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June 20

“I’M NOT LIVING with no flea-bitten mutt, so you can just get it the hell out of here!”

The mutt cowered against her legs. Marsha Hughes scooped it up, then took a cautious step back, glad that Keith was standing in the doorway to the kitchen and not between her and the exit door. She knew that tone. She knew the expression on Keith’s reddening face. She knew what came next after the angry tightening of his brawny arms, the clenching of his meaty fists. The dog, a small, pitiful-looking stray she had found huddled behind the Dumpster outside their run-down apartment building, seemed to know too. Looking at Keith from the shelter of her arms, it began to shake.

“Okay, okay,” Marsha said to Keith placatingly, while at the same time tightening her hold on the trembling dog. It wasn’t anything special, it wasn’t worth making Keith mad over, but she wasn’t going to let him hurt it if she could help it. There was something about it that tugged at her heartstrings. Not much bigger than a cat, it was skinny and dirty and obviously unloved, a female with liquid dark eyes in a foxlike face, big, upright ears, a short, dull black coat with a single white spot on its chest and a curling, improbably feathered tail. It wasn’t pretty, but it was a sweet dog that had come to her when she had knelt and snapped her fingers at it. It had let her pick it up and carry it inside and up the stairs, licking her hand in appreciation when she had fed it a meal of baloney and cheese, which was about all they’d had in the refrigerator since this was Thursday night and neither she nor Keith got paid until Friday. In the hours between the time she’d gotten home from her job as a cashier at Winn-Dixie and had found the dog and the time Keith had come in from working the second shift at the Honda plant and started pitching a hissy fit about it, she’d kind of thought she might keep it. With Keith gone in the evenings, it would be something to come home to. Something she could talk to and fuss over and maybe even love.

When she thought about it, it was kind of sad that she was starting to have to look to a stray dog for love, but if that was the way her life was headed, then there was no point in ducking the facts. She was thirty-five years old, a redhead with a pretty good figure if she did say so herself, but a face that was starting to show some age. Men had mostly quit giving her second looks now. The other day, in the Rite-Aid, she’d sort of flirted with the hot young guy who’d filled her prescription. He’d been friendly, but when he called her “ma’am” as he told her to have a nice day she’d gotten the message: thanks, but no thanks. The plain truth was that she was slip-sliding over the hill, with two divorces behind her and not much in front of her except this good-looking but bad-tempered man and her dead-end job.

“So get it out,” Keith said, his tone menacing as he gave her the look. The look was kind of like a storm warning, giving her a heads-up that one of their bad times was brewing. Her mouth went dry. Her stomach lurched. Keith in a good mood was sweet as moon pie. Keith in a bad mood was scary.

“Okay,” she said again, and turned toward the door. Defused for the time being, Keith turned too, disappearing into the kitchen. Taking a deep, relieved breath as the door that separated the kitchen from the living room swung shut behind him, Marsha hugged the dog closer.

It licked her chin.

“Sorry, angel,” she whispered regretfully in its ear. “But you see how it is: You’ve got to go.”

The dog gave a sad little whine as if it understood and forgave her. Patting it, she felt a flicker of regret. It was a good dog.

From the kitchen, she heard Keith say “Goddamn!” Then, louder, “Where the hell’s the fucking baloney?”

She almost wet her pants. Just as she had feared he would, he’d lit on an excuse to kick his bad mood up a notch. Now he was mad. Now he would take it out on her. When he got mad, it always seemed to end up being because of something she had or hadn’t done. Tonight it would be about the baloney.

The refrigerator door slammed.

Galvanized, Marsha snatched her purse from under the end table beside the couch and bolted, making it out the apartment door just as he burst into the living room.

“Where the hell’s the fucking baloney?” he roared. His voice boomed after her through the door that, in her haste, she’d left open behind her. By the time she reached the top of the stairs, he was already coming through it.

“I don’t know.” Clutching both dog and purse in her arms, she threw the answer back at him over the noise her ancient Dr. Scholl’s made clattering down the metal steps.

“What do you mean, you don’t know? The hell you don’t. The baloney was in the refrigerator when I left for work and now it’s gone. Don’t tell me you don’t know where it is!” He was leaning over the guardrail at the top of the stairs now, his face beet-red with rage as he glared down at her.

“I’ll go to the store and get some more, all right?” Out of breath, she reached the downstairs hall. Awkwardly juggling dog and purse, she grabbed for the knob of the heavy metal door that opened onto the parking lot. The purse she had to have: her keys were in it. The dog she didn’t. But if she left it behind, Keith would take his anger out on it. She knew Keith. When he was mad, he was mean as a snake.

“What’d you do with it? You don’t even like baloney. Did you feed it to that dog?”

No, she couldn’t leave the dog behind. Tightening her grip on it, glancing fearfully back as she braced herself and jerked the door wide, Marsha almost had a heart attack. Keith was no longer leaning over the guardrail but was striding with angry purpose toward the top of the stairs. Even the cloud of steamy heat that embraced her as she darted out into the night was not enough to stop an icy shiver from racing over her skin.

“You did, didn’t you? You fed my baloney to that fucking dog!”

He was coming after her. Her heart pounded with primal fear. He was good and wound-up now. He would beat the crap out of her if he caught her.

Jesus, Jesus, please don’t let him catch me.

One of her sandals came off as she ran across the parking lot toward her car, an eight-year-old junker of a Taurus with a broken air conditioner, a permanently stuck-down front passenger side window, and 127,264 miles on the odometer. Stumbling, cursing, she kicked the other sandal off too and ran on. Although it was only the twentieth of June, the summer so far had been a scorcher and the asphalt was hot as a griddle beneath her bare feet. The air was almost too thick to breathe. The single glowing yellow light atop the pole at the far end of the parking lot seemed to shimmer in the heat. Having guiltily wolfed down a McDonald’s hamburger and fries on the way home from work, she’d parked next to the Dumpster so that she could dispose of the evidence before she forgot about it and Keith found it. Keith didn’t like her eating fast food. He said it would make her get fat.

The Dumpster was at the very back of the lot, next to the light. She had to run through three rows of parked cars to reach her Taurus. If Keith caught her, it would be all the fault of that damned hamburger and fries.

Keith was always telling her that if she’d just do what he said, it would save her a lot of grief.

A radical thought occurred to her: Maybe she’d had just about enough of Keith.

“We’re out of here, sweetie,” she said breathlessly to the dog, yanking open the door and dumping the animal inside the car. It hopped into the passenger seat as she flung herself behind the wheel. The black vinyl seat was hot against the backs of her thighs, left bare by her ragged denim cutoffs. The stifling interior still carried the incriminating scent of McDonald’s. Thrusting the key into the ignition, she glanced over her shoulder and saw that Keith, moving quickly now, was coming out of the building, his body-builder’s frame looking even bigger than it was because of being backlit by the dim hall light.

“Marsha! Get back here!”

What did he think she was, dumb? No way was she going back. Pulse racing, she slammed the car into reverse. It shot backward. Braking, she looked around again to find Keith breaking into a run. Jesus, he looked like he wanted to kill her. Keith’s mad. Keith’s mad. The words pounded a crazy, panicked refrain through her head. ’Roid rage, they called it from the steroids he used to get big. Whatever, when it got hold of him like this it was like he was out of his mind.

He reached the third row. She shifted into drive. Cold with fear, she stomped on the gas pedal just as he emerged from between two parked cars. He was only a few feet away now. Their eyes met for one terrifying instant through the windshield. Then the Taurus rocketed past him.

“You get your ass back here, you bitch!”

Her eyes flew to the rearview mirror to find him shaking both fists after her in impotent fury. Psycho, she thought. Then she hung a sharp left out of the lot, and peeled rubber toward the blacktop road that led into Benton.

Praise the Lord he couldn’t follow her. A friend had dropped him off; his pickup was in the shop.

It took her a few minutes to calm down. By the time her heart rate had returned to something approaching normal, she’d decided what to do: she would go to her friend Sue’s for the night. It was late—a glance at the dashboard clock told her that it was nearly midnight. But Sue, who worked third shift at the Honda plant alongside Keith, would be up. Sue had a husband and three kids, and they all lived in a double-wide on the other side of town. Sue’s place was filled to bursting with her own brood, but Marsha was positive that Sue would let her stay for tonight. Tomorrow, she’d see if she couldn’t come up with something else.

It was a cinch she wasn’t going back to Keith. Not tonight, and not tomorrow. Maybe not ever. So you can just stick that in your bong and smoke it, she said to her mental vision of Keith. Her uncharacteristic defiance felt good.

The dog made an anxious sound. Marsha glanced over to find that it was sitting dainty as could be in the passenger seat, its eyes fixed on her face.

“It’s okay,” she said, reaching out to stroke its delicate head. “Everything’s gonna be all right.”

The dog licked her wrist as she withdrew her hand, and Marsha suddenly felt a whole heap of a lot better. If she didn’t go back to Keith, she could keep the dog. It would be tough, but if she scrounged around she could probably scrape together enough money so that she could get her own place. She even had a Plan B—a secret scheme to provide herself with a little nest egg that might or might not pan out. If it didn’t, she might have to waitress or something at night to earn a little extra so she could afford to feed herself and the dog and pay the rent all in the same month, but getting rid of Keith might be worth it. No more hiding fast-food wrappers before he got home. No more waiting anxiously to see what kind of mood he was in. No more lectures, no more crap.

Possibilities as tantalizing as an empty four-lane highway suddenly seemed to open up before her.

“I’m going to do it,” she said to the dog, all at once feeling almost cheerful. The dog looked at her, its eyes gleaming in the reflected glow from the instruments in the dash. Although she knew it was silly, she thought it was almost like the animal understood. “No, baby, we’re going to do it.”

She was clear on the other side of Benton now, just a few minutes away from where Sue lived. The fluorescent lights of one of Benton’s two open-all-night convenience stores caught her eye. Her Visa was pretty much maxed out, but she’d sent in a fifty-dollar payment just last week, which meant that she should have at least that much credit, she calculated as she pulled into the parking lot. She could get a few things, like a toothbrush and some moisturizer, that she would need in the morning. Clothes were going to be a problem—she couldn’t show up at work in what she was wearing, shorts and a tube top—but now that she thought about it, maybe calling in sick would be the best idea. By morning, Keith would probably be madder than ever because she hadn’t come home all night. He would come looking for her. Where was he gonna look first? Work.

Pleased with herself for thinking things through enough to stay two steps ahead of Keith, she parked, got out and started to walk inside. Looking worried, the dog tracked her every movement with its eyes, and ended up by standing on its hind legs in the seat with its delicate front paws resting on the stuck-down window, still watching her. Its intention to follow couldn’t have been more clear.

“Stay,” Marsha said, stopping to shake her head forbiddingly.

The dog hopped out onto the pavement with the grace of a ballet dancer.

“Bad dog.” Good thing she didn’t have any kids, Marsha thought. She couldn’t even sound stern enough to convince a dog. Reaching her, it abased itself at her feet. She frowned down at it for a moment, then sighed and scooped it up in defeat. It was as light as if it had hollow bones, and warm and wriggly with gratitude. There was no way she could make it stay in the car with the window stuck open as it was. If she left it outside by itself, it might wander off or get run over or something. She was surprised by how much the thought of that bothered her. Already, it was like it was her dog.

The store had a rule against dogs. It also had a rule against bare feet. She had both, and she was going in anyway. What were they going to do, she thought with another spurt of her newfound defiance, have her arrested?

She ended up getting toothpaste and Oil of Olay and a box of Puppy Chow, which was the only kind of dog food they had. On impulse, she picked up a package of Twinkies from the display by the checkout. No Keith meant she could eat whatever she liked, and she liked Twinkies. A lot. The clerk, a kid with three earrings in one ear and a silver tongue stud, took her credit card without saying a word about the dog or her feet, which, she saw as she glanced down, looked so dirty that her toes curled in embarrassment against the cold linoleum. She could only hope the woman in line behind her was too intent on scanning the tabloid headlines to notice.

“Want me to add a lottery ticket to this?” The kid, having clearly just remembered that he was supposed to ask, paused in the act of scanning her card to look at her.

“No,” she said. There wasn’t any point. She wouldn’t win. She had never won anything in her life, not even a stuffed toy at the fair. Like the TV commercial said, somebody had to win, but as sure as God made little green apples it wouldn’t be her. She had to work hard for her money.

“I heard somebody over in Macon won LottoSouth last week,” the woman behind her said, reaching out to pat the dog, which wagged its tail in appreciation. “Twenty-four million.”

“Yeah, I heard that too. Must be nice.” Had she ever heard. Her friend Jeanine, whose sister lived in Macon and worked in the grocery that had sold the winning ticket, had told her. Marsha’s reaction had been to hang up the phone, run to the toilet and puke. Sometimes life was so unfair it hurt, but what was new about that? She smiled at the woman, who smiled back. The clerk handed Marsha her card. Tucking it inside her purse, she scribbled her name, picked up her bag and headed back out into the overheated night. Unsurprisingly, there were only two other cars in the parking lot besides the Taurus. At this time of night, Benton was, by and large, asleep.

In that, Benton was sort of like her. She was just beginning to realize that she’d been asleep for most of her life.

“You know, maybe we could move to Atlanta,” she said to the dog as she opened the car door and slid in behind the wheel. At the thought, which had just popped into her head out of nowhere, she felt an unfamiliar glimmer of excitement.

The dog, which had settled into the passenger seat, made a soft sound and came to its feet, watching her with a sudden fixed intensity that caused her to glance at it twice. Then she realized why it was looking at her like that: she’d just fished the Twinkies out of the bag. The dog was clearly a Twinkies junkie too.

“Hang on a minute.”

Holding the package one-handed, Marsha ripped it open with her teeth as she drove out of the lot. The sweetly intoxicating scent of the world’s ultimate junk food filled her nostrils. She took a bite—it was so good she thought she might die—then broke off a piece and passed it to the dog. The road was deserted, a narrow ribbon of black losing itself in the deeper blackness of the rural countryside as it led out of town. Except for the red glow of the last stoplight before she got to the turnoff to Sue’s, there was an almost complete absence of light. The Taurus could have been alone in the universe, she mused as she braked. This little three-stoplight town—was it really the best she could do in life? As she took another bite of the Twinkie, her head was suddenly full of thoughts of Atlanta. Marsha Hughes in the big city—wouldn’t that be something? She could make a whole new—

She sensed rather than saw it, felt rather than heard it: a movement in the backseat. The dog, scuttling backward so that its tucked-in tail was pressed up against the door, began to bark hysterically, its eyes fixed on something over her shoulder. Her heart leaped. Instinctively she started to glance around—and an arm whipped across her neck from behind. Giving a scared little cry that was almost immediately choked off, she grabbed at it with both hands. Her nails clawed desperately at sweaty, hairy male flesh. The smell—the smell—she remembered that smell. . . .

The sharp point of what she guessed was a knife pricked the skin below her ear. She went abruptly still. Eyes widening, she felt the warm slide of liquid down the side of her neck and realized that he had drawn blood. Gasping for air against the brutal hold that felt like it was crushing her throat, she broke into a cold sweat.

“I told you not to tell,” a hoarse voice whispered into her ear.

The hair stood up on the back of her neck. Everything—the barking dog, the changing stoplight, the night itself—receded as she realized who was in her backseat.

Horror turned her blood to ice.
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“HERE, PUP, PUP, PUP.”

The dog backed away, its white teeth showing in a near-silent snarl. The man looked at it with hate. It should be dead. When it had jumped over the front seat at him, he’d hit it hard enough to send it crashing into the rear windshield. Stunned, it had bounced off the windshield and dropped onto the seat beside him, landing on its side but struggling to get up, its feet feebly paddling the air as if it were trying to run. He had put his knife through it in a vicious downward chop even as he’d grabbed Marsha by the hair to keep her from leaping out of the car. The dog hadn’t moved after that. By the time he had Marsha under control again, its bloody little body had been limp. He had pushed it down onto the floor between the seats, and hadn’t thought about it again.

Until it had come flying out of the passenger side window just as he’d returned to the car after settling things up with Marsha.

For a moment, as it continued to snarl and back away, he contemplated just turning around and leaving it. Limping and dripping blood like it was, it didn’t look like it had a chance of surviving for long out here in the country. If it didn’t die of its injuries, likely the coyotes or some other predator would finish it off by morning. But still, it was a loose end. He’d already made up his mind that he wasn’t going to leave any more loose ends around. Once upon a time he had made the biggest mistake of his life by erring on the side of restraint. He wasn’t making that mistake again.

Not when all of a sudden he had so much to lose.

“Here, dog.”

Trying to sound pleasant, he crouched, snapping his fingers. The dog shivered and tucked its tail between its legs, watching him but keeping a safe distance.

Giving up after a few more tries, he had a thought and went back to the car to retrieve the Twinkie Marsha had been eating. One was squashed all over the driver’s seat, he discovered with a grimace as he opened the door, but there was another one still in its open package on the passenger side. Leaning in, he grabbed it. Then, Twinkie in hand, he headed back toward the dog.

“Here, dog,” he said in a honeyed tone as he approached, holding out the treat.

It started to bark hysterically.

For a moment he froze. The night was dark as Hades, the nearest house was unoccupied, and the chances of anybody hearing the damned animal were slim. But still the sound grated at him, made him jumpy, had him looking all around.

“Shut up,” he ordered, then as it kept barking he lost his head and lunged threateningly at it. The dog jumped away, barking even more shrilly. This is stupid, he thought, and threw the Twinkie at it.

Then he got into the car and floored the gas, sending showers of dirt shooting skyward as he did his best to run the ugly little thing down.

Yelping, it dodged and scuttled away, scooting under a fence as he sent the Taurus roaring after it. He slammed on the brakes just in time to keep from hitting the fence, cursing as the dog disappeared in a sea of tall corn.

So it got away, he told himself savagely as he nosed the Taurus back onto the road a little while later. So what? It would probably be dead by morning. Anyway, it wasn’t a loose end he was leaving behind, not really. It was just a damned dog.
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June 28

“I HEAR YOU TWO had a fight.”

Matt Converse watched the boyfriend’s eyes. They flicked away, came back almost immediately. The guy—Keith Kenan, thirty-six years old, one divorce, employed on the line at Honda for five years and resident of Benton for that same period, clean police record except for one brawl over in Savannah two years back and a couple of old DUIs—was nervous. Nervous didn’t always equal guilt, but it bore watching.

“Who told you that?”

Matt shrugged noncommittally.

“So what if we did? That don’t mean anything. Everybody has fights.” Kenan’s tone was defensive. He was getting agitated. Matt observed the quickening of his breathing, the tightening of his jaw, the narrowing of his eyes, with clinical detachment. Kenan was a big, burly guy with a dark blond buzz cut, smallish pale blue eyes, and a tattoo of a heart pierced by a dagger on one pumped-up biceps, which was bared by the ratty tank top he was wearing with black nylon gym shorts. The two of them were standing in the combination living/dining room of the apartment Kenan shared with Marsha Hughes.

Correction: had shared. Marsha Hughes had been missing for just over a week. This was Matt’s second conversation with Kenan. He’d first talked to him five days ago, after one of Marsha’s friends at work had become concerned enough about her unexplained absence to report it to the sheriff’s department.

“Everybody has fights,” Matt conceded. Kenan started to pace. Matt took advantage of his distraction to glance around. Except for a single meal’s worth of dishes on the diningroom table—apparently the previous night’s supper because, upon answering the door, Kenan had complained about being rousted from bed—the apartment was neat. Furniture by Sam’s Club or Wal-Mart. Worn green carpet. Gold drapes drawn against the bright morning sun. Walls painted white, hung with a few nondescript prints. As far as he could tell, nothing out of the ordinary. No telltale brown stains on the carpet. No suspicious dark spatters on the walls. No corpse sticking out from under the couch.

Matt’s mouth quirked wryly. If it were only that easy.

“Look, Sheriff, I ain’t stupid. I know what you’re getting at,” Kenan burst out, turning to face him. “I didn’t lay a hand on Marsha, I swear.”

“Nobody’s saying you did.” Matt’s voice was calm, his demeanor nonconfrontational. No point in provoking Kenan by escalating the discussion into more than it needed to be at this stage of the investigation. It was still quite possible that Marsha had left on her own; she could turn up alive and well somewhere at any minute. On the other hand, he didn’t like the feel of things. Call it instinct, call it applied common sense, call it whatever you wanted, but he didn’t think that a woman who’d lived in the area most of her life, who’d shown up like clockwork since she’d started at the Winn-Dixie eight years ago, who had regular habits and a good number of friends, would light out to parts unknown without letting somebody know.

“She just took off,” Kenan said. “She got in her car and took off. That’s what happened. That’s it.”

Matt took his time. “Mind telling me what the fight was about?”

Kenan looked harassed. “Baloney, all right? I had some baloney in the refrigerator and it was gone when I got home from work and went to make a sandwich. Turns out she’d fed it to a damned dog.” He took a deep breath. “It was stupid. Just one of those stupid things.”

Over Kenan’s shoulder, Matt watched his deputy, Antonio Johnson, emerge from the bathroom down the hall. Antonio would turn fifty in two weeks. He was black, a little less than six feet tall and nearly as wide, built like a linebacker gone to seed. He had a bulldog’s pugnacious face, a more or less permanent scowl, and basically looked like a thug in deputy’s uniform. He had asked to use the john right after Kenan had let them in, as a way of getting a look at the areas of the apartment the sheriff or his deputy were not normally allowed to see without benefit of a search warrant. It was a ploy they had used before, and would use again. Sometimes it netted them valuable information. Today, apparently, they weren’t going to be so lucky. Antonio replied to his questioning look with a negative jerk of the head.

“Thanks,” Antonio said to Kenan as he joined them in the living room. Kenan nodded, then glanced back at Matt.

“I didn’t do nothing to her,” he said, wetting his lips. “I swear to God.”

Matt looked at him. Kenan held his gaze.

“You mean besides yell at her,” Matt said agreeably. “And chase her down the stairs and out of the building. Isn’t that what happened that night?”

Kenan didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. The breath he sucked in through his teeth was as much confirmation as Matt needed this side of the courtroom.

“Might as well give it up,” Antonio said, folding his arms across his massive chest and glowering at Kenan. “We know.”

Matt barely stopped himself from casting his deputy a wry glance. What they knew was basically what Kenan and the neighbors had already told them: Marsha Hughes had had a fight with him, had left or been chased from the apartment and had not been seen by anyone important to her since. Without any kind of solid evidence that Marsha had come to harm, what they knew didn’t amount to a hill of beans. There was no case. But Antonio was an optimist. He was always thinking that if he applied enough pressure, potential suspects would crack, confessing all and saving everybody concerned a boatload of time and trouble.

Sometimes it even worked.

Kenan’s expression changed. His lip curled angrily as his eyes slashed to Matt. “I saw you talking to that damned Myer woman the other day. Stayin’ home all the time, claiming she hurt her back and can’t work, getting her kicks butting into other people’s business.” His voice was tight with resentment. “She’s the one who told you that, right?”

“Actually, everybody in the building who was home that night pretty much says the same thing.” Matt’s demeanor was still mild, still neutral, although he made a mental note to keep an eye on Audrey Myer, who had indeed been the primary source of his information, in case Kenan should live up to his hair color and try something stupid. Reaching for a brass-framed picture of Kenan with Marsha, whom he recognized from a photo he’d collected for identification purposes on his first visit to the apartment, Matt paused and glanced at Kenan before picking it up. “Do you mind?”

“Help yourself.” The tension in his voice was still palpable.

Matt picked up the picture and made a show of examining it. It was a snapshot rather than a formal portrait, obviously taken at a fair or amusement park, showing the two of them dressed up in old-fashioned clothes, including a big picture hat for Marsha that hid most of her red hair. They were grinning at the camera, their arms around each other, clearly on good terms at that moment.

At another moment, had Kenan killed her?

“Good-looking woman,” he said, putting the picture back down on the end table. His gaze slid to Kenan again. “You must be worried sick about her.”

The point being that so far Kenan had shown no sign of being unduly concerned over Marsha’s fate. Chalk up one more red flag. Of course, it was possible that Kenan was a still-waters-run-deep type, with a lot more going on beneath the surface than Matt had been able to discern. It was also possible that Kenan simply wasn’t all that sorry she was gone, which still didn’t make him guilty of a crime.

The thing about it was, Matt wasn’t even a hundred percent sure that a crime had been committed here. His gut instinct said that Marsha Hughes’s prospects for turning up unharmed did not look good, but then, his gut instinct had steered him wrong before.

“I am,” Kenan said. Belligerently.

Matt took note of the tone, of the clenching of Kenan’s fists, the reddening of his face.

“You’ve been known to hit her.” Matt’s voice was almost gentle. His purpose was to uncover information, not to accuse.

“Who told you that?” Kenan responded. He was breathing heavily even though he was no longer pacing.

Matt shrugged.

“Goddamned nosy-ass neighbors.” A muscle in his jaw worked. His stance had shifted, become aggressive, with legs braced apart, shoulders rigid, fists clenched into tight bunches by his sides. His eyes were hard as they met Matt’s. “Look, like I said, we had fights. Marsha’s no angel, either. Anything I did to her, believe me, she gave as good as she got.”

“Did you hit her the night she disappeared?”

“No! No. I didn’t touch her. She left, all right? We had a fight and she left. She got in her car and I watched her drive away. That’s the last time I saw her.”

Antonio made a skeptical sound that was not quite under his breath. Kenan’s gaze swung around to him. The look Kenan gave him was tense, angry. The interview was teetering on the brink of turning ugly, Matt realized. Pushing Kenan to the point of clamming up and calling a lawyer would be counterproductive. Time to hang it up for now.

“Well, thanks for your cooperation. We’ll be in touch,” Matt said, offering his hand before the encounter deteriorated irredeemably. After the briefest of hesitations, Kenan shook it. Antonio shook hands, too. It was clear from the expression on his face that he did so with reluctance. Making nice with those he considered bad guys was not one of Antonio’s strong suits.

Antonio tended to take crime personally. Matt had spent a considerable amount of time in the two years since he’d been elected Screven County Sheriff dissuading Antonio from breaking people’s arms and legs. Figuratively speaking, of course. At least, most of the time it was figurative.

Suppressing a sigh, Matt turned to the door, then glanced back over his shoulder with his hand on the knob as if he’d just remembered something.

“Just so you know: we’ve got an APB out on her car, and her picture and stats have been sent to every law enforcement agency in the Southeast. Plus we’re still running down a few leads locally. We’ll find her.”

His tone was deliberately confident; if Kenan really was concerned about his girlfriend’s fate, it should provide some small degree of reassurance.

On the other hand, if he wasn’t revealing any concern because he knew very well where Marsha was, having personally put her there, it should worry him.

Either way worked.

“Yeah, we’ll find her.” Antonio turned it into a threat as he followed Matt out into the stuffy upstairs hallway.

Kenan closed the door behind them without another word. The sound, louder than it needed to be, echoed off the concrete-block walls.

“Think you could tone the hostility down a notch?” Matt asked as they took the stairs.

“We got him. That’s our man right there. The guy’s an asshole.”

It was hot in the stairwell; the sound of their shoes hitting the metal treads echoed around their ears.

“Last time I checked, being an asshole wasn’t a crime. As for any evidence against him, we don’t have diddly-squat.”

“He has a history of beating up on her. She was scared enough of him the night she disappeared to run out of their apartment. He chased her outside. We’ve got half a dozen witnesses ready to swear to that. Nobody’s seen her since. What more do you want?”

“A lot,” Matt said dryly, pushing open the door and walking out into the sweltering heat. There’d been a whole string of hellishly hot days like this, nine or ten together. It was ninety-nine in the shade, and humid. He’d seen it before—the heat made people crazy. There’d been more crimes, petty and otherwise, in the last two weeks than there had been in the previous six months. His eight-man department was swamped. They were all working pretty much around the clock, himself included. Today he’d been fighting crime since five A.M., when Anson Jarboe had tried to sneak into his house after an all-night bender and been surprised by his wife, who’d been waiting in their darkened living room with a baseball bat. Anson’s shrieks as she’d given him what for had roused the neighbors, and the neighbors had called the sheriff. It was now five past eleven, and he knew from experience that the day—a Friday—was just getting underway. After people got off work, the county would really start to hop.

All he wanted to do tonight was sit in his air-conditioned house in front of the TV set with a cold beer in one hand and the remote in the other; there was a baseball game he was dying to catch.

Fat chance of that.

“Well, I—” Antonio began, then broke off, a grin splitting his homely face from ear to ear. Alarmed, Matt glanced around to see what had prompted such an uncharacteristic display of glee from his typically stone-faced deputy. When his gaze lit on the cause, he barely managed to swallow a groan. He’d known it had to be bad to wrest that kind of grin out of Antonio, but this wasn’t just bad—it was awful.

“Oh, Matt, there you are!” Shelby Holcomb’s face brightened as she spotted him. Waving, her face wreathed in smiles, she straightened up from peering into the window of his official car and headed toward him.

“Hey, Shelby,” he answered, his pace slowing.

Undeterred by his clear lack of enthusiasm, she kept on coming. Slim and attractive at thirty-two, a Benton native who had moved back to town four years before to take over the local Century 21 franchise, Shelby had twisted her honey-blond hair up in some kind of fancy-looking roll at the back of her head as her sole nod to the heat. Her makeup was on in full force, down to the bright red lipstick that gleamed as the sun hit it. She even had on a suit, for crying out loud, a powder blue number with a short skirt and elbow-length sleeves, which he guessed was no big deal for Shelby despite the soaring temperature because the woman never seemed to break a sweat. Buttoned up the front, it exposed what Shelby no doubt considered an effective but tasteful amount of cleavage. She had on hose, and heels, and was carrying that damned notebook she was using as her latest weapon in the war of conquest she was waging. Not that he was about to fall anytime soon.

