the bread?”  
 
    Felix turned his blue eyes towards his brother.  “Yeah.  Sorry.  I was pretty hungry this morning.”  
 
    Pierce closed his eyes, trying to ignore the gnawing hunger in his stomach.  The oldest at twelve years old, Pierce knew that he had a lot of responsibility on his shoulders.  With a frustrated sigh, he nodded.  “I get it.” 
 
    Felix and Pierce were just about to leave the area when a snarling voice demanded, “What the hell are you two doing in here?”  Morris Halliday, their father, stomped into the tiny hotel room that served as their family’s “kitchen”.   
 
    “Don’t yell at them, Morris,”, their mother, Bethany, urged with a softer voice.  She shifted three year old Ava on her hip.  “They’re just looking for food.” 
 
    Morris scratched a spot on his chest, highlighting the dirty undershirt that was barely covered by the unbuttoned plaid shirt.  “Don’t they get breakfast from that damn school?  Why the hell are they here anyway!  They should be heading for the bus stop!” 
 
    Bethany sighed, obviously exhausted and impatient with her husband.  “It’s summer vacation, Morris.  No classes, and that means no free school breakfast or lunch.”  She looked around at the room furnished in junk store furniture with dread.  She didn’t bother to open the cabinets.  There wasn’t any food in them.  Again.  “I need to get some groceries.  What did you do with the money that we got from the couple who stayed here last night?”  
 
    Morris ran a hand through his already mussed hair.  “It’s gone.” 
 
    Bethany stared at her husband, the sadness in that blue gaze intensifying.  “You bought a bottle of gin, didn’t you?”  
 
    Morris turned away, adding a burp in the process.  “What if I did?  I’m the man of this household.  I can spend my money anyway I want.” 
 
    She kissed the top of Ava’s head, fluffy with curls, glaring angrily at her husband.  “Not if it means that our children, the children you demanded, might I add, go without food!” she snapped.  “Morris, that was fifty dollars!  That money could have gotten us enough food to last us a whole week!”  
 
    “Whatever!” he growled and walked out of the room.  He sat down in the roadside hotel’s front area where the reception desk was located.   
 
    There weren’t any guests in the hotel today, since it was Monday.  They usually only saw guests on the weekend when families were more likely to travel and needed “just one night” to rest up before continuing on their journey.   
 
    Bethany turned to face her sons again, both of whom were looking too thin, their eyes revealing their hunger.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered anxiously.  “I’ll find something to eat.”  
 
    Jenna stepped into the room, barefoot and still in a torn nightgown.  “I’m hungry,” she called out.  Crystal blue eyes surrounded by long, dark lashes, looked up at their mother with hope.   
 
    Pierce watched as their mother struggled to hide the tears that formed in her eyes.  All four of the Halliday siblings had gotten their blue eyes from her.  She was young, only twenty-five, with four hungry kids and a husband who preferred getting drunk to actually working for a living.  How in the world was she going to feed all of them?   
 
    Pierce stepped forward, ignoring the burning sensation in his belly as he tried to ease his mother’s burden.  “I’ll head down to the lake, Momma.  I’ll get us something to eat.”  
 
    Ten year old Felix puffed up as well. “I will too!”  
 
    Bethany blinked back the tears and pursed her lips for a brief moment as she lowered her head in shame.  But after only a moment, she breathed deeply and lifted her head.  “Do you know where the fishing poles are stored?”  
 
    Pierce nodded.  “Yeah.  I hid them in one of the other hotel rooms so Dad wouldn’t use them for…well, you know.” 
 
    Bethany nodded, reaching out to lightly brush Pierce’s too-long dark hair out of his eyes.  “You’re a good boy. I’m so proud of you!”  
 
    Uncomfortable with his mother’s affection, he turned away.  He looked over at Felix.  “Come on.  Let’s go fishing.” 
 
    Felix’s eyes brightened and he eagerly followed his older brother out of the room.  As soon as they were relatively alone, Felix started with the questions, coming at Pierce like a steady stream from a waterfall.   
 
      
 
    Pierce grabbed the fishing pole and jerked his head to Felix.  He was only ten years old, so Pierce considered him to still be a baby.  “We need worms too,” he announced.  “Think you can dig up some worms for me?”  
 
    Felix’s eyes sharpened, but his skinny body vibrated with the need to impress his older brother.  “Yeah.  Worms I can do.” 
 
    Pierce nodded.  If he hadn’t been so hungry, he might have laughed at his brother’s zeal.  But at the moment, he didn’t have the energy.  “Let’s go,” he said, and they both headed along the path to the shed.  Thankfully, their grandfather had left a lot of tools in the shed that their father hadn’t yet sold for another bottle of gin.  He reached into the shed and, twisting his body slightly, grabbed the shovel.  No one wanted to actually step into the space.  There were some horrific spiders that lived in the shed.  Maybe if they used the tools more often, the spiders would find another home.  Thankfully, Pierce only needed the shovel which was right by the doorway where he’d left it after their last fishing trip.  He wasn’t brave enough to venture deeper inside the shed to see if there were other tools that they might use.   
 
    Pierce carried the fishing pole and Felix bounced alongside him, still asking questions, carrying the shovel.  Pierce didn’t answer any of the questions, his mind too focused on catching enough fish for dinner.  No, not dinner.  It was ten o’clock in the morning and no one had eaten anything yet.  He needed enough fish for lunch and dinner.  And next time they had a hotel guest, Pierce was going to steal the money from his dad and head into town to buy food.  
 
    “I found three!”  
 
    Pierce looked sharply at his brother, not sure what he was talking about.  At the moment, he was too hungry to concentrate.  But Felix was grinning as he held up three filthy worms.   
 
    “Good job!” he said, waving his hand in the air.  “Bring them over here.  I’m going to stand at the end of the dock to fish.  Think you can find more?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Felix replied, obviously eager to impress.   
 
    Pierce took the three worms that Felix dumped in his hand and walked to the end of the dock, praying that the weathered wood didn’t break under his footsteps.  He wasn’t very clean at the moment, but he wasn’t in the mood to go for a swim.  He was too hungry and, since it was still late May, the water would be painfully cold.   
 
    Twenty minutes later, Pierce finally pulled his first fish out of the water.  He’d noticed that the fish were more tempted when he moved the hook slowly through the water instead of just letting it float.  Unhooking the fish, he dumped it on the dock behind him.   
 
    It was quiet out here, he thought.  Too quiet.  Turning around, he spotted Felix.  His brother was still digging in the soil, an old plastic container by his feet.  He’d have to tell Felix not to dig the holes too deeply.  He’d read a book about a horse that broke it’s leg when it raced across a field, then stumbled on an unexpected hole.   
 
    The fishing line wiggled in his hand and he turned back, concentrating on reeling in the next fish.  His stomach growled again but he ignored the sensation.  Soon, he would have enough fish for everyone.  Six fish for lunch and six more for dinner.  That should be enough.   
 
    He thought about another book he’d read about the Native American tribes.  They’d foraged for food in the woods.  He unhooked the next fish and dumped it next to the first one, then let his eyes skim along the trees.  What other food sources were out there?  Fish was a healthy protein, but he and his siblings would need more than just fish.  In health class last year, his teacher had said something about fruit and vegetables being necessary for a healthy body.  An image of three year old Ava in his mother’s arms popped into his head.  Ava needed fruits and vegetables.  She needed protein to grow.  Jenna did as well.   
 
    Turning, he spotted his younger brother, still digging in the dirt.  “Felix!” he called out.   
 
    His little brother hurried down the hill and stomped on the dock.  “What’s up?” 
 
    “Berries.  Don’t we have berries growing over there?” he asked, pointing towards the tree line where he’d once seen big, fat blackberries growing.   
 
    Felix’s eyes lit up.  “Yeah!”  He then looked down at the dock.  “These boards are pretty messed up.”  He shifted his gaze towards the spider-infested shed, his head tilted at an angle as he considered something.  “There’s some wood behind the shed.”  He lifted his eyes and stared up the hill.  “I’ll go get Jenna.  Together, we’ll find some berries, then maybe I can use that scrap wood to fix some of the rotten boards on the dock.”  He turned laughing eyes to Pierce.  “Maybe we could go for a swim later.” 
 
    In a flash, Felix was gone, racing up the hill again.  Pierce looked down to make sure that the fish were still there.  That’s when he saw the plastic container filled with worms.  Felix was an excellent worm hunter.  Any other day, he might have laughed at the number of worms Felix had dug up, but at the moment, he was just too hungry.   
 
    His fishing line wiggled and Pierce turned his attention back to reeling in their lunch.   
 
      
 
    Felix felt his heart thud against his ribs and ignored the hunger pains in his stomach.  He raced into the “kitchen” and grabbed the only other bowl they had.  It was a large, metal bowl and it was exactly what he needed.  He was going to fill up this entire bowl with berries!  He had to.  Pierce was finding the fish, but Felix wanted to help.  He’d get enough blackberries to Wow his big brother!   
 
    “Where are you going?” a small, female voice demanded.   
 
    Felix turned to find Jenna, his little sister standing in the doorway.  She was wearing a cute pair of denim jeans and pink tee-shirt.  She had sandals on her feet and her little toes poked out the ends.  The sandals were too small, but at least she had shoes on.   
 
    Felix glanced down the hill again, contemplating his options.   
 
    “Don’t you dare!” their mother yelled. “I’m going to do the laundry!”  
 
    With that bellow, and their father’s grumbling answer, he made up his mind.  Jenna shouldn’t be here.  That slurred, angry bellow was a warning signal that father was drinking already.  When he was sober, the man was okay.  Grumpy, but okay.   
 
    However, when their father got drunk, Morris tended to throw his hands at whatever kid was around.   
 
    “Come with me,” Felix called out and turned, waving her to come with him.  
 
    “Why?” Jenna demanded, twirling a lock of dark hair around her fingers as she bounced along beside him.  Pink tipped fingers, he noted.  Their mother had spent money on nail polish?  They didn’t have any food but they had nail polish? 
 
    He smothered his grumble, knowing that Pierce would never yell at Jenna.  She was only five years old.  She was too young to be blamed for pretty nail polish.   
 