She’d been chasing him for years. Last summer, in what was one of the many brain-dead episodes that continued to distinguish his existence, he’d made the mistake of letting her catch him for a while. They’d hung out, had fun, gone to some parties, the movies, Savannah for dinner a couple of times. All in all, they’d had a good time. Then Shelby had started reading magazines with titles like June Bride and dragging him into jewelry stores and otherwise giving off all kinds of vibes that she was starting to pair him with “forever” in her mind.

Forever gave him nightmares. Forever wasn’t in his game plan. Forever and a woman? Not happening. At least, not anytime in the foreseeable future. Just the idea of being tied down to a wife and kids and a mortgage made him break out in a cold sweat.

He’d had enough responsibility in his thirty-three years to last him the rest of his life. No way was he taking on more when he was right on the brink of working his way free.

He’d come out with some lame speech in which not rushing things and her being way too good for him and his needing space had been the dominant themes. Then he’d run for the hills. She’d been gunning for him ever since.

“Matt!”

That voice was even more familiar than Shelby’s, and came with its own set of worries. It belonged to Erin, the oldest of his responsibilities. He turned his head and spotted his sister as she popped out of the passenger seat of Shelby’s red Honda, which was parked behind his cruiser. A recent graduate of the University of Georgia, she was twenty-two, petite and pretty with short, tousled black hair and a mischievous grin, which at the moment beamed full-wattage at him. As their eyes met over the roof of the car, he couldn’t help grinning back at her, albeit a little ruefully. Erin, blast her sweet but troublemaking little hide, had gone and gotten herself engaged to Shelby’s younger brother, Collin, who had set up a law practice in Benton the previous year. As Matt was paying for the wedding as well as giving the bride away and Shelby had taken upon herself the task of organizing the event, the opportunities for Shelby to hound him had multiplied exponentially. It seemed like everywhere he went lately she turned up.

“Yo, Erin,” he said with a touch of reproof. His sister knew Shelby was after him, and like the rest of his family—along with half the damned county—seemed determined to do her bit to help shoo him into the trap.

“I just wanted to get your opinion before I ordered the flowers.” Shelby smiled at him with determined charm. Matt obediently stopped walking as she reached him and looked down at the notebook, which she was flipping open practically under his nose. He’d been through this drill before: she showed him something—a picture, an estimate, a list—and he nodded and said, “Looks great.” Then she did what she wanted—with his money.

It was expensive, but easier and safer than arguing.

This time, however, the amount in question was so high that he protested before he thought.

“Fifteen hundred dollars? For flowers?” He met Shelby’s eyes. They smiled meltingly into his. Her lips parted. Her lashes fluttered. Alarmed, he dropped his gaze back down to the price list.

“I told her it was too much.” Apology in her voice, Erin joined them. She was wearing short white shorts that showed way too much of her tanned legs, in Matt’s opinion, and a lime green halter top that molded her ample breasts. Looking her up and down with a gathering frown, he made a mental note to have a chat with her sometime in the near future about the advantages of leaving something to the imagination. She apparently read his mind, or his expression, because as she met his gaze her grin returned and she gave a teasing little wriggle that set her breasts to jiggling.

He frowned at her, she wrinkled her nose at him, and they engaged in a potent but silent exchange of opinions as visions of convents filled his head. Then the sheer ridiculousness of the situation occurred to him. Somewhere, he thought, angels must be snickering at the idea that he, of all people, had wound up with three increasingly babelicious girls to shepherd into womanhood. It had to have been the cosmic joke of the century.

“It is a lot.” Shelby sounded apologetic too as she curled surprisingly strong fingers around his elbow. “But I don’t think the florist is being unreasonable. You have to consider that besides the bride’s bouquet, we need nosegays for the bridesmaids, and boutonnieres for Collin and the groomsmen, and flowers for the church and centerpieces for the tables at the reception and—”

“Whatever you think,” Matt interrupted, feeling hunted. His uniform was khaki, long pants, short-sleeved shirt, and Shelby was taking full advantage of the looseness of his shirt sleeve to slip her hand right up under there to caress his biceps. The feel of her soft, meticulously manicured hand sliding across his overheated skin was enough to make him remember that he hadn’t gotten laid since he’d fled her bed at the end of March. Which was exactly what she had intended, he was pretty sure.

Antonio crossed his arms over his chest, looking thoughtful. “When Rose got married”—Rose was the younger of his two daughters—“I told her that she could choose between the flowers she wanted or the down payment on a new car. That’s how much the flowers were.”

“So what did she choose?” Matt asked, slightly interested.

“The flowers. Can you believe it?” Antonio shook his head at the folly of women.

“My idea is that we should just do the flowers ourselves,” Erin said, giving Matt a wicked smile that told him she knew where Shelby’s hand was. “We could get the cost down to five hundred dollars and still have practically the same thing.”

“Whatever you think,” Matt said again, desperate to end the conversation. The only thing worse than being kept abreast of every little detail of his sister’s wedding plans was being stalked by Shelby at the same time. He hadn’t realized it while they’d been seeing each other, but the woman had the tenacity of a bulldog; once she got her teeth into something, she never willingly let go.

More fool he for letting her sink her teeth into him in the first place.

The cell phone clipped to Matt’s belt began to ring. He had a pager, but it could only be accessed by an employee of the sheriff’s department. Many of his friends, neighbors, relatives and other assorted county residents preferred to bypass the whole official process and call him on his personal line. At least answering it provided an excuse for him to step away from Shelby without making his discomfort with what she was doing obvious. She looked after him in transparent disappointment as her discreetly dislodged hand dropped to her side.

Thank God Erin’s wedding was only a little over three weeks away, Matt thought. He was starting to feel harassed to the max. On top of everything else, playing cat and mouse with Shelby without saying or doing something that would hurt Erin’s relationship with her new family was getting old fast. It was no damn fun being the mouse.

“Got to go,” Matt said as he hung up, feeling relieved and doing his best to hide it. He looked at Antonio. “Mrs. Hayden’s out walking her dog down Route 1 again.”

Antonio made a face.

“So what’s wrong with that?” Erin looked from one to the other of them with a mystified frown.

“All she’s wearing are her shoes and a big sun hat,” Matt clarified. Mrs. Hayden was ninety if she was a day, and growing increasingly forgetful. Lately she had tended to forget to put on her clothes. This was the fourth time since the weather had turned nice in March that they’d gotten a call from a scandalized driver reporting that she was strolling naked alongside the road as her equally ancient shih tzu snuffled at grass clumps from the end of a leash.

“Can’t somebody else deal with it?” Shelby asked with a hint of impatience, tapping her fingers against the cover of the notebook as if that were the most important thing in the world.

“She likes Matt,” Antonio said, grinning again. Matt was beginning to realize that lately a great many of his deputy’s rare grins were being had at his expense. “If any of the rest of us come near her, she clobbers us with her hat. She lets Matt take her home.”

Erin chortled. Shelby looked disgusted.

“See ya,” said Matt, taking full advantage of what he could only regard as a heaven-sent opportunity to escape. He never would have thought it possible, but he found as he retreated in good order to his cruiser that today he was actually grateful for having been personally notified that Mrs. Hayden was having one of her more bizarre senior moments again. He’d rather deal with a naked nonagenarian than a love-thwarted thirty-something any day of the week.

With Antonio riding shotgun, he lifted a hand in farewell to his sister and his ex-girlfriend, then drove out of the parking lot.

The question of Marsha Hughes’s whereabouts was temporarily put on the back burner as he sped off to make the county safe from the hazards posed by dotty old ladies.
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June 29

ON THIS RAINY MIDNIGHT, Benton was as steamy as the inside of a hot shower. It was as dark and haunted feeling as a dungeon. It was also, Carly Linton discovered as she paused to catch her breath beside the huge birch that had anchored the front yard for as long as she could remember, not quite as dead asleep as such a small town should have been at so late an hour. One person at least was awake, and she was looking right at him—or, rather, part of him.

Nice butt, was her first thought, as, muscular and tight and hugged by a pair of well-worn jeans, the butt in question moved into her line of vision. Not that she was into noticing men’s butts. Not anymore. Since her divorce she’d felt more like kicking them than drooling over them, nice or not. The state of the butt was merely a fleeting observation, made in passing, as the beam of her flashlight locked onto a man on all fours backing out of the crawl space beneath the front porch of her grandmother’s house. Correction, her house now. Her grandmother had been dead for more than three years, and the turreted Victorian mansion, which Carly had inherited, had been empty since Miss Virgie Smith, who’d been renting the place, had moved into an assisted-living home in Atlanta two months before. By all rights it should have been empty still. As in, no one living there, no one home, no one crawling out from beneath the dilapidated porch. Typical of the way her luck had been running lately that it was not.

Freezing in her tracks, her flashlight still trained on the baffling butt, Carly considered her options.

“Christ almighty, is that a burglar?” Sandra whispered, stopping dead beside her. Five foot ten in her bare feet, admitting to 250 pounds (which was sort of like five-foot, two-inch Carly admitting to 100, a nice lie that was quite a few pounds south of the truth), black and proud, Sandra possessed a truly formidable physical presence that should have provided some comfort under the circumstances. Unfortunately, Carly was all too well aware that beneath her employee/business partner/good friend’s intimidating exterior lurked the soul of a Martha Stewart. And not a kick-ass Martha Stewart either. A soft and cuddly Martha Stewart. A Martha Stewart whose fight or flight instinct was irretrievably set on flight.

“We don’t have burglars in Benton,” Carly whispered back, nearly dropping the flashlight as she fumbled desperately to turn it off before the beam could give their presence away. Scant seconds after she succeeded, the man’s shoulders emerged from the blackness underneath the porch, followed in due and predictable course by his head.

“Then who is he?” Sandra sounded unconvinced. The cardboard moving box full of pots and pans that she’d been carrying now rested at her feet. Carly had been so focused on the man that she hadn’t even realized Sandra had set her precious cooking utensils down in the wet grass. Her own less docile cargo squirmed indignantly in her arms. Hugo hated to be carried; he considered it beneath his dignity. Carly tightened her hold on the huge Himalayan cat and prayed he wouldn’t let out an untimely yowl.

“A plumber? The Orkin man? How the heck should I know?”

The night was humid and airless in the aftermath of the fierce summer storm that had just passed. A wet earthy smell that Carly always associated with rainy nights in Georgia hung in the air. Still-dripping leaves and eaves combined with the piccolo piping of a host of unseen tree frogs to cover their whispered conversation. From behind shifting clouds a pale sickle moon appeared, providing just enough light to enable Carly to see the tall form of the intruder come lithely to his feet.

In one hand, its ominous shape unmistakable despite the darkness, he held an evil-looking black pistol.

“That’s it. I’m calling nine-one-one.” Sandra rooted in the bright plastic tote bag that served as her purse and came up with her cell phone, which she flipped open.

“We don’t have nine-one-one service in Benton.”

“Shee-it.” Sandra stopped punching numbers, closed the phone and rolled her eyes at Carly. “You got anything in Benton besides spooky old houses and scary men with guns?”

“We have a McDonald’s. And a Pizza Hut.” Both were recent arrivals of which her small hometown’s chamber of commerce was justly proud.

“Oh, that’s great. How about I just go ahead and call one of them?” Sandra shook her head in disgust. “I don’t want to eat, fool. I want to be saved from the man with the gun. What about a fire department? They save cats from trees.”

“In Benton if we need help we call the state police. Or the sheriff.”

“Number?” Sandra flipped open her phone again.

“No clue.”

They were backing away as they spoke. Carly moved carefully, mindful of lurking tree roots, her sneakers sliding a little on the slippery ground, her eyes never leaving the maybe-burglar. Clearly unaware of their presence, he stood with his back to them, seeming to focus on the huge dark shape that was the barn, which was just visible behind the house. The yard was as neglected as the rest of the property, the grass and bushes overgrown, the leaves unraked from the previous fall, which made the footing even trickier, especially since they were moving downhill. Situated at the western edge of town atop a wooded knoll some distance from its nearest neighbor, the Beadle Mansion, as the house was known thanks to its original owner, did not even possess its own driveway. Their vehicle, a bright orange U-Haul, which they had driven straight through from Chicago, was parked beside the narrow blacktop road that curled around the base of the hill. Reaching it without alerting the man to their presence should be doable. Getting inside and driving away without being spotted was a whole nother basket of bread rolls.

Sandra’s cell phone snapped shut with a tiny sound that spoke of pure disgust. The man started walking away from them toward the corner of the house as if he might be headed for the barn. Carly stuck the flashlight into the front pocket of her jeans and tightened her grip on Hugo, who growled in protest. Poor cat, he hadn’t liked the trip, he hadn’t liked the rain, and he never liked being held against his will. He was going to like what was coming next less than all of it put together. In preparation, the fingers of her left hand locked around his front legs like kitty handcuffs, and her right forearm, on which his squirmy twenty-pound bulk rested, clamped him like a hotly contested football against her side.

Ready now, Carly glanced at Sandra. “I don’t know about you, but I vote we get while the getting’s good.”

“I hear you.”

Before they could execute the required about-face, a totally unexpected sound shattered the peace of the night. Loud as a siren, it seemed to go off right in their faces; both women jumped about three feet in the air. Under the circumstances, the shrilling tones were a little less welcome than a cloud of angry yellowjackets. Aghast, Carly realized even as her feet touched down again that the noise seemed to be coming from Sandra. Or, to be more precise, from Sandra’s phone.

“Shut it up! Turn it off!” Carly instinctively grabbed for the electronic traitor even as Sandra, staring down at the shrieking thing in her hand with as much horror as if it had suddenly morphed into a writhing snake, flipped it open and started punching buttons in a frantic effort to comply. Carly’s grab dislodged the phone. It somersaulted through the air to land smack at her own feet. From its new location it emitted another of its hideous blasts. Then another. And another. Frozen to the spot, she was too rattled to do anything except stare at it with dropped jaw and saucer eyes.

“Who’s there?” The challenge, issued in a raised voice, held a menacing note, and it snapped Carly’s appalled gaze up again. The man was no longer walking away. Though the darkness obscured much about his appearance, it was clear that he had turned around. In fact, though she and Sandra were now at least a quarter of the way back down the slope and partially concealed by soggy foliage, he seemed to be looking in their direction—damn that stupid phone anyway!—and the hand holding the gun was definitely in motion. It was rising. More to the point, the gun was rising with it—and it was turning their way.

Carly’s stomach dropped like a broken elevator.

“Shit,” Sandra said, summing up the situation perfectly. As one, the two of them pivoted and bolted for the U-Haul.

“Hold it right there!”

The command slowed neither Carly nor Sandra by so much as a whisker. Heart pumping a mile a minute, hanging on to a now-struggling Hugo for all she was worth, Carly ran for her life. Sandra, arms and legs moving like pistons, her black leggings and oversized black tee shirt making her little more than a rapidly vanishing blur as she tore down the hill, shot past her, opening a commanding lead.

Who knew? Carly lost focus long enough to marvel that normally indolent Sandra had it in her to move that fast. Then she thrust the thought aside, and put heart and soul into saving herself and her ungrateful cat. In other words, she tightened her death grip on writhing, clawing Hugo, put her head down, and ran.

Was he coming after them? Even as she ducked low-hanging branches and slithered on slimy moss, the prospect sent icy prickles down Carly’s spine. Worse, was he staying put, but taking careful aim as a prelude to shooting one of them in the back? Which, given the way her life had been going lately, would be her, of course. Thanks to Sandra’s unexpected burst of speed, she was closer to the prospective shooter, and in her jeans and yellow tee shirt undoubtedly a far more visible target. Carly cringed as she tried not to imagine what it would feel like to have her spine drilled by a bullet.

“You there! Stop!”

Not in this life. Gasping for breath, Carly ran faster. Her heart pounded as if it were determined to beat its way out of her chest. Blood thundered in her ears. The shout had sounded closer—hadn’t it? Where was he? Were those his footsteps she heard thudding behind her now that the damned telltale phone had finally stopped ringing? Or was it her own pulse pounding?

Unable to resist a lightning glance back that showed her exactly nothing except a whole lot of night, she stumbled over a root. She’d felt the flashlight being jarred looser and looser with every step; now it fell, hitting the ground beside her feet. It rolled, she stepped on it, and suddenly she was about as stable as a hog on ice. Hugo, taking despicable advantage of the situation, chose that moment to push off against her side with a powerful thrust of his hind legs. Thrown even more off balance, she snatched after him and came up empty. Plumy white tail waving triumphantly, he shot away from her.

“Hu—oomph!”

Windmilling, calling after Hugo, she never even heard it coming: something hit her from behind with the force of a speeding truck. Slamming nose first into the soggy ground at the foot of a stand of dripping live oaks, she realized that she had been tackled.

By the man with the gun. His arms locked around her hips, his head thudded like a dropped bowling ball into the curve of her back, and the crushing weight of his torso pinned her legs to the ground.

Carly screamed. Well, squeaked was more like it, because right at that moment she couldn’t draw enough breath into her flattened lungs for an honest-to-God scream. Her flight or fight instinct, now that flight had been so rudely eliminated, switched to fight in an instant. Fueled by adrenaline, she twisted violently onto her back and in the process almost succeeded in dislodging him. Almost was the operative word, though, and it wasn’t enough. A hard-breathing, featureless shadow in the dark beneath the trees, he grabbed her again before she could wriggle away. Locking one hand in her waistband, he gave an almighty yank. Thank God the metal button held; snug to begin with—she had never thought she’d live to be grateful for having gained seven pounds from the stress of the divorce—the jeans didn’t budge. But she did. Her whole body slid several inches in the wrong direction, and suddenly his head was at the approximate level of her crotch. She was excruciatingly aware of his hand, warm and rough as it slid across the silky bare skin of her stomach. A wave of horror hit her; it didn’t take a genius to figure out what he had in mind.

“No, no, no!” Carly went into a frenzy, beating at his head and shoulders with her fists, ramming her knees into his chest, digging her heels into the rain-softened earth. She had borne much over the last few months, but she couldn’t bear this. She had to get away, had to get away, had to get away. . . .

“Let me go! You let me go! Help! Sandra! Somebody!”

The volume of her gasping cries would have shamed a cornered mouse, she realized with despair. He said something, the tone of it harsh and guttural, but she was beyond making sense of mere words. Her heart pounded so hard that it could have been playing drummer for Ozzy Osbourne. Her throat was dry as cat kibble. Terror tasted like aluminum foil in her mouth. She was facing rape, death, probably both together, and she didn’t know why she was even surprised. Her life had been in the toilet for at least the last two years, and every time she thought things couldn’t get worse it took a header into an even deeper, smellier part of the pit. But this—this was crossing the line. It was too much. It was the proverbial straw that broke the poor, pathetic, long-suffering camel’s back. God or fate or whoever was running the circus up there was hereby put on notice: Carly Linton was mad as hell, and she wasn’t going to take it anymore.

Summoning her last reserves of strength and determination, she channeled her inner Mike Tyson and contorted like a pretzel as she went for his ear with her teeth. He dodged in the nick of time, and what she got for her efforts was a head-butt to the nose. Falling back, eyes watering with pain, she changed channels but continued to fight. The slippery wetness of the ground beneath them helped her, hindered him. Wriggling like a worm on a hook, kicking at him, finally using the fortuitous contact of her foot against his shoulder as impetus, she managed to get free, and swarmed backward in a frantic belly-up crawl. He surged after her, grabbing her around the knees. At this recapture she screamed like a steam whistle—thank God her lungs were functioning at full capacity again!—and yanked one leg free, kicking him as hard as she could in the head.

“Goddammit,” he roared, rearing up with a shake of his head. Before she could react he lunged forward again and dropped on top of her, flattening her beneath him. The breath went out of her with the force of a blown tire. Sprawled and winded, she bucked feebly in an effort to throw him off. Fully atop her now, he was too heavy to budge. Her right hand was pinned between their bodies—useless. Even as she tried to yank it free, she abandoned Iron Mike in favor of Catwoman and went for his eyes with her free hand, fingers curved, nails ready. She was not going to go gentle into that good night—or whatever else this thug had in mind for her.

“Scratch me, and I’ll make you sorry you were ever born,” he snarled, locking a hand around her wrist in midair and bringing it into forceful contact with the wet ground, where he pinned it. She was all but immobile now, but still she refused to give up. With the thumb and forefinger of her trapped hand she managed to get in a vicious pinch to the meaty part of his chest. He yelped and delved between them for her other hand. Resisting, she bucked and screamed again, right in his face.

Their battle had taken them out of the oaks’ shadow into the open. The moonlight fell on his face, and as he grimaced in the wake of her air-horn-worthy blast, she got her first good look at him. Her eyes widened, her jaw dropped, and just like that the fight went out of her. Lying sprawled beneath her attacker’s approximately two-hundred-pound weight, she felt oddly boneless, and realized that this was what it meant to be limp with relief.

“Matt Converse, what do you think you’re doing?” she demanded furiously.

He froze. His eyes met hers, and his brows snapped together.

“Carly?” He sounded doubtful.

“Yes, Carly.” There was bite to her voice. Even as she sucked in a much-needed breath, memories of the last time she’d lain beneath him like this rushed back at her, about as welcome as a rubber check.

“Jesus, you’ve got boobs.”

His hand, with hers flattened beneath it, rested partly on top of her right one. She could feel his fingers flexing, gauging the curve of her breast. She yanked her hand free—and he copped a feel. Last time his hand had been wrapped around her breast she’d barely filled an A cup. Now she was a lush and lovely C, thanks to years of exercises and creams and good living and—all right, about five thousand dollars’ worth of implants. Not that she meant to tell him that.

“Yeah, well, boobs happen.” She glowered at him. Lucky for him his hand had slid on out from between them or she would have slapped him into next week. She owed him a slap. Had owed him for twelve years. She was practically itching to pay up.

“And you’re blond.” He was sounding mildly stupefied. His gaze was on her shoulder-length, stick-straight, stylishly choppy platinum blond hair. Its natural state was a wildly curly mouse brown, as he well knew.

“Blond happens too. Want to get off me now? At least, I’m assuming the rape’s off, since it turns out we know each other.”

“Rape?” He snorted. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Is that what you thought?”

“You know, I don’t know why, but when some guy tackles me in the dark and starts feeling me up, rape tends to be one of the possibilities that enters my mind.”

Her words dripped sarcasm. His mouth quirked into the slightest of smiles.

“Curls, is that really you?” Seemingly in no hurry to move, he propped himself up on his elbows as the nickname he’d bestowed on her years before took her back to places she didn’t want to go. With his dead weight still pinning her to the ground, he did a quick visual inventory of each feature. It galled her to realize that any claim to beauty she might under better circumstances have possessed had been done in by an unfortunate combination of the weather, the lateness of the hour, the marathon drive she’d just endured, and her lingering depression over the implosion of her entire, carefully constructed life. Since she’d been driving, she’d washed her face with plain old liquid rest-room soap and water at the last pit stop in an effort to keep awake, which meant she had no defenses left. What he was seeing was her face just as he no doubt remembered it: the same unadorned blue eyes, the same freckled and sure-to-be-shiny snub nose, the same too-wide, bare-except-for-Chapstick mouth. Her face, without blush to shape it, was still more round than oval, her neglected eyebrows were once again well on their way to reverting to unibrow mode, and, in a complete antithesis of the woman she’d become over the last dozen years, not a trace of tinted moisturizer remained on her face to stand between him and the unvarnished truth. This circumstance did not make her feel any more kindly toward him; in fact, it increased the vitriol factor about a hundredfold. As their eyes met again, she scowled. In response, his smile widened into a full-fledged grin.

“Baby, you’ve changed. And not just with the boobs and the hair. Way back when, you used to be sweet.”

The teasing infuriated her all over again. If he had forgotten the most recent chapter in the history of their acquaintance, she had not.

“Way back when, I used to be a lot of things—like stupid. Very, very stupid. Now get off—”

She never finished. A copper-bottomed saucepan interrupted her as it came swooping out of the darkness like a navigation-impaired bat to crash with a sickening thunk into the back of his head.
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“DAMN IT!” Matt yelled, grabbing his head and rolling.

“Run, Carly!” Brandishing the saucepan, Sandra was dancing around in the darkness as if someone had poured hot coals into her shoes. “Don’t you move. I’ll hit you again,” she said threateningly to Matt as he started to sit up. “See if I don’t. I’ll hit you again.”

“Sandra, no!” Carly shrieked as Matt, cursing, arms wrapped around his head, sat up beside her anyway and the saucepan swooped down again. Matt ducked just in time. The pan’s copper bottom flashed harmlessly past his cowering shoulder. “He’s a friend.”

Although friend wasn’t quite the right word to describe the role Matt had played in her life. And it certainly didn’t cover her feelings for him now. The lonely little girl who had hero-worshiped the three-years-older boy was long gone. She had grown up, and in the process had painfully discovered that the swaggering black-haired youth she’d thought hung the moon was just one more in a long line of untrustworthy male rats.

“What?” Sandra looked at her, hesitating, the saucepan poised for another swing.

Matt dared an upward glance and grabbed it, yanking it away from Sandra with a disgusted sound.

“Whoops,” Sandra said, backing away.

“It’s okay.” Carly scrambled to her feet. She felt a little shaky from the aborted battle, and her entire back side from her shoulders to her knees was damp, but as she looked down at Matt sitting on the ground with the saucepan beside him and his long fingers gingerly exploring the back of his head, a smile began to tug at the corners of her mouth. “He’s stupid but harmless. Sandra, meet Matt Converse. Matt, this is Sandra Kaminski.”

“Uh, pleased to meet you,” Sandra said, nervously eyeing Matt.

Still feeling the back of his head, where presumably a good-sized bump was beginning to make itself felt, Matt glanced up. Carly’s smile widened at the look on his face. She discovered that she really, truly liked the idea of that bump.

“Wish I could say the same.” Matt’s tone was sour; his hand dropped away from his head. He got to his feet, hanging on to the saucepan and grimacing. “You shouldn’t go around hitting people like that. You can get yourself in a lot of trouble that way.”

“Sorry,” Sandra offered weakly, keeping a safe distance between them.

Carly intervened with unconcealed enjoyment. “Hey, she thought she was saving me from a rapist or murderer or something. It was really brave of her to hit you over the head. Thank you, Sandra.”

“You’re welcome,” Sandra said, sounding happier.

Matt’s gaze swung to Carly, who deliberately widened her Cheshire cat grin for his benefit.

“Think it’s funny, do you?”

“Well-deserved, was more what I had in mind.”

“Oh, yeah?” He considered Carly for a moment without speaking. It was too dark for her to read his eyes, but it wasn’t hard to guess what was on his mind: the same thing that was on hers. The air between them all but crackled with their mutual memory of the last time they’d been together. She’d been a shy and socially backward eighteen, it had been the night of her senior prom, and he, the handsome twenty-one-year-old hell-raiser that all the other, more popular girls drooled over, had been her date. That night of glory had ended with her losing her virginity to him. She hadn’t had to lose her heart, he’d owned it for years. She hadn’t seen him to speak to since. The son of a bitch.

“Am I wrong, or do I detect some hostility here?”

“Ya think?” Hostility wasn’t the word. She could feel her skin prickling with burgeoning antagonism. That whole, agonizing summer after she had given him her all, he had avoided her as if she had a communicable disease. The glimpses she’d caught of him had been rare and at a distance, like Bigfoot sightings. For years before then he’d come around almost daily, teasing her and advising her and in general treating her like a favorite little sister as he’d worked around her grandmother’s house, and then, after her not-so-secret crush had found its ultimate expression in the backseat of his beat-up Chevy Impala, he’d dropped her like a wormy apple. He’d broken her heart, shattered her self-esteem, and given her her first taste of the true nature of the male beast: slimeballs, the lot of them.

“Jesus, Curls, it’s been twelve years. You ever hear of forgive and forget?”

The nickname was too much. Carly gave him a huge, blatantly false smile.

“Hey, Matt?” She flipped him the bird. “Go to hell.”

Matt blinked, then shook his head at her. “Ah-ah. Your grandmother’s probably spinning in her grave right now. How many times did I hear her say, I don’t care what the other girls are doing, I’m raising you to be a lady? Too many to count. And there you go again, letting her down.”

Both Carly’s hands clenched into impotent fists. “Like I said, go to hell.”

“I thought you said he was a friend,” Sandra said uneasily, looking from one to the other.

Carly glanced at her. “I lied.”

Matt gave a grunt that could have meant anything. Carly’s gaze swung back to him. For a moment the two of them exchanged blistering looks. Then Matt shrugged.

“Fine. Have it your own way. You want to hold on to a twelve-year-old grudge, it’s all right by me. What are you doing here, anyway?”

“I own this place now. Why shouldn’t I be here? The real question is, what are you doing here? Don’t tell me you’re sleeping under porches now.”

That last, uttered in the nastiest tone she could muster, was a low blow, and she knew it. It referred to his hand-to-mouth existence as a child, when he and his mother and three younger sisters had moved from trailer park to rented room to apartment to rented house with numbing frequency, depending on whether they had managed to scrape together the money to pay that month’s rent. Once Matt had gotten old enough to get a job—at eleven, he’d been mowing grass and pulling weeds for her grandmother the summer she’d first met him—things had been better, and eventually the family had managed to spend a couple of years in the same small house, where, for all she knew, they lived still. Matt had always been prickly on the subject of his family’s poverty, and she had always gone out of her way not to offend his sensitive male pride. He, on the other hand, had ultimately shown no such consideration for her sensitive female heart. Such one-way relationships were the story of her life, and she was sick and tired of it. The days of Carly the doormat were gone for good. A new chapter in her life had just dawned.

Call it Carly Linton: No more Mr. Nice Guy. Or girl. Or whatever. The key point was, she was sick and tired of being nice. If she had learned just one thing in her life, it was this: Nice girls get the shaft.

Matt’s eyes narrowed at her. He recognized her verbal thrust for what it was, of course. He’d always been good at divining what she was thinking.

“I got a call about a possible prowler around your grandmother’s house. I was checking it out.” There was the briefest of pauses. “I’m the sheriff now.”

For a moment Carly simply stared at him, wondering if she’d heard him aright. The Matt Converse she’d known had been a hard-partying, motorcycle-riding hellion who’d been right at the top of the town’s list of native sons most likely to end up on death row. The product of the union of a tiny spitfire of a Mexican mother and a tall, blond, eye-catchingly handsome but shiftless itinerant worker who had ambled in and out of her life as the seasons and his whims dictated, Matt had been earmarked by the town as a potential troublemaker almost from the moment of his birth. His appearance, which combined his mother’s Hispanic coloring with his father’s height and good looks to devastating effect, had attracted attention early on. His awareness of local opinion and his defiant determination to live up to it as a boy and his increasingly bad-ass behavior as a teen and young adult had meant that too much attention flowing his way wasn’t a good thing. The fact that he’d been a reliable employee, a good son and brother, and a dependable friend to Carly and a few others was known to only a limited group. The rest of the town had taken his wrong-side-of-the-tracks toughness at face value, and treated him with the kind of wary watchfulness generally reserved for a rumbling volcano.

“You’re joking, right?”

“Nope.”

Her eyes swept him. It was dark, but not so dark that she couldn’t tell that besides the jeans, his attire consisted of a plain old white tee shirt and sneakers. She also couldn’t help noting that he hadn’t changed a bit in appearance. Oh, maybe his black hair was shorter and he was a little taller, certainly a whole lot broader about the shoulders and chest, but he was basically still the same old too-handsome-for-his-own-good Matt. Not that she cared. In the aftermath of that long-ago night in the steamy closeness of his backseat, she’d been inoculated against his looks but good.

“You’re not wearing a uniform.” Not that she actually thought he was lying or anything, but. . .

His eyes narrowed at her. “It’s after midnight, in case you haven’t noticed. I’m off duty. Mrs. Naylor, who you might recall is the nearest neighbor, called me at home.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, which he flipped open. “Want to see my badge?”

His tone told her that he really had one, but still Carly looked. Sure enough, there it was, all shiny and silver and official. Unbelievable. Her gaze rose to meet his. For a moment their eyes locked and held.

Then she gave a hoot of derisive laughter. “That’s hilarious.”

As he returned the wallet to his pocket his lips compressed.

“Yeah, I guess it is. Just about as hilarious as you with boobs and blond hair. Anyway, I walked around the place and didn’t see anything. If I missed somebody and you happen to come across him, you can always have your friend here hold him at bay with her pan while you give me a call.” He handed Sandra the saucepan and turned as if to leave, then glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh, by the way, the electricity’s off. A wire’s down a couple miles up the road.”

There was something in his voice that told Carly he really enjoyed telling her that.

“Hey, hold on just a minute. You don’t want to go leaving us here all alone,” Sandra called after Matt with some alarm as he started to walk away. Carly looked daggers at Sandra. Even if she’d known for sure that an anemic Count Dracula was waiting for them up at the house, Carly would have been boiled in oil before she said a word to keep Matt from leaving. Sandra turned to Carly appealingly. “Maybe we should just go to a hotel or something and come back in the morning. I don’t do scary old houses with prowlers and no electricity. Not in the middle of the night, I don’t.”

“There is no hotel in Benton, remember?” Carly said through her teeth as Matt stopped walking and turned around, his body language making it as clear as a shout that in the war between personal inclination and professional duty, professional duty was winning out by just about a hair. She wasn’t particularly thrilled about braving the house under the circumstances either, but they didn’t have any other choice. The lack of a hotel in Benton was the whole point behind their business plan, which was to turn her grandmother’s house into a bed-and-breakfast. Located near what was becoming known in touristy circles as the antebellum trail, Benton was a growing community of some 3,800 souls with a burgeoning identity as a source for quality crafts and antiques. Boutique-like shops were springing up like dandelions throughout the small downtown area. There was ample opportunity for fishing and golf nearby, a new Honda plant not ten miles to the south drew visitors, and Savannah was little more than an hour’s drive away. There’d once been a run-down motel out near the expressway turnoff, but it had gone out of business a number of years before. Thanks to the recent openings of McDonald’s and Pizza Hut, which Carly viewed as proof of her business plan’s workability, Benton now boasted a modest selection of restaurants, but there was currently no place for a visitor to spend the night. Their proposed bed-and-breakfast was meant to fill that need.

“Oh, yeah.” Sounding unhappy, Sandra clutched her pan to her chest like a scared child with a favorite teddy bear. “I knew that.”

“So it’s either the house, another hour or so on the road, or the U-Haul,” Carly said inexorably. “And I don’t know about you, but I refuse to drive any farther or sleep in the U-Haul. The air conditioner broke about the time we crossed the Georgia state line, remember? And there’s only the one seat. We’re better off in the house. At least we’ll have beds. Besides, the electricity will come back on, and if there really was somebody prowling around, you can bet your bottom dollar it was a couple of teenagers looking for a place to get up to no good or a drunk needing a place to sleep it off. That’s the only kind of prowler we ever get in Benton.”

“Uh-huh,” Sandra said, transparently unconvinced.

Exasperated, Carly glanced at Matt. The least he could do was corroborate what he knew was the truth.

“You came in a U-Haul?” Forget backing her up. Matt didn’t even seem to be listening. Instead, he was looking down the slope toward the road. Following his gaze, Carly saw that the blocky orange truck was just visible through the thick foliage. The sight of it seemed to answer his question, because he glanced at her without waiting for an answer. “You moving stuff in or out?”

“In.” And that was all he needed to know. She wasn’t about to share her plans with Matt. Her life was strictly not his business.

“We’re going to open a bed-and-breakfast,” Sandra volunteered. Carly cast her a shut up–or-die look that Sandra apparently missed completely, because she kept on talking. “We’re going to call it The Inn at Beadle Mansion.”

“The two of you?” Matt looked at Carly. “What about your rich lawyer husband? You leave him behind in Chicago?”

So he’d known where she was, that she was married and what John did for a living. Carly was disgusted to feel a weird little flutter in the pit of her stomach. It must be a residual thing—she was so over Matt. The dirty rotten son of a bitch.

“I got a divorce,” she said shortly.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Carly said in a you-want-to-make-something-of-it? tone.

Matt folded his arms over his chest and studied her. “You know, Curls, you’ve developed an attitude since you’ve been gone. You really ought to think about losing it. It’s not attractive.”

“Drop dead,” Carly said. “And get lost. We don’t need your help. If you get your kicks playing big bad sheriff now, go do it somewhere else. I’m not impressed.”

She turned on her heel and started walking toward the house, calling Hugo as she went.

“Hey, babe, works for me.” Matt turned just as abruptly and headed in the opposite direction, his long strides eating up the ground.

“Shit,” Sandra said, and from the corner of her eye Carly saw that she was looking from one to the other of them as the distance between them rapidly widened. After a brief attack of apparent indecision, she hurried after Carly. Carly felt some of the tension in her shoulders ease. For a moment there she hadn’t been completely sure which combatant Sandra would follow.

The truth was, she really didn’t want to tackle the house alone right now.

“What did you go and do that for?” Sandra wailed as she caught up.

Carly cast her a sideways glance. “Because he’s a jerk. Pond scum. Human waste. Hugo. Here, kitty, kitty.”

It was a measure of her jazzed-up emotional state that she even bothered with the here, kitty, kitty bit. Hugo never answered to it. That was another thing he considered beneath his dignity.

“But he’s the sheriff. He has a gun. And your grandma’s house has me really creeped out now. Would it have killed you to have let him come up with us and check it out?”

“Yes,” Carly said, not mincing matters. “Hugo!”

“So what do we do if we run into the prowler?”

Carly practically ground her teeth. “I already told you; we don’t get prowlers in Benton. Not real ones, anyway. This is a little town, not Chicago.”

Sandra snorted. “Can anyone here say, ‘famous last words’?”

“If you’re scared, why’d you come with me? You could have followed him back down to the road, and waited in the U-Haul. Or even gone with him. I’m sure he would have taken you anywhere you wanted to go, if for no other reason than just for the pleasure of aggravating me.”

“I thought about it,” Sandra admitted, sounding annoyingly guilt-free as she confessed to base thoughts of betrayal and desertion. “But there’s a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ve gotta pee.”

Carly rolled her eyes. Traveling with Sandra, she had learned things about her that she had previously never known, or wanted to know. Such as the fact that she always had to pee. Of course, as the owner of the Treehouse restaurant, where Sandra had worked as a cook, she’d never thought to monitor her genius of the kitchen’s trips to the john. Sandra had to go approximately every fifteen minutes; if they’d missed a rest area between Chicago and Benton, it was only because Sandra hadn’t seen it.

“Oh, my God. You must have a bladder the size of a walnut. Hugo!”

“You know what? You’re starting to sound just like my exhusband.”

Great. Now Sandra was getting huffy. Carly cast her eyes heavenward. “I apologize, okay? There’s a bathroom right inside the house. As soon as I get the front door open, it’s all yours.”

They were nearing the house now. Carly spied the box of cooking utensils Sandra had jettisoned earlier. “I’ll grab these,” she said, detouring to pick up the box. “Do you see your phone anywhere?”

“Nope. I dropped my purse, too.” Following her, Sandra, with a gathering frown, turned to look back the way they had come.

“We’ll find them in the morning.” No way was she up to launching a major search and recovery effort now, not after all they’d been through. Her nerves were shot, her temper was roused, her cat was missing and she was so tired she felt like she could drop where she stood.

“Yeah.” Sandra apparently felt much the same way. Beyond giving a couple of futile kicks at the tall wet grass, she made no real effort to look for her lost belongings. “Stupid phones never ring when you want them to.”

“Ain’t it the truth.”

Conducting her own quick visual search of the area with no result, Carly spared a moment of regret for her lost flashlight. Looking for it was an option, but given the way the thing had rolled and how dark it was, the chance of success seemed remote. Besides, she knew the inside of her grandmother’s house like the back of her hand. Once she was inside, they’d have light in maybe five minutes tops. As power outages were a not infrequent problem in this largely rural part of Georgia, candles and matches always had been kept in the huge china cabinet in the dining room. It would be ridiculous to let herself be driven away by a little thing like no electricity after having traveled so far. Besides, it was starting to sprinkle, and they were a lot closer to the house than the U-Haul. All that was needed to make her night complete was to get soaked by the kind of sudden downpour that was a summer-in-Georgia staple.

And if by some chance Matt should be still hanging around, she’d be damned if she’d turn tail and give him reason to laugh at her expense.

She was so not afraid to go inside what was now her own house just because Matt claimed that there’d been a report of a prowler and it just happened to be after midnight and really, really dark.

A fat plop of water landed on her nose. Carly looked up, grimacing. It was official; her night was complete. Raindrops were definitely falling on her head. If she didn’t get inside soon, her carefully straightened hair would start to curl into its natural state again. Until she’d learned the fine art of combining straightening gel and the blow-dryer, she’d been the victim of fat sausage ringlets that had made her look like a skinny, way-less-cute Shirley Temple and had led to Matt calling her Curls. In and of itself, she’d hated the nickname, but she had adored the boy who had bestowed it on her and thus had accepted it without protest. He’d used it teasingly, affectionately, throughout her girlhood, and she, who’d been starved for attention and affection, had hugged it to her nonexistent bosom as a sign that she was special to him.

He’d called her that on the night of the prom right before they had kissed for the first time and she had melted into a quivering bundle of crazy-in-love hormones in his arms. He’d called her that again, for the last time before their encounter tonight, on the morning after the prom, when he had walked her to the door of her grandmother’s house just as the sun had begun peeping over the horizon.

“See you later, Curls,” he’d said, cupping her face in his lean hands and dropping a quick but heart-stoppingly tender kiss on her mouth.

She had read all sorts of promises into that. But, mindful that her grandmother rose with the roosters and might well be marching militantly toward the porch in her housecoat at that very moment to send him on his way, she had merely smiled up at him.

“ ’Night, Matt,” she’d said. Then she’d turned away and gone inside the house.

Glowing. In love. Sure that he was The One, her soul mate, destined to be at her side for the rest of her life.

The no good dirty rotten son of a bitch.

Scowling at the memory, Carly thrust it forcefully from her mind and started walking again, a little faster this time, looking under bushes and up trees and behind clumps of drooping, rain-heavy flowers as she went. A pampered only pet, Hugo surely wouldn’t have gone far. Although being lost was actually no more than he deserved. She could still feel the imprint of his claws in her side.

“Hugo. Damn it, get your furry buns over here. If you think I’m going to spend the rest of the night searching for you, you’re sadly mistaken.”

“I may have to pee a lot, but at least I don’t swear at my cat,” Sandra said, falling in beside her. “Anyway, there he is.”

Carly followed Sandra’s gaze to find Hugo sitting high and dry on the porch. His white coat made him easy to spot. Carly heaved a sigh of relief. Losing Hugo would have fallen into the category of Too Much. Clearly unconcerned about having lost her, he was having a leisurely bath. Which, besides sleeping and eating, was basically how he spent most of his time. For cats as well as people, bright white outerwear required a lot of maintenance.

“Come on,” Carly said wearily, and led the way up the steps. Trimmed in peeling gingerbread and supported by half a dozen slender posts, the porch ran the entire length of the front of the house. Hugo, with a luxurious stretch, rose to greet her. Carly cast him a withering glance and walked on past. With Hugo as well as Sandra trailing her now, she set the box down on the wicker settee that had taken pride of place against the center of the white clapboard wall for as long as she could remember, opened the creaky screen door and fumbled to fit the key into the old-fashioned lock. Beyond the small, leaded glass insert set at eye level in the ornate oak door, the house looked dark as a cave. Turning the key, Carly opened the door. The scent of the house rushed out to greet her. Stuffy from being shut up for weeks with its window units off, it nonetheless smelled just as it always had: old, with a hint of lemon furniture polish and the faintest underlying note of mustiness. Stepping inside, she wrinkled her brow and thought, Something’s missing. Then she realized what it was: her grandmother had always kept sachets of dried verbena tucked away in every room. The smell of verbena was gone.

A wave of nostalgia hit her: She missed it. She missed her grandmother. She missed being a child in this house.

“So where’s the bathroom?”

Sandra was practically breathing down her neck. Hugo darted between her legs to disappear into the darkness with a wave of his tail. Beyond the porch, rain began to fall in shining silver sheets. From deep inside the house, she could hear a faint plop, plop. Some things never changed: The ancient tin roof had clearly sprung yet another leak.

Forget nostalgia, Carly thought with a grimace. Present circumstances were almost more than she could handle.

Just to make sure Matt had been telling her the truth, she flipped the light switch by the door. Nothing happened.

“This way,” she said to Sandra, surprised that her voice was scarcely louder than a whisper as she headed down the dark center hall. The hush of the house seemed to call for quiet. As if something inside lay sleeping and shouldn’t be disturbed—which was ludicrous, of course, and could be chalked up to too much imagination coupled with too many Stephen King books. Shaking off the feeling, she continued on, but left the front door standing wide open behind them. For the light it admitted, of course, and definitely not as a possible escape route. Granted, the light in question was gray and meager, but it was way better than no light at all.

As for the soft roar of the rain, it was soothing, not spooky, just like the sudden rush of cool air that blew through the screen was refreshing rather than ghostly.

So there.

“The bathroom’s behind that door,” she said, deliberately using her normal voice and pointing. Fortunately for the health and well-being of Sandra’s bladder, the door happened to be just inside the wedge of grayness cast by the open front door, because she was fairly sure that Sandra, who was edging cautiously along in her wake, would have balked at going any farther. The darkness turned black as the inside of a cauldron just a few steps beyond the bathroom door.

“Shh! Do you have to talk so loud?”

The house’s atmosphere was clearly getting to Sandra, too. Big surprise. Sandra had freely admitted to being creeped out while they were still outside on the comparatively unatmospheric lawn. If truth were told, right at that particular moment Carly might be experiencing some of those same chickenhearted pangs herself, but as their little expedition’s fearless leader she refused to give in to them. She wasn’t about to allow herself to be afraid of what was now her own house.

Her own pitch-dark spooky house.

A sharp click just behind her made her jump almost out of her shoes.

“Ouch! Crap. How’m I supposed to pee in the dark? I can’t even find the toilet.”

Having turned into the bathroom while Carly ventured ahead, Sandra had shut the door. That was the sound she had heard, Carly realized. She sagged with relief, then caught herself up and deliberately stiffened her spine. Leaving Sandra to her own devices, she headed around the wide staircase and moved cautiously toward the dining room. It was next to the kitchen at the back of the house, through a set of pocket doors that opened off the hall. Feeling her way along, she discovered by touch that the doors were open. It was so dark, here in the bowels of the house, that she literally couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. Her grandmother had favored heavy velvet draperies on all the windows. They were closed now, shutting out the faintest hope that any stray sliver of grayness might light her way.

It was the absolute darkness that was making her imagine things, Carly decided as she moved with increasingly tentative steps around the perimeter of the large dining room toward where the china cabinet had always stood against the far wall. Like the feeling that she was being watched. Like the faint, hard to place but somehow off-putting smell. Like the sudden rustling sound that seemed unnaturally loud in the darkness, as if a movement had been made by an unseen somebody or something, and quickly stilled.

Carly froze, peering blindly in the direction from which the sound had come. That part was not her imagination. She had definitely heard something move. For a moment she stood motionless as her heart accelerated like a race car’s engine.

She was not alone. She was sure of it. Someone, something, was there with her in the dark.

Before she could totally hyperventilate, an imperative-sounding meow snatched her back from Jason/Freddy/Michael Myers land. With a rush of half-shamed relief, she realized just who was there in the dining room with her: Hugo, of course. His were the eyes she felt tracking her through the darkness. His fur was probably damp, accounting for the elusively familiar smell that, vaguely, she somehow associated with something unpleasant. As for the sound—perhaps he’d brushed up against something, or even batted something across the floor.

“Hugo, you scared me to death,” she said. The cat didn’t answer— not that she had expected him to, of course—but with the eerie feeling of another presence now explained to satisfaction Carly was reassured anyway. Just knowing that Hugo was there in the dark with her made her feel better. Taking a deep, steadying breath, she went on about her business. Another step forward, then one more, a left turn—the china cabinet should be straight ahead. The drawer she sought was on the right front side beneath the glassed-in display shelves. In just another minute or so, she’d have her hands on a candle and matches, and then there would be light.

Blessed light.

The better to see you by, my dear, she mentally cackled at Hugo in her best Big-Bad-Wolf-does-Grandma imitation, and then smiled at her own idiocy.

Still smiling, taking one more baby step forward, she stretched out a hand to make certain she didn’t bump nose-first into the china cabinet, but instead of touching the smooth wood she was expecting, she felt something soft. Cloth, covering something warm and resilient. Something warm and resilient that rose slightly as she touched it.

A human chest. A living, breathing human chest.

Time seemed to stand still.

Even as it dawned on her what it was that she was touching, a hand, meaty and warm and strong, clamped around her wrist.

Carly screamed.
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THE SCREAM OF THE CENTURY was still ripping its way out of her throat as Carly yanked her hand free and spun, ready to run like a rabbit with the dogs after it. A violent shove between her shoulder blades sent her careening into the table instead. Its sharp corner caught her hip painfully. Even as she gasped and bent double and clutched at her hip the intruder took flight. The sound of a body exploding into motion behind her was unmistakable. Something solid brushed past her protruding backside and then he—she was sure it was a he because of the size of the hand that had grabbed her wrist—was gone, feet pounding as he rushed toward the kitchen.

Another scream followed the first. Barely aware that she was the one responsible for the shattering sounds, Carly pushed away from the table and hurled herself in the opposite direction. Heart racing, cold streams of terror snaking up and down her spine, she made it into the hall in one piece, screaming all the way. Sandra, still in the bathroom, was yelling her name. Without answering, Carly torpedoed toward the open front door—and smacked into yet another warm, resilient object that grabbed her upper arms hard as she recoiled.

The scream that resulted could have deafened someone clear on the other side of town. Galvanized by fear, she fought desperately to be free.

“Carly! Jesus, Carly, it’s me!”

Matt’s voice. Matt’s hands. Carly quit struggling with a gasp. Her knees went weak, and she shuddered as she drew in great gulps of air. He hung on to her, his fingers digging into her soft arms. It was so dark she couldn’t see him, so dark she couldn’t see anything except the gray triangle that led to the open door, which beckoned like the gateway to the promised land some twenty feet away, but she would have known his voice anywhere. It was, she realized with a vague sense of chagrin, still hard-wired into the circuitry of her brain. Could it, by some miracle, have been Matt in the dining room? No. As certain as she was that it was Matt who held her now, she was equally certain that he was not the man who had grabbed her before.

“Are you all right? What the hell happened?”

“Matt. Oh, God, Matt.”

She was shaking, and it was hard to get the words out. Making an indecipherable sound under his breath, he pulled her to him, wrapping his arms around her and holding her close. Carly sagged against him, grateful for his solid strength. Matt. Thank God for Matt. He might be a no good dirty rotten son of a bitch in just about every way that counted, but he wouldn’t do her any physical harm. In fact, she knew as well as she knew that cinnamon rolls had calories that he would do his best to keep her safe.

“What?” he demanded.

Carly took a deep breath. “It must have been the prowler. He was here—in the house—in the dining room. He grabbed me.” She shuddered anew at the memory. “He ran toward the kitchen.”

“Stay here.” Matt’s voice was sharp. Grasping her wrists, he detached her sudden death-grip with laughable ease and stepped away before she could stop him—and she would have stopped him, because the idea of being left alone in the dark now scared the pants off her.

“Matt. . .” Under almost any other circumstances, the panicked urgency of her tone would have embarrassed her.

“Don’t move.” He was already out of reach. She knew because she tried to grab him. Switching on a flashlight she hadn’t known he had, he was heading with swift purpose toward the dining room. She tracked his progress with instinctively held breath until the beam vanished inside the open pocket doors.

Just like that, she was on her own in the dark and terrifying hall. Exhaling, she looked warily around.

“Carly! Carly, what’s wrong? What’s happening?” Thumping around like a moose in a broom closet, Sandra was clearly still in the bathroom. “Ow! I can’t see anything! I can’t find the doorknob! Carly, can you hear me? Are you out there? Carly?”

A man yelled. Almost simultaneously, something crashed toward the back of the house, as if an object that was both big and breakable had hit the floor and shattered. Carly jumped what felt like six feet straight up, then whipped around, staring uselessly toward the kitchen, from which the sounds had seemed to come. Looking in that direction, she could see nothing at all; she might as well have been blindfolded.

Matt. Had something happened to Matt? Her heart threatened to pound its way out of her chest. Again she strained to see or hear. Nothing.

“Matt?” Calling him, her voice sounded all quavery. Matt didn’t answer. She broke into a cold sweat. Had something happened to him? How would she know if something had? The downstairs was a rabbit warren of interconnecting halls and rooms. Matt could be anywhere. So, in fact, could the prowler. Having dispensed with Matt, at that very moment he could even be circling back around toward her. . . .

Galvanized by the thought, Carly got her rear in gear and bolted for the exit.

“Car-lee-ee!” The pitiful-sounding wail was close at hand, and it jerked her attention away from the beckoning screen door.

“Sandra!” Carly realized that she couldn’t just leave her friend to the tender mercies of whatever fiend might answer her cries. Sweating, panting, she made a lightning detour to her right and yanked open the bathroom door. “Come on, come on, there’s somebody in the house!”

Sandra leaped out into the hall, trusty pan in hand.

“Somebody in the house? What do you mean, there’s somebody in the house?” Brandishing the pan, she looked wildly around.

“Come on!”

Explanations could wait. Carly took off again with Sandra, ignorant as to exactly what was going on but no fool, right on her tail. Carly shoved the screen door wide and ran out into the safer-feeling grayness of the night. Across the porch, down the steps, through the yard, into the truck, lock the doors—bingo, sounded like a plan. But before Carly could do more than barely begin to put it into motion, Sandra let out a startled cry behind her. Whirling, Carly watched through the closing screen door as Sandra went down in the hall with a crash that seemed to shake the house.

“Sandra!”

Dear God, had Sandra been shoved, shot . . . ? Pulse racing, Carly yanked the door open again, prepared to go to her friend’s rescue in the teeth of the monster lurking in the dark.

“Stupid cat,” Sandra groaned, rolling onto her back. As if on cue, Hugo shot through the open door in a blur of white, streaked past Carly’s legs and flew across the porch to disappear over the rail into the still-falling rain.

“Hugo!” Calling uselessly after him, gaze swiveling from the place where the escapee had vanished into the night to the fallen one left behind, Carly made the obvious connection: Sandra had tripped over Hugo.

The lights came on. Just like that. One minute Carly was gaping at Sandra sprawled on the floor through the shadowy darkness, and the next she was gaping at her sprawled on the floor by the soft light of the overhead chandelier.

Hoping devoutly that all evil things knew enough to be afraid of the light, Carly edged back inside. With a quick, leery look around she crouched beside Sandra, who was focusing with rapt attention on the ceiling, her hands folded flat across her stomach so that she looked unnervingly like a laid-out corpse. The pan, abandoned now, lay upside down beside her, its copper bottom unmarred and softly gleaming in the oh-so-welcome light.

“Sandra . . .” Alarmed most of all by that fixed stare, Carly experimentally poked her in the shoulder.

Sandra’s eyes rolled to meet hers.

“I just remembered why I don’t like cats. Sneaky things, always getting under people’s feet. You sure you wouldn’t consider letting John-boy have custody?”

Carly’s brows snapped together. “No.”

Sandra sighed. “You’re going to be hard to live with, aren’t you? I was afraid of that.”

Matt appeared at the top of the hall just then, expression grim, gun in one hand and flashlight in the other. He glanced their way and his eyes widened.

“What now?” Sounding thoroughly put out, he came toward them. His upper body was soaked: His black hair was plastered to his skull, his face was shiny wet and his tee shirt clung to his torso in a way that made it impossible for Carly not to be aware of just how broad-shouldered and muscular his formerly wiry six-one frame had become.

He had changed in other ways as well. His lean, bronzed face had always been the stuff heartthrobs were made of, and it still was, but it was subtly different, too. His eyes were the same—slightly heavy-lidded and the color of coffee, set beneath thick, straight black brows—but tiny lines now radiated from their corners. His nose was the same—straight and high-bridged—and his mouth was unchanged too, except somehow he had acquired a scar, white against his tan, that bisected the left side of his upper lip. He was a grown man of thirty-three now, Carly realized with a sense of shock, and he looked it. Since she had recognized him out there in the dark, she had basically been relating to a much younger Matt, her Matt, the Matt she had grown up with: idolized friend and mentor, surrogate older brother, achingly out-of-reach dreamboat, first love and lover—and, ultimately, no good dirty rotten son of a bitch.

That Matt was still there—no doubt about it—but like a pearl he had added layers. This top layer—Matt the grown-up, gun-toting sheriff—was all new.

He was also bleeding. Carly’s eyes zeroed in on a gash in his hairline. About an inch long, it poured blood, which mixed with the rain on his face to form red rivulets that ran down his temple and into the stubble that darkened his jaw.

“Are you hurt?” he asked Sandra. Reaching the fallen one’s side, he frowned down at her.

“If I’m not, I should be,” Sandra said, grimacing and making no visible effort to rise. “I tripped over Carly’s pain-in-the-patootie cat. Just let me lay here for a minute, would you please?”

“What happened to you?” Carly asked Matt as she rose to her feet.

“Same thing.” His gaze met hers, and his mouth twisted wryly as he thrust the gun into the back waistband of his jeans and lifted a hand to the cut. Drawing back his fingers, he stared at the blood on them in disgust. “At least, that’s what I’m guessing. I tripped over something, but it was too dark to see what it was. A cat sounds about right. A cat belonging to you—I’d be willing to bet on it. You know the corner cabinet in the kitchen? When I tripped my shoulder rammed into that, and the damned flowerpot on top fell off and hit me on the head.”

“Oh.” Feeling slightly deflated, Carly blinked at him, having expected an explanation for all that blood to involve a death-defying battle with the intruder at the very least. Then the sheer ridiculousness of what had happened to him occurred to her, and she batted her eyelashes at him and gave him a huge, razzing smile. “My hero.”

“As always.”

His eyes mocked her. Carly frowned.

“What are you doing here, anyway? I thought you were leaving.”

“Did you really think I’d let you two come up here all by yourselves? I was walking up the porch steps when I heard you scream.” He set the flashlight down on the cabinet that concealed the radiator by the door. “Good thing I didn’t leave.”

With that he picked up the hem of his tee shirt and swiped the wet fabric over the bloody left side of his face. Carly was rendered speechless by a surprise glimpse of six-pack abs and a buff, wide, hair-covered chest. Clamping down hard on her purely instinctive female response, she realized to her dismay that some things never change. As cynically wise to the ways of men as she had become, she was still a sucker for a hunk.

Good thing she knew this particular hunk for the skunk he was.

She wrenched her gaze away to the open dining-room doors.

“So I take it that whoever was in the dining room got away?” Glancing around, Carly shivered. The sheer horror of being grabbed in the dark was still sickeningly fresh; but the light and, as much as she hated to admit it, Matt the grown-up sheriff’s reassuring presence were going a long way toward helping her to get a grip.

“He ran out the kitchen door just about the time I tripped over the cat,” Matt said. The cut was still bleeding copiously, Carly saw as she looked back at him. With less moisture to dilute it, the blood was bright scarlet now, and starting to drip from his jaw. “I wasn’t but a couple of yards behind him, either. That flowerpot knocked me for a loop. When I could see straight again I chased him across the backyard, but he had too much of a start. He jumped the fence into the cornfield, and I lost him.” His attention shifted back to Sandra, who was slowly, cautiously, sitting up. “Anything broken?”