    With the last reserves of his energy, Felix took Jenna’s hand.  “We’re going berry picking,” he explained.   
 
    Jenna’s eyes brightened.  “Berries?”  she stepped closer and Felix noticed that her toenails were pink too.  “Can we eat the berries for food?”  
 
    “Yep,” he said, squeezing her hand.  “But we need to fill up this whole bowl!  Think you can help me do that?”  
 
    Jenna’s too-thin cheeks split into an eager grin.  “Yeah!” she whispered as if they now had a secret.  “Let’s go!”  
 
    Jenna skipped alongside Felix, gripping his hand as she sang a song.  It wasn’t any of the songs that their mother sung to them when she tucked them in at night.  Jenna just…made up songs.  She had a nice enough voice, but Felix was more focused on getting enough berries and filling up the whole bowl.  They worked their way along the line of berry bushes, plucking all of the ripe fruit.   
 
    He looked over at Pierce who was still standing on the dock.  There were five fish behind him already.  Darn it, Felix plucked the tiny bits of fruit faster.  Pierce had five fish so Felix needed to get enough berries to impress him.   
 
    Felix put the bowl down, wanting to use both hands for their harvest.  “I’m going to put this bowl here between us.  Eat as many berries as you want, but try to fill up the bowl as fast as you can, okay?”  
 
    Jenna grinned, nodding again, then turned to look at the berry bushes.  He watched for a moment as her tiny fingers plucked the huge blackberry.  She popped one into her mouth, then put two into the bowl.  After a few moments, Felix figured that she had the knack of it and focused on picking as many berries as he could.   
 
    After eating one himself, he remembered that he’d had the last piece of bread.  So he pulled his tee-shirt out in front of him and filled the make-shift “bowl” up with blackberries.  When he had twenty or thirty berries, he walked over to where Pierce was standing at the end of the dock.   
 
    “Hey,” he said and carefully dumped the berries onto the dock.  When he stood up, he looked at Pierce, then quickly away, looking towards Jenna who was still picking berries.  “Sorry for eating the last piece of bread,” he said to his older brother.  Without looking Pierce in the eye, Felix hurried back to the berry bushes.   
 
    When he looked back over at his older brother, the pile of berries was gone.  Feeling a rush of pride, he focused on his task.  An hour later, the bowl was so full, some of the berries were toppling onto the ground.   
 
    “Jenna!” he called out.   
 
    His little sister turned and Felix couldn’t help but laugh when he saw her face.  The skin around her mouth was purple from the blackberries she’d gobbled up, and she’d imitated him by pulling her shirt up and forming a small “bowl” for the fruit.   
 
    “Good job, Jenna!” he called back.  “I think we have enough for today.” 
 
    Jenna grinned and stuffed several more berries into her mouth as she rushed over.  With her head tilted back, her smile faded and a serious expression filled her crystal blue eyes.  “We should keep going, Felix,” she said in a stern voice.  “I don’t wanna be hungry tomorrow and if we don’t get the berries, then the birds will eat them.”  She stuffed three more blackberries into her mouth.  
 
    Felix looked down at the dock, thinking to ask Pierce what he thought.  But Pierce was still fishing, even though he had about ten fish piled up behind him.  Damn, Pierce was good at fishing!  When had he learned how to do that?   
 
      
 
    Jenna watched as Felix looked down at the dock.  As soon as she realized what was there, her eyes widened with surprise.  “Is that gonna be dinner?  Can we eat fish?” she whispered, trepidation lacing her voice.   
 
    Felix reached out to put an arm around her and Jenna leaned against him.  He was only ten years old, but Felix was big and strong.  Nothing bad happened when Felix was around.  Pierce was the tallest, but even Felix was taller than most of the other kids at school.   
 
    Jenna wondered if she should tell him about Lacey Underwood at school.  Lacey was the meanest of the mean girls and wouldn’t let Jenna swing on the swing set during recess.  Lacey had said her clothes were too dirty and didn’t match.  Only “clean and color coordinated” friends could swing with her.   
 
    Jenna had been so humiliated, she’d gone over to the side of the school playground, curled up into a ball and cried, unaware of the dust on her cheeks.  Unfortunately, when the teacher had called everyone in for class, Jenna hadn’t known about the streaks the tears had made through the dust on her cheeks.  Lacey had noticed immediately and laughed, elbowing the other girls until they’d all laughed with her.   
 
    If she told Felix about Lacey, maybe Felix would tell the other girl to shut up and stop being mean.  But as she looked out at Pierce, at the huge pile of fish, she decided not to say anything.  Pierce and Felix were big and strong.  No one ever messed with either of her big brothers.  Jenna was going to figure this out by herself and not bother her brothers.  And besides, it was summer vacation now.  She had three whole months without Lacey Underwood’s harsh comments!  Three months of wonderful, sunny freedom!   
 
    Of course, that also meant that she had three months without breakfast.  But right at this moment, her tummy was full from the blackberries.   
 
    “Yeah, we’re having fish for dinner tonight,” Felix confirmed.   
 
    Jenna squinted up at him.  “Do you know how to cook fish?”  
 
    If she hadn’t been looking at him carefully, Jenna would have missed the cringe on Felix’s face.  “No idea, but we can figure it out.”  For a brief moment, Jenna felt a spike of fear.  But then Felix looked down at her and smiled with confidence.  His expression was so full of reassurance that Jenna felt much better.   
 
    “Let’s go put these berries in the fridge,” Jenna said, pointing to the overflowing bowl of berries.  
 
    Felix looked behind her and hesitated.  “Maybe you’re right.  Maybe we should pick all of the ripe berries and freeze them so the birds can’t steal them.”  He looked down at her.  “Why don’t you keep picking the berries while I put these in the freezer?  I’ll be back down in a minute and we can fill up the bowl again.” 
 
    Jenna nodded eagerly and turned to start picking the berries again.  In her mind, she wanted to help out as best she could.   
 
    Maybe if they picked enough fruit, they could sell some of the berries to the guests coming this weekend.  People always wanted fresh fruit, right?  Maybe, if they sold a few small containers of berries to the guests this weekend, they could make some extra money!  Maybe they could make a million dollars! Then she could get some new clothes and mean-ole Lacey wouldn’t sneer at Jenna again.  She’d be able to play on the swings with Lacey and her other friends and they would never make fun of her again!   
 
    With the prospect of a million dollars, her efforts were renewed.  She’d pick so many berries, maybe they could make two million dollars!  Jenna wasn’t exactly sure how many berries they would have to sell in order to make that much money, but she didn’t mind the work.  At least she was away from her dad.  He smelled funny again today.   
 
    Jenna picked as many berries as she could, then she spotted something on the ground.  Picking it up, she looked at the acorn.   
 
    “Whatcha got there?”  
 
    Jenna spun around to find Pierce standing behind her.  She lifted the acorn up to him.  “Can I eat this?”  
 
    Pierce took the acorn from her, looking at it carefully.  He turned it around, then tapped it against the bark of a tree.  “I don’t know, Jenna.  Why don’t we ask Mom to take us into town today?  We can go to the library and find out what parts of the forest are edible.” 
 
    Jenna’s blue eyes brightened and she bounced on her toes, obviously excited about the suggestion.  “I love the library!” she said, clapping her purple-stained hands.  “Felix and I are going to pick more berries so the birds don’t steal them.” 
 
    Pierce chuckled and Jenna noticed that his voice was starting to sound funny, almost as if it had gotten lower recently.  “Good idea,” he said, fluffing her hair a bit.   
 
    Jenna remembered Lacey’s smooth, shiny braids.  “Do you know how to braid my hair?”  
 
    Pierce looked surprised.  “Not a clue,” he replied.  He then lifted the line of fish in the air.  “I’m going to get these ready for lunch.  Don’t go near the water, okay?” 
 
    Jenna nodded, still wondering about the braids.  If they were going to the library today, she’d find a book that would teach her how to make braids. 
 
      
 
    Felix dumped the bowl on the counter in the small “kitchen”, then took the berries to the sink.  Wouldn’t hurt to clean them off.  He and Jenna had been eating them all morning, so he didn’t think that they were dirty, but it probably wouldn’t hurt to run some water over them.  His hands were covered with dust, so maybe the berries were as well.   
 
    When they were clean, he laid them out on several cookie sheets, then slid them into the freezer.  Hopefully, the freezer would keep them from spoiling, but he dumped several into a smaller bowl and carried it through to the sitting area.  His mother was sitting with Ava, flipping through an old magazine left behind by a previous guest.   
 
    “Where’s dad?” Felix asked.  
 
    Her mother looked up and smiled at him. “Your mouth is purple.  What have you been…?”  He put the bowl of fat, juicy blackberries on the counter.  “Oh!  How wonderful!” she gasped and took one of the sweet and sour berries into her mouth.  “I love blackberries.  I remember picking the berries with my dad, your grandfather.  I used to walk down to the lake every summer to eat them while sitting on the dock.”  She brought the bowl closer to Ava, offering her a berry.   
 
    After several moments of eating, his mother turned and looked at him.  “What are you up to now?”  
 
    Felix shrugged casually, as if he wasn’t trying to figure out how to keep his baby sisters from starving over the summer months.  “Pierce got some fish for dinner,” Felix announced, looking away.  He didn’t want to see the guilt in his mother’s eyes.  “Where’s Dad?” he asked again.   
 
    There was an awkward hesitation.  “He’s napping,” she told him, feeding Ava another berry.  “He was up all night watching the front desk.” 
 
    Felix didn’t snort in disbelief and mentally patted himself on the back.  Their father hadn’t “watched” the front desk.  He’d fallen asleep on the couch in the back room.  It was entirely possible that a guest had stopped by and left simply because no one was around to check them in.  On a few occasions, guests had figured out that their father was in a drunken sleep, and just taken a room key, slept in one of the hotel rooms, then driven off as soon as their mother had asked for payment.   
 
    It had been a long time since Felix had had any respect for their father.  A son should respect a father, Felix thought with growing anger.  A father should provide for his kids, or not have any children.  Felix wasn’t exactly sure how babies were made, but he knew that it wasn’t something he’d ever do!  He wasn’t going to ever marry because married people had kids and kids needed food.   
 