“Nothing but my shoe,” she said, staring dismally at the leather strap of her left sandal, which stuck straight out across her instep. “Third pair that got ruined so far this summer. Do you know how hard it is to find wide shoes?” She made a disgusted sound, and cast Carly a dark look. “See there, I told you: We should’ve waited ’til August. My horoscope said that any new venture I undertook early in the summer would turn out to be more expensive than I thought.”

“Sandra’s a Pisces,” Carly offered with a faint rekindling of her earlier enjoyment. Matt’s expression as he absorbed Sandra’s gloomy acceptance of her astrological fate was priceless. He’d never had any patience with what he had called all that psycho stuff, probably because his mother, who believed in it so avidly that she kept a tarot deck beside her bed and checked her horoscope each morning, was always seeing brighter days ahead for her family that, so far as Carly knew, had never materialized. Now, as Matt extended a hand down to Sandra, he cast a derisive look Carly’s way.

Carly grinned.

“The stars know what they’re talking about,” Sandra said, taking a good grip on the handle of her pan again before she grasped Matt’s hand and let him haul her upright, which he did with impressive ease. Once on her feet, she dropped his hand, looked at him and frowned. “You know, you’re bleeding.”

“I think you might need stitches,” Carly added, looking at Matt’s cut. It was simple human decency that prompted the stab of concern she felt for him, she assured herself, and had nothing whatsoever to do with the fact that the man bleeding all over her front hall was Matt.

“That bad, huh?” Turning to look in the gold-framed mirror above the radiator cabinet, he grimaced at what he saw, then pulled his soaked tee shirt over his head, wadded it up, and pressed it to the cut. “Nah. Head wounds always bleed a lot. It’ll stop in a few minutes.”

Without any more warning than that, Carly found herself staring at a broad, muscular back. Wide and strong-looking across the shoulders, it tapered down in classic vee fashion to a lean waist and the previously noted ogle-worthy butt. The elastic of his underwear—he apparently still favored briefs over boxers—formed a narrow white band just above his hipbones. His gun, all sinister black metal, nestled in the small of his back, only partly visible above the waistband of his faded, damp, bun-loving jeans.

Yum, Carly thought, impressed by the available eye candy. Then, backtracking with alarm: No, wait, not yum. Definitely not. No way. Nohow. Uh-uh.

She’d gotten a bellyache’s worth of that candy once already.

“You got a. . .”

As he turned from the mirror, Carly couldn’t help it; she instinctively scoped out his chest. His shoulders were heavy with muscle and his pectorals were sharply defined. He was hairier than when he was younger, sporting a thicker wedge of the same fine black hair that had once felt crisp and cool beneath her exploring hands. His nipples were brown and flat; they’d puckered into hard little nubs when her fingers had brushed them. His arms had trembled as he’d wrapped them around her. They’d been hard to the touch then. She reckoned they were harder now. He’d always been strong; now his upper arms bulged, and his chest was wider even than she remembered. As she had already noted, his abs were mouthwatering. And as for—

No. Wait. Stop. She was not, not, not going to check out his package.

“. . . Band-Aid?” he finished. Her averted gaze encountered his, and she discovered that he was regarding her with raised brows.

Thank God she hadn’t looked where her baser instincts had been leading her.

“Uh, sure,” she said, flustered. “I think.” Realizing that she was this-close to stammering like the schoolgirl with a crush she had once been, she took a deep mental breath and got a grip and an edge. “How should I know? I haven’t lived in this house for twelve years, remember?”

“I remember.” His voice was dry. He started walking, holding the shirt pressed to his head, and moved past her while her gaze followed him. “I’m going out on a limb here, but I’m guessing they’d still be kept in the bathroom. Miss Virgie wasn’t much for change.”

Without answering, she watched him until he stepped inside the bathroom and out of sight. Spell broken, she glanced away only to have her gaze collide with Sandra’s. Their eyes held, and an unspoken message of purely feminine appreciation for a drool-worthy male was exchanged between them.

A moment later Matt reappeared with an extra-large Band-Aid plastered to his forehead. Stopping in the doorway with one arm propped against the frame, he looked at her.

“Okay, Curls, you want to walk through the house with me and see if you can tell if anything’s missing?”

He still lacked a shirt, and looking at him without it was still enough to make her hot. Not that there was anything wrong with that, Carly assured herself. After all, no good dirty rotten son of a bitch or not, he was the hunkiest man she had seen in a long time, and what with the divorce and everything she hadn’t had sex in—God, had it been almost two years?

She was practically re-virginized.

“Quit calling me Curls,” she said through her teeth as the horror of the realization sank in. “It’s a stupid nickname, I don’t like it, and it no longer applies.”

“Oh, yeah?” His lips twisted into a maddening smirk. Without saying anything more, he caught her by the arm and pulled her into the bathroom with him. With his hands on her shoulders, he positioned her in front of the sink. His chest was almost touching her back; although she couldn’t actually feel the heat of it—her imagination was doing all the work here—just knowing that all those muscles were that close made her tingle.

The mirror was right in front of her. She had no choice but to look into it, which was probably a good thing if she wanted to get her mind off how close he was. For a moment, though, the reflection of his broad, bronzed shoulders looming above her own drew her gaze to the exclusion of everything else. Then she registered how much shorter his crow-black hair was than it had been at twenty-one; the degree of five o’clock shadow darkening his lean jaw; and how tall he was. He towered above her, just as he always had. In her flat-soled sneakers, she saw, she was still quite a few inches short of having the top of her head hit his chin.

Then something off about her own reflection caught her attention, and she refocused with a snap.

Her carefully straightened hair had given up the ghost. Instead of the stylish do she’d left Chicago with, her head was now a mass of springy blond ringlets.

Her eyes met his through the mirror.

“The more things change . . .” he said softly. And smiled one of those wickedly taunting smiles which, long ago, had been enough to infuriate her without him needing to do anything else.

Even now, at the ripe old age of thirty, it was all Carly could do to restrain her instant, childish urge to punch him in the gut as she jerked free of his grip and stomped back out into the hall.
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“WHOA,” SANDRA SAID, staring at her. “I didn’t know your hair could do that.”

Carly shot her a look so poisonous that it could have been used to tip blow-darts.

“So, you coming with me or not?” Matt asked, cool as lemonade as he walked past her.

For a moment Carly simply glared after him. Then, shoulders slumping in defeat, she followed, hideously aware of her Orphan Annie corkscrews bobbing with every step.

“How would I know if anything’s missing?” She trailed him to the front parlor. “Unless he took a couch or something. All this is Gran’s furniture, but Miss Virgie’s bound to have had TVs and things of her own. That’s the kind of stuff a burglar would steal.”

She shivered as what had happened in the dining room replayed itself in her head. The man had been hiding there in the dark, silent and waiting. What would have happened if she’d returned to her grandmother’s house alone?

Just considering the possibilities scared her anew.

“I’m pretty sure she took everything like that with her when she moved out,” Matt said. “Anyway, Loren”—Loren Schuler, Miss Virgie’s niece and closest relative, was a former classmate of Carly’s who now worked at the bank, as Carly had discovered when she had transferred her meager account to the Benton Savings and Loan in advance of her own arrival—“spent two weeks helping her go through all her stuff beforehand. What Miss Virgie didn’t want they got rid of in a yard sale.”

“Still. . .”

Matt reached the doorway and turned back to look at her. Carly kept her eyes carefully fixed on his face. Letting her gaze stray to all those sexy muscles was a bad idea.

“Just do your best, okay? Think your grandmother’s silver candlesticks and stuff.”

“Fine.” There was a welcome snap to her voice as she began to recover from the ignominy of the reversion of her hair. Hair did not equal life, she told herself firmly. Just because her hair had resumed its detested childhood form practically the second she hit Benton didn’t mean the rest of her had to follow suit. She was all grown up, damn it. Captain of her own ship. Master of her own fate. Her awkward teenage years were well behind her, as was her blind adoration of the man she was now deliberately scowling at. It was all history. Vanished. Pfft. And so he needed to understand. But if either her expression or tone even registered with him, Matt ignored them, wrapping a hand around her elbow as casually as if they were on good terms and propelling her in the direction he wanted her to go.

“Hey, wait for me,” Sandra said in alarm, pan still in hand as she made haste to bring up the rear.

Since she was decidedly not on good terms with him, Carly jerked her arm free. Then as Matt stood aside with an ironic expression she preceded him through the pocket doors and flipped the light switch that controlled the chandelier that was a smaller twin of the one in the hall. With the room thus illuminated, she looked around. The front parlor was one of six large, mostly rectangular rooms on the first floor. Dominated by a crimson-upholstered, intricately carved Victorian sofa, it boasted gorgeous stained-glass panels at the top of the windows, which, unfortunately, were hidden now by the heavy drapes, ornate molding, and a huge Italian marble fireplace. A rocker and a wing chair of similar vintage as the sofa, marble-topped tables, fringed lamps, a faded Oriental rug and about a thousand gewgaws completed the furnishings.

“This is nice,” Sandra said from the doorway. Carly glanced over her shoulder to find Sandra looking around judiciously. Of course, Sandra was thinking in terms of their bed-and-breakfast. Carly’s only thought right at that moment was a slightly disbelieving, I’m home. She was suddenly overwhelmed with the sights, sounds, and smells of her childhood. The grandeur of faded velvet; the rattle of the pocket doors being rolled into the wall; the scent of peppermint. Her grandmother had always kept a crystal dish full of peppermints.

A quick glance told her that the dish was there, on the table by the sofa, and the peppermints, shiny in their cellophane wrappers, were, too. Not the same ones, of course. But still, the same thing. Here in Benton, in this house, it was always the same thing.

The dour-looking portrait of her great-grandfather that had hung above the fireplace for as long as she could remember caught her eye. Looking at it, she suddenly felt about eight years old again.

That’s how old she had been when she had first walked into this room and set eyes on the portrait. Her grandmother, a forbidding figure dressed all in black, had that very day fetched her away from the County Home for Innocents. Small and frightened, intimidated by the huge, silent house, the finery all around her, and most of all the grim old woman, Carly had stood in this very spot, listening to her grandmother lecture her on what, in future, she would be expected to do and how she would be expected to behave while she did it. She’d been told that she was lucky, and she’d known it was true.

Poor little unwanted child, lucky to be rescued.

“Well?”

Matt’s voice, welcome under the circumstances, broke in on the rush of memories to pull her back to the present.

Carly took a deep breath and focused on him. He had been prowling around the room. Now he stood to one side of the sofa, casually unwrapping a peppermint as he looked at her. Carly almost had to smile. Matt had always loved those peppermints too.

“There’s nothing missing that I can see,” she said. “Everything looks exactly the same as it always did.”

If she sounded faintly suffocated, it was because she was starting to feel that way. Her childhood seemed to be closing in on her from all sides. Maybe, she thought with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, coming back here hadn’t been such a good idea after all. Maybe she should have jettisoned the past entirely and tried to make a fresh start for herself somewhere new.

But having John leave her for a twenty-two-year-old law student had been the psychic equivalent of being flattened by an eighteen-wheeler. Discovering during the course of the divorce that he’d systematically had all their assets—their condominium, their cars, their bank accounts and investments, and, in fact, almost everything they owned except her most personal possessions—put into his company’s name, which effectively deprived her of any claim on them, had been, in the end, even worse.

Wounded, vulnerable, and nearly broke, she’d looked at the rubble of her life post-marriage and done what many a devastated woman had done before her: hightailed it for home.

Her grandmother, whom she had grown to love dearly despite her prickly ways, was gone now. But this huge old-fashioned house, this gossipy small town where everybody knew her and she knew everybody, and the threads that had been spun together to make her who she was were still here. Life might have knocked her down, but she’d be damned if she stayed there. She was a past master at picking herself up, dusting herself off, and starting all over again. Instead of bemoaning what she had lost, she was going to go forward with what she had left: herself, and this house, this town, these people. They, all of them, were her roots; with them to build on, she was going to forge ahead.

“Uh-oh,” Sandra said, having crossed the room to look through the doorway on the far side of the fireplace. “Unless the lady who was living here was one real bad housekeeper, we got trouble. Carly, Sheriff, you better take a look.”

Matt and Carly exchanged glances, then started forward as one. Carly reached Sandra’s side first. Looking past her into the back parlor, which her grandmother had used as her own personal sitting room, Carly gasped. Miss Virgie had apparently turned it into some kind of home office; at least, a desk, a cheap oak rolltop model that looked out of place amid the original dark Victorian furniture, had been added. It had also been trashed. The rolltop had been ripped clean off the desk; it lay in one corner of the room, looking at first glance like a discarded sheet of corrugated cardboard. Drawers had been emptied onto the worn Oriental carpet. Piles of paper lay in front of the desk in an ankle-high jumble of letters, bills, receipts, catalogues and more. Coins and odds and ends such as paper clips and rubber bands and pencils were scattered everywhere. The drawers themselves had been flung across the room. Scars in the white plaster bore mute witness that the drawers had been discarded with sufficient force to smack into the walls before crashing to the floor. What remained of the desk was empty; even the old-fashioned rotary phone dangled from the desktop by its cord.

“Looks like somebody was looking for something: money, maybe. Or a checkbook,” Matt said from behind her. His hands closed around Carly’s upper arms. Even as she glanced back at him, he moved her aside almost absently and walked past her into the room. “Don’t touch anything.”

The warning was delivered over his shoulder.

“I thought you said you didn’t have burglars in Benton,” Sandra said, looking at Carly accusingly. “You said the most dangerous thing that ever happened in Benton was the fireworks on the Fourth of July.”

Carly shrugged. What could she say?

Matt had reached the pile of paper and was frowning down at it when an unexpected sound split the air. Carly jumped. She was, she realized, still just a little on edge. The shrill summons was repeated insistently.

“It’s not mine,” Sandra said, throwing up two empty hands as though to prove her words as Matt pulled a shrieking cell phone from his pocket, punched a button and put it to his ear.

“Matt Converse here.” Carly watched his expression turn patient. “No, Mrs. Naylor, there’s no need for that. I’m fine. Yes, there was a prowler, but he ran off. You really saved the day, and we sure appreciate you keeping your eyes open like that. The lights are on now because Carly Linton’s moving back in. You remember Carly, Mrs. Linton’s granddaughter? She just got here a little later than she meant to, is all. There’ll probably be lights on in the house for a while yet. No, there’s nothing to worry about. You go on to bed. I’ll tell her. You take care now. Bye.”

He disconnected and his gaze met Carly’s as he stuck the phone back into his pocket. “Mrs. Naylor saw lights come on in the house and got worried all over again. She wants you to come over for coffee and cake tomorrow, by the way. She said to tell you the cake’s red velvet—your favorite.”

Carly sighed. “Does she still spend all her time looking out her windows? It’s the middle of the night, for heaven’s sake. She’s an old lady; she should be in bed.”

A widow whose children had long since grown and gone, Mrs. Naylor had to be, by Carly’s calculations, approximately older than dirt.

Matt’s mouth quirked in sudden amusement. “I should warn you: she’s gone high-tech. She’s got binoculars now.”

“Cripes.”

Unspoken between them lay the memory of the numerous times over the years that Mrs. Naylor had called Carly’s grandmother to report on various youthful transgressions she had observed from her windows. Like the time Carly had lain in wait on the roof of the porch to pour a bucket of paint on Matt’s head in revenge for some bit of boyish teasing that she no longer remembered; or the time he had climbed up to her bedroom window to bring her a paper bag with a ham sandwich and a Coke in it, on one of the many occasions when she had been sent to bed without supper; or the time he’d given her a ride to school on the back of his motorcycle, which she’d been strictly forbidden to so much as sit on, when she’d missed the bus and had been in dire danger of being late, which would have knocked one percentage point off her grade point average and ruined her chances of being the class valedictorian, which, in the end, she hadn’t been anyway.

Mrs. Naylor’s eagle eyes had seen all, her flapping tongue had told all, and Carly had usually paid the price. That last peccadillo had ended up with her being grounded for three weeks.

Less than a month later, Matt had found her hunched in a little ball of misery out in the barn, crying her eyes out because the prom was two weeks away and no one had asked her. Coaxing the embarrassing secret out of her, he’d dried her eyes, chucked her under the chin, and casually offered to be her date.

Whoever had said that if something sounds too good to be true, it usually is, had hit the nail on the head. She had been more thrilled at the prospect of having Matt as her prom date than Cinderella could possibly have been at the coming of the glass slipper–bearing prince. The next few weeks, right up until a couple of days after the prom when she had first begun to suspect that her dazzling daydreams might have been just a little wide of the mark, had been among the happiest and most exciting of her life.

Of course, that was before she had begun to grasp that Matt was, at his core, a no good dirty rotten son of a bitch.

Remembering, her spine stiffened until it had the flexibility of a steel rod.

“That desk didn’t belong to your grandmother.” Matt’s voice, seeking confirmation of something he already knew, drew her eyes to him.

“No.” The single word was cold, abrupt.

He looked at her. Their gazes met and held. His eyes narrowed.

The lights went out. Total darkness, just like that.

Taken by surprise, Carly squeaked. Sandra did her one better; she let loose with a full-blown shriek. When Carly’s nerves returned from orbit, she punched Sandra in the arm.

“Ow.” Carly could sense rather than see Sandra rubbing her arm. “What was that for?”

“Okay,” Matt said before Carly could reply. Unnerved by the sudden loss of light, she found herself reaching out for him instinctively even as his hand, reaching too, made contact with her arm and slid down to grip her wrist. “I’m going for the flashlight. You want to wait here or come with me?”

He was talking to her, Carly knew, although she couldn’t see him. Couldn’t, in fact, see anything. In reply, she made a sound that was the snorted equivalent of, What do you think?

“Yeah,” Sandra said, clearly having no difficulty translating. “I hear that.”

“So we’ll all go.” If Matt sounded a tad long-suffering, Carly discovered that she was prepared to overlook it under the circumstances. “Sandra, grab hold of Carly.”

“You got it.” Sandra clutched at Carly’s hand.

On the other side, Matt’s hand slid down to hold hers. The total inability to see was making Carly edgy all over again. She might be mad at Matt, but he was the closest thing to a port in the storm on offer. Her fingers twined with his on contact. His hand was warm and strong and reassuring as he tightened his grip.

“Ready?” he asked.

Both Carly and Sandra answered in the affirmative. Matt edged Carly aside, moved past her through the doorway, then pulled the two of them after him in a careful progression across the front parlor. Carly only stumbled once, over the edge of the rug. Considering the possibilities, she thought that was pretty good.

They made it into the hall, where the still-open door spilled its wedge of lighter darkness. Remembering her dignity as well as her grievance once she could see again, Carly pulled her hand from Matt’s. If he had a problem with that, she couldn’t tell. He stepped away from her without a word, picking up the flashlight from where he had left it on the radiator cover and switching it on. The bright beam was as welcome as a cold drink on a hot afternoon as he shined it around the hall.

“You know what?” Sandra said, releasing her grip on Carly’s hand. “I’ve had it with Nowheresville, U.S.A. Give me street gangs and muggers and druggies anytime. I’m going home.”

Damn, Carly thought, caught by surprise as Sandra, still hanging on to her pan, marched toward the door. The night just kept getting better and better.

“Sandra . . .” Carly trailed her out to the porch. Matt followed suit, letting the screen door bang shut behind him. The flashlight beam slid along the porch rail, slicing through the darkness like a laser. Beyond the porch, the rain had stopped. The smell of damp was as pervasive as the humidity. A chorus of frogs and insects and who knew what other kinds of revolting little creatures sang.

“You can’t just turn around and go home,” Carly protested. Sandra was the cook; Carly was the owner/manager/administrator/general dogsbody. The bed-and-breakfast could work without Sandra—but only if the guests who booked into The Inn at Beadle Mansion didn’t object to peanut butter sandwiches.

“Oh, yeah? You just watch me.” Sandra started for the stairs. Her broken sandal slapping the damp wooden floor gave extra emphasis to her militant stride. “I told you, I don’t do spooky old houses and—”

“You can’t go now. It’s the middle of the night, and you haven’t had any sleep. It took us about sixteen hours to get here, remember?” Carly paused before producing the clincher. “Anyway, I’ve got the keys.”

That stopped Sandra cold at the top of the steps. Planting her fists on her hips, she turned around to fix Carly with a fulminating look. Assuming an identical stance, Carly returned that look with interest. Simmering fear leavened with bursts of terror heaped on top of utter exhaustion and added to slow-cooking despair was not a combination that encouraged calm acceptance of life’s little vicissitudes, as she was in the process of discovering.

“Ladies, ladies,” Matt intervened, sounding suddenly amused as he came up behind Carly. “Think you could duke it out later? This probably isn’t the best time for a catfight.”

The amusement in his voice was a mistake. The term catfight was a bigger one. Carly’s pent-up emotions found a far more satisfying target than Sandra as they morphed into fury and focused on Matt. She swung around.

“Same old Matt,” she said to him with a big faux smile. “Still the ultimate sexist pig.”

Sandra stepped up to stand beside her, their disagreement forgotten in the face of this common enemy. Shoulder to shoulder, the two of them scowled at him.

“Yeah,” Sandra added with relish. “Oink, oink.”

The sheer anticlimactic ridiculousness of that caused Carly’s eyes to roll sideways at Sandra. Her head fell forward in disbelief. For a moment Matt said nothing. Glancing up, Carly caught his gaze. A smile played around the corners of his mouth as his hand rose to flatten on the truly awesome pectoral that lay over his heart.

“Ladies, you wound me,” he said, holding her gaze as his smile widened. “You really wound me.”

Carly’s chin snapped up. Her temper shot toward boiling. Before she could lose it entirely, Sandra once again stepped up to the plate.

“Can anybody here say bacon?”

Matt laughed. Sandra bridled. Her own outrage put on hold as she mentally yielded the at-bat to Sandra, Carly awaited the inevitable showdown with bated breath.

It never came. Instead, an ungodly moan filled the air. Carly’s eyes widened. The sound was otherworldly, haunting—and it seemed to be coming from directly beneath their feet.

“What the hell?” Matt’s brows knit as he looked down.

“That’s it.” Sandra did an about-face, scuttling down the steps. “Chicago, here I come.”

“It’s only Hugo,” Carly called after Sandra, having recovered her wits enough to recognize the sound as one she had heard before. “He hates getting wet. He must be holed up under the porch. Anyway, you can’t go. I’ve got the keys, remember?”

“Shit,” Sandra said, turning to glare up at Carly. A stray moonbeam touched her face, which was already glistening from the increased humidity that the rain had left behind.

“Hugo?” Matt asked at the same time.

“My cat,” Carly explained in an aside.

“Think that’s going to keep me here?” Sandra was sounding belligerent. Her fists were planted on her hips again. “Hah! Not a chance. I’ll just call myself a taxi, so what do you think of that, huh?”

Carly looked at her with no small degree of satisfaction. “There are no taxis in Benton.”

Sandra groaned.

Another unearthly moan shivered skyward.

“Give me that.” Fed up, Carly snatched the flashlight from Matt’s hand and marched down the steps. Squatting beside the crawl space, she pointed the beam inside.

Bright eyes gleamed unblinkingly back at her. There was Hugo all right, huddled in a miserable-looking ball in the farthest corner of the dark, dank-smelling space. Planted directly in front of him and blocking his exit was another animal. Another growling animal that Carly couldn’t quite see clearly because a concrete support pillar blocked her view of it. But whatever it was, it seemed to strike fear into Hugo’s sheltered soul. He moaned again, clearly at bay.

“Hugo,” Carly gasped, training the flashlight on him. Her cat looked at her imploringly. Then, to the other animal, which from what little she could see of it seemed to be a fox or a raccoon or, God forbid, a large skunk, she added, “You! Beat it! Shoo!” Glancing around, she spied the pea gravel that her grandmother had always used around the landscaping in lieu of mulch. Scooping up a handful, she tossed it at the predator. “Shoo!”

It didn’t budge. Which wasn’t much of a surprise because she missed. Hugo flinched as gravel peppered the area around him, and let loose with another of those hair-raising moans.

“Are you sure that’s a cat?” Matt asked dryly. Both he and Sandra were standing beside her now. Carly looked up at them.

“Something’s got him trapped under there. Another animal.” Her conscience smote her. She’d been so caught up in this latest series of unfolding disasters that she’d pretty much left her poor cat to fend for himself ever since they’d arrived. As a result, she was now faced with the ultimate calamity: Hugo was about to become some predator’s lunch meat. Desperate to save him before the other creature could attack, she dropped to all fours and started into the crawl space.

“Shoo! Shoo!” She waved the flashlight threateningly. Hugo stared at her in alarm.

“Don’t be an idiot.” Matt grabbed her around the waist and dragged her back. Keeping a precautionary hold on the waistband of her jeans in case she should try again, he crouched beside her, took the flashlight out of her hand, aimed it and peered into the cavity.

“Be careful. Whatever it is might have rabies,” Sandra warned.

“It’s just a dog,” Matt said on a note of relieved disgust. “Here, boy.”

As Matt let loose with a series of idiotic dog-coaxing sounds, Carly squinched up her eyes and stared at the parts of the animal she could see. Matt was right, she decided, as it moved slightly: it was a dog. A small black dog with ears like a fox. A dog was better than a wild animal, she thought, but not by a whole heck of a lot. Hugo was a purist; he hated dogs.

“Here, boy,” Matt said again. This time the dog looked around. Its eyes, dark and gleaming as the light hit them, struck Carly as being as pitiless as a wolf’s. It might not be much taller than Hugo, and it was certainly skinnier, but she had little doubt that its size concealed a wiry strength. It was obviously a stray, or maybe it was even wild. She had heard tales of feral dogs that occasionally roamed Screven County in packs. They killed chickens, calves, sometimes even full-grown cows. Whatever it was, she was absolutely sure of one thing: it was more than a match for her coddled cat.

Beside her, Matt appeared to think it was harmless. Before she could clue him in to the possibilities, he made more of those ridiculous doggy-come-hither noises. In response the dog looked at him again, and gave a sharp yap.

The sound proved too much for Hugo. Fur on end, tail straight as a broomstick, he levitated, then tore toward Carly and safety so fast she was surprised his paws didn’t smoke. The dog, taken by surprise, didn’t recover enough to realize that its prospective snack was escaping until Hugo shot past. Then it answered the challenge with enthusiasm, whirling and barking its head off as it gave chase.

Carly had the presence of mind to scramble out of the way. Matt, who was admittedly less well acquainted with Hugo and his hangups and thus understandably might not have grasped the full extent of his peril, did not. He was still crouched in front of the crawl space when Hugo went over him like a freight train over a bridge. The dog, near hysteria now, followed suit.

Matt yelled and threw up his hands, but too late. Bowled over, he sprawled on his back in the wet grass.

The words that spilled in a steady stream from his mouth were rude and unpleasant in tone and probably also profane. Carly couldn’t be sure, because beyond casting a quick glance his way to make certain he wasn’t dead, she paid no further attention to him as she leaped to her feet.

“Hugo!” she cried, taking off after her pet as the yapping, yowling midnight express tore across the lawn toward the corner of the house. With a dreaded dog in pursuit, Hugo might well run for miles, she knew. Even if he somehow managed to avoid being ripped to shreds, he would have no idea how to get home. What made the situation even worse was that, having spent his entire well-bred life to that point almost exclusively inside the plush confines of a luxury apartment, Hugo had very little firsthand experience of the dangers posed by the great outdoors. Add to that the twin facts that he was a stranger in a strange land and probably terrified out of his wits by the demon dog, and the potential for cat-astrophe loomed large.

She had lost so much, Carly thought. Basically her whole carefully constructed life. Hugo was just about all she had left, and she didn’t think she could bear it if she were to lose him too.

Sprinting madly after them, Carly reached the spot where the animals had streaked out of sight around the side of the house. Glancing back, she caught just a glimpse of Sandra extending a hand down to the still supine Matt. Then, slipping and sliding on the wet grass, she pelted around the corner, and all sight of her fellow humans was abruptly lost to her.

“Hugo!”

Over her own panting calls she could still hear the dog’s hysterical yaps, but she could no longer see either animal. The side yard was hugely overgrown; leafy bushes and vines and shrubberies provided an endless variety of cover. She was caught in the shadow of the house now, she realized as she sped in the direction from which the commotion seemed to be coming. The world around her was suddenly darker than before, so dark the temperature seemed to drop by a couple of degrees. The moon was a distant, fuzzy crescent playing peekaboo among enormous silver-edged clouds. Its meager light was capricious, dappling the ground in front of her one moment and then gone the next. Walnut trees grew close together in this part of the yard. Dodging between their stalwart trunks, she had to take care not to slip on the pungent husks that were all that remained of the previous fall’s bounty. Thorny-leaved hollies clustered where the taller trees were not. Boxwoods pressed close against the house’s pale walls; above the bushes, windows gleamed down at her like dark, all-seeing eyes.

The feeling that she was being watched flitted around the edges of her consciousness for several seconds almost unnoticed. Carly’s skin prickled as she finally recognized the uncanny sensation for what it was. Glancing compulsively around, she discovered nothing to account for it. Still, her step faltered and slowed. She was not reassured by the blankness of the windows as she glanced toward the house, or the shape-shifting shadows or the ghostly columns of mist that drifted heavenward from the lowest parts of the yard. As dark as it was, she could not be sure that nothing untoward lurked in the shadows, that no one crouched behind a tree or crept her way.

Water droplets, most likely dislodged from the rain-laden canopy above, struck her face. The unexpected shower surprised a startled gasp out of her. As unnerved as if a hand had reached out of the darkness to grab her, she stopped in her tracks. Her pulse raced; her breathing came fast and shallow. And not just because she had been running, she realized. Not even primarily because she had been running. Her blood was racing and her chest was heaving from the sudden onslaught of fear.

Every sense now alert, her body almost vibrating as she sought to absorb the smallest nuance of her surroundings, she was thwarted at every turn. She saw nothing but night-dark greenery although she strained her eyes to their limit. She heard nothing beyond the sounds that she might expect to hear: the dog’s war whoops, which were growing increasingly distant; foliage rustling; raindrops dripping. The choir of unseen creatures hummed louder. The scent of damp earth and walnuts and rampant vegetation was strong. Still, the feeling that she was being observed by an unseen watcher grew more intense as the night seemed to close in on her from all sides.

Only then did it occur to Carly that, under the circumstances, dashing off after Hugo was possibly not the smartest thing she had ever done.

She took a deep breath, unwilling to just abandon Hugo to his fate but knowing that, as much as she loved the cat, she was going to turn back.

“Hugo!”

But for all her concern, her voice was thin and weak-sounding. She knew she should move, should immediately turn tail and fly back to the safety that was Matt, but her feet seemed to have developed an agenda of their own and remained rooted to the spot. Breathing hard, afraid of what she might find, she slowly turned her head. The shadows took on shape and menace as she tried to make sense of them. Memories of the man in the dining room were suddenly hideously acute.

He hadn’t run away after all. She was as sure of that as she was of her own name. She could feel him, out there in the dark with her, just as she had felt him in the dining room. Her eyes, now huge and scared, focused down the slope, on the most impenetrable part of the darkness near the fence where the walnuts grew thick and close. He was there; she couldn’t see him but she knew it, with a hideous certainty that sent cold chills racing up and down her spine. Her heart pounded so hard now that she could hear nothing above its panicked beat. Her skin crawled.

The moon winked cruelly down at her, an uncaring witness to her distress; the singing insects crescendoed. . . .

Then, impossibly, there he was. Her first glimpse of him was caught out of the corner of her eye as he materialized not more than a few dozen yards to her right. She gasped. Her head snapped around. Frozen with horror, she watched in open-mouthed disbelief as the huge dark shape of him rushed toward her. Suddenly he was close, so close that she could feel the vibrations of his feet hitting the ground, so close that she could see the moonlight gleaming on the silver of his belt buckle, so close that she could hear the harsh rasps of his breathing.

Carly screamed like a banshee and fled.
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THE DOG. It was the dog. When he’d heard it yapping in the dark, he’d felt a rush of hate so strong it was almost nauseating. So the damned thing hadn’t died, and it hadn’t left the area either. The man would recognize that high-pitched yelping anywhere. His luck had been like a world-class roller coaster lately, dishing out enormous peaks and valleys. The dog wasn’t one of those valleys, not really; it wasn’t that important because it was just a dog, but Marsha had been a definite valley and the dog was connected with her. Marsha deserved what she’d gotten. If she’d kept her mouth shut she would have been fine, but no, she couldn’t do that and so she’d brought her punishment on herself. The one after Marsha, Soraya, hadn’t violated their pact as far as he knew, so he felt kind of bad about her, but, hey, after Marsha’s betrayal he wasn’t taking any more chances. There was one more, one last girl he needed to find and permanently silence, and once that was taken care of he would be free.

The dog wasn’t a danger to him, but it bugged him. The thought that it knew, knew who he was and what he had done, made him feel vulnerable, however stupid that might sound. He wanted it dead. A couple of times before tonight he’d come back to the cornfield where it had disappeared to look for it, but he hadn’t found so much as a paw print. He’d been getting complacent about it, just like he’d gotten complacent about Marsha and the other girls, telling himself to forget them, they were part of the past and out of his life.

But then Marsha had turned up like a slug crawling out from under a rock. And now the dog had turned up, too. If it had been around earlier, when he’d popped open the Beadle Mansion’s locked back door with a credit card, he hadn’t seen or heard it. He’d been interrupted in the middle of his search, but not by the dog—by two women. It was just bad luck that one of them had stumbled across him in the dining room, and worse luck that the sheriff had been right there on the premises to respond to her screams. But he was still fast, still fit, and he had gotten away, using the dog’s trick of hiding out in the cornfield. He’d had a bad moment when the deputies had shown up and started shining their flashlights down the rows, but he’d managed to elude them too. He had been on the other side of the fence again, jogging down toward the road and the place where his own vehicle was concealed, when all hell had broken loose behind him.

Yap, yap, yap. Yap, yap, yap, yap, yap.

The shrilly distinctive barks had come out of nowhere, making him jump, making him whirl around. It sounded like a Chihuahua on speed; there was no mistaking that it was the dog, or that it was in full cry after something. For a moment, near panic, he’d thought it was in full cry after him, an animal nemesis springing up out of nowhere to alert the sheriff and the deputies to his whereabouts. He had whirled around, trying to see it, trying to judge which way to run. But it was the middle of the night, and where he was standing, down under some trees, was darker than the inside of a grave. He hadn’t been able to see anything but tree trunks and bushes and, up on the hill, the pale box that was the big white house that he had been chased out of just a little while earlier.

But he had been able to hear it: Yap, yap, yap.

“Hugo!”

A woman’s voice, calling after it. He had looked toward the voice and had seen the dark shape of her silhouetted against the house. She was running, clearly chasing the dog, which just as clearly was not chasing him. The yaps were heading the wrong way. With his mind relieved of that worry, he had nevertheless remained motionless, watching the woman, waiting for her to be gone before he risked moving again. Was it the same woman he had encountered in the dining room? Probably—how many women could there be on the previously empty premises, after all?—but it was impossible to say for sure. Then, all of a sudden, she had stopped running. She had seemed to turn, to stare down at him. He had known he was hidden, had known he was safe from her eyes in the well-like darkness under the trees, but still he got the impression that she somehow knew where he was. He had been edging behind a thick tree trunk just as a precaution in case he was perhaps more visible than he’d thought when she suddenly shrieked like she’d been shot and started running again, back the way she had come.

Rattled now, he started running too, away from her, down toward the road. There were too many people out in the dark tonight, he wanted no part of any of them, and the last thing he needed was to be seen and maybe even recognized.

“Carly! Carly! Damn it, Carly!”

A man’s voice, yelling. But it wasn’t the voice that interested him. It was the name: Carly. He reached the drainage ditch that ran alongside the road, then hesitated, glancing back. No, he told himself, jumping the ditch and jogging across the road to lose himself in the strip of woods that ran alongside the old Naylor place. Not tonight. Not when Benton’s finest were already on the scene searching for him. He wasn’t in that big of a hurry. And he certainly wasn’t that big a fool.

But soon. Soon he would be back.

Because Carly was the name of the last girl, the one he’d been hunting. He’d come up dry at a fancy apartment building in Chicago, which was the latest address he’d been able to find for her. The motive behind his visit to the Beadle Mansion tonight had been to see if he couldn’t locate something more recent, an address book or a phone number or even a letter or bill that might tell him where she’d gone.

If this was her, and it almost had to be, his luck was chugging up toward one of those peaks again. Fate had deposited her right in his backyard. He would have to be careful, he had to make sure he did it right, but it would happen.

One night in the not too distant future, if this girl did indeed turn out to be the Carly he was seeking, she was going to go bye-bye just like the others and vanish without a trace.

Then he would finally be able to put the past behind him once and for all, and step out with total confidence into the bright daylight of the second chapter of his life.
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SCREAMING, Carly saw Matt round the corner of the house, running full-tilt toward her.

“Matt!” She flew at him as if she had been launched from a catapult.

“He’s here, he’s here, he’s here,” she cried as the space between them closed, and then, when he was no more than a stride or so away, she threw herself at him.

The unexpected assault caused him to stagger back a step, but he caught her. His arms closed around her and he held on tight and just like that she knew she was safe. He had drawn his gun as he ran; she could feel the hard shape of it pressed flat against her hip. Shaking, panting, Carly closed her eyes and clung, burying her face against his chest, wrapping her arms around his waist. She was so terrified she couldn’t even look around.

Would he shoot the man? Would the man stop at the sight of the gun?

“Jesus, you’ve scared ten years off my life tonight.” Matt sounded breathless and exasperated and maybe just a little fond all at the same time. “What the hell are you screaming about now?”

“Behind me—” She could hardly get the words out. Did Matt not see? Had he not seen? She lifted her head to find Matt frowning down at her. “The man in the dining room—he chased me—he’s here—out here. . .”

“I didn’t mean to scare her.”

The deep voice was apologetic, but it made Carly start anyway. She glanced fearfully around. The man walking toward them was black, burly, and breathless. His belt buckle was silver—this was the man she’d been running from. That belt buckle eliminated all doubt. Carly sucked in her breath before she realized he knew Matt. She frowned.

He continued, “I was in the cornfield when I thought I saw somebody go over the fence into the yard. I went after him, but turns out I was chasing the lady here.”

“She was never in the cornfield,” Matt said. “Are you sure you saw somebody?”

His arms tightened around her. Carly realized that the tightening of his hold was probably pure reflex. In all likelihood it had nothing to do with her at all. Still, she couldn’t help herself; all at once she was acutely aware of Matt as a man rather than simply a rescuer. She absorbed the firm strength of the chest against which she rested, the hard circle of his arms holding her close, the damp warmth of his skin, the crispness of his chest hair, even the faintly musky smell of him. He was bare to the waist and she was wrapped around him like an Ace bandage. The worst thing about it was, it felt so right.

“Pretty darn sure,” the newcomer replied.

It required considerable strength of will, but Carly did it nonetheless: she de-clutched Matt’s waist and pulled herself out of his arms. No matter how right it felt, in his arms was not where she wanted to be.

“There was somebody down there.” Her voice was still not quite steady as she mustered the inner resources to push Matt-as-man out of her mind. Taking a deep breath, she pointed down the slope to where the walnuts crowded the fence. “There, in the trees by the fence.”

Both men stared in the direction she indicated. Looking too, Carly realized once again that the darkness made it impossible to distinguish anything but the barest suggestion of shapes at such a distance.

“You saw somebody?” Matt asked sharply.

It was too dark. No way could she have seen anybody. The men must be realizing that too, because they were looking at her with near-identical frowns.

“N–no.” Okay, so it sounded stupid. The truth very often did. “I could just kind of—feel that he was there.”

The air practically hummed with skepticism as the men exchanged glances, but neither made so much as a derisive sound.

Smart men.

“I’ll check it out,” the newcomer said, sounding resigned, and headed off down the slope.

“Who is that?” Carly asked, relieved that Matt wasn’t going with him. It would have been embarrassing if she’d had to latch on to an ankle and beg him not to leave her.

“One of my deputies. When the guy I chased out of the house went over the fence, I called for backup. Antonio—that’s Antonio Johnson—and Mike Toler have been searching the property ever since.”

Apparently feeling that the threat was over, Matt tucked his gun away behind his back again. The moving shadow that was Antonio was now about halfway down the slope. Without warning, another shadow detached itself from the darkness to join him. Carly’s eyes went wide. But there was no confrontation, no fight. Instead, a flashlight was switched on. The beam scanned the area in front of the men, then moved along the fence.

“There’s Toler now,” Matt said.

The other deputy. Right. Watching the flashlight’s progress, Carly wondered if perhaps it had been one or both of the deputies she’d sensed watching her. It was possible—but Antonio had said he’d been in the cornfield, which was behind the house, just before he’d popped up to scare the wits out of her. Could it have been the second deputy? Maybe. But her instincts made her doubt it.

“Matt—this prowler—you don’t think he could be after me, do you?” The question emerged spontaneously. As soon as the words left her mouth, Carly realized that they exactly expressed how she had felt both in the dining room and out here.

Matt had been looking toward where the flashlight bobbed among the trees. Now he shifted his gaze to her.

“You in particular, you mean? As in, the guy’s potentially a rapist or murderer or something who for some reason has picked you out as a victim?”

Spelled out like that, even in the very reasonable tone he used, it sounded more than a little far-fetched.

“Something like that, yeah.”

He looked at her thoughtfully, seeming to turn the possibility over in his mind. If nothing else, she was grateful to him for that.

“Who knew that you were going to be staying at your grandmother’s house tonight?”

“Nobody. Well, hardly anybody. Sandra; a few friends.”

“Anybody local?”

“No.”

“You got anybody in mind as a suspect? Anybody ticked off enough at you to want to do you harm? Say, your ex-husband?”

Carly thought of John. But no, that didn’t fit. She was ticked off at him. Left to enjoy all their assets plus his sexy new wife, he was happy as a clam.

“No. John doesn’t have any reason to want to hurt me. There’s nobody like that.”

Matt was silent for a moment, then said, “Well, then, I’d say it’s a pretty safe bet that whoever broke into your grandmother’s house tonight was somebody who knew it was empty and was hoping to score something he could convert to easy cash. In other words, you interrupted a burglary. I’m not saying the perp wouldn’t have harmed you given the opportunity, but under the circumstances I don’t think it’s likely that you were the target, specifically.”

“Since when does Benton have burglars?” Carly asked, folding her arms over her chest in an effort to ward off a sudden, inexplicable attack of the shivers.

“We get them every now and again. Usually they’re looking for things they can sell to buy drugs.”

So Benton had changed. Still, she’d much rather be dealing with a drug-buying burglar than the alternative. Carly decided that Matt’s words made sense. She might well have been in danger—the sense she’d had of that was too strong to discount—but only from being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“Okay?” he asked.

“Okay,” she said.

He nodded. “We’ll dust for fingerprints, check out the word on the street, talk to Miss Virgie and Loren and see if they know anything that can help us out. Something specific the guy might have been looking for. There’s definitely a criminal element in the area these days, but it’s small. Identifying your burglar shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Wow.” Carly took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Welcome home.”

“Yeah.” His voice was inscrutable. It was impossible to read his expression in the dark, but the one thing she was sure of was that he was definitely not smiling.

“Just for the record,” he added as their gazes met, “there’s something I want to point out to you here. Considering that only a few minutes earlier a man had grabbed you inside your house and scared you into a flaming case of the screaming meemies before I, as you know, chased him outside, for you to go haring off outside in the dark on your own like that was downright stupid. In fact, it was just about as stupid as it gets.”

That he had a point was beside the point, Carly told herself, bristling.

“Are you by any chance calling me stupid?” It was a heck of a lot more satisfying to be mad at Matt than grateful to him. The mad went back a long way, and wasn’t about to be forgotten just because tonight he’d happened to be in a position to come to her rescue. “That’s rich, coming from someone who broke up with Elise Knox three separate times because he caught her cheating on him three separate times. As in, duh, you might have wanted to think about her track record before you made up with her and started dating her again.” Carly snorted derisively. “Now that’s what I call stupid.”

Instead of getting mad in turn, Matt smiled reminiscently. “Maybe, but you have to admit Elise was really hot. I saw her the other day—she lives over in Milledgeville now—and she’s still hot. When you’re in high school, hot makes up for a lot of deficiencies.”

Carly’s anger was rock solid again.

“I need to find Hugo,” she said shortly, turning away. She could no longer hear the demon dog, and she had no idea which way the chase had turned after she’d lost track of it, but anything was better than standing here listening to Matt drool over Elise Knox. “Are you coming with me or not?”

“Not.” He caught her wrist, clamping onto it like a vise and pulling her after him as he started walking toward the front of the house. “And you’re not going looking for the damned cat either. Not tonight, you’re not.”

“I can’t just leave him.” Still, much as she loved Hugo and feared for him, Carly didn’t really want to go careening off on her own again. She’d learned her lesson but good.

“Sure you can. He’s a cat. He’s probably up a tree by now. What do you plan on doing, trekking around to every tree for miles around calling ‘Here, kitty, kitty’?”

Once again, he had a point. She hated it when that happened. He had always possessed the cool head dispensing nuggets of wisdom to her more impulsive self.

“He’s afraid of dogs,” she said with dignity, trying to make him understand what he clearly considered to be her overabundance of concern for her pet.

“Of course he’s afraid of dogs. He’s a cat.”

“He’s never really been outside before.”

“He’s never been outside? That enormous furball with claws has never been outside? You’re kidding me. What kind of cat is that?”

“A purebred,” Carly said, getting miffed at him all over again. “A blue-point Himalayan, to be precise. His mother was a show cat, a grand champion. The only reason I was able to buy Hugo was because my husband handled Hugo’s mother’s owner’s divorce. Cats like that stay indoors.”

“Pussy,” Matt said scornfully.

“Hugo is not a pussy.” Instinctively rushing to the defense of her really very masculine if somewhat sheltered cat, Carly said it before she thought.

Matt slanted a grin back over his shoulder at her. “Sure he is.”

Carly’s lips compressed. Glaring at his broad back was useless—no way could he see—but she did it anyway.

“If it will make you feel better, I’ll put my deputies on cat alert. While they’re searching the vicinity for the man who broke into your grandmother’s house and grabbed you, they can also keep an eye out for your pussy.” There was a faintly devilish note to that last word that did nothing to soothe Carly’s annoyance.

“If you don’t quit calling him that—” Carly broke off in mid-threat, suddenly becoming aware that they had left the house behind and were moving down the slope toward the road. “Where are we going?”

“To your U-Haul. I’m guessing your friend is there, hopefully locked inside. When you started screaming, she said ‘I’ll wait in the truck,’ and took off like a bat out of hell. I was too busy chasing after you to watch where she went, but on the strength of our brief acquaintance I’d say she’s a woman of her word.”

“If she went to the U-Haul, she couldn’t get in. The doors are locked and I’ve got the keys.”

As they dodged around the dripping foliage, Matt looked back at her. “Hey, Curls, you know what? You always could cause more trouble than anyone I ever knew.”

Carly gasped with indignation. Before she could decide what to object to first, the nickname or the characterization, he pulled her with him out from behind an enormous magnolia and there was the U-Haul not a dozen feet away. Sandra was perched on the running board, cluthing the flashlight in one hand. The flashlight beam was darting hither and yon like a drunken firefly as she shined it all around. When Carly and Matt stepped out into the open, she squealed, jumped to her feet, and aimed the flashlight at them. Then she recognized them and let out a huge, relieved sigh as they approached.

“Next time I go anywhere with you,” Sandra said, fixing Carly with gimlet eyes, “you can bet your sweet granny I’ll be the one doing the driving.”

“Fine with me. I never particularly wanted to drive in the first place. You’re the one who gets nervous on the interstate. And on narrow country roads. And in traffic. And after dark. Which just about covers the whole spectrum of possible driving conditions, I’d say.” Carly fished in the pocket of her jeans and came up with the keys. To her surprise, Matt took them out of her hand.

“This time I’m driving.” He unlocked the door and held it wide. “Get in.”

Sandra scrambled in with alacrity. Once inside, she turned off the flashlight and scooted to the far side of the bench seat. Carly stayed where she was.

“Look,” she said to Matt. “Thanks for making like a sheriff and coming to my rescue. I really appreciate it. But I think Sandra and I can take it from here.”

Matt grunted, clearly unimpressed. “I don’t think so. Get in.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Carly said, abandoning subtlety in favor of making her position clear. The days when Matt Converse could make a plan and she would fall slavishly in with whatever he wanted were long gone, and so he needed to understand.

“Oh, yes, you are. Your grandmother’s house is now a crime scene. We’re conducting an official investigation. You’re hindering it. I’m going to take you two to my house, where you can spend the night. You’ll be safe, and you’ll be out of my way. As far as I’m concerned, life with you around just doesn’t get any better than that.”

Carly put her fists on her hips.

“How to put this?” she said, sugar sweet. “I don’t want to go to your house. In fact, I refuse to go to your house. I’d rather sleep in the U-Haul than go to your house.”

“Speak for yourself,” Sandra called from inside the truck.

Both Carly and Matt ignored her.

Matt said, “Let me spell this out for you: you can spend the night at my house, or you can spend the night in jail. Your choice.”

“You’re bluffing.” At least, Carly was reasonably certain he was bluffing.

His jaw tightened. “Try me.”

“Go for it,” she said, raising her chin. “Put me in jail.”

“Like I said, speak for yourself.” Sandra was leaning across the seat now, looking at them through the open door. She sounded alarmed.

Matt glanced at Sandra. Then he looked back at Carly.

“Curls, don’t be a pain in the ass,” he said softly. So softly that she was reasonably sure that only she could hear.

It was the softness of his voice that did it. The only time he employed that deceptively gentle tone was when he was on the verge of losing his temper with a vengeance. She might not have seen him in years, but she’d known him long and she’d known him well: he was perfectly capable of picking her up and stuffing her into that truck if he had to. When he talked like that, he was also perfectly capable of locking her up in the nearest cell.

“Bully,” she said witheringly, and climbed into the cab.
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PRUDENTLY SILENT in the face of victory, Matt got in behind Carly and closed the door. The cab was as hot and steamy as the inside of a sauna. Crowded up against Sandra, Carly felt sweat start to bead on her forehead. The only thing that made the stifling atmosphere even remotely bearable was the fact that Matt got to share it.

“By the way,” Carly said as Matt started the truck and reached for the climate control knob, “the air conditioner’s broken.” Carly felt as much malicious enjoyment as he’d seemed to feel when he’d told her the power to the house was out.

A grunt was his only reply.

“Tomorrow I’m going back to Chicago, just so you know,” Sandra said to Carly, effectively diverting her attention. “This place is creepier than one of those haunted houses the fire department puts on at Halloween. What made you start screaming again back there, anyway?”

“I stubbed my toe,” Carly said shortly.

“Oh, yeah, right.”

“Ladies,” Matt intervened, his voice still dangerously soft as he eased the truck off the gravel verge and onto the road. “I worked fourteen hours today. I got the call reporting the prowler just about the time I got home and fell into bed. In the last half hour, I’ve been hit over the head with a pan, tripped by a cat, coldcocked by a flowerpot, and screamed into next week. I’ve got a bump on the back of my head and a cut on the front of it. And after I get you two stowed away where you can’t get into any more trouble, I have a crime scene investigation to run. I’m tired, I’m overworked, and I have the mother of all headaches. Keeping all that in mind, do you think you could, please, hold off on the bickering?”

Carly looked at him. Once again that soft voice was not lost on her. Neither was the glint in his eyes, or the grim set to his jaw. And to all those warning signs she mentally said, Too bad.

“Obviously you can’t tell the difference between talking and bickering,” she said with a sniff. “Just because we’re women doesn’t mean we bicker.”

“You know,” Sandra added in a thoughtful tone, “my horoscope said that I’d be meeting up with a handsome, dark-haired man with a bad attitude.”

The glance he sent the pair of them would have silenced Oprah.

“The bottom line is, I’d appreciate it a whole heck of a lot if the two of you would just sit there and shut up.”

For the space of a couple of heartbeats the atmosphere in the cab seemed to sizzle.

“Fine,” Carly said, folding her arms over her chest and glaring out the windshield.

“Yeah, fine,” Sandra echoed, crossing her arms and glaring too.

Uneasy silence reigned while the truck bounced through a cumbersome U-turn. Wedged between Matt and Sandra, Carly was forced to learn more about the physical characteristics of her seatmates than she really cared to know. Both were far bigger than she. Both generated a considerable amount of heat. Sandra was soft and cushiony and smelled of some sort of floral perfume. Matt was firm and slick and smelled of sweat. Sandra’s shirt was at least reasonably dry. Matt’s bare skin was disturbingly warm and damp. Her shoulder butted into his arm. Her thigh lay alongside his. Worse, every bump and bounce—and the road suddenly seemed to be as pitted as the surface of the moon—threw her against him. She grew ever more aware that he was shirtless. Her senses were inundated with unavoidable glimpses of broad, bronzed shoulders, deep hairy chest, washboard stomach; the faintly musky scent of him; the soft sound of his breathing. She was reminded at every turn of the sleek resilience of his rib cage, the crisp texture of his chest hair, the hard strength of his arms which, incidentally, flexed as he drove.

Eventually Carly realized that she was overdosing on Matt.

It wasn’t but a few minutes later that it occurred to her with the suddenness of a thunderclap that what she really, truly, positively wanted to do was jump his bones. Do the nasty. Right there on his lap in the cab of the truck with her butt wedged against the steering wheel. The sudden vivid fantasy made her tingle in places that had no business tingling and appalled her at the same time. Not happening, she told her baser self fiercely. Not again. Not in this life. Forget about it.

But still the searing image continued to flicker in taunting Technicolor around the edges of her mind. Telling herself that the man beside her was Matt, no good dirty rotten son of a bitch, was no help. No good dirty rotten son of a bitch or not, he was hot. Worse, he was making her hot, and whether she liked it or not—and she didn’t!—there didn’t seem to be a whole heck of a lot she could do to stop it from happening.

“Could you roll down the windows, please?” she requested faintly a few feverish minutes later. If she got any hotter, she was going to melt into a little puddle right there on the black vinyl seat.

Matt had pulled out his phone and was punching numbers into it as he drove through the center of the dark and silent town; clearly her proximity was not turning his bones to butter.

“They are down,” he said absently. Sandra nodded confirmation.

Looking past them both in disbelief, Carly saw that he was telling the truth: the windows were down. Her view of the improvements proudly touted in the brochure put out by Benton’s chamber of commerce—which included newly picturesque storefronts, sidewalks enhanced by strategically spaced planters overflowing with flowers and ornate iron street signs added to every corner—was largely unimpeded by bug-smeared glass. But stuck in the middle as she was, she wasn’t getting so much as a whiff of fresh air.

Matt looked comfortable. The wind was ruffling his black hair and drying the sweat on his face and body. Sandra looked comfortable. Her black hair was cut too close to her head to blow in the breeze, but her dangling butterfly earrings were dancing. Carly, on the other hand, was the opposite of comfortable. Besides being tortured by graphic images of getting it on with Matt in ways she hadn’t even known she knew about, she was being asphyxiated and roasted and bounced around like a baby on a clueless uncle’s knee all at the same time. She was starting to feel light-headed. Her stomach was doing flip-flops. She was emotionally wrung out. She was over being scared now, but she was still shaken up by what had happened. She was depressed about her life in general. She was having grave second thoughts about the wisdom of returning to Benton at all, much less living in, and trying to make a living from, her grandmother’s old and broken into house. Her friend and business partner was threatening to back out of their deal. The no good dirty rotten son of a bitch she’d been mentally hurling bricks at for years had somehow managed to once again turn up front and center in her life. After years of good behavior, her hair had reverted to its childhood anarchy in little more than an hour. And to top things off, she was worried sick about her cat.

Talk about not having a good day. She’d gone way past that by now: plain and simple, she was not having a good life.

“Yo, I need somebody to come pick me up at my house,” Matt said into the phone, interrupting the dark flow of her thoughts. “And I want you guys to keep an eye out for a missing cat.” Pause. “What do you mean, what does it look like? It’s got four paws and a tail and weighs about a hundred fifty pounds. Think grizzly.” Pause. “Jesus, it’s a cat. White and fluffy. Says meow. What do you want, a composite?” Another pause. “No, they’re with me. I’m taking them to my house for the night.” He laughed suddenly. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine. Yeah, I’m sure. Okay. Fifteen minutes.”

He disconnected and slid the phone back into his pocket. “Antonio’s afraid that if I let you ladies sleep over at my house you might murder me during the night.” A smile tugged at the corners of Matt’s mouth.

“Gee, he must know you pretty well,” Carly replied with a pointed faux smile of her own. She didn’t know whether to be relieved that Matt had actually told someone to look for Hugo, or affronted at his description of him.

Matt didn’t reply. Instead, he slowed down, then turned left into a well-established neighborhood with a mixed bag of homes. A couple of turns later, the U-Haul slowed, then swung wide, lurching up an asphalt driveway. The headlights swept the front of an older story-and-a-half bungalow with a shingle-covered facade and a pair of square masonry pillars supporting a low-hanging porch. Matt’s home, obviously. There was a car in the driveway, a small yellow Civic, parked in front of a detached garage. Impossible to imagine Matt at the wheel of such a vehicle.

It occurred to Carly as Matt parked behind the feminine-looking thing that she was still thinking of him as the younger Matt, the girl magnet Matt, the Matt she had known. As she had already discovered, that kind of mistake was fraught with pitfalls.

“I’d hate to wake your wife.” Her tone was carefully neutral, absolutely noncommittal—and a total lie. She was horrified to discover that the thought of Matt’s wife—of Matt having a wife—bothered her.

“I’m not married.”

If she didn’t quite sigh with relief, she came close. As she watched Matt get out of the truck, Carly realized with chagrin that somewhere deep inside her still lurked the teenager with the crush.

She was going to have to keep an eye on that girl.

Sliding out after Matt, who was patiently holding the door open for her, she stood looking up at the house for a moment as she waited for her wobbly legs to reaccustom themselves to solid ground. Upstairs and down, the windows were uniformly dark. The house was still. She would have thought it empty if not for that car.

“Do you mind?” Matt asked, indicating the door. Carly obligingly stepped aside, and he closed it. As she walked toward the front of the truck, her eyes once again found the Civic. If he wasn’t married, then who did the car belong to?

“Does your mother live with you?” she asked as he fell into step beside her, trying her level best not to sound hopeful. The idea pleased her. Matt at thirty-three still making his home with his mother—there was a whole lifetime’s worth of retaliatory needling in that.

“My mother’s dead.”

“Oh.” Her mood went flat. He’d loved his mother. The loss would have hurt. Instinctively Carly put a sympathetic hand on his arm. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

She hadn’t known because after she’d left Benton for college she had deliberately never asked her grandmother anything about him, and her grandmother, knowing that Matt was a sensitive topic even if she hadn’t known exactly why, had not so much as once mentioned his name. At first, during Carly’s infrequent, flying visits home there’d been so much to talk about that avoiding the subject of Matt had been easy. Later, as her grandmother had begun to fail, the focus had turned to the older woman’s health.

“No reason you should have.”

“What—when . . .” Her voice trailed off, leaving the request for details vague, so that he could tell her or not as he chose.

“A few years back. A heart attack. She was waiting tables at The Corner Café when she just collapsed.” He paused and glanced down at her as her hand tightened in silent sympathy on his arm. “I was just finishing up a stint in the Marines. I came home.”