    Felix heard Pierce come into the room behind the lobby area, then left again.  He’d probably just gotten a knife to skin the fish.  Remembering how precarious that dock was, and his older brother standing out on the rotting boards, Felix knew that he had to do something.  Pierce could be an ass sometimes, but as older brothers went, Pierce was the best.   
 
    After checking on the berries in the freezer again, he walked back outside to the creepy shed.  Peering in from the doorway, he tentatively stepped inside, careful not to let any of the nightmare-inspiring spiders get on him. He grabbed the saw and a hammer.  Thankfully, he spotted an old box of nails as well.  Ignoring the spider web covering the box, Felix grabbed it, then rushed back outside.  He took a moment to shiver and check his clothing for spiders.  When he was confident that he was spider-free, Felix walked behind the shed and found the old boards.  They weren’t great, but they were a lot better than what was on the dock now.   
 
    Hauling everything down to the dock, he contemplated his project.  How did one replace the boards on a dock?  Bending down, he used the back of the hammer to pull out the old boards.  That was easy enough.  Then it was a simple matter to just hammer the new boards in their place.  The newer boards were a bit wider, but that was okay.  It only made the dock appear sturdier, the gaps between the boards less obvious.   
 
    Then he just sawed off the ends on both sides to even out the boards.   
 
    Standing back, he looked at his work.  He’d replaced most of the boards and now the dock looked…it looked great!  There was a new sturdiness to the surface that inspired confidence.   
 
    Turning, Felix gathered up the remnants of the wood and his tools, whistling as he strolled back to the shed to put everything away.  It had been a good first day of summer vacation, he thought.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Five years later… 
 
    “Enjoy your stay,” Pierce heard ten year old Jenna say as she handed the key to the latest guest.  He noticed the mother of two give Pierce a startled look, then the father wrapped his arm around her waist as they all walked out of the lobby area.   
 
    Jenna waited until the guests were outside and the door closed before she turned to glare at Pierce.  “What is wrong with you?” she hissed.  “You’re scaring the guests!”  
 
    Surprised, Pierce pulled his gaze away from the now-empty doorway.  “How?”  
 
    She waved her hand in his general direction.  “You are too tall and annoying to be anything other than intimidating,” she explained through clenched teeth.  Then she paused and looked at him curiously, her face suddenly confused.  “What are you looking at?”   
 
    Pierce sighed, running a frustrated hand over his face.  He walked over to one of the empty chairs and slumped down into its dubious comfort.  “I’m waiting for the mail,” he admitted, bracing his elbows on his knees.   
 
    Jenna’s confusion cleared up and she turned, straightening the sign-in receipts and shoving them into the drawer under the cash box.  “Oh, well, that doesn’t come for another hour.” 
 
    He lifted his head to glare at her.  “It might come early,” he grumbled.   
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “It won’t.”  Jenna gathered up the credit card receipts and hid them behind the bookcase.  The board behind her still had keys dangling from each hook and it appeared that none of the rooms were rented, but in reality, four of them were filled, two with a family of four and two with a couple.  Jenna and Felix had snuck off to the hardware store last summer to make duplicate keys so their father wouldn’t realize that guests were staying at the motel.  Anytime their family got a bit of money, he would steal it and spend it on gin.   
 
    Since their father didn’t wake up long enough to examine the parking lot since it was behind the lobby area, he didn’t know that there were guests for the night.  In other words, they would have enough money for food and supplies this week!  It was a very exciting day!  One of the couples had even paid in cash, all of the precious bills tucked into the pocket of her jeans.   
 
    “What’s going on?” their father snapped.  He stumbled a bit as he walked through the door, righted himself, then slouched onto the sofa.   
 
    “Nothing,” Jenna and Pierce replied at the same time.   
 
    Morris grunted, aware that both of them were lying to him but he was too hungover to care.  It was six o’clock in the evening and he’d slept all day long.   
 
    Pierce doubted the bastard had bathed in three, maybe four days and he was beyond ripe.   
 
    “Where the hell is your mother?” their father demanded, scratching his protruding stomach which was covered by yet another smelly, yellow and brown stained tee-shirt.   
 
    Pierce glared at the man, wondering how much weight he’d gained over the past several years.  A lot, was all he could assume.  And Morris never accompanied the family into town to get new clothes at the thrift store, so the jeans he was currently wearing were threadbare, filthy and were probably cutting off circulation at his waist because of the weight gain.  
 
    “I think she’s coming back from town soon,” Jenna replied.   
 
    Pierce looked at her sharply.  “Mom went into town again?” he asked, the muscles in his stomach tightening with dread.   
 
    Jenna’s fingers twitched nervously as she nodded.  “Yeah.  She had another doctor’s appointment.” 
 
    Pierce looked over at their father, but the man was sleeping again, snoring loudly with his mouth hanging open.  He hadn’t been able to stay awake long enough to get a response to his own question.  Pathetic man!  
 
    Fifty-five minutes later, the mail carrier arrived and Pierce bolted out the door.  He tried to appear casual as he approached the mail box.  He even managed a friendly wave of his hand towards the mail carrier.  But as soon as the guy rounded the corner to the next property, Pierce hurried over to the mailbox and yanked the items out.   
 
    There it was!  He dropped the rest of the mail, unconcerned with the bills and advertisements.  Everything fluttered to the ground as he stared at the thick envelope.  It was here!   
 
    Ripping open the top, he clenched his jaw as he read the first few words of the letter.  As soon as he read, “We are pleased to announce…” he closed his eyes, bracing one hand on the mailbox as he sent up a silent prayer of gratitude.  He’d done it!  He got into Harvard University!  He’d already gotten into the University of Washington and Georgetown University. But this…this letter was what he’d been waiting for!  Harvard!   
 
    He opened his eyes again and kept reading.  The rest of the letter was just a bunch of words, but the rest of the package was more interesting.  He skimmed through all of the information, refusing to be overwhelmed by the details.   
 
    Getting in was one thing.  Paying for college was another!   
 
    He’d been awarded a full scholarship to both Washington State University and Georgetown University.  So if Harvard didn’t provide the same scholarship amount, there was zero chance he could accept the admittance offer.  Skimming through the rest of the words, he finally found the information that he needed.  The words “partial scholarship” were in the next paragraph along with “financial aid”.  Quickly, Pierce calculated that the amount the university was providing would pay for ninety-nine percent of his costs.  He’d still have to get a job to pay for his text books as well as transportation to and from school.  They lived in the state of Washington and Boston was literally on the other side of the country.  Maybe if he used the money he’d saved up over the past year working his job at the grocery store, he would be able to buy a used car so he could drive back and forth.   
 
    Whatever, he’d figure that out later.  Right at this moment, he was going to just revel in the thrill that all of his hard work had paid off.  Taking the extra classes, studying late every damn night and on weekends, all the while, figuring out what the forest and lake could provide for food.  It was all worth it at this particular moment because he was going to Harvard!  He’d made it!  He would get out of this hell hole and make something of himself!   
 
      
 
    Felix watched as his brother yanked something out of the mail, ripped open the package, then read whatever information the package contained.  He crouched on the roof, hammer in one hand and an asphalt shingle in the other.  He’d found the roofing shingles at the Habitat for Humanity “restore” place in the next town over.  It had only taken him an hour to repair the roof so that it wouldn’t leak into the guest rooms anymore.  Not that they ever had a full house, even on the weekends.  But this repair would give them a bit more flexibility.   
 
    What had come in the mail?  Whatever it was, Felix didn’t think he was going to like it.  Pierce was about to graduate at the top of his senior class.  All the seniors were starting to receive their college acceptance letters around now, but Felix hadn’t thought that Pierce would be heading to college.  Where the hell would he get the money for college?  They were dirt poor, still fishing for food, eating frozen berries for most of the year and foraging for acorns, pine nuts and mushrooms.  They also grabbed meals at school for breakfast and lunch that were free through the school program, and both he and Pierce had jobs in town that gave them some spending money.   
 
    Not that Pierce spent any of his money on anything but food.  Felix had bought a new pair of jeans last month with some of his money, then had felt so guilty about it that he’d worked an extra shift and brought three frozen pizzas back to the family as a treat.   
 
    So what was in the thick envelope?   
 
    Pierce walked back down the driveway and disappeared inside.  Felix stood up, grabbed up the remaining roofing supplies, then shimmied down the drain pipe on the back side of the hotel.  He made a mental note to fix a wobbly connection to that pipe, then went to the front of the hotel.  Bending down, he picked up the papers that Pierce hadn’t realized had fallen to the ground.  The electric and gas bill were there, both of them second notices.  Felix would pay those out of his own bank account.  He doubted that Jenna had enough in the business account to pay them.  Their father regularly raided that account for beer or gin money, the bastard!  
 
    It was the last bit of paper that told him what his brother was so excited about.  Harvard?  What the hell had Harvard sent to Pierce?  Didn’t they know that the Halliday clan was so poor that they often didn’t have money for food or gas?   
 
    Walking to the back, Felix deposited his tools in the shed.  Thankfully, there weren’t any more spiders in the shed.  Every time he saw one or walked through a creepy spider web, he crushed that sucker to death.  He loved working with the tools but absolutely hated spiders!  He could handle snakes and mice, but spiders?  Nope!  They gave him nightmares.  Literally!   
 
    Heading inside, he washed his hands in the sink.  He’d converted one of the guest rooms into a real kitchen.  There were mismatched cabinets and an old table that he’d found on the side of the road.  Someone had gotten rid of it simply because one of the table legs had cracked.  Such an easy fix!   
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, pulling the pitcher of water out of the fridge, then pouring some of it into two glasses, handing one to Pierce.  
 
    “I got into Harvard,” his brother announced in a low, barely heard voice.  
 
    Felix didn’t jump for joy.  In fact, he felt like punching the wall.  But he forced his mouth into a semblance of a smile.  “That’s…great,” he replied.  “Congratulations.” 
 
    Pierce noticed Felix’s tone and reacted to it.  He looked over at Felix, needing to reassure him.  “Hey, I’m not abandoning you and the girls,” he promised Felix.  “I’m getting an education so that I can get a good job.  As soon as I can, I’ll send money back to help out, okay?” 
 