Carly’s throat threatened to close up. Idiot, she told herself fiercely, to be so moved by his matter-of-fact tone. But she knew him so well—too well to be deceived. That tone hid a wealth of pain. And her heart ached for him.

“What—the heck—did you pack—in this suitcase?” Panting, listing slightly to one side, Sandra rounded the front of the truck to join them. She was lugging her own small satchel in one hand and Carly’s slightly larger (and obviously much heavier) gym bag in the other. Carly had thought it advisable for them each to pack an overnight bag to get them through at least their first night and day in Benton, by which time, presumably, they would have managed to get the truck unloaded. Self-conscious suddenly under Sandra’s sharp-eyed gaze, Carly let her hand fall from Matt’s arm.

“Oh, thanks, I forgot all about that.” Without really answering she reached for her bag. The truth was that her hair dryer and brushes and shampoo and straightening gel, to say nothing of her makeup kit and clothes and various necessities for Hugo, combined for quite a lot of weight, none of which she cared to account for in front of Matt.

“Give it here.” Matt beat her to it, and took Sandra’s as well. If the weight of hers bothered him, he gave no sign of it, carrying both bags easily. She and Sandra followed him inside, waiting somewhat uneasily in the dark hush of the house as he put the bags down to fumble for the light switch. Seconds later he found it, and was rewarded by a burst of dazzlingly bright light followed almost immediately by a gasp and a loud thump.

“Ohmigod, Matt, you scared the life out of me! I thought you were gone for the night.”

The speaker was a pretty teenage girl with thick-lashed dark eyes, a to-die-for tan, black hair that waved down to her waist, and long legs bared by a pair of tiny khaki shorts. She was sitting bolt upright on a yellow floral couch on which she’d obviously been stretched full length, clutching the edges of her unbuttoned white blouse together with both hands. Having equally obviously just fallen off the couch, a long-haired blond kid of about the same age was on the floor beside it, caught in the twin acts of trying to pull up his jeans and scramble to his feet, an almost comical deer-in-the-headlights look on his face.

It was clear to Carly, who stood just inside the door peering around Matt, that they had surprised a couple heavily engrossed in making out. It was equally clear, from the sudden tension in Matt’s body as he stood regarding the pair with his hand still on the light switch, that Matt didn’t like what he saw one bit.

The girl was the likely owner of the car, Carly surmised. Was she his girlfriend, caught in the act of messing around on him in his own house? Carly’s mind boggled at the thought. But she looked way young for Matt—and the vibe Carly was picking up from him was off.

“You thought wrong then, didn’t you?” Matt’s hand dropped at last. The front door opened directly into the living room, Carly realized, which accounted for the degree to which the teenagers had been taken by surprise. The room was nicely furnished, complete with a TV and a pair of striped wing chairs and the customary lamps and tables and knickknacks. The curtains, drawn now, matched the couch. The carpet underfoot was moss green, the walls a delicate celadon. The only jarring note in the whole well-coordinated assemblage was an oversized and obviously ancient black vinyl recliner, repaired in more than one place with duct tape, which was positioned at a comfortable distance from the TV. Complete with its own floor lamp and side table, flanked by an untidy stack of newspapers and magazines, it formed an incongruously ugly island in an otherwise charmingly decorated sea.

“Time to go home, Andy.” Matt moved to the center of the room to fix the kid with a disagreeable stare.

“Y–yes, sir,” Andy stuttered, trying to hang on to his unfastened jeans without being obvious about it as he edged around Matt. The novelty of hearing Matt addressed as sir made Carly blink.

“Oh, for God’s sake. Lighten up, will you please? I’m eighteen. I’ll be going off to college next month.” The girl swung her legs over the side of the couch and proceeded to button up her blouse while glaring at Matt. “Then you won’t know anything about what I choose to do.”

“Thank God,” Matt said devoutly. He turned on a lamp and the room got even brighter.

“Uh—bye, Lissa.” Andy bestowed a sickly little half smile on Carly and Sandra as he loped past them toward the door. Carly felt almost sorry for him. His face was beet red, his eyes kept darting nervously back at Matt, and his jeans kept threatening to fall down.

“See you tomorrow, Andy,” Lissa called as he made it to safety and the door closed behind him. Clearly she was not as impressed by Matt’s displeasure as Andy had been. Having finished with her blouse, she stood up, stretched provocatively under Matt’s censorious gaze, and yawned, covering her mouth with red-tipped fingers that she tapped against her cheeks in an exaggerated display of boredom.

“Carly, Sandra, meet my sister Melissa,” Matt said dryly. “Lissa, Carly Linton—you might remember Carly, she grew up here in Benton—and Sandra. . . Sandra . . .”

“Kaminski,” Sandra supplied. She was standing just behind Carly, watching the action wide-eyed.

“Kaminski,” Matt repeated.

“Hi,” Lissa offered, wiggling her fingers at them in an airy little wave.

“Hi,” they echoed in unison. Carly caught herself waving back, and felt like a fool. Luckily, no one else seemed to notice. Lissa’s eyes had already swung back to Matt. She was frowning. “What happened to your head? And your shirt?”

“I got hit and it got wet.” Matt disposed of her questions with curt efficiency. “I need you to look after Carly and Sandra for me. They’re going to be spending the night.”

“Oh, yeah?” Lissa looked interested. Her gaze returned to them, sharpened, and ran over Carly with particular care.

“Yeah.” Matt’s tone was as unencouraging as the look he gave her.

“Fine with me. I would never dream of saying anything about your private life.”

“Can it, Lissa,” he ordered. A horn honked from the driveway. Running both hands through his hair, Matt looked harassed. “I’ve got to go. Where’s Erin?”

“Out.”

“It’s almost one-thirty.”

Lissa shrugged.

“Dani?”

“Out.”

“Where? Everything’s clo—” Something in Lissa’s expression made him break off and shake his head. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

The horn honked again.

“Damn, I need a shirt.” Matt moved swiftly past them into an adjoining room, turning on the light as he went. In less than a minute he was back, pulling on a rumpled-looking Georgia Bulldogs tee shirt as he came through the doorway. He shot Lissa an exasperated look. “Can’t somebody do the laundry?”

Lissa smiled. “Hello, somebody.”

“Give me a break here. I’ve been working my butt off this week.”

Lissa made a face at him. “Tell the truth: You just expect one of us to do the laundry because we’re girls.”

The horn sounded again. Matt swallowed whatever else he might have been going to say on the subject and turned to Carly. “Don’t leave the house.” He glanced at his sister. “Give one of them my room, and the other Erin’s. I doubt she’ll be back tonight, and when I come in, I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“Aye, aye, Cap’n.” Lissa saluted smartly. Matt shot her a narrow-eyed look.

The horn gave a double blast.

“Later,” Matt said, and took himself off.

“Be warned. He’s cute, but he’s bossy,” Lissa said.

Carly, who’d been watching the door close behind him, glanced guiltily around to discover Lissa looking her up and down.

“Now I remember you,” Lissa said suddenly, meeting her gaze. “You lived in the old Beadle Mansion and you always wore those really frilly dresses and you had like acres of curls. Didn’t you used to follow Matt around everywhere?”

Carly was momentarily taken aback, but she recovered quickly enough to keep her discomfort from becoming obvious, she hoped.

“Sometimes, I guess. He did odd jobs for my grandmother.” Time to take the ball into her opponent’s court before Matt’s baby sister dredged up any more embarrassing recollections. She hadn’t seen much of the three Converse girls—her grandmother had rarely permitted her to go to Matt’s house, or even to the “poor” sections of town where Matt and his family had lived—but hanging around Matt had inevitably exposed her to them from time to time. “As it happens, I remember you, too. You were little, and you wore flip-flops all the time because you couldn’t tie your shoes, and you always seemed to be crying about something. Once it was because one of the neighborhood boys had stuck bubblegum in your hair. You begged Matt to get it out. So he took out his pocketknife and sawed the whole hank of hair off. He thought that would make you feel better, but when you saw that hank of hair just laying there in his hand you really bawled. He was pretty disgusted about the whole thing.”

Lissa grinned. “That sounds like me—and Matt.”

“Uh, excuse me,” Sandra said, very polite as she shifted from one foot to the other in a way Carly knew only too well. “But would you mind if I used your bathroom?”

From the look she shot Carly, Carly realized that she was being dared to comment.

“Oh, sure. It’s through here.” Apparently put in a better humor by the exchange of reminiscences, Lissa started walking and beckoned them after her. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

They followed her into the kitchen, which was bright and cheerful with white cabinets and trellis-patterned wallpaper. A side-by-side bathroom and laundry room opened off the kitchen. The laundry room floor was piled with baskets of dirty clothes. Seeing them, Carly grinned. Somebody really did need to do the laundry.

“Do you live with Matt year-round? Or . . .” Carly had wondered if perhaps Matt’s three sisters were just visiting, but she broke off as Lissa nodded. The two of them were leaning against the kitchen wall waiting for Sandra to emerge from the bathroom.

“I do, but I’m the only one of us who still does. Or at least I do until next month. Then I’m headed for the University of Georgia. My sister Dani’s going to be a junior there, and Erin just graduated. Dani will be going back when I go, and Erin’s getting married. So as of the middle of next month, Matt will be on his own for the first time since he came home after Mama died.” Lissa grinned. “We’re trying to prepare him by not doing the laundry and things. We’re afraid being left on his own after having us to take care of him for so long is going to be kind of a shock.”

Sandra emerged then, and Lissa took them upstairs. After showing Sandra to Erin’s bedroom, a frilly affair in pink and white, Lissa took Carly along to Matt’s. The rest of the house was decidedly feminine, done up in pastels and floral prints and finished off with a variety of pictures, plants and knickknacks. In contrast, Matt’s room was starkly unadorned, with plain white walls, beige carpeting, the bare minimum of sturdy oak furniture, and another of those ugly recliners, this one sporting even more repairs than the one in the living room, situated for optimum viewing of a small TV.

“He won’t let us touch his room,” Lissa said semi-apologetically, glancing around. “He says he likes it like this. But at least it has its own bathroom.” She pointed toward a door in the far wall. “It’s through there.”

Carly nodded as she put down her bag. By this time she was practically drooping with fatigue. The drive down from Chicago had left her exhausted. Her most pressing thought as she’d parked the U-Haul in front of her grandmother’s house and started lugging Hugo up the hill had been of showers and beds. The subsequent excitement had revived her—a series of major adrenaline rushes tended to do that to people, she’d heard—but the excitement was over now and she was once again fading fast. Not even her residual worry over Hugo’s fate could keep her from looking longingly at the bed.

“ ’Night.” Taking the hint, Lissa headed out the door, then paused with one hand on the jamb to glance back with a naughty grin.

“Wait till Shelby hears that Matt brought you home to spend the night. He never brings girls home. She’s gonna die.”

Carly’s eyes widened. Before she could even begin to explain the circumstances behind her overnight stay, the girl, still grinning, gave her another of those airy little waves and went out of the room. Left standing open-mouthed in the middle of Matt’s bedroom, there was nothing for Carly to do but contemplate Lissa’s words—and wonder, to her eternal self-disgust, just who Shelby was and what she was to Matt.
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IF THE DAMNED CAT had belonged to anyone except Carly, Matt thought, he would have dropped it off at the pound. No, better yet, he would have left it in the tree where Toler had found it. Or fed it to the dog that, shooed off, had still lurked hopefully beneath a nearby bush, watching as he cursed out his deputies for cowardice and then, with both Toler and Antonio grinning in the background, ascended into the branches himself to bring the spitting, clawing spawn of a saber-toothed tiger down.

But he owed Carly. Big time. Enough so that he was prepared to overlook having his arms scratched all to hell and nearly falling out of the damned tree and providing his deputies with more laughs than a Monty Python festival. Stumbling across her tonight had taken him back twelve years, to the night when the curly-haired little misfit of a teenager that he’d considered a sort of fourth sister for most of his life had morphed into a woman. A beautiful woman with big blue eyes that had openly adored him and a soft, pink-lipsticked mouth that had trembled when he looked at it and a slim, firm body hugged by a slithery satin dress that had pressed up against him tighter than his own underwear every time he’d turned around. He’d been doing her a favor, a favor, damn it, by taking her to her prom, and like all good deeds that favor had turned around and bitten him in the ass.

He couldn’t even blame her for what had happened. She’d been a young eighteen, and she’d been so sheltered and guarded and hemmed in by her crusty old battle-ax of a grandmother that she’d never even had a date. For years he’d basked in the glow of her admiration, responding to her open hero worship like a plant to the sun, treating her in return with a careless affection that only occasionally had been jarred into real tenderness. Back then, most of the world had seen him as bad news, but not Carly. She’d thought he was wonderful, and he’d known it; had even, he saw now, been touched by it, and been motivated to be better than he actually was inclined to be because of it. When he’d stumbled across her crying because she didn’t have a date to the prom, making her happy again had been easy.

But she’d surprised him. That night, his sweet little odd duck of a pal had somehow turned into a swan, and when he’d first set eyes on her as she’d walked out onto her porch to greet him he’d scarcely been able to believe what his eyes were seeing. But he’d handled it, no problem, dancing with her in her crepe paper–hung gym and making her look good in front of the other girls and assiduously keeping her away from the rum-spiked punch, which he’d imbibed just enough of himself to be able to state positively what was in it. When he’d first started getting turned on by her, he couldn’t have said; but by the time they were ready to leave he’d been aroused enough to where taking her straight home no longer seemed like the only possible option.

She’d snuggled up next to him in his car, her head resting back against the top of the seat and her eyes all soft and dreamy on his face as she’d confided that most of her classmates had rented rooms in Benton’s one motel, where they meant to party for what was left of the night.

Forget that, he’d said, curt because he was tempted.

But on the way home she’d said she was thirsty, and he had thought she probably was because he hadn’t let her drink anything but a few sips of water from the fountain all night. So he’d stopped at the 7-Eleven to buy her a Coke and himself a beer. Then she’d begged so hard for a sip from his can that he’d finally pulled over into a graveled lay-by and let her have one. After the gulp she’d swallowed had made it safely down, she’d coughed and wrinkled up her nose with distaste and gone “Ugh.” Then he’d laughed and said something like, “Curls, I don’t think you’re ready for beer yet.”

She’d sat up straight and looked at him and said, real serious, “I’m ready for more than you think,” and kissed him, hot and sweet as heavily sugared coffee, right on the mouth.

From there the situation, and his self-control with it, had gone straight to hell.

Afterward, after he’d taken her home and caught a few hours’ sleep and woken up to the realization of what he’d done, he’d been literally sick to his stomach. He could hardly look at himself in the mirror. He certainly couldn’t face Carly.

What could he say? I’m sorry, it was a mistake, I feel like I’ve fucked my sister?

Matt grimaced, remembering. In retrospect, he should have said it, or if not exactly that—surely he could have come up with something a shade more tactful—at least something. Avoiding her for the rest of the summer out of shame had been, as Lissa would put it, way less than cool.

So tonight he had rescued her killer cat, and was bringing it to her as a kind of penance. And he guessed that, sometime over the course of the next few days, he was going to have to work himself up to presenting her with a full-blown, heartfelt apology.

Which in her newly belligerent incarnation she would probably tell him to stuff right up there where the sun don’t shine.

Smiling a little ruefully at the picture this conjured up, Matt let himself into his dark house—meeting with no unwelcome surprises this time, thank God—and started up the stairs, the razor-clawed behemoth crouched silently at the bottom of a canvas duffel bag (courtesy of Toler), which he carried out in front of him as carefully as if it held a bomb.

It was now just after four A.M. Carly’s grandmother’s house had been searched, photographed, and dusted for fingerprints. The grounds and outbuildings had been searched. The damned cat had been rescued. Just as he’d been battling to bag the beast, his phone had rung. On the other end had been Cindy Nichols, reporting ghostly knockings in her bedroom that were scaring her to death. As Mrs. Nichols had been growing increasingly paranoid about the supposed poltergeist in her house, and he’d already personally made several calls to check it out, he didn’t feel obliged to answer this one. Instead, after ascertaining the woman’s location—she’d locked herself in her bedroom closet and was whispering to him on her cell phone so as not to alert the poltergeist to her location—he’d dispatched Antonio, who’d been laughing so hard over his superior’s struggles with the cat that he’d had to sit down on the ground, to do the honors.

His only hope was that this time the poltergeist was ready, willing and able to terrorize someone besides Mrs. Nichols. Antonio, for example.

Then he’d called it a day and, complete with his bagged peace offering, headed for home. He’d been on the job since seven that—no, make it the previous—morning, and he was dead beat. The county council was either going to have to break down and cough up the funds for an additional deputy or two, or they were going to have to start pulling shifts themselves.

Reaching the top of the stairs, he paused, recollected that he wasn’t sure where Carly was sleeping, and mentally shrugged. Whatever choice he made—his room or Erin’s—he had a fifty percent chance of being right. In any case, as long as he didn’t have to sleep within claws’ reach of the cat from hell, it didn’t matter. He knew for a fact that his room had a strong door and a sturdy latch, which were all that the situation required. He’d shut his prisoner in good and tight, check to make sure Dani was home, and if she was, head downstairs to sleep. If she wasn’t . . .

Hell, she was twenty years old. Nine months out of the year she was away at college and he had no idea how she spent her nights. If she wasn’t in her bedroom he would head downstairs and collapse on the couch and go to sleep anyway.

He opened the door to his bedroom quietly, not wanting to wake whoever was sleeping inside. Blocking the exit with his body so the damned cat couldn’t get past him, being as quiet as possible, he upended the duffel bag and shook the monster out—not without a certain degree of satisfaction as it landed with a thump, then stayed put, lashing its tail but looking dazed. He was still looking down at the cat when he realized that he could actually see it, that the visibility in his bedroom was significantly better than in the rest of the dark house. Glancing up, he saw why: the light had been left on in his bathroom. The door was open no more than a crack, but it was enough. He looked at the bed, curious to know if it was occupied by Carly or her friend. His brow knit as he realized that it was empty. The pillows were in disarray, the covers had been thrown back, but nobody was in it.

He was just making the obvious connection—whoever had been in his bed was now in the bathroom—when his gaze, for some obscure reason that was forever lost to him, was drawn to the far corner of the room. There, in his comfy old BarcaLounger, sat Carly. She was huddled in a little ball with her knees drawn up to her chin, looking impossibly small and lost.

She was looking at him. Shrouded in shadows, dwarfed by his chair, sitting silent and motionless in what he guessed was the hope that he wouldn’t notice her, she was watching his every move. For the space of a couple of heartbeats he felt an unfamiliar combination of nervous and guilty as he recollected his lack of tender loving care in connection with the delivery of her pet.

Then he realized something else. With a fist pressed against her mouth, she was fighting to hold back sobs, and doing a piss-poor job of it, too.

Shit. He didn’t want to know. He really didn’t. For the past seven years he’d been drowning in a sea of pink. Ever since his mother’s death when he’d turned his back on a promising career in the Marine Corps to come home and raise his young sisters, he’d been dealing on a daily basis with a whole spectrum of generally incomprehensible female emotions. Now, when he was finally seeing light at the end of the tunnel, did he want to add yet another freak-out prone female to his problem pool?

No. Hell, no. No way.

But this was Carly. He’d been looking out for her since she was eight years old. To his own disgust, he was discovering that his protective instincts where she was concerned were still strong. Their friendship might have hit kind of a pothole there in the backseat of his car, but the infrastructure was still intact. He was beginning to realize that a long-standing relationship like theirs was kind of like riding a bicycle—once you’d learned how it worked, it was forever imprinted in your brain. He couldn’t just walk away and leave her sitting there all alone in the dark, crying.

Damn it to hell and back anyway.

“Hey,” he said, striving for a light note. “What’s up?”

“Go away.” There was a detectable thickness to her voice—from bitter experience he extrapolated from it that she’d been crying for a good little while—but her tone was definitely hostile.

Good, he told himself. She didn’t want him around. He was off the hook. He could just turn tail and. . .

She sniffed. Not a delicate little sniff, either. A good, solid, haul-it-all-back-up-inside-there sniff.

“Damn,” he muttered, resigning himself to his fate as he stepped inside his bedroom and closed the door behind him. The cat, no friend, hissed at him as he moved toward it and scrambled away to hide under the bed. Matt paid scant attention. Crossing the room to Carly’s side, cursing the luck that had caused him to open her door at just that moment, he stopped in front of the chair to look down at her. Sliding his hands into his pockets and rocking back on his heels, he considered her silently through the wealth of shadows that shrouded the chair. Her eyes rose to meet his, gleaming as they reflected the light from his bathroom back at him.

If anything, he thought, she looked even smaller and more vulnerable than before from this angle, with her body as closely wound together as a paper clip and her head full of curls thrown back to expose the pale column of her throat. She was wearing long pajama pants and a tiny little knit top that exposed part of her midriff, and her feet were bare. Except for the change in hair color and the newly womanly curves that he couldn’t help but notice, she looked exactly as he remembered her from when she was about sixteen years old.

Shit.

“I found your cat.”

If that was her problem, he was in luck; it was already solved.

“Yippee. Thanks a lot. Now go away.”

So when had his luck ever been that good? Besides being thick, her voice had a noticeable catch in it. From her tone it was clear that he had not saved the day. Knowing women, she could be crying over anything. But whatever had turned on her faucets, she’d clearly been going at it pretty hard. With her face tilted up to his he had no problem telling that her eyes were swollen and her nose was red. Her cheeks were marred by tear tracks so wet they were shiny, too.

Shit.

“Okay, Curls, give it up. What’s the problem?” So he was not exactly coming off like Sympathy Central. He was practically out on his feet and a weeping woman—any weeping woman—was the last thing in the world he wanted to deal with at the moment. But he was dealing, which in his opinion counted for a lot.

Her eyes narrowed at him.

“Exactly what part of go away did you not understand?”

Her antagonism had exactly the opposite effect to what she apparently intended. It touched him. The thing about Carly was, she was about as big as a mosquito and as girly-looking as she could be with her big blue eyes and head full of curls, but she’d always had plenty of fight. Even more than he had, she’d experienced a world full of hurt in her life, and yet here she was, still coming out swinging. He admired that in a person, male or female.

“Right now I’ll take a pass on the whole concept. I want to know why you’re crying, and I’m not going to go away until you tell me.”

“So stand there all night and see if I care.”

Matt sighed. At this rate he wasn’t going to be hitting the sack anytime soon. “You know you’re being childish as hell, right?”

“So what? You’re being nosy as hell, so I’d say that makes us even. Anyway, it’s none of your damned business why I’m crying.”

“Sure it’s my business. Hey, I’m practically your oldest friend.” Sometimes, with women, cajolery worked. As late as it was, and as tired as he was, anything was worth a try.

“Here’s a news flash for you: We’re not friends. We don’t even know each other anymore.”

So much for cajolery. She sniffed again, as disgustingly as before. Matt mentally abandoned all hope of catching any sleep before dawn and dropped into a crouch in front of her.

“What’s the matter, baby?” There was so much tenderness in his voice that it even surprised him.

She glared at him. It would have been a real good glare except her lips trembled at the same time.

“I had a bad dream, okay? It woke me up, but I’m fine now. Or at least, I would be if you’d run along and mind your own business and leave me to mind mine.”

“Want to tell me about it?”

“No.”

“Was it about your mother?” Her mother had been a neglectful, man-loving drunk who’d left her only child in the care of neighbors for days at a time while she went off somewhere to party. Finally, one day, she simply hadn’t come back; later Carly had found out that she’d lit out for California and a new life with her latest boyfriend. After a while, when the neighbor caring for Carly realized that she’d been left holding the bag, she had called social workers to come and get the child. They did, and Carly had ended up in an institution for what the state called children in crisis. And there she had stayed until her grandmother, whom Carly had never before in her life even met, had come to fetch her away. All this Matt knew because everybody in Benton knew it. That for years afterward she’d had nightmares about her mother’s abandonment of her was his own private piece of information. He knew it because Carly had told him about the nightmares herself, whimpering like a little wounded animal in his awkward and reluctant arms. In his experience, recalling her mother was the only thing that had ever made Carly cry.

“No!” There was outrage in her face now. Clearly she didn’t like being reminded that he knew what pushed her buttons.

“It wasn’t?”

“No! It was about the Home, okay?”

“Ah.” The Home, he knew, referred to the institution where the state had parked her before her grandmother had shown up. “It must have been pretty bad, to make you cry.”

“It was—horrible.” Her voice trembled, and he realized that she was talking about the experience itself rather than the dream. It occurred to him that she’d never really said anything before about the time she’d spent there. She hadn’t been there long—not more than a week or two, he was pretty sure. Too brief an interlude to have made much of an impression, he’d thought until now. Anyway, one of her grandmother’s favorite expressions had been, no use crying over spilled milk. Carly hadn’t gotten much encouragement to dwell on past hurts from that stern old woman.

“So tell me.”

“I haven’t even thought about it in years,” she said, her voice so low and husky that he had to strain to hear. “I don’t know what made me . . . Tonight, for some reason, I dreamed I was back there. There were—these old iron bunk beds that creaked every time you moved. In the dream, I heard one of them creak.” She paused, took a deep breath. “I was so scared.”

Her voice shook. Pressing her fist to her mouth again as though she was determined not to cry, she looked at him over it as if daring him to comment. Then all that courage was undermined by physiology as tears overflowed her eyes to gush down her cheeks.

Those tears hit him like a blow to the heart.

“Hey,” he said, and stood up. She didn’t even try to resist when he scooped her up as easily as if she’d still been a little girl and sat down in his chair with her on his lap. Instead, she wrapped her arms around his neck and burrowed her face into his shoulder and wept out what seemed like a whole ocean’s worth of tears there in his arms. He didn’t say much beyond murmuring shh and it’s okay at appropriate intervals, but he held her close and listened to her largely incomprehensible murmurings and was simply there, which he had figured out by trial and error over the years was pretty much all that occasions like this called for.

Eventually she got herself all cried out. She lay limp and spent against his chest, her arms curled around his neck still but slackened off some from the stranglehold she had first put on him. Her breathing was ragged—he could feel the uneven rise and fall of her chest—but the sobs had ceased.

“Better?” He smoothed her hair away from the ear closest to his mouth. The springy curls wrapped around his fingers, cool and faintly coarse, just as they had always done whenever he’d touched them. His cheek brushed hers as he spoke. Her skin was damp. And silky soft. She smelled faintly, familiarly of Irish Spring—he realized she must have taken a shower with his soap—and some kind of fruity shampoo.

She nodded. He couldn’t see the nod, but he felt it.

“I feel like an idiot,” she said, her voice unsteady, her face still buried out of sight. “I never cry. Well, not very often.”

“I know.” His fingers played with her curls.

“You should have just left me alone. I would have been fine.”

“I know.”

“It’s you. You’re the only person I ever cry around. You bring it out in me.”

“Glad to be of service.”

She took a deep, ragged breath, sat up and looked at him.

“I don’t believe this.” She dashed tears from her cheeks with both hands.

“What?” He watched her idly. She was sitting upright on his lap now with her feet dangling a few inches above the floor and his arms looped loosely around her waist. She felt soft and warm and very female, and for some time now he had been acutely conscious of the firm curve of her butt sitting on top of his thighs. Every time she shifted positions his awareness increased. Which was not necessarily a bad thing, but it was probably something she didn’t need to know.

“You. Me. This.”

She made a gesture that encompassed the two of them and the chair. Then she sniffed again, and swiped the back of her hand across her nose. Matt smiled at the homely gesture, which reminded him irresistibly of the dauntless little girl she had been. Watching him, she stiffened. The look she gave him was suddenly stark with dislike.

“Asshole,” she said.

Smiling had clearly been an error.

He was so tired that he felt boneless, at one with the chair, as if the slightest movement would require a major effort. His head rested back against the padded vinyl seat. His linked hands were brushing the bare part of her back, and he would have been a liar if he’d claimed not to be enjoying that slight contact with her skin. He was warm and comfortable and growing ever so slightly horny, and the woman on his lap was one that he would have been more than happy to take to bed except for the fact that she was Carly, and this was a mistake that he had made before.

Still, he could enjoy the view: pretty face, barely marred at all by swollen eyes, reddened nose, or even the scowl she was directing at him; narrow shoulders left almost completely naked by a pair of tiny straps that seemed to be composed, ridiculously, of a chain of crocheted daisies; soft round breasts that had improved out of all recognition since he’d last had occasion to ogle them swelling lushly against the thin, pale knit of her abbreviated top; slender, shapely midsection, lightly tanned. The rest of her he couldn’t really assess, since she was covered from just below the waist by the baggy pajama pants, but then he didn’t need to look to conclude that what was concealed under there was all one hundred percent prime female flesh. He remembered with more clarity than was probably good for him the smooth flatness of her belly, the slender curves of her legs, her bush with its thicket of tiny curls even tighter than the ones on her head. And her butt—he definitely remembered her butt. Cute and round and sexy as hell, even before he’d peeled away the prim white cotton grandma panties she’d been wearing under her prom dress.

His body stirred in unmistakable response. Under the circumstances, revisiting that particular memory had probably been a mistake.

“Did you hear what I said?” She was sounding good and ticked off at him now. He forced his mind off of the interesting way she was wriggling around in his lap and did his best to focus on what she was saying. “I called you an asshole.”

“I heard you,” he said mildly. He was really too tired to fight, and anyway she had a point. “I’m not arguing.”

“What?”

Ah. That was more of a bounce than a wriggle, but it was damned effective.

“You’re right,” he clarified. “I’m an asshole.”

The look she gave him should have singed his eyeballs. Wasn’t that just like a woman? Agree with them, and they get madder than ever.

He remembered then that he’d always thought Carly looked really cute when she got mad.

“Do you even know what I’m talking about?” she demanded, incensed.

She was sitting still now, but in a really good spot. His hands opened and flattened across her back. Beneath them, her skin felt like warm satin. They started to slide south. . .

No. Been there, done that. Pull up; bail out; error. Danger, Will Robinson.

His hands clenched behind her back.

“Sure I know what you’re talking about. You’re still mad at me twelve years later because I busted your cherry, then didn’t call you.”

He said it on purpose to make her mad, partly because he wanted see if her eyes still shot sparks and her cheeks still got all rosy like he remembered, and partly aiming to rile her up enough so that she would jump off his lap and end the torture before he lost the strength to resist. Pushing her away physically would have been simpler, maybe, but he didn’t think he had enough willpower left for that. No, he decided, as her muscles went so rigid he feared her now-hard little butt might be going to break something—like his most vital personal part—he definitely didn’t have enough willpower left for that.

Just as he’d expected, her eyes widened and shot sparks. Her cheeks darkened as color rushed into her face. Her lips parted as she sucked air in through them. Then, without any more warning than that, she swung at him.

Tired as he was, he was just quick enough to catch her fist before it connected with his jaw. Hanging on to it, he responded reflexively to the unexpected attack. His body twisted, throwing her over his hip. Their combined momentum caused them both to slam sideways into the back of the chair. For a moment after they landed she lay still, panting, pressed right up against him, chest to chest, with her legs still draped over his but at a different angle than before and his left arm around her, pinning her so that she couldn’t move, while he kept careful hold of her fist.

Their eyes met.

“Son of a bitch,” she said, quivering with anger. Their faces were just inches apart. He had no trouble discerning the fury blazing in her eyes or the grim set to her lips. She wasn’t struggling but she was breathing hard, from rage more than exertion, he thought. He could feel her breasts heaving against his chest, feel her softness, feel her heat. He inhaled the scent of fruit and Irish Spring, and was suddenly assaulted by a vivid mental picture of her in his shower, naked except for suds.

“Dirty rotten son of a bitch. No good dirty. . .”

Hell, she was right again. He was a son of a bitch. More of one than she had any way of knowing. Right now, despite everything, despite the deep affection he still felt for her and his clear and present memory of the debacle that had resulted the last time he’d given into his baser impulses where she was concerned and her righteous fury and his well-deserved shame, he wanted her so much that his desire was, literally, a physical ache.

“. . . rotten son of a bitch,” she concluded, breathing fire.

“I’m sorry,” he said, meaning it. The apology was long overdue, and he no longer felt like trying to provoke her. Anyway, he was experiencing a kind of sinking feeling that told him that anything he could manage in the way of making her mad enough to stomp away from him before he got too turned on to resist his baser impulses would now be pretty much a case of too little, too late. “I shouldn’t have let things get out of hand like they did the night of your prom. Afterward, I shouldn’t have disappeared on you. The thing was, I never expected things between us to get hot like that. We were buddies, pals. Friends. When I woke up the next morning and realized what I had done, I felt like I had betrayed your trust, and I was ashamed. So I stayed away.”

As apologies went, that one was handsome, comprehensive, and had the additional virtue of being absolutely sincere. He released his grip on her fist and waited fatalistically. If she still felt like punching him out, he was prepared to take it like a man. She said nothing, just looked at him and breathed as her freed fingers flexed against his chest. But he thought some of the rigidity had left her body. He could feel the sudden pliability of her spine, the lessening of tension in her arms. And her heat. Slow rolling waves of heat.

“I was a kid,” he continued, his eyes locking with hers, determined to get it all out and over with so he could get up and get the hell out of Dodge before he did anything he was pretty sure he would later regret. “A stupid kid. And that’s what I acted like—a stupid kid. Forgive me. Please.”

Her lashes fluttered down. Her hands slid up his chest to rest on his shoulders. Her body shifted so that she was lying full against him, chest to chest, thigh to thigh, all soft curves and dizzying heat. He could feel her heart slamming against her breastbone. He could feel her breasts pressing against his chest. He could smell Irish Spring.

This is a mistake. Get up. Get out, he told himself.

But he didn’t. Instead, he tightened his hold on her waist, all too conscious that his hands were pressing into bare skin as they once again fought the urge to head south.

Her lids lifted and their gazes met.

“I—” she began. But whatever she’d meant to say was lost as she broke off abruptly to wet her lips with the tip of her tongue. Watching with fascination, he figured that the feel of his fingers slipping inside the waistband of her pants just above her butt had something to do with her loss of concentration. He had lost all control of his hands now; they were doing precisely what they wanted. He couldn’t seem to find within himself the resolve necessary to even try to pull them back.

“Matt,” she said, then broke off again to breathe. He knew just exactly how deep and shaky the breath she took was because he felt her breasts flattening against his chest as her rib cage expanded—and because he watched her lips open and tremble. Suddenly he was remembering just how soft those lips were, and how sweet and hot. . .

Her eyes closed; for whatever reason, her face lifted toward his. And then, God help him, he suffered another one of those brain-dead episodes of his, totally forgetting all the reasons why this was a really bad idea. Intoxicated by the improbable but potent combination of the scent of Irish Spring soap and the feel of her soft warm curves, he bent his head and kissed her.
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TWELVE YEARS, one husband and several boyfriends later, and she was still a sucker for Matt’s kisses, Carly reflected ruefully. No, face it, she was still a sucker for Matt, period. She’d been yearning and burning for him tonight as much as she ever had as a lovesick teenager with an oversized crush. More, probably. Because now she was old enough to know just exactly what she was yearning and burning for.

And he was old enough to give it to her.

Carly realized that from the moment their lips touched. His mouth did no more than sample hers at first, kissing her softly, barely there. His lips were firm, and dry, and tantalizingly gentle. He was so much bigger than she was, so much taller and broader and stronger, muscular where she was soft, firm where she was yielding. She liked the difference in their sizes, liked his easy strength, liked his muscularity. She always had.

And she liked his kisses, too.

His hands, which had been stroking her bare back just inside the waistband of her baggy pants, slid even lower, then flattened against her lower back and pulled her closer. The evidence of his desire was suddenly right there between them, unmistakably hard, impossible to miss. Her mind, which had been busy shouting out all the reasons why being like this with Matt was so wrong, went a little fuzzy. Deep inside her body, something tightened and began to throb.

It had been a long, long time since she’d felt like this.

“Say you forgive me,” he whispered, his mouth scant millimeters above hers so that she could feel the warmth of his breath feathering her lips. Concentrating fiercely, she opened her eyes; she opened her mouth too, determined to say something on the order of, not in this life.

He kissed her again, soft and coaxing.

What he had learned in twelve years, she decided, willing herself not to respond and failing miserably, was the fine art of finesse. Digging her nails into his shoulders, determined not to make the final concession of sliding her arms around his neck, she surrendered to temptation and kissed him back.

Just a kiss. Only a kiss. God, he was good at this.

“Carly—” He broke contact first, lifting his mouth away. His voice was rougher, lower, thicker than before.

She forced her eyes open. His black hair was tousled, unruly, cut short like it hadn’t been when they’d been kids but still long enough to succumb to its own slight tendency to wave. The Band-Aid was still there on his forehead, reminding her that things had changed, that there were burglars in Benton now and Matt, however crazy it seemed, was the sheriff and he and she were all grown up and, to all intents and purposes, strangers. But then her gaze drifted down and she discovered that he was looking at her, too. His eyes hadn’t changed. They were still dark, sleepy-lidded pools promising her untold carnal delights. His mouth, long and masculine, hadn’t changed either, and it had such a sensuous curve to it that it was hard for her to drag her eyes away.

Looking at him, which she had counted on to shock her back to good sense, was unfortunately having the opposite effect, she realized. What she’d hoped would be the solution was, instead, the very core of her problem: Yes, indeed, he was still the same old Matt. But instead of thinking no good dirty rotten son of a bitch when she looked at him, what she thought was, it’s Matt, almost with wonder. It’s Matt, still handsomer than he had any right to be and still sexier than hell and still seeming to know more about how to please a woman than any man she had ever met. It’s Matt, so achingly familiar that lying in his arms like this just somehow seemed right.

“I forgive you,” she managed, caving in sheer self-defense, knowing that what she was on the verge of doing was the absolute wrong thing to do and digging deep to try to summon the strength to pull herself out of his arms before she did it. They were almost nose to nose in the big chair, lying sideways, wedged tightly together. He was holding her, his hands on her back pressing her close, but it would have been an easy hold to break. Sitting up, standing up, walking away—nothing could have been simpler.

She couldn’t do it, she realized glumly. Soon, maybe, but not—quite—yet.

“Ah,” he said, and smiled at her. Watching the slow curve of his lips, Carly felt her blood heat. She inhaled, met his gaze. His eyes flared, and he kissed her again, still soft, still gentle, but so thoroughly that she was dazzled. Dimly she realized that his restraint was probably deliberate, that she was being tantalized right past the roadblocks her good judgment would normally throw in his way, but by then she simply didn’t care. The stubble on his jaw felt rawly masculine as it brushed against her cheeks and chin. His body against hers felt firm and hot and unmistakably masculine too. And good—he felt so good. She quivered a little at the sheer goodness of it.

He must have felt the tiny tremor that went through her limbs, because all of a sudden he stiffened and his breath seemed to catch. Then, without any more warning than that, he was kissing her like she wanted to be kissed, like she needed to be kissed, like she had dreamed of being kissed over years of lonely nights. His tongue invaded her mouth, hot and wet and hungry, filling it, moving against hers, stroking the roof of her mouth and the inside of her cheeks and lips, provoking a mind-blowing response. The heat that was already smoldering inside her blazed up like grease on a griddle. Sliding her arms around his neck, she closed her eyes and curled her toes and kissed him back and enjoyed, promising herself that she would call a halt right—after—this.

But then his hands moved again, sliding right on down inside her pants until his fingertips reached the first gentle upward curve of her cheeks. There they stopped.

Oh, God. Her heart pounded. Her breathing suspended. Her nether regions, already well aware of what was going on, segued in an instant from a pleasant throbbing into a full-blown, gotta-have-it kind of quake. His hands were long-fingered, broad-palmed, strong, searing their imprint into her flesh. She wanted them cupping her butt. She wanted it so badly that it was all she could do not to reach around and guide them to the right place. Tightening her arms around his neck, she kissed him with feverish intensity, moving against him, rocking with newfound abandon against the swollen hardness at the front of his jeans.

He lifted his head, breaking the kiss. Feeling almost drugged by desire, Carly opened her eyes to discover that he was watching her. He was breathing heavily, his eyes were hot, his chest heaved against her breasts, and his arms as they curved around her had grown hard. His entire body seemed to pulse with a kind of hungry urgency that left her in no doubt about just how aroused he was.

“Probably this isn’t such a good idea,” he said. His voice was hoarse, raspy. Despite his words his eyes blazed at her, and he showed no inclination to let her go.

Just looking at him looking at her like that got her so turned on that she had to take a breath before she could talk.

“Probably not.”

“We should just—” He broke off as his arms tightened, pulling her closer yet in a silent contradiction of his words.

She tried not to pant. “Yes, we should.”

Even before she finished speaking, his hands were on the move again, sliding down over her butt cheeks at last. Carly gasped, trembling with pleasure. The hot abrasion of those long-fingered hands molding her curves sent pure fire licking out along her nerve endings and reduced her bones to Jell-O.

“Oh, God, Matt.” It was all she could do not to come right there and then from the sheer intensity of the sensations that were rocketing through her. But she fought the good fight, holding off, not wanting the most mind-blowing Big O that had hovered on her horizon in years to be over with so soon. Beneath her passion-weighted lids she saw that he was watching her with eyes that suddenly glittered. She remembered that he’d always had a pretty good idea about what was running through her mind. At the idea that he knew exactly just how turned on she was, she felt a thrill shoot clear down to her toes.

“You’re not wearing panties,” he said. It didn’t sound like his voice at all.

Carly breathed. She was too far gone now to talk, to explain that she never wore panties with pajamas. She just shook her head.

His jaw tightened, and his hands tightened too, gripping a smooth, round cheek in each one as he pulled her slowly and deliberately up against him.

Carly gasped and trembled and closed her eyes. She was on fire, weak with need, burning up with it. Every last scrap of reason she possessed was lost, blocked out by a tsunami of good, old-fashioned lust. Tightening her arms around his neck, she lifted her face and met his mouth as it descended and kissed him as if she’d die if she didn’t.

He kissed her senseless, kissed her until her muscles dissolved and her head was whirling and her body was flaming and throbbing and absolutely his for the taking. Then all of a sudden he stopped kissing her, for no earthly reason that she could fathom, just pulled his mouth away from hers and lifted his head. His hands let go of her butt and slid out of her pants and his arms, which had been hard and tight around her, loosened so that they no longer even seemed to be holding her.

Bereft, bewildered, and breathless, Carly opened her eyes to see what he was doing. It took a moment—she was so turned on it was hard to focus—but she saw that he was looking down at their entwined bodies with a frown. She followed suit, and discovered that his hands were on the outside of her pants now, tugging at them, trying to pull them off, wanting to make her naked. She wanted that too, she realized with a swift upsurge of heat, wanted to be naked with him, wanted him naked and on her and in her....

Their eyes met as she reached down to help. His were narrow and as black and glittery as onyx. He was breathing like he’d run for miles, and his face was dark with passion. Just looking at him like that made her melt, made her want him more than she had ever wanted anything in her life. He must have seen something of what she was feeling in her expression because even as she fumbled between them he shifted positions, moving her with him, lifting her on top of him, yanking urgently at her pants. Thrown off balance, she slithered down his other side. He grabbed at her to steady her and then somehow, just like that, they rolled out of the chair and crashed down onto the floor.

It wasn’t much of a fall, and she landed on top of him, no harm done. Still, it was slightly disorienting to say the least and it took her a minute to recover and get her bearings. When she did, she lifted her head and looked at him. He lay flat on his back on the carpet with her sprawled chest-down on top of him, her chin at the approximate level of his breastbone, his hands resting on her waist. His eyes were open, too, she discovered. He was looking at her and breathing hard, but he made no effort to take up where they had left off.

“It’s a drawstring,” Carly murmured helpfully as she wriggled up his body, glad to have suddenly recollected the underlying cause of the fall. His hands moved then, closing over her hipbones, hard and purposeful as he arrested her upward journey. When he didn’t answer but continued to look at her with what she assumed was passion- or fall-induced incomprehension, she elucidated. “My pants. They’re tied with a drawstring. You just need to untie them and—”

She broke off as he frowned, clearly still not back with the program, and reached down to untie the drawstring herself on the theory that just doing it was worth a thousand words. Besides, the idea of kicking off her pants and lying on top of him naked from the waist down while he was still fully dressed was kind of exciting. In fact, as she considered it she discovered that it excited her more than any erotic thought she’d had in years. She would—

“Wait. Stop. No.” His protest was slightly disjointed but forceful. He caught her hands even as they found the drawstring, imprisoning them in his, holding them immobile. Carly looked at him in surprise. He met her gaze. His eyes were dark with passion. His face was flushed with it. His hands tightened on hers—and then he rolled with her so that all of a sudden she was no longer lying on top of him. She was sliding—and then she was on the rug, lying on her side facing him, close still but with their linked hands the only points of actual contact.

Carly had a funny feeling that this might not be a prelude to some sexy new position.

“Matt?”

To her dismay she discovered that he was grimacing. His brows met over his nose in a pained-looking frown, and his lips were drawn back to reveal clenched teeth.

“We’re not doing this,” he said after a second, sounding strained but also sounding as if he really, truly meant it. “We—are—not—doing—this.”

With that he let go of her hands, jackknifed into a sitting position and got to his feet. Too surprised to even try to stop him, Carly sat up, gaping at him, her hands resting on the smooth flat wool on either side of her thighs, her legs stretched straight out in front of her.

“Matt. . .” She had to look a long way up to meet his gaze. He moved restlessly, as if her uncomprehending regard made him uncomfortable, then jammed his hands into his pockets and took a step backward.

“Look, we already made this mistake once.” His expression as he looked at her was as wary as if he’d suddenly discovered that she was stuffed full of explosives. Disbelieving, she realized that he was continuing to back away. “We’re not making it again. We’re friends, Curls. Friends. This isn’t us.”

“What?” She still didn’t understand.

“Hell, you’ve been mad at me for twelve years over the last time.” Talking faster now, he reached the door and felt behind him for the knob. “I care too much about you for this. There are lots of girls I can fuck. You’re my only girl friend.”

“What?” Now she understood. He was leaving her high and dry, the no good dirty rotten son of a bitch.

“I want to keep it like that,” he said, opening the door. “You will too, once you think about it.” Then, backing out into the cave-dark hall, he tacked on a soft, “Later,” and closed the door in the teeth of her sputters.

Just like that. Click. No more Matt.

Carly couldn’t believe it. He was gone, leaving her all on her lonesome in his dark bedroom, sitting stunned in the middle of his ugly beige carpet, her body still throbbing with need, her cat peering out at her from under the bed. It took several minutes for the shock to subside enough so that she could even start to get mad.
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BY THE TIME CARLY headed downstairs the next morning, mad didn’t even begin to cover how she felt. The good news was, being dumped like that had almost completely erased from her mind the night’s assorted other traumas. The bad news was, she was so furious at Matt that she had spent the rest of the night fuming instead of sleeping. It didn’t help that poor shell-shocked Hugo had persisted in curling up right on top of her every time she’d stretched out on the bed, seeking to soothe his inner kitten by kneading her with needlesharp claws whenever she was just about to nod off. It also didn’t help that her clueless body still tingled and throbbed, hankering after Matt. To make matters worse, she was almost as mad at herself as she was at Matt. She’d known he was a handsome skunk, a sexy jackass, a no good dirty rotten son of a bitch. What had she been thinking?

The depressing, embarrassing, infuriating answer was that she hadn’t been thinking at all. She’d been too busy feeling. Which was, she supposed, the all-too-predictable result of letting herself get into a state where she was practically re-virginized again.

Along about eight A.M., when she’d all but given up trying to get any more sleep, it occurred to her that she was in Matt’s house. It stood to reason that she could therefore expect to see Matt when she went downstairs. At first the idea horrified her. Her bottom line was, she never wanted to see the no good dirty rotten son of a bitch again as long as she lived. But the more she thought about it, the more she decided that that was a crock. Never again was she going to simply stew in silence while catching occasional distant glimpses of the object of her ire. Oh, no. That was a different Carly. This Carly, this new mad-as-hell, not-going-to-take-it-anymore Carly, was going in a whole nother direction. She was going to be up front, in your face, visibly, verbally, violently mad.

And she could already tell that it was going to feel good.

Still, looking in the mirror as she painstakingly blow-dried her hair straight again, she experienced a moment when the new Carly almost wimped out on her. Discovering that she looked like hell was definitely not a confidence booster. The new Carly she saw in her head was prettier, younger, sexier-looking than the woman in the mirror. It took her a while to argue herself around to believing that the new Carly was about how she felt inside, and not about how she looked, but she did it. Finally she accepted the slightly depressing truth: This was how the new Carly looked, same as how the old Carly looked, especially when she’d had a total of about three hours of sleep. As always, lack of sleep gave her dark circles and bloodshot eyes and dull skin, to say nothing of an extra dollop of crankiness. But the crankiness might pay off, especially today, when she was hoping to be at her new Carly best while she had one final conversation with Matt, which she planned to begin by suggesting he go do unmentionable things to himself and end by ordering him to stay the hell away from her because she never wanted to see him again as long as she lived.

If he wanted friends, he could watch TV.

On that bright note, she headed downstairs. Descending with head held high and one hand carefully clutching the rail—no point in taking a chance on ruining the cool, confident, and in-control image she was trying to project by tumbling head over heels down the stairs—she scanned the living room for her quarry. No luck. The room was empty. Her shoulders slumped—she’d been psyched for the kill—but then she bucked herself up and headed for the kitchen, which she could tell from the chattering voices and breakfasty smells was where a significant number of the occupants of the house had gathered. The prospect of telling Matt where to go in front of an audience was tempting—the old Carly would never have done that—but then, she really didn’t want anybody except herself and Matt to know just why she wanted him to take a long walk on a short pier. Therefore, her best course of action would be to ask him if she might, please, have a word with him in private.

Pinning a pleasant smile on her carefully glossed lips in anticipation of making just that request as soon as she set eyes on him, clamping firmly down on the vain wish that she had packed something with a little more of a va-va-voom quotient than white capris and an orange tee shirt with a pair of big red kissy lips on the front, Carly walked into the kitchen.

A cheerful mix of sounds greeted her that included water bubbling on the stove and cutlery clanking against dishes and people talking a mile a minute. The smell of breakfast—pancakes and syrup, eggs, bacon, coffee—filled the air. Ordinarily it would have made her stomach rumble. This morning it left her unmoved. She was, she realized, too keyed up at the prospect of finally facing Matt down to feel the least bit hungry.

The room was positively packed with people, she saw as she hesitated on the threshold, glancing around for him. Which was, she decided after an instant’s consideration, probably a good thing. At least they could have some privacy elsewhere in the house while she bade Matt a not-so-sweet farewell.

Sandra was at the stove with her back to the door, wearing black pants and a tunic-length black tee shirt, looking comfortable as a duck in water as she stirred a spoon around in a steaming pot, with nary a sign of the previous night’s bad attitude to be seen. Lissa, wearing a bright green sundress with her long hair streaming over one shoulder, was hanging over the back of a wooden chair in which sat another girl who looked so much like her that she had to be another of Matt’s sisters. This girl, who was perhaps a little taller and slimmer than Lissa, had her black hair styled in a smooth shoulder-length bob and was wearing a black knit top. She was frowning over what appeared to be a book of material swatches that was spread open on the big round kitchen table in front of her. Seated beside her and pointing to a particular swatch was a woman of about Carly’s age in a sleeveless white silk blouse and pearls, with carefully upswept honey-blond hair, delicate, slightly sharp features and a slim build. Next to her was a man in a white shirt and a red tie with features and coloring so similar to hers that they almost had to be related. Rounding out the table were a couple of Matt’s uniformed deputies—big, burly Antonio from last night, who was digging into a plate of pancakes with gusto, and another, much younger man with a bristly russet-colored buzz cut who appeared to be finished and was pushing his empty plate away. A third girl with short black hair—undoubtedly Matt’s final sister—was just turning away from the refrigerator, a carton of orange juice in her hand. She was wearing a knee-skimming turquoise shift.

It struck Carly that it was Sunday morning, and Sunday mornings in Benton, at least in her experience, meant church. Everyone except the deputies seemed dressed to attend. A pang of residual guilt reminded her that Sunday mornings in Benton had once meant church for her, too. Her grandmother, a pillar of the First Baptist Church of Benton, had never permitted her to miss a single Sunday unless she was really, truly (as in running a high temperature) ill. Since leaving for college, she had gotten out of the habit, and the only times she and John had gone inside a church had been to attend weddings and funerals.

She was all grown up now, she reminded the shadow of her younger self who still lurked uneasily inside. She might have come home to Benton, but that didn’t mean she had to totally revert. She could still do any damned thing she wanted to do.

Like not go to church. Today, at least. Darn it all, her clothes weren’t even unpacked, and she just had too much to do.

As she continued to look around, she was forced to conclude that her first impression had been right on target: Matt was not in the room.

“This is the best darned breakfast I’ve had in years,” Antonio said to Sandra, popping a forkful of pancakes into his mouth and chewing happily.

“No way am I wearing a bubblegum pink bridesmaid’s dress,” the girl with the black bob said with revulsion. “The dress I tried on was dark green.”

“I wouldn’t call it bubblegum.” The blond woman sounded slightly affronted. “And dark green’s more suited to fall than summer. It’s the same dress, just a more summery color.”

“Hey, Dani, why not give it a chance? Maybe bubblegum pink’s your color,” Lissa put in with a grin.

Dani—Carly remembered she was Matt’s middle sister—scowled up at Lissa. “You’re going to be wearing it too.”

“Thanks for the breakfast, Miss Kaminski. It sure was good,” the second deputy said, chugging along on the original conversational track.

“Sandra,” Sandra said to him. Then, to Antonio in a honeyed tone, “Would you like another egg? Or some more pancakes?”

Carly’s antennae went up. Sounded like Sandra had Antonio in her sights. If so, talking her out of heading home to Chicago might be less of a battle than Carly had been prepared to wage. Which was good news for the success of their bed-and-breakfast, but probably bad news for Antonio’s waistline. Those whom Sandra cared about, she fed.

“Can’t do it,” Antonio replied, patting his stomach and looking regretful. “It’s going to be all I can do to finish this. I sure would like to, though.”

“What, are you finally getting full?” the other deputy asked. “I don’t believe it.”

“Shut your trap, Toler,” Antonio said, scowling at him. “Or next time I’ll let you run the raccoon out of Miz Nichols’s attic.”

“Erin, could I get some more juice here?” the blond woman’s male clone asked.

“Sure, honey.” The girl with short black hair smiled and crossed to his side, carton in hand. Erin was the oldest of Matt’s three sisters. Carly sort of recognized her now, although the petitely pretty woman in front of her certainly looked different from the dirty-faced, smart-mouthed little girl she vaguely remembered.

“Weren’t you planning to match the men’s ties and cummerbunds to the bridesmaids’ dresses?” Lissa asked, looking at Erin.

“That’s usually how it’s done,” the blond woman answered before Erin, who was busy pouring juice, could reply.

Lissa and Dani exchanged looks.

“Matt is going to look so fantastic in bubblegum pink,” Lissa said solemnly, and the two of them burst out laughing.

“Hey, Collin’s wearing it too,” Erin said, shooting her sister a reproving look.

“Collin would,” the second deputy muttered. He probably meant the sour-toned observation to go unheard, but he’d spoken into a lull in the conversation. All eyes swung to him—and in the process Carly was discovered standing just inside the doorway.

“Oh, hi.” It was Lissa who spotted her. She grinned, her eyes sparkling wickedly. “Want some breakfast?”

It was now all eyes on Carly.

“Uh, no thanks,” Carly said, feeling suddenly awkward. Matt was clearly nowhere in the vicinity, and the rest of these people, with the exception of Sandra of course, were virtual strangers. For her part, Sandra waved her spoon vaguely in greeting, then turned back to her cooking. Reminding herself of her mission, Carly moved on into the room and added in a more purposeful tone, “Is Matt around?”

“No, and he probably won’t be until sometime tonight,” Erin said, making no bones about looking her up and down. At the news, Carly felt both relieved and let down. Her inner No More Ms. Nice Girl had been ready, willing, and able, but she wasn’t all that sorry to be put on hold, either. Carly had never been confrontational by nature, and she was discovering that girding herself up for battle and then staying in attack mode until the enemy could be located required a lot more psychic energy than she would have thought. “He went into work early.”

“Yeah, real early. Like around five A.M. He was on his way out when I was coming in,” Dani said with a grimace. “He was in a lousy mood, too.”

There, at least, was some good news, Carly thought.

Having finished checking out the newcomer, Dani exchanged a significant look with Lissa.

“If you were just coming in at five in the morning, I can see why. Five in the morning’s no time for a young girl to be getting home,” Antonio said, pointing his fork censoriously at Dani, who made a face at him.

“Hey, I did better than Erin. She didn’t come home at all. At least, not until just about an hour ago, and then only because she had to get dressed for church,” Dani said.

Erin looked self-conscious. The two younger men at the table looked less than happy at the revelation. The blond one shot Dani a dirty look. The red-haired deputy glared at Erin. Watching, Carly thought, uh-oh, something’s up. But, thankfully, if there was a problem, it wasn’t hers to solve.

“Shut up, Dani,” Erin said, glaring at her sister.

The blond woman, meanwhile, was looking hard at Carly, who felt her gaze and glanced over to meet it.

“I know you,” the blond woman said suddenly. Carly realized that she was right. The reason she realized this was because, now that she took a good close look at the blonde, she recognized her too.

“You’re Carly Linton,” the other woman said.

“And you’re Shelby Holcomb,” Carly replied.

Shelby had been two years ahead of her in school. Head cheerleader. Homecoming queen. Voted Most Popular Girl. Perfect hair. Perfect clothes. Perfect teeth. Studious, curly-haired little Carly hadn’t even been on her radar screen. The only reason Carly knew who Shelby was, as someone other than one of those high school superstars the rank-and-file students could only watch with envy from a distance, was because Shelby had had a huge thing for Matt.

The year Carly had been a freshman, Shelby had been a junior and Matt had been a senior; Shelby had chased Matt relentlessly. Probably the only thing that had kept her from catching him had been Elise Knox.

Carly had never, ever thought that she might feel grateful to Elise Knox, but now, suddenly, she did. At least Matt’s involvement with Elise had kept him out of Shelby’s hands.

But Elise was no longer in the picture to run interference, and Shelby had obviously caught Matt at last. Because here she was early on a Sunday morning in Matt’s house, eating breakfast at Matt’s table, on the most informal of terms with Matt’s sisters. Last night Lissa had said that Matt never brought girls home, and Shelby was going to die because he had. Carly hadn’t realized that Lissa was talking about this Shelby, Miss Queen of Everything.

If, in Matt’s immortal words, Carly was his only girl friend, then Shelby was obviously one of the girls—or the girl—he fucked.

The realization burst upon her like an exploding firework lighting up an inky night sky.

Carly’s first instinctive thought was, I’ll kill him.

It made her beyond furious to think that Matt had been cheating on her with Shelby. Then she realized: no, wait, it was the other way around. Appalled, Carly faced the hideous truth: she had only reentered the picture last night. If Matt belonged to Shelby now, then Matt had been cheating on Shelby with her.

I’ll kill him, Carly thought again. I am going to kill him.

That she’d already pretty much intended to do that was beside the point. Now that the true extent of his perfidy had become clear, she felt like killing him twice.

“How long are you back in town for?” Shelby asked, looking her over with the slightest of frowns.

“Permanently, I hope.” Carly managed a small, polite (she hoped) smile.