    Felix downed the water, relieved that he hadn’t choked on it even though his throat was tight.  “I know that,” he assured his brother, even though Felix didn’t “know” anything about this turn of events.  “When do you leave?”  
 
    Pierce glanced down at the paper in his hands.  “Well, I have to graduate from high school first,” he said with a chuckle.  “But the move-in date for college freshmen is August fifteenth.” 
 
    Felix nodded, unaware of how he was hugging the empty glass against his chest.  “That’s…great, Pierce.  I’m really proud of you.”  And he was!  Felix was truly impressed with his brother’s intelligence.  The guy deserved to go to Harvard.  Pierce was wicked smart and determined.   
 
    However, Felix loved his big brother.  No, he revered Pierce.  Felix looked up to Pierce, awed by his older brother in so many ways.  If Pierce moved all the way to Boston to attend Harvard, when would they…hang out?  Who would do the fishing during the summer months?  What was going to happen to all of them?   
 
    Pierce nodded, oblivious to Felix’s panic.  “Mom is doing better,” he assured Felix.  “And Jenna has things running smoothly around here so she and Ava will be fine.  Once I graduate from Harvard, I will come back here and help run the business.”  Pierce turned, looking out the surprisingly clean window.  “We’ll figure out how to get rid of Dad so he can’t keep stealing the money that we earn from renting out the rooms.”  He looked into Felix’s eyes, trying to reassure him.  “It’s going to be okay.  I have to do this.  We can’t keep living like this and a degree from Harvard will be a ticket to success.” 
 
    Felix smothered the sensation that his older brother was abandoning him, and reached out, pulling Pierce into a fierce hug. “You’re right,” he whispered through clenched teeth. “Congratulations!  I’m so damn proud of you!”  
 
    When they pulled back, Pierce held onto Felix’s shoulder.  “You should apply to colleges too.  I saw your test scores.  You aced the college entrance exams.”  Felix looked away, not sure how to reply, but Pierce continued.  “With your grades, you could get into any school you wanted.” 
 
    Felix shook his head, not really interested in more school.  “Just…come back to us, okay?” 
 
    Pierce didn’t relent.  He squeezed Felix’s muscular shoulder, looking into his eyes intently.  “Don’t push the option of college away.  Keep that in mind.” 
 
    Felix nodded, but had no idea what he would do once he graduated from high school.  He was only a sophomore, but perhaps people who were dirt poor like they were had to always be thinking about the future.  They’d been thinking about where they would get their next meal since…well, since forever.  There had never been enough food around the Halliday home.   
 
    Home.  What a ridiculous word to use for this dump in which they lived.  It wasn’t a home.  This hotel with the ten guest rooms and the two rooms in which they lived…it was a hovel!  It was a pathetic roadside hotel in which they were lucky if four of those ten rooms were rented out at any point in time.  The place looked so run down and pathetic, only the bravest, poorest or most exhausted and desperate travelers ever ventured into their parking lot.   
 
    But Pierce was right.  Felix needed to figure something out.  He couldn’t stay here, patching up this damn place for the rest of his life.  He needed to find something that would give him a future.  Something he could do and love and….and something that would free him from the hell of imminent starvation.   
 
      
 
    Ava, the youngest of the Halliday clan, watched as Pierce launched his big body into the old car that he used to get back and forth from his job in town.  She was only eight years old, but she already knew what it was like to be painfully hungry.  She knew the terror of life and how insecure the world was.   
 
    She clutched the flowers to her chest, wishing that she could fix the world.  Looking down at the flowers, she swallowed past the lump of fear in her throat.  She couldn’t fix the world, but she could make it prettier!   
 
    Walking back through the woods, she stepped into the lobby.  Their father was laying on the sofa, snoring and….good grief, he smelled bad!   
 
    “I know,” Jenna sighed.  “But at least he waited until we had some guests for the night before he passed out.”  
 
    Ava turned away from the repulsive sight of their father snoring away.  “Why does he drink so much?” she asked as she reached under the counter for the vase she’d made in art class last year.  She filled it with water, then placed the daisies in the water, fluffing the flowers until they looked “right”.   
 
    “I don’t know.”  Jenna replied with a deep sigh, then glared resentfully at her father for another moment.  “Maybe you could decorate him with some flowers?” she teased.  
 
    Ava smiled at the possibilities, then turned away from their father’s pathetic snoring.  “What time is mom coming back?”  
 
    Jenna slid off the bar stool they used when anyone “worked the counter” as they all called it when one of them stayed in the front lobby area to greet incoming guests.   
 
    “She should be back already,” Jenna replied.  She pushed open the laundry room door and transferred the now-clean sheets to the dryer.  She then loaded the dirty towels into the washing machine, added soap, then bleach, then turned on the machine before coming back out.   
 
    “She’s looking worse, isn’t she?” Ava whispered, trying to hide the desolation and terror in her voice.  Instead of dwelling on the confusion over their mother’s health, Ava did what she always did when life’s punishments started to overwhelm her.  She pulled out her backpack and both girls started their homework, pretending that the world was beautiful and perfect instead of the panic-filled plight of their current existence. 
 
    Ava flipped to the correct chapter in her math textbook, smoothing her hand over the page.  “She’s going to be okay though.  I know it.”     
 
    “Yeah,” Jenna replied in an equally tired voice.  They worked on their homework for the next few hours, only taking a break to have some dry cereal for dinner.  They hadn’t gotten to the grocery store for milk yet.  
 
    Ava flipped the page on her math book.  “I hate math,” she grumbled.  
 
    “It’s necessary,” Jenna replied without looking up from her algebra text book.  She was working through the problems on her homework, easily finishing the current day’s assignment, then moving on to the next page.  She quickly figured out the next chapter’s lesson and did the homework for that chapter as well.  She never knew if she’d have time to do her homework at night, so she always worked ahead of the teacher.  Next, she started her English assignment.  It was a paper on Canterbury Tales.  She only had to summarize one of the stories and give examples of foreshadowing.  Jenna wished that her teachers would challenge her once in a while.  Science homework was next and she did three chapters for that subject.   
 
    She didn’t realize that it was nearly eight o’clock at night until her mother stepped into the lobby.  Jenna looked up and noticed her mother looked even more exhausted than she had this morning.   
 
    “Mom!” Jenna gasped, jumping up from the chair and coming around to the other side of the counter.  “What’s wrong?”  
 
    Ava jumped off of her stool as well, rushing over and wrapping her skinny arms around her mother’s waist.  “What’s wrong, Momma?” Ava whispered, her voice choking on the fear that was causing her to feel nauseous.   
 
    Bethany reached out and forced her lips into a smile.  “Oh, nothing dears,” she said, touching Ava’s hair and lovingly teasing Jenna’s upturned nose.  “I’m going to lie down for a nap.  Can you watch the desk for a bit longer?”  
 
    “Of course,” Ava assured her.   
 
    Both daughters watched as their mother walked slowing into the other room.   
 
    “She’s sick,” Ava announced in a dead voice.  
 
    Jenna nodded, but neither girl knew what to do about it.  Before they settled back down to read, each of them glanced at their father.  He was still snoring.   
 
    “At least when he’s sleeping, he isn’t drinking,” Jenna muttered.  Ava agreed. Neither Jenna nor Ava commented on the harsh reality that their mother was dying.  

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    2 years later… 
 
    Jenna held back the tears but couldn’t stop her chin from wobbling.  “You will come back, right?” 
 
    Felix pulled her into his arms, ignoring the stench of exhaust fumes of the bus depot as they all stood off to the side as the other travelers loaded onto the bus.  “As soon as I can, Jenna!” he assured her.  “I’m only joining the Navy.  Not traveling to the moon.” 
 
    None of them mentioned that Pierce had gone off to Harvard and rarely came back.  Pierce worked at a bar in Boston and earned relatively good tips, but he couldn’t always afford to drive back for holidays or summer breaks.  He tried.  They all knew that Pierce tried.  But it was hard and money was tight.   
 
    Now Felix was leaving as well.  Jenna knew that this would be a good thing for her brother, but that didn’t make the ache of losing him any better.   
 
    Jenna pulled out of his arms and made space so that Ava could hug him as well.  Ava didn’t bother to hide her tears.  “You’re going to do great in the Navy, Felix!” she whispered, hugging him tightly.   
 
    “Thanks!” Felix muttered, feeling as if he were abandoning his sisters in the town’s desolate bus depot.   
 
    He pulled back as well, the bus driver calling out his name.  “I’ll send money too.  I promise!” 
 
    Ava and Jenna stood next to each other, neither touching.  What had happened to the two sisters who had laughed and talked, done their homework while sitting next to each other?  They seemed to be strangers now.   
 
    “You’re going to be fine!” Felix assured them again.  
 
    Jenna and Ava nodded.  “We’ll be great!” Jenna assured him.   
 
    “Halliday!  Time to go!” an impatient voice called out.   
 
    Felix cringed, wishing that he’d never done this.  He shouldn’t have joined the Navy.  He should have stayed and helped out at the hotel.  After their mother’s passing a year ago, all of them had been devastated, but also resigned to their fate.   
 
    But he’d wanted something better, something new!  The Navy was his chance to be something more, something better.  He had to do this.  The Navy was his answer to his life’s goal!   
 
    He looked into identical blue eyes, trying to reassure himself as well as his sisters.  “I’ll be back as soon as I get my first leave.  Stay safe, okay?” he said, reaching out and hugging both of them one more time.  
 
    And then he turned, hurrying to the bus without another glance.  He sat down on the opposite side of the bus so he wouldn’t see their faces as the bus pulled away.  Was he doing the right thing?   
 
    Yes, he had to believe that.  Soon, Pierce would be done with college and he’d come back.  He’d fix all the broken stuff in his sisters lives.  This was right.  He would be making so much more money in the Navy than he ever could in the small town where they lived.  No, he couldn’t even say that they lived in the small town.  The Hallidays lived on the edge of town, outcasts, treated no better than vagrants.  He couldn’t live with the humiliation any longer.   
 
    He'd send money and he’d come back to fix things.  He could do this!  He had to do this!   
 
      
 
    Jenna watched as the bus pulled out of the parking lot.  It was painful, but she knew that this was best for Felix.   
 
    Her brother was a big guy, too big for their small town.  He was straining to live here and she knew that he was dreadfully unhappy.  Ever since Pierce had left and their mother had died, Felix had been absolutely miserable.  The day Felix had come back from signing the papers, committing his life to the Navy, Jenna had been praying that he’d come back alive! But she couldn’t deny that there had been a bounce to his step, an occasional smile ever since he’d made the decision to join the Navy.  His eyes had brightened and…and he’d been almost happy!   
 
    “He’s going to be okay, right?” Ava whispered as they both watched the bus pull out of the depot, leaving behind several broken hearts and a stream of black, sickening smoke.   
 
    At eleven years old, Ava still seemed like the baby of the family.  She spent a lot of time on social media and painted whenever she could afford supplies, which was rarely.  She went off with her phone to do…whatever it was that she did, spending hours away from the hotel.  Sometimes she didn’t come back until after dark and then she slipped into the small room they shared together, only to get back onto her phone as soon as she was snuggled into her sad-looking bed.   
 
    Jenna resented Ava’s freedom.  Jenna was the one who stayed by the hotel, greeting the guests, doing the laundry, hiding the money from their father, and cleaning the rooms after the guests left in the morning.  Felix had done a bunch of repairs to the rooms and the buildings before he’d left, but it was Jenna who did the bulk of the work and she hated the hotel business!  She wanted to go off to school and study…?  What?  At thirteen, all she wanted to study was…?   
 
    Jenna sighed, hating her life.  She was hungry, but that was the norm.  There was more money now that she’d started to hide the cash and credit card receipts from her father, but she still missed the fish that Pierce had caught every weekend, cut up and froze for the week.  She knew how to catch fish now, but she hated every moment of the fishing process.  It was tediously boring waiting for the stupid fish to bite, plus gutting the fish up was revolting!  Right now, all she wanted to do was hide under the blanket that Ava had sewn for her and pretend that her life was good and fun, free of the oppressive responsibilities of running a run-down motel on the edge of the highway.   
 
    When the last bit of black smoke dissipated into the air, Jenna sighed heavily.  “Let’s go home, Ava,” she whispered.  Both girls turned and started walking.  Jenna counted the days until she could drive.  One thousand, ninety-two days until she could get her driver’s license.   
 
    It was an hour’s walk back to the hotel.  Thankfully, it was only two o’clock in the afternoon.  So the evening travelers hadn’t stopped for the night.   
 
    “What took you girls so long?” their father asked, adding a burp and a belly scratch as he came out of the back room.   
 
    “We walked slowly,” Ava said, adding a sniff as she pulled out her homework.  “You smell, Dad,” she added.  
 
    Morris Halliday glared at Ava.  Jenna tensed, wondering if he was going to smack her.  He’d hit Felix and Pierce often enough, but he’d never hit either daughter before.   
 
    Jenna breathed a sigh of relief when he turned his rheumy eyes toward her.  “You hiding money again, girl?”  
 
    Jenna sighed and turned away from him.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dad.”  
 
    He laughed and Jenna spun around and Ava gasped, both girls horrified at the fury on their father’s disgusting features. 
 
    Their father sneered, holding up a wad of cash.  “I’m talking about the five hundred dollars I just found in your mattress!”  
 
    Jenna’s stomach clenched with dread.  They’d had six guests last Friday and Saturday night.  The money in their father’s hand was the cash she kept safe for emergencies.  And Lord knew that there were always emergencies in this business!   
 
    Ava hissed, “That’s not your money!”  
 
    Their father laughed again and the sound grated on Jenna’s nerves like nails down a chalkboard.  Morris scratched his stomach and reached down to grab something.  It was a backpack.  Jenna’s school backpack!   
 
    “You girls have a nice life,” he snapped, his words slurring a bit.  “I’m outta here.”   
 
    And he walked out of the lobby, stepped into his old, rusty pickup truck and drove away.   
 
    Jenna and Ava stared through the large window at the disappearing truck, both of them trembling with abject terror.  Their father was a complete waste of air, but…but he’d been their dad!  How could he just…drive away?  No, not just drive away.  The jerk had stolen their emergency funds, then driven away!   
 
    “He isn’t really gone, is he?” Ava whispered, her voice vibrating as fear tickled her mind.   
 
    Jenna wasn’t sure what to say.  She suspected that their father really was gone.  They stood there for another ten minutes, waiting for him to drive back and demand dinner.   
 
    At that thought, Jenna straightened, resolution and determination in her stiffly erect shoulders now.  “I hope he’s gone!” she hissed.   
 
    Ava’s blue eyes swiveled towards her.  “Why?  We’re alone now!”  
 
    Jenna was terrified, but wasn’t going to show it.  “We’re not alone, Ava.  We have each other!  And now that Dad is gone, we won’t have to worry about him stealing the money or chasing away the customers.” 
 
    Ava blinked, her big, blue eyes too wide and terrified for tears.  “But…?” 
 
    “I know,” Jenna whispered trying to sound reassuring as she laid a hand on Ava’s shoulder.  “I know.  But we’ll be okay.”  She looked down at her sister.  “We’re going to be strong, Ava.  Just like Pierce.  He was scared when he left for college, but he did it anyway.  And Felix, he was scared too.  He might not have shown it, but he was terrified.”  She swallowed back the tears that started to form in the back of her eyes.  “We’re going to be strong and competent, just like Felix and Pierce, right?”  
 
    Ava’s lower lip quivered for a moment, then she straightened up as well.  “Yes!”  She turned and looked at the empty street.  “He always smelled.  And he farted a lot.” 
 
    Jenna laughed, but the laugh sounded a bit hysterical.  She pulled Ava close. “We’re going to be okay, Ava,” she promised.  She wasn’t exactly sure how that state of mind was going to happen, but she’d get there.   
 
      
 
    Ava watched as Jenna loaded up the next batch of sheets into the washing machine.  They needed more guests and the only way that was going to happen was if people knew about their hotel.  Stepping out of the lobby, she walked around to the front and examined the building.  Retro, she thought.  Yes, everyone wanted retro lately.  Retro signs and décor were all over social media right now.   
 
    She moved around the parking lot and, finally laid down on her back.  She took out her phone and snapped several pictures, wanting to get some interesting angles.  In the bright, afternoon sunshine, the image looked pretty good. But she suspected that the image of their hotel sign might be better at dusk.  For the moment, she pulled up her phone and created a new social media account.  A moment later, she posted the photo and added the hashtags needed.   
 
    She stepped into the first hotel room and, after switching things around a bit, she took down the lamps and brought them to her art table.  After a few minutes of painting, the newly black and white lamp stands looked one hundred percent better!  Gone was the orangish wood that was so popular in the eighties.  The black and white colors of the lamp stands looked…retro and stylish!   
 
    Then she took the night stands. They were easy enough to lift because they were small and cheap.  But she used the black paint left over from one of Felix’s projects and painted over the plastic, faux-wood.  When they were dry, she moved them back into the room.  The night stands were still a bit tacky to the touch, but hopefully, they wouldn’t have any guests until the weekend.  Looking around, Ava estimated that had about three days to dress up this room and make it feel…warmer.  Yes, that was the goal.  All of the rooms needed to be more inviting, more interesting.    
 
    Turning, she surveyed the main wall of the room.  It was white and obnoxiously boring.  Felix had painted the wall to look clean, but Ava decided that they couldn’t do “just clean” anymore.  This was a roadside motel.  They had to be special in order to lure the guests here.  Their hotel had to stand out among all of the other options along the highway!  It had to!   
 
    Terror almost choked her but she kept going.  Taking one of her paint brushes, she drew a colorful mural on the wall.  It took her three hours, but by the time she stepped back to look at it, the wall had trees and small animals in the branches.  It looked…odd, but daring.  She surveyed the bed.  There wasn’t anything she could do about the bedspread.  Jenna was slowly buying new sheets and comforters.  But she could definitely make some interesting pillows.  She’d watched videos on how to make pillows without needing a sewing machine.   
 
    Heading to her room, she took some thread and one of the old men’s shirts she’d bought for two dollars at the thrift shop.  She’d intended to transform them into a new dress.  But pillows for the guest room would be a better, hopefully more profitable, use of the material.   
 
    Turning the shirt around several times, she cut and shaped until she had it exactly the way she wanted it.  When she was done, the pillow looked like exactly what it was; a button down shirt stuffed into the shape of the pillow.  It was perfect!  She did the same with a pair of Felix’s jeans.  She figured if he left them, Felix wouldn’t need them for a while.  By the end of the day, her fingers hurt, the muscles in her arms cramped up and all she wanted to do was fall into bed and curl into a ball.  Instead, she walked outside and took more pictures.  She caught the neon lights of their “retro” motel and smiled with accomplishment.  Then she walked into the newly decorated guest room, attempting to capture the newest aspects of the quirky design.  Then she posted those images to the new social media accounts.   
 
    Rushing down the sidewalk, she burst into the lobby.  Jenna’s eyes widened and Ava wondered if her sister thought that she’d walked away as well.  
 
    “Where have you been?” Jenna snapped.  
 
    Ava ignored her sister’s sharp tone and waved her hand.  “Come with me,” she said.  “I’ve been working on Room One all afternoon.  Let me know what you think.” 
 
    She grabbed Jenna’s hand and pulled her down the outside sidewalk, then stood back to let her sister step into the room.  When Jenna stood in the middle of the room, silently turning as she took in the effect of the new mural and other quirky décor she’d added to the room, Ava started to become nervous.  “Do you hate it?” she asked, unconsciously twisting her hands together.   
 
    Jenna turned, looking over at Ava.  “You did all this just in one day?”  
 
    Ava nodded. “ Yeah.  I figured that…well, if the rooms were a bit…more interesting and less…generic…maybe people would remember us and stop here every time they drove through.  We could become a destination instead of just a roadside hotel.” 
 
    Jenna turned again, taking it all in.  Slowly, she nodded, smiling at the new decor.  When she looked over at Ava again, she smiled and nodded.  “I think it’s brilliant.” 
 
    Ava released a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding.  “Thanks.  I was…you know…worried.” 
 
    Jenna smiled gently, walking over to Ava and hugged her lightly.  “I think you’re brilliant.”   
 