“We’re opening a bed-and-breakfast,” Sandra piped up. This evidence that Sandra had apparently abandoned her intention to run back to Chicago should have cheered Carly up. It didn’t. The way she felt at the moment, nothing short of Matt’s disembowelment in front of her eyes could make her feel chipper.

“You can count me in for the breakfast part,” Antonio said, putting down his fork at last. Sandra beamed at him.

“Oops, I guess we forgot about introductions,” Lissa said to Carly. The teenager was looking pleased about something, but Carly had a sneaking suspicion that she was better off not knowing what that something was. “Since you know Shelby, and you know us, then that just leaves Matt’s deputies, Antonio Johnson and Mike Toler, and Shelby’s brother Collin, who’s also Erin’s fiancé—oh, I guess if you know Shelby, you probably know Collin too.”

“I met Antonio last night,” Carly said, not mentioning that Antonio had practically scared her to death. Antonio nodded at her. With his contented expression and bulging stomach, today he looked about as scary as Santa Claus. Carly smiled at Mike Toler, who murmured Pleased to meet you. Then she said to Collin, “I think I remember you.”

“Don’t feel bad if you don’t,” Collin said. “I’m seven years younger than Shelby, actually, so. . .”

“If we’re going to make it to church on time, we’d better be on our way,” Shelby trilled, shooting her brother a silencing look as she got to her feet. Interpreting that look to mean that Shelby didn’t care to have everyone reminded of her age, and remembering that she herself was two years younger than Shelby, Carly smiled. It was good to know that there was at least one area in which she had Miss Queen of Everything bested.

There was a chorus of agreement to Shelby’s reminder. Suddenly everyone was standing, moving about, bustling as they got ready to leave. In the midst of the quick kitchen cleanup that ensued, Carly noted that Shelby was tall and thin, even thinner than she’d been in high school, and elegant in the simple black skirt and heels she’d paired with her white blouse. This eliminated any last lingering remnant of her earlier spurt of pleasure at her own two-year age advantage. In fact, she found it more than mildly annoying, although she refused to acknowledge the feeling even to herself. After all, she told herself, if Matt chose to keep company with a tall, thin woman who looked like she’d cornered the market on hair spray, it was certainly no concern of hers.

To know that her own small and curvy self had about as much chance of looking elegant on a typical day as Hugo did of sprouting wings and flying did not, however, make Carly feel any less annoyed. By the time she schlepped down the stairs with Hugo tucked under one arm and her heavy-as-lead bag practically dragging the floor in her other hand, her annoyance had grown too pronounced to deny. She was many things, she was forced to acknowledge, but elegant wasn’t one of them.

Elegant was Shelby.

The thought irritated her so much that it was all she could do to wave a polite good-bye as, after clambering less than gracefully into the driver’s seat of the U-Haul, blocking Hugo’s attempted panicked exit with a (loving) swat, and waiting with a fixed smile and sweat pouring down her face while Sandra finished a low-voiced conversation with Antonio through the window, she finally was able to start the damned truck and back down the driveway. It didn’t help at all that, while she was waving cheerily at the three lissome and lovely Converse sisters, chic Shelby and her handsome brother as the quintet piled into an imposing black sedan, she cut her exit from the driveway too close and clipped Matt’s mailbox.

All right, she didn’t clip it, she knocked it down.

“Christ,” Sandra said as the metal cylinder scraped noisily along the side of the truck before the wooden pole it was mounted on surrendered to force majeure with a dismal crack and toppled to the ground. “You can’t drive.”

“Well, neither can you,” Carly snapped, relieved to no longer have to pretend that everything in her life was just all hunky-dory. “And you can just keep quiet about the mailbox, okay?”

A quick glance in her side and rearview mirrors told Carly that neither the church party in the black sedan, which had pulled out and was heading down the street, or the two deputies, who’d insisted on accompanying them back to Carly’s grandmother’s house and were waiting ahead of them in their official sheriff’s department car, had seen her little oopsy because the U-Haul’s bulk was blocking their view of it. Had the mailbox belonged to anyone but Matt, Carly would have gone looking for the homeowner to confess all and offer to pay for the mailbox’s repair. At the very least, she would have left a note with her name and address. Since the mailbox was Matt’s, she didn’t do either of those things. Instead, as she pulled on down the street leaving the broken mailbox in her wake, she decided that if she’d had two free hands she would have given herself a high five.
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“I THINK THAT’S called leaving the scene of an accident,” Sandra said uneasily. “And that’s the sheriff’s mailbox, too. Killing the sheriff’s mailbox like that and then just driving away is probably a bad thing.”

“Screw the sheriff,” Carly said, continuing to drive away.

“Woo-ee, did somebody get up on the wrong side of the bed this morning or what?” Sandra gave her a sideways look. “Or does somebody have the hots for that hunky sheriff?”

The fact that Sandra then had to grab on to the overhead strap as the truck bounced and jounced out of the subdivision and onto the main road at about twice the speed it should have was purely coincidental. It in no way reflected Carly’s reaction to the question.

“I thought you were heading back to Chicago this morning. What happened to, I don’t do spooky old houses and forget Nowheresville, U.S.A.?” Carly’s voice held more than a suggestion of bite.

“I decided to give Benton one more chance.” Sandra’s expression was innocent. Her tone was demure. And Carly believed her like she believed Publishers’ Clearinghouse was going to show up on her doorstep with her big sweepstakes win the next time they came through town.

Carly snorted. “Or could it be that somebody has the hots for that hunky deputy?”

With Sandra hanging on to the strap and Hugo hunkered down behind Carly’s head, his claws digging into the vinyl for all he was worth, Carly sent the U-Haul careening into Benton’s small downtown, which, luckily for all concerned, was deserted, with everybody either being at church or pretending to be at church.

Instead of getting annoyed in turn, Sandra grinned. “You mean hungry deputy, don’t you? Hey, I’m not proud. We each got to go with what works. You chase after the hunky ones, I’ll chase after the hungry ones, and maybe we’ll both bag somebody.”

“I don’t want to bag anybody.”

“Well, I do. Whoa, can anybody say stop?”

The warning was unnecessary. Carly was already stomping on the brake. She would have done it sooner, but she had only realized that Benton had added a new stoplight at the last minute, and then only because the deputies’ car was sitting beneath it, waiting in blissful ignorance of what was speeding up behind it.

“Are you in bad mood or what?” Sandra’s eyes widened with alarm as the U-Haul plowed to a quivering halt just inches from the car’s bumper. “You know, there’s not any traffic, and it’s not raining, and it’s not dark. Maybe I should drive.”

“Next time I have a death wish I’ll think about letting you. And I am not in a bad mood. I’m just really, really ready to get out of this damned truck.”

It wasn’t even a lie. With the air conditioner broken and the bright sunlight pouring in, it was swelteringly hot in the cab. Unable to open the windows more than a few inches because of Hugo’s clear intention to exit the truck at the first opportunity, Carly was already sweating like an ice cube in July. It didn’t help that Hugo, unhappy and agitated and shedding, kept swiping his hairy tail across her damp face.

“I hear you.”

The light changed, and the deputies’ car proceeded onward as if it had no clue that only minutes ago disaster had stopped inches short of its back bumper. It took Carly a beat or so to follow suit.

“You know, that cat sheds. You don’t think. . .” Sandra said as the U-Haul bounced through the green light and picked up speed again.

“No.” Carly cut her off before she could finish. They’d had this discussion before, when they’d been making their plans for the bed-and-breakfast. Sandra had an aversion to cats. Carly had a cat. On that point, Carly wasn’t giving an inch. Sandra just had to deal.

“Fine. But just so you know, you’re the one who’s going to be doing the vacuuming.”

“Fine.”

The First Baptist Church was coming up on the left. It was a small brick building with a tall steeple and a parking lot large enough to accommodate most sports stadiums. The parking lot was full. As Carly passed it, she had a sudden mental vision of little devils coming after her with pitchforks because she wasn’t inside. She stepped on the gas.

“You ever want to get married again, that cat might be a problem. A lot of men don’t like cats.”

“Too bad. The way I feel about it is, love me, love my cat.” Carly paused to bat Hugo’s tail away from her lips. “Anyway, I don’t want to get married again. Ever. Been there, done that.”

“Yeah.”

Sandra’s gloomy agreement stemmed from her own late, unlamented marriage, Carly knew. Sandra had been Carly’s first hire when she’d opened the Treehouse four years before. Thirty-two at the time, in the process of getting a divorce, Sandra had been bad-humored, beaten down, and broke. Carly had hired her to wait tables. Sandra had been the waitress from hell, prone to such public-relations no-no’s as telling a customer who complained about a sauce smelling a little off that the only thing that smelled off in the Treehouse was him, and if he left and went home and took a shower, then nothing would smell off. Carly had been on the verge of firing her when her ruinously expensive, cordon bleu–trained chef threw a hissy fit in the kitchen one hectic Saturday night and walked out. Doing her best to rally the remainder of the kitchen staff, all of whom had seemed to be in various stages of meltdown too, Carly had been frantically trying to fill the remaining orders when Sandra, repulsed by a plate of Stroganoff that she said looked like dog barf, had thrown down her pad and pencil, elbowed the overwhelmed sous-chef aside, and proceeded to cook like an angel from heaven. Open-mouthed, Carly had observed plate after plate of scrumptious food served up to table after table of satisfied diners, and had realized that she was in the presence of a true culinary genius. At the end of the evening, she’d put Sandra in charge of the kitchen. Since then, she’d nursed Sandra through a divorce, Sandra had nursed her through a divorce, they’d operated a restaurant together, lost their livelihoods together, and set their feet on a whole new path together. Two days ago, Carly had moved out of the dumpy little apartment she’d moved into when her plush condominium had been sold out from under her as a result of the divorce, Sandra had moved out of the dumpy little house she’d been sharing with an aunt and a cousin for the last three years, and, along with Hugo and all their worldly goods, they’d loaded up the U-Haul and headed for Benton, Georgia.

Now Carly was getting the feeling that they were going to rival Oscar and Felix in the I-love-my-roommate department.

Sandra continued after a moment’s rumination, “Okay, so maybe we don’t want to get married. That doesn’t mean we have to swear off men. Men are fun. At least, they’re more fun than vibrators.”

“Says who?”

“You ever have a vibrator give you a present? Or massage your feet? Anyway, don’t tell me you wouldn’t like to play patty-cake with that sheriff. I saw the way you were looking at him.”

“Damn it, Sandra—” Realizing that outright denial would be useless, Carly took a deep breath and opted for semi-truth. “All right, so he’s cute. So I noticed. So what? In his case, looks are deceiving. Believe me, I know.”

“Whatever.” Clearly unconvinced, Sandra grabbed hold of the strap again as the U-Haul rocked around a bend. “Anyway, as far as I’m concerned, men are like shoes. It’s not all that easy to find a good fit. When you do, I say, grab ’em quick before somebody else does.”

“Good philosophy.” If men were shoes, then Matt was a pair of six-inch stilettos, great-looking and sexy as all get-out but murder on the feet. Not that Matt had come to mind because she was thinking about him as a possible good fit, because she wasn’t. Ever again.

“Now, Antonio, he’s a Leo. I asked him. Pisces and Leo together—that combination’s supposed to generate sparks. I don’t know about you, but I could sure use some sparks.” Sandra glanced sideways at Carly. “You know the sheriff’s birthday?”

Of course Carly did. November 16. For years, what present to get him had been one of the major concerns of her life.

“Nope,” she said. “By the way, while you were asking Antonio his birth date, did you by any chance bother to ask him if he was married?”

Sandra’s jaw dropped. “I forgot to ask him that. I can’t believe I forgot to ask him that.”

“Great. Nice sense of priorities.”

The U-Haul made it around another bend, and all of a sudden, up there on the hill to her right, was her grandmother’s house—no, her house; Carly could see she was going to have trouble remembering that. With the brilliant sunshine banishing all but the most inviting of shadows, the big white house in its setting of leafy old trees looked picturesque and homey rather than spooky. Carly had a troubling moment as she remembered the burglar and how frightened she had actually been the previous night, but then she saw the deputies’ car pulling over at the base of the hill and reminded herself that Matt and his department had investigated and apparently had found nothing particularly alarming to report. Whatever faults he might have, and she wasn’t even going to go there because if she did she’d be there for the rest of the day and on into the night, Matt would let her know in a heartbeat if he thought there was any reason at all why she wouldn’t be safe in the house. As things stood, she certainly wasn’t going to let having been the victim of a garden-variety break-in stand in the way of her and her new life.

As she pulled in behind the car, the deputies got out and started walking toward the U-Haul. Broad as the back side of a barn, dark-skinned and blunt-featured, Antonio was squinting at the truck as if something pained him. Mike had one hand raised to keep the sun out of his eyes. Well-built and actually quite handsome aside from the awful russet crew cut, Mike was staring at the truck too.

“Is it just my imagination, or do they not look too happy?” Carly asked, shifting into park.

“Maybe they know about the mailbox.” Sandra sounded uneasy as she watched them approach.

“How could they—” Carly began, only to break off with a yelp as Sandra opened the door. But it was too late. Glimpsing freedom, Hugo went for it, streaking for blue skies with the deadly accuracy of a missile.

Carly grabbed for him, missed, and slumped in defeat.

“Sorry,” Sandra said, grimacing apologetically as she got out of the truck.

Carly straightened and took a deep breath. “No big deal.”

As long as there was no demon dog to give chase, Hugo would probably be fine.

“Was that that cat?” Mike asked in a tone of deep foreboding.

“Yep,” Sandra said, rolling her eyes.

“Oh, man, I remember that thing.” Mike started to grin. “You should have seen Matt—”

He broke off abruptly as Antonio elbowed him in the side. Clutching his ribs, he cast Antonio a reproachful look. Then his grin came back.

“You want us to try to catch it?” Antonio asked, looking in at Carly. Mike’s grin vanished. The expression that took its place was pure alarm. Although why that should be so, Carly had no clue.

She sighed. “No, he should be fine.”

After all, Hugo was in much the same boat as she was herself, Carly thought. Life as he had known it before was over. He was going to have to adapt to this new one as best he could.

“Just so you know, there’s a speed limit of twenty-five going through town,” Antonio said, his tone carefully neutral now. “We figured you didn’t see the signs.”

Sandra made an indecipherable sound.

“No, I didn’t.” Carly was being perfectly truthful. One unfortunate side effect of complete and utter aggravation was that it had a tendency to blind one to little things like road signs, as she had just discovered.

Antonio nodded and switched his attention to Sandra. Carly slid out of the truck.

Running her fingers through her hair, lifting the clingy little tendrils up off her face and neck for a moment in the hope that it might make her feel cooler, Carly walked around the front of the cab. She couldn’t help but look for Hugo. He was nowhere in sight. This time yesterday that would have made her anxious; she was still anxious, she realized, but also resigned. She and Hugo had been thrown into the deep end; now it was time to see if they could swim. Although the drastic alteration in their circumstances certainly wasn’t anything she would have wished for, the change was probably going to be good for both of them. If nothing else, it was sure to be one of those growth experiences they were always talking about on the TV talk shows she’d had way too much time to watch since the Treehouse had closed down.

Grimacing, Carly allowed herself a little personal pity time to acknowledge that she missed her restaurant, she missed her condominium, she missed her car, and she really missed her bank accounts. But as she thought about it she realized with some surprise that she didn’t miss John, or their life together. Not one bit. With the clarity of hindsight, she saw that her life with John had at its center boiled down to the two of them endlessly striving to get ahead. It had been all about achieving security, success, and status rather than love or any real sense of being a couple, of belonging together. Her life without him? She lifted her chin and straightened her spine as she made a promise to herself: her life without him was going to be about being the person she had always wanted to be.

The possibilities suddenly seemed endless, and fascinating.

Carly rounded the cab just in time to hear Sandra say to the men, “That sure is nice of you. How about you bring your wives around to dinner sometime this week as a sort of thank-you?”

Listening to Sandra’s uncharacteristically molasses-coated tone, it was all Carly could do not to roll her eyes.

“I’m not married,” Mike said. “But I could sure do with dinner.”

“Me neither,” Antonio said. “I mean, me too. I mean, I’m a widower, but I’d sure appreciate coming to dinner. You sure are one fine cook.”

“Thank you.” Sandra beamed at him, and flashed Carly, who’d just walked up beside her, a glinting look that was the eye-contact equivalent of a thumbs-up. Carly had to hand it to Sandra; she knew what she wanted, and she was going after it.

“These nice men,” Sandra said to her, all but batting her lashes at Antonio, “are going to help us unload the truck.”

“That is nice,” Carly said, then glanced from one to the other of the deputies. “But should you? I mean, I don’t want you to get into trouble. If you’re supposed to be working. . .”

Her voice trailed off. Not that their help wouldn’t be welcome, but she thought there was probably some kind of rule about people on public payrolls performing any but public duties while they were on the clock.

“We’re off duty,” Mike assured her. “Anyway, Matt said we should help you unload.”

Carly’s eyes narrowed.

“Which it is our pleasure to do,” Antonio added with some haste, clearly misinterpreting the reason for her souring expression. “By the way, speaking of Matt, he was just on the radio asking if we knew anything about his mailbox being knocked down. Seems one of his neighbors called him to say it was lying in his yard, broken clean in half. It was still standing when we left his house, I’m pretty sure. At least, I think we would have noticed if it was lying in his yard. You don’t happen to remember seeing it when you were pulling out, do you? It was standing right up beside his driveway.”

Sandra looked as if she’d swallowed a bug.

“I’m sure we would have noticed if it had been knocked down,” Carly said, sliding her hand around Sandra’s elbow and smiling innocently as her fingers tightened in a warning squeeze. It was always a good feeling to know one was telling the truth, she reflected. When Matt’s mailbox was knocked down, she and Sandra certainly had noticed, no doubt about it. She just wasn’t admitting to doing it, on the theory that anything that added an extra dollop of grief to Matt’s life was a small price for him to pay in exchange for the truly enormous amount of aggravation he had dumped in hers.

“That’s what I think, too.” Antonio shrugged. “If you want to unlock the back, we can start unloading.”

Carly took a breath, ready to reject any help that had been prompted by Matt no matter how welcome it might be, only to have Sandra step on her foot.

“Ow!” Carly jerked her poor injured toes out of harm’s way.

“Oh, sorry.” That was so blatantly insincere that Carly couldn’t believe it. Sandra took the keys from Carly and handed them to Antonio with another of those melting smiles. “We really appreciate this. Thanks so much.”

“Sure.” Keys jingling, Antonio and Mike headed around to the back of the truck.

“Are you crazy? Don’t you dare tell them we don’t need any help,” Sandra hissed at Carly the moment they were alone. “It’s hotter than a pizza oven out here and that’s one big hill. You want to go around cutting off your nose to spite your face, that’s fine with me, but only as long as you leave me out of it. What did that sheriff do to you to make you so mad at him, anyway?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah, right.” Sandra turned away, reaching into the cab and dragging out Carly’s overnight bag, her own overnight bag, and the pan she’d wielded for most of the previous night. “Come on, let’s get going with this before they figure out how hot it is and take off.”

Carly grimaced but had to admit Sandra had a point as she picked up her bag. It still felt like it was loaded down with an anvil or two. With Sandra right behind her and Mike, juggling an armload of brooms and mops along with a vacuum cleaner, and Antonio, carrying a stack of boxes, following, she began staggering up the hill.

Besides being hot, the day was already so humid that the earth itself seemed to be sweating. As she trudged upward, Carly could practically feel drops of moisture hanging in the air. The sky was a fresh-washed, cloudless blue. Birds sang, crickets chirped, cicadas whirred, and mosquitoes launched their assaults in waves. The dense canopy of trees kept the worst of the sun’s rays at bay, and the deep shade it provided was welcome for that reason, but it also kept the heat and the bugs and the residual moisture from the previous day’s rain down close to the ground. By the time Carly was within spitting distance of the porch she would have traded the whole somnolent Southern summer for a single breath of one of Lake Michigan’s brisk breezes. She’d forgotten just how hot July in Georgia could be.

She’d forgotten just how itchy July in Georgia could be.

“Found my phone,” Sandra announced triumphantly. Carly glanced around to see Sandra holding up her cell phone. Her bright plastic tote, already recovered, hung from her arm, and as Carly watched, Sandra slid the phone inside it. Huffing and puffing like the little engine that could, glistening with sweat, surrounded by a cloud of gnats, Sandra looked as happy as Carly had ever seen her. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out why: Antonio had picked up the pace until he was walking beside her.

Lust was a many-splendored thing.

“Yay,” Carly said. Pretending she was waiting for the others to catch up to her, she put her leaden bag down and stretched her back as unobtrusively as possible, looking up at the house. With its peaked roof and octagonal turret, its wide front porch and shuttered windows, it had a nineteenth-century charm that should translate beautifully into a bed-and-breakfast. But the paint was peeling, several of the shutters hung at drunken angles, and the porch roof sagged at one end. Remembering the plop, plop she had heard inside the house last night, Carly had little doubt that the roof needed attention too. To say nothing of the plumbing, and the electricity, and. . .

An explosion of barking rent the air. Even as Carly watched in jaw-dropping dismay, Hugo tore out from under the porch with the demon dog on his tail. Hugo swarmed up the steps to the porch. The dog leaped after him. After a single frozen moment, Carly whirled. Snatching a broom from Mike, who was slow on the uptake, she emitted a war whoop that would have done credit to Geronimo at his finest and charged to the defense of her cat.

“Hugo!”

Brandishing the broom, she reached the top of the steps in time to see Hugo racing toward her across the back of the settee. The dog, unable to attain such a lofty perch, yipped and yapped and leaped as it gave chase from the floor. Its nails skittered and slid on the wood. Its high-pitched battle cry echoed from the rafters.

“Bad dog,” Carly cried, and plunged forward, bringing the broom down with a resounding slap on the floor in front of the dog. It yelped and Hugo leaped, rocketing through the air toward her like a football with a grudge. The broom went flying as the cat hit her in the shoulder in what was clearly a misguided attempt to seek safety in her arms. Staggering backward, she tried to catch him, to steady him—and went down. The stairs, to be precise.

Tumbling head over heels like laundry in a dryer, she got a brief, kaleidoscopic glimpse of what the world looked like to a soccer ball before she fetched up with a thud in the thick grass at the base of the steps. For a moment she lay there, flat on her back, watching as stars and little birdies twirled in a gossamer cloud of dislodged cat hair overhead.

Then she felt something warm and wet on her cheek. Casting her gaze sideways, she found herself eyeball to eyeball with the demon dog.
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IT WAS LICKING HER. Carly registered that, registered anxious dark eyes in a small, triangular face and big pointed ears and a body so thin she could see its ribs through its coarse black coat. Then it turned tail and ran, and as Carly tuned in to the whole wide world around her again she understood why.

“Carly!”

Having jettisoned their cargo, Sandra and Antonio and Mike were rushing toward her like stampeding cattle, shouting her name. If she’d been capable of moving more than her eyeballs, Carly would have scrambled to safety, too.

“Are you okay?” Sandra stopped just short of trampling her. Antonio and Mike were right behind her. All three were breathing hard, their faces creased with concern as they looked down at her.

Carly looked up, up past the trio of frowning faces, up at the soothing vista of gnarled limbs and sun-dappled leaves and soft blue sky, and breathed, slowly and experimentally. She smelled damp earth, damp grass and damp shoes. The fall had knocked the wind out of her, she realized. But her lungs worked now, and as they filled with air she tried an experimental wiggle of her fingers and toes. They worked too, and so did her arms and legs and even her neck.

Okay, so maybe she was going to live.

To a chorus of be carefuls and you might want to take it easy for a few minutes, Carly slowly sat up. The broom she’d commandeered for the abortive rescue attempt lay nearby. More brooms and mops and the vacuum cleaner and assorted boxes and bags littered the spot from which she had launched her ill-fated invasion of the porch. A quick scan of her surroundings revealed that neither Hugo nor the dog were anywhere in sight. She didn’t hear any barking either. Clearly the dog had abandoned the chase.

Poor little dog, it had looked half-starved.

Of course, that didn’t excuse it for trying to eat her cat.

“Did you see where Hugo went?” Deciding to go for it, she struggled to her feet. Hands grabbed her arms and helped her get safely upright. She wasn’t hurt, but she was grateful for the support. She was, she discovered, just a little unsteady on her feet. Good thing it had been so long since the yard had seen a lawn mower. The long grass had cushioned her fall.

“He’s up there.” Antonio’s voice was dry as he jerked his head toward the huge birch. Carly looked up, way up, way, way up, into the tree’s leafy dome and sure enough there was Hugo, crouched on a branch, staring down at her.

“Hugo! Come down here!”

Hugo’s tail twitched disdainfully. It was the only sign he gave of having heard.

“Damned cat,” Carly muttered under her breath.

“Amen to that,” Sandra said.

Carly shot her a dirty look.

“Listen, how about if we wait a little bit to see if your cat comes down on its own?” Mike asked, having just finished exchanging alarmed glances with Antonio.

Carly frowned. Something in the atmosphere told her that the men really, truly didn’t want to go up that tree after Hugo. But then, there really wasn’t any need for them to. Unlike last night, she knew where he was, and he was hardly likely to come to harm in a tree. If he didn’t come down by himself within a reasonable period of time, then she would worry. After all, Hugo’s days of lazily surveying the world through a high-rise apartment’s picture window were over. The good news was, now he got to live life rather than just watch it. The bad news was the same as the good news.

“Yes, fine, I—”

She broke off as the front door opened. Carly caught the movement from the corner of her eye, and then her head turned and she watched with surprise as a white-haired, sixtyish man stepped out onto the porch. He was neatly dressed in a blue short-sleeved shirt and dark pants. A leather tool belt was buckled around his waist. A moment later he was joined by a younger man, fair-haired, stockily built and dressed in jeans.

Carly stared at them in surprise. Who were they, and what were they doing in her house?

“Almost done,” the older man called to them with a cheery wave, then crouched down and started doing something to her front door. Steadying the door, the younger man lifted a hand in greeting, too.

“Hey, Walter, Barry.” Antonio waved back. He glanced at Carly. “Why don’t you go on inside and sit down? That was some fall you took.”

“I’m okay,” Carly said, although she could already feel a few twinges that told her she was going to have some aches and pains later. “Walter and Barry?”

“Walter and Barry Hindley,” Antonio said, as he and Sandra and Mike shepherded her up the stairs.

Walter and Barry Hindley, Carly thought. She remembered them both. Walter owned—or at least he used to own—Hindley’s Hardware Store in town. Besides selling nails and hammers and all that other good hardware stuff, he had also sold candy and comic books. Every kid in town had been a regular in Mr. Hindley’s store. Barry was the Hindleys’ only son. He’d been a year ahead of Carly in high school. A jock, he hadn’t been anyone she’d known well. She’d never been on any of the high school boys’ lists of top ten hot chicks.

Once she was close enough, she recognized them both.

“Hello, Mr. Hindley, Barry,” she said, conscious of a few more twinges as she crossed the porch. The who had been answered, but she still had to find out what they were doing in her house.

“Carly? Hi,” Barry said, looking her up and down with transparent surprise as she stopped beside him. He’d put on a little weight, but otherwise had hardly changed at all.

“Well, hello there, Carly.” Mr. Hindley glanced up with a smile. Beyond adding a few pounds and a few wrinkles, he had not, she thought, changed much at all either, except that today he held a screwdriver in one hand and in the other her dismembered doorknob. “Good to have you back home.”

“It’s good to be back home.” She smiled at them both, but could contain her curiosity no longer. “What are you guys doing?”

Barry looked surprised. “Didn’t Matt tell you? He asked us to come around today and change your locks. He said you needed some new ones bad.”

“I would’ve waited till later, but Ellen and I’ve got the grandkids coming this afternoon,” Mr. Hindley said. “So I just decided to go ahead and miss church and drag Barry over here with me and get it done.”

“No, Matt didn’t tell me.” Since Barry was holding the door open, Carly went on ahead and stepped inside. Somebody had turned on the window units, she was glad to notice. The air inside the house was twenty degrees cooler than the air outside. “But I sure appreciate your missing church.” She looked at Barry. “And I appreciate you taking time away from your family.”

He shook his head and smiled slowly at her. “I’m not married. The grandkids Dad’s talking about belong to my sister.”

“Oh,” Carly said. From his smile, she had little doubt that Barry had a reason for telling her that. But she had zero interest in him. And the reason for her lack of interest, she realized with chagrin, stood about six-one, with black hair.

“Put you on some nice deadbolts,” Mr. Hindley said. “And fixed your windows so nobody’s going to be coming in that way. Ron Graves’ll be by later to put your security system in for you. Once that’s done, I don’t see how old Harry Houdini himself could get in your house.”

“Security system?” Carly asked, annoyed with herself for not being interested in Barry. Her three nursemaids were in the hall with her now, making the area around the door feel a little crowded. “What security system?”

Mr. Hindley adjusted the position of the door and gripped it with his knees. Eyeballing a pencil mark he’d apparently made earlier, he scored it into the wood with the screwdriver. Barry handed him a drill.

“The one Matt said you had to have installed today so you’d feel safe tonight sleeping in your granny’s house,” Barry said.

Mr. Hindley added, “He called Ron early this morning and asked him to do it. On account of the break-in. Matt said it was urgent, so Ron said he would.”

Matt said. As far as Carly was concerned, the too-often repeated words were by now the verbal equivalent of waving a red flag at a bull. She looked at Barry with determinedly fresh eyes. He was a perfectly nice guy, as far as she could recall. It was good to know that Benton’s eligible males did not begin and end with Matt. But any chance Carly might have had to offer verbal encouragement to Barry was drowned out as Mr. Hindley turned on the drill. Then Barry winked at her.

Okay, he might be a perfectly nice guy but she wasn’t feeling it at the moment, she decided. Probably because she was still so mad at Matt.

“If you don’t want the security system, I guess you could call Ron Graves