    They walked back to the lobby side by side, but not touching.  Were they too afraid of touching each other?  Were hugs and teasing elbows to the ribs no longer a thing?  Ava’s heart ached but she didn’t reach out to hug Jenna.  Both of them felt a bit…fragile at the moment.  In the past twenty-four hours, they’d lost their brother and father.  At this moment, everything in life felt fragile.   
 
    Later that night, Ava walked down to the lake.  The sun was low in the sky now.  She snapped a few more pictures with the sunset reflecting off of the glassy surface of the lake, then posted those to the new social media account as well.  She could walk out a bit further onto the lake since Felix had extended the deck.  But she remained in place, watching as the sun dipped lower and lower, eventually disappearing.  The world looked…peaceful now.   
 
    She was hungry, but too afraid of going inside to eat.  What if there wasn’t any food? What if they couldn’t catch any fish for dinner tomorrow?  Instead, she ignore her hunger, wanting to sit out in the peaceful twilight and just let the silence of the lake wash over her.   
 
      
 
    Pierce grabbed the dirty beer glasses and dunked them in the soapy water, scrubbed them for several moments, then rinsed them off.  The whole time, he was surveying the customers still lingering at the bar, anticipating who might need a refill and looking at the customers’ faces to determine who wanted to be left alone.   
 
    The night was still young and he hoped they’d get slammed again tonight.  He needed the tips.  His tuition, room and board were covered here at university, but he wanted to send some money back to Ava and Jenna, plus, he needed some cash for his textbooks.  The guilt at leaving them, at not being able to afford to come back for their mother’s funeral, ate at him like a burning acid.   
 
    “Another?” one of his customers called out.  
 
    Pierce moved efficiently to the other side of the bar and mixed the drink, then added it to the guy’s tab.  “Here you go,” he said, constantly scanning the room.   
 
    An hour later, the bar was packed.  There were four bartenders working that night, but none hustled as fast or as hard as Pierce.  Perhaps none of them had a funeral to help pay for.  It didn’t matter.  
 
    When midnight struck and his shift was over, Pierce was worn out.  But it had been a good night.  He had three hundred dollars he could send back to his sisters.  Strolling back to the dorms, he breathed in the cool, night air, wondering if the lake back home was shimmering under the moonlight.  Or was it a cloudy night?  He missed home!  When he’d left three years ago, he’d been so relieved to put that dump of a hotel in his past.  But now that he’d been gone, he missed the place.   
 
    Correction, he missed his sisters.  He missed Felix.  Pierce missed the terror of watching Felix climb onto a roof or dangle from some odd angle, watching as he repaired something.  He missed Ava’s sweet smiles and Jenna’s too-knowing eyes.  He didn’t miss the hunger or the clawing desperation that was everyday life.  But he missed…all of it.  
 
    Laying down on his bed, he stared up at the ceiling.  As a resident advisor, he had his own room, although it wasn’t much bigger than a prison cell.  But it was his.  Glancing at the time, he forced his eyes to close.  He had an exam in a few hours.  Also, he wanted to grab more books on hotel management from the library.  He was going for a degree in business, however, his main goal was to go back home and run a hotel.  He wouldn’t help his father run the place back home.  Not a chance in hell would he help that man drink himself to death.  But he liked the idea of buying up a small hotel chain and making the business one of the best in the world.  He had ideas…lots of ideas.  He just needed to figure out how to get the capital to buy his first hotel.  Somehow, some way, he was going to do it.  He was going to grow the biggest, best hotel empire in the world.   
 
    Rolling over, he forced his mind to clear so that he could get some sleep.  Exam first.  Empire building later.   
 
      
 
    Felix swam harder, ignoring the pain in his muscles.  SEAL training was nothing compared to life at home.  The pain of being hungry…that sucked.  Pain of his muscles aching in every part of his body?  Meh.  He could deal with anything after his childhood.  There was no terror that could be worse than being hungry or waiting for someone to kick you in the ribs while you’re sleeping.   
 
    “Slow down!” someone beside him hissed. They both pulled themselves out of the water, then started running towards the next obstacle.   
 
    Felix looked over at the man who looked as if he was ready to pass out.   
 
    “Sorry, buddy,” he said, then reached out to heft the guy over the rope net.   
 
    “Thanks.”   
 
    “Let’s get through this,” Felix whispered.  Both of them raced to the next obstacle.   
 
    They crawled through the mud, but Felix knew that the other guy was struggling.  “I can’t do it!” the shorter man replied 
 
    Felix ignored his comment.  “You can!” he growled, then nudged him a bit.  The man started crawling again.  Minutes later, they were up and running once more.   
 
    The next obstacle was a wall.  Felix jumped up, grabbing onto the top of the “wall” and pulled himself over.  Again, his muscles strained, but he ignored the pain.  Actually, he enjoyed the pain.  It felt good to feel his body ache like this.  It was a new sensation and he enjoyed the challenge.   
 
    Once he was at the top, he looked down and saw the guy doubled over.  
 
    “Give me your hand,” Felix ordered, reaching down.   
 
    The guy looked up at him.  There was doubt in his eyes and Felix wiggled his fingers. “Come on.  You can do it!”  
 
    The man shook his head.  “I can’t!” he replied.  “I’m out.” 
 
    Felix watched as several others in the training group rushed up to them.  “He thinks he’s done,” Felix told the others.  
 
    Four men chuckled, then hefted the shorter man up and Felix grabbed his arm.  Felix pulled him over, then helped him jump to the other side.  Then he reached down and helped the other four men.  Moments later, the six of them were running towards the next obstacle.  With everyone’s help, including the shorter man, who bent down to his hands and knees, allowing the others to use him as a step, got over every damn obstacle that the SEAL trainers put in front of them.   
 
    By the end of the obstacle course, all twenty men and women were gasping for breath, but feeling triumphant.   
 
    Felix walked over to the man.  “My sisters are back in Seattle waiting for my father to hit them,” he muttered under his breath as the trainers harangued various individuals.  “They never have enough food to eat.  They never have money for anything extra.”  He took a deep breath as he dug deep.  “My two younger sisters deal with the ridicule of their school mates every, damn day!”  He looked down at the other man.  “And yet, they continue to move forward.  They aren’t just surviving, my baby sisters are going to effing thrive!”  He glared at the man, willing him to learn the lesson.  
 
    “I won’t let you down again!” the shorter man replied, then stuck out his hand to shake it.  The four men who had joined in during the obstacle course walked up to the duo.  All of them silently nodded their thanks for the help.   
 
    From that moment forward, the six of them were a team. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Anyone home?”  
 
    Jenna jumped out of the laundry room, her eyes wide as she stared at the man standing in the lobby.  She stared, her mouth hanging open as she took in the appearance of her ginormous huge brother standing in the lobby as he looked around, stunned by the changes.  Felix had been a big guy before he’d left for the Navy, but he was even bigger now!  The muscles were packed onto his shoulders and arms, his waist tight with muscles and he looked…good!   
 
    “What the hell happened to this place?” Felix demanded, a huge grin on his handsome features.   
 
    “You’ve grown taller!” Jenna said, then yelped as she rushed across the lobby to throw herself into his arms.  “Felix!” she sobbed.  “It’s so great to see you!”  
 
    Felix laughed as he wrapped his arms around her, hugging her close.  “Where’s Ava?”  
 
    “She’s somewhere, taking pictures I suppose,” Jenna replied, pulling back to look up at her brother.  “Goodness, you look awesome!”  
 
    He laughed again and turned, revealing five other big men ranging in size, but all of them shorter than Felix.  “I’d like to introduce you to my co-workers,” he said.  “This is Jones, Buck, Coop, Billy and Milo.”  
 
    Jenna smiled at each of the tall men, feeling a bit intimidated by their size.  Just like Felix and Pierce, they were all over six feet tall and just as brawny.   
 
    “All, this is Jenna, the older of my two sisters.” 
 
    Each of the men called out various greetings and Jenna blushed.  At thirteen, she was just starting to notice men, but she’d been too wary of the boys at school to say anything to them.  Also, she was still considered the “poor girl” who lived outside of town.  She was a social parahia, so none of the boys really showed any interest in her.   
 
    These men all looked very handsome, and yet, she still shrank back, folding her arms over herself.   
 
    “Ava’s probably down by the lake taking pictures,” Jenna explained, pulling back from Felix’s hug.   
 
    “Why is she taking pictures?” Felix asked.  
 
    One of the other men was looking around at the new look of the lobby.  He pointed his finger in the air, tapping it as if trying to remember something.  “Dude!  I’ve seen this place,” Buck announced, looking around.  “I think I’ve seen…” he peered out the window and nodded. “Yeah!  I’ve definitely seen this place!” 
 
    Felix ignored his friend and focused on Ava.  Buck hadn’t ever visited Washington state, so there wasn’t any way that any of his friends could have seen their “cozy” little motel.   
 
    “How is business?” Felix asked Jenna, ignoring his friend while he pulled out his phone.   
 
    Jenna grinned.  “It’s been really good lately,” she admitted.  “Ava has been making a lot of changes.  Go look at the rooms.” 
 
    Felix pulled his gaze away from the text message he’d been reading, his eyes narrowing on Jenna’s grinning features.  “What’s she done?” Felix asked.   
 
    “Yeah!” Coop interrupted. “Check this out.”  He lifted his phone, turning it around.  “You guys are viral!” 
 
    Felix stared at Jenna for a long moment, then turned to look at what his friends were showing him.  “What’s this?”  
 
    Jenna shrugged. “Ava has put us on social media, Felix.  People have started to visit here on purpose lately.”  She grinned and leaned against the countertop.  “We’re booked up in advance for the weekends now.” 
 
    “Booked up?” he asked, pulling his eyes away from Coop’s phone.  “What the hell?” 
 
    She waved her hand towards the doorway.  “Go check out the rooms.  Ava is pretty brilliant with color.” 
 
    Felix stared at Jenna for a long moment, then he turned and walked out of the office.  Ten minutes later, he came back into the lobby, his friends all trailing after him.  “Wow!” he whispered.  The four other guys were standing outside, pointing at something.  “The rooms are…transformed!”  He swiveled his head, suddenly taking note of other changes.  “But more than that, they look a hell of a lot cleaner than they used to!” 
 
    Jenna’s heart warmed at his praise.  “I also changed banks, although I admit,” she leaned forward, whispering in a conspiratorial tone, “I forged your signature.”  She straightened again, standing tall, her features determined.  “I thought about forging Dad’s signature, but I wasn’t going to risk him coming back into town and taking over the business again.” 
 
    Felix’s eyes narrowed and his entire demeanor turned hard.  “Can he do that?”  
 
    Jenna shook her head.  “Nope.”  She proudly lifted her chin in the air.  “Remember the money that I set aside to pay the property taxes the last three years in a row?”  
 
    “Don’t!” Felix groaned, rubbing his forehead with one hand.  “He didn’t pay the taxes, did he?”  
 
    “Nope,” she replied, trying to hide the bitter memories.  “But that turns out to be a good thing in the end.  Because he didn’t pay the taxes, I was able to pay them under our names.  That means that the money you and Pierce have mailed to me, as well as our success in luring more guests, helped me pay the taxes.  It was just about to be auctioned off when I paid the taxes.  That means that this hotel is now ours, full and completely.  Dad can’t come back and take it away from us.” 
 
    Felix’s head whipped around and he stared down at Jenna.  “Come back?”  
 
    Jenna waved her hand.  “You know what I mean.  He’s out of town at the moment, but this is ours.  It’s our business.” 
 
    Felix laughed and pulled her in for another hug.  “You’re freaking amazing, Jenna!” he told her, then kissed the top of her head.   
 
    “Hey, Cat-Man!  I have a really awesome idea!”  
 
    Felix pulled away from Jenna and walked out of the lobby. “What?” he asked.   
 
    Coop pointed to a relatively flat space near the end of the line of hotel rooms.  “What if we built a cabin over there.  Just a small one.  The land in that area is flat, but if we put it up on stilts just like we did for that operation in…” he paused, grinning as they all shared a secret, “well, the place we weren’t supposed to be…” he stopped and looked at the other guys, all of whom were thinking along the same lines.  “Anyway – we could do the same thing right there, but you could use it as a guest house, right?”   
 
    Coop looked to the others.  “Think we could build that thing again?  But better?”  
 
    The others stared at the area, slow grins forming on their rugged features.  All of them nodded, eager for the challenge.  But they turned to look at Felix, waiting for his opinion.   
 
    Felix considered the possibilities.  He did some quick, mental calculations, then nodded.  “I like the idea!” he said.  His mind working, he considered additional options.  “What if we added a sloped roof and made it look like those houses in that movie we watched two weeks ago.  You know the one that looks like elves or something live in it?”  
 
    His friends were all on board with the idea and fifteen minutes later, they piled into the rental mini-van they’d driven up here in and headed to the hardware store.   
 
    With all six of them working on the structure, they put the finishing touches on the small building in just three days.  There was even electricity, insulation and running water.  As Navy SEALs, the guys knew how to rig things in a crunch and they worked fast.  In this instance, they overbuilt the structure so that they could maybe add onto it in the future.   
 
    By the end of the day on the third night, they were all laughing around the fire pit that they’d decided to build and the guests who had arrived to stay that night were all amazed at the newest building and laughing around the fire as well.   
 
      
 
    Ava sat by the fire that evening, listening to the men laughing.  It was the first time that they’d had repeat guests and she felt a warm glow of success start to simmer inside of her.  All ten rooms were booked for the coming weekend.   
 
    This was working, she thought.  She and Jenna weren’t going to starve!  They even had a bit of money in the bank, their emergency stash rebuilt.  They weren’t keeping cash in a mattress anymore.  They’d learned their lesson when their father had walked out on them.   
 
    Neither Felix nor Pierce knew that their father had left them.  She and Jenna had talked about it and suspected that Felix would demand that they sell the property and move with him to San Diego.  Neither of them wanted to leave this place.  It felt safe for some stupid reason that neither of them completely understood. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “We can’t, Ava,” Jenna replied, feeling the tight pain in her chest.  “I wish there was some way we could, but it’s just not possible.” 
 
    Fourteen year old Ava stared at her sister, wishing that she could come up with some argument to convince her sister.  The only thing she could say was, “But Pierce is graduating from Harvard!” she said with a heavy plea in her voice.  “With honors!” 
 
    They were sitting around the fire pit, but Jenna hadn’t started the fire tonight.  It was mid-week and only half the rooms were booked for the night.  Jenna had a policy that she only lit up the fire pit when they were seventy-five percent full.  If they were one hundred percent booked up, she’d bring out marshmallows for roasting.   
 
    “I know,” Jenna hissed.  She looked over at Ava.  “But if we go, who will take care of the hotel?”  
 
    Ava bit her lip, trying to think of someone who could check in the guests and manage all of the issues that inevitably cropped up during a busy weekend.  It was late May, and all of the ten guest rooms and the newest guest cabins that Felix and his friends had built were booked for the weekend, starting on Friday night.  Whoever would take over would need to wash all the sheets, remake the beds and clean every inch of all twenty rooms and cabins.  They had hired additional help on Saturday and Sunday mornings now, but the bulk of the work was done by Jenna and Ava.   
 
    Jenna reached out but didn’t touch Ava’s arm.  They rarely hugged each other now.  They were just too busy with school, cleaning, working and the accounting problems that Jenna dealt with.  Ava was constantly taking new pictures and posting them online.  When she wasn’t marketing, she took the bus to the surrounding towns, or when she was really adventurous, into downtown Seattle, so that she could buy quirky, new items for the guest rooms.   
 
    However, she hadn’t quite figured out how she and Jenna, or one of them, could travel across the United States so that they could attend Pierce’s graduation from Harvard University.  Pierce would be all alone when he crossed the stage to get his degree.  All alone as he looked out at the audience, thinking that his family didn’t care.   
 
    “He’ll know,” Jenna said, interrupting Ava’s thoughts.   
 
    Ava looked up, her eyes sad.  “How will he know?” 
 
    Jenna sighed, her fingers fiddling with the stick she’d picked up earlier.  “We’ll call him,” she promised.   
 
    Ava perked up.  “That’s something, right?  At least he’ll know that we were thinking of him!” 
 
    Jenna smiled.  “Yes.  He’ll know we were thinking of him.” 
 
    “Thinking of who?” a male voice called out.  
 
    Jenna and Ava jerked around, startled when they saw Pierce walking towards them down the new, stone path.  “Pierce!” Ava cried out, jumping off of the log to run over to her brother.  She threw herself into his arms, hugging him with all of her strength.  “You’re here!”   She pulled back, staring up at him. “Why are you here? You’re supposed to be graduating this weekend!”  
 
    He laughed, pulling her to his side as he looked at Jenna.  “Well, it would have cost me another three hundred dollars to walk during graduation.  I figured that the three hundred dollars could be better spent here at the hotel.”  He looked around, shaking his head.  “What the hell has happened over the past three years?  Everything looks…amazing!” 
 
    Jenna grinned, turning to survey the work she, Felix and Ava had done.  “Well, while you’ve been taking classes non-stop, even during the summer months, we’ve been able to clean things up and…” she shrugged, proud of their efforts.  “We’ve made a profit for the first time,” she said, whispering the words as if speaking them too loudly might jinx their luck.  “We’ve worked hard.  Ava is brilliant at decorating and marketing.  She’s gotten over one million followers on most of the social media sites.”  
 
    Pierce pointed towards the small, oddly shaped buildings.  “Who built those?”  
 
    “Felix and his SEAL buddies come here whenever they need a break from the stress of their super-secret missions to save the world. They enjoy building crazy guest cabins.” She pointed towards the designs that Felix had sent to them earlier this morning.  “He’s done three cabins that require a zip line to access.”  She then turned, pointing towards the cabin in the middle of the lake. “That’s one of our most-booked cabins.”  She grinned up at him.  “Guests have to take a rowboat out to that one.”   
 
    Pierce swiveled around, narrowing his eyes to see through the night towards the cabin.  There really was a cabin about fifty yards from the shore.  Right now, it was visible only because of the lights shimmering through the night.   
 
    When he looked back at Ava, he chuckled in surprise.  “People like staying in cabins that are hard to get to?” Pierce asked, his eyes taking in all of the crazy new guest cabins.  
 
    “Apparently,” Ava laughed.  She jumped up and down.  “Want to try out the zip line?  We have a pulley system to get supplies to it.  We have to use it every time we need to clean the cabins.” 
 
    “Felix…he built a zip line?”  He chuckled, once again shaking his head.  “What was he thinking?” Pierce whispered, still stunned with amazement.   
 
    “We’re a destination, Pierce,” Jenna explained.  “Gone are the days when we were just a roadside hotel where a few people would pause to spend the night.  Now, with the lake and the new cabins, plus Ava’s incredible new room décor that changes whenever she gets an inkling to do something new, we’re a place that people actually want to visit instead of just a place that people need to sleep.” 
 
    Pierce nodded, then looked at his sisters.  “Where’s Dad?  Is he still drinking?” 
 
    Ava pulled away and walked back to perch on one of the logs surrounding the fire pit.  “Dad left.  A while ago.” 
 
    Pierce looked at Jenna, confusion apparent on his features, even in the dim light.  “He just…walked away?”  
 
    Jenna shrugged.  “Well, he stole the five hundred dollars that I’d stashed out of the way, then drove off.  He didn’t just walk away.  He robbed us first.”  
 
    He fisted his hands on his hips, glaring at his sisters. “Why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    Jenna’s chin went up defiantly.  “I made the decision not to tell you, Pierce.” 
 
    There was a long silence, then he rasped out, “Care to explain why?”  
 
    Jenna’s chin wobbled slightly.  But she was determined.  “Because I didn’t want you to know.  If you’d heard that Dad had walked away, then you would have come home.  You would have dropped out of Harvard and come back here to help out.” 
 
    He jerked his head in a snap of a nod.  “Damn right I would have!”  
 
    Jenna’s arms crossed over her chest and she stared right back at her oldest brother.  “Well, I made the decision not to tell you that he was gone.”  She shifted on her feet, but didn’t look away.  “Not even Felix knows.  He thinks that Dad just leaves every once in a while.”  
 
    Pierce glared at her.  “Why, Jenna?” he asked softly.   
 
    She sighed and pushed her fingers behind her ears with her fingers, then stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans.  “Because Dad was holding us back, Pierce,” she explained softly.  “I study.  All the time!  I get books out of the library and study business.”  She gestured towards the rooms.  “Ava knows how to market and decorate.  Felix and his friends, their new cabins, they’ve expanded our revenue potential.”  She used the words she’d learned while reading all of her business text books from the library.  “We were scared initially, but Ava and I are fine now.  We can do this.”  She tightened her jaw before saying, “We don’t need Dad.” 
 
    “Jenna,” Pierce said, rubbing the back of his neck.  “You’ve done all of this work, but Dad could still come back. This is his place.  He owns it.” 
 
    She stiffened, angry at his condescending tone.  “No, he can’t.  He didn’t pay the property taxes on the place.”   
 
    Pierce threw his hands in the air, frustration apparent in his dark features.  “That just means that anyone could pay those taxes and then they’d own the hotel!  Great!”  
 
    Jenna stomped her foot.  “No!  Don’t assume that I’m stupid, Pierce.  I paid the taxes!  I paid them out of the money you and Felix sent back to us, plus the money Ava and I were able to earn through working the guest rooms and cabins!”  She took a deep breath, trying to calm down, then continued.  “I’ve set up a limited liability partnership where all four of us are equal partners.  We all own twenty-five percent of the land and hotel.”  She glared up at her brother, daring him to challenge her again.   
 
    When he simply stared at her, she held her breath.  After several moments, he looked around.  Silent for a long time, he walked around the fire pit.  Pierce picked up a stick, using it to sift through the ashes in the fire pit.  No of them said anything for a long time.   
 
    Finally, Pierce broke the silence.  “We could expand.”   
 
    Jenna wasn’t sure what he meant.  “How?”  
 
    Ava appeared out of the darkness.  “We don’t have enough money to expand.”  She sat down on the log that Jenna had previously vacated, then looked up at Pierce.   
 
    Pierce turned, his eyes sharp.  The intelligence was there in his eyes as it always had been, but there was an edge to it now.   
 
    “I took classes during the summer months as well as the regular semesters so that I could finish early,” he explained, sitting down next to Ava.  He clasped his hands together, resting his elbows on his knees.  “If we really own this property outright, we could leverage the hotel in order to invest in another site.  We’d use the equity in this place to buy up another hotel.” 
 
    Jenna’s heart thudded against her chest.  “How would we do that?  We don’t know how to leverage a property.”   
 
    He looked at her.  “I do.  It’s what I studied at Harvard. My plan was to never come back here.  I was going to work my way up in some other place, make my mark somehow.”  He swirled his finger around, indicating the land and the cabins.  “But this…if both of you, and Felix, of course, want to grow this business, then I know how to do it.” 
 
    Jenna didn’t like the idea initially.  But after Pierce showed her the numbers, Jenna was on board.  “As long as it’s another hotel that makes sense,” she cautioned.  “I can manage the day to day aspects of the business.  But I won’t know what to look for when it comes to finding a place that fits with our business model,” she argued.  
 
    Pierce nodded.  “Why don’t you leave that up to me?  I know what to look for.  I know how to dig into the financials of a company to discover if there are any problems.”  He turned to Ava.  “Do you think you can work your marketing and decorating magic on a different hotel site?  Could you make another place as interesting as this?”  
 
    Ava bit her lip.  “Yes.  But don’t you want me to do more?  I mean…decorating and taking pictures is pretty simple.” 
 
    He laughed and ruffled her hair.  “You’re just really good at it.  That’s why it’s so easy for you.” 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this free prologue and want to read more, Ava, Felix, Jenna and Pierce all have their own stories.   
 
    Keep scrolling to enjoy an excerpt from Ava’s story.  Enjoy! 
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    “I don’t want his help!” Ava hissed, pacing across the lush courtyard filled with trees and flowering bushes.   
 
    And yet, she turned, pressing her hands against her eyes and forehead in a futile effort to find another solution.  “There has to be another way!” 
 
    “Perhaps, if you asked nicely, I could offer an alternative.” 
 
    The deep, harsh voice and clipped tones stopped her in her tracks.  In fact, the sound stopped her heart.  Before she spun around, Ava prayed that the familiar voice didn’t belong to him!  But when she turned, it was clear her prayers had been ignored.   
 
    “Grant!” Ava whispered, blue eyes wide as she took in the man’s broad shoulders and towering height.  Her two older brothers were several inches over six feet in height, but for some reason, Grant Hanover intimidated her in ways her brothers never had.   
 
    A dark eyebrow lifted as he gazed at her, hands tucked in the pockets of his immaculate, charcoal grey suit.  “You’re surprised to see me?” he asked, tilting his head slightly. “Did you flew twenty-three hundred miles to meet someone else?” 
 
    His features were rougher now, she suddenly realized.  Better defined.  His nose was sharper and it had clearly been broken at some point.  His chin had been hidden under a rough beard when she’d last seen him, but he was clean shaven now.  There had always been an aura of intensity, of power, about Grant.  With an unexpected shiver, Ava noticed that it was still there, but it was tempered by…patience?  Intelligence?  Or perhaps it was merely the absolute conviction that he had the ability to crush anyone who dared to put an obstacle in his path?  
 
    Focus, she mentally admonished.  Blinking, Ava smoothed a hand down over her outfit, even though she couldn’t remember what she’d donned this morning.  Lifting her chin, she tried to pretend a level of confidence she didn’t feel.   
 
    “I came here to...,” Ava swallowed hard, then abruptly stopped fidgeting.  Staring into his uncompromising features, she wondered if she should admit anything now that she was face to face with him.   
 
    That ominous dark eyebrow lowered, but the sharply intelligent, green gaze narrowed.  Something in his body language subtly shifted, but Ava couldn’t quite define what had changed.  However, his voice was gentler, gruff, but softer as he stated, “You came here to speak with me.  To ask me for help.”  
 
    Ava was startled by his calmly worded statement and almost stepped back.  How in the world could he know that?  Ava looked around, searching for the hidden cameras.   
 
    “They aren’t there.  I was arriving just as you walked into the building and I followed you here.  I’ve been listening to you argue with the tree for the past five minutes.” 
 
    Ava swallowed again, feeling more than a little foolish.  “It’s a nice tree,” she replied, then barely restrained herself from rolling her eyes at herself.   
 
    “Is it?” he asked, looking up at the tree with sudden interest.  It was a ficus and very leafy, but other than that, there wasn’t anything special about it.  “I’ll mention to my gardener that he’s doing a good job, then.” 
 
    His teasing tone reminded her of…too many things.  The memories came rushing back to her and she…Ava sighed heavily, her too-slender shoulders slumping.  “This was a seriously bad idea,” she muttered.  “I’ll head home now.”  She’d lost weight over the past few weeks.  The stress of trying to resolve this problem, and not coming up with any possible solutions, defeated her.   
 
    Before she could reach the exit, his voice stopped her.  “How is Pierce?” he asked, referring to Ava’s oldest brother.   
 
    Confused, she turned back, tilting her head slightly.  “Pierce?” she parroted, confused.  She lifted a shoulder and shook her head slightly.  “He’s…fine, I guess.”   
 
    Grant nodded slightly.  There was an awkward pause.  “He’s still running Halliday Hotels?”  
 
    Ava nodded, crossing her arms over her stomach.  “Yes.  We’re up to three hundred hotels and we’re international now.”   
 
    “That’s good.”  He nodded slowly, as if that information was somehow profound.  “Your family had just the one hotel outside of Seattle when we met, correct?” 
 
    Instantly, more of those memories flashed through her mind.  The lake and the forests, the terror of those years after everyone left.  One by one, the people in her life had left her.  Her mother had died of cancer.  Pierce had gone to Harvard.  Felix…he’d joined the Navy.  And Grant.  “Yes,” she nodded, her body stiffening with the pain lashing at her from those memories.  “Just the one.  Originally.” 
 
    More nodding, but this time, he added a slight uplift of one side of his mouth.  “Impressive.  Your brother had just returned from Harvard at the time, correct?” 
 
    She nodded again, gripping her elbows tightly.  “Yes.” She swallowed and, because he just kept standing there, his hands still shoved in his pockets, she added reluctantly, “That was the reason I couldn’t go with you.  Eight years ago.”  She squinted slightly as the sunshine suddenly slipped out from behind a cloud.  “I had to help.”  When he didn’t react, she continued but her tone sounded defensive now.  “We were all struggling back then.” 
 
    He nodded once more, a slow, almost disbelieving gesture.  Had his lips tightened?  Ava stared hard, but…he was such a mystery! 
 
    “Yes.  I remember that’s the excuse you gave me.” 
 
    Instantaneous anger flared and she stepped forward, her hands dropping as her hands fisted by her sides.  Ava wished she could poke him in the middle of his broad, muscular chest.  But she wasn’t brave enough to touch him, so she aimed for the air in front of him.  Daring?  No.  However, Ava was painfully conscious of what used to happen whenever they touched years ago.   
 
    “It wasn’t an ‘excuse’, Grant!” she snapped.  “It was the truth!”  She huffed a bit, then paced for two steps before coming back to glare up at him, needing to make Grant understand.  “Pierce had just graduated.  Jenna and I were barely making a profit at that small, roadside hotel when he came back and started helping with the business.”  And then, “I couldn’t leave then!” 
 
    He didn’t nod this time.  He merely stared down at her.  Ava had always hated the fact that she was the shortest in her family.  But that fact was never so irritating as it was now.  Not even her four inch, red heels helped.  At five feet, four inches tall, her heels only brought her up to five-eight.  Grant was still seven or eight inches taller than she was.  Add in the broad muscular shoulders and lean hips, flat stomach and….   
 
    Ava remembered how stubborn…determined…Grant could be.  She remembered that final argument and the desperation she’d felt when Grant hadn’t understood.  He’d never understood her.  Not really.  He’d come the closest to “getting” her.  But in the end, he’d still left.  Ava hadn’t been enough for him and he’d walked away from her.  From them!   
 
      
 
    Click HERE to get Ava’s story! 
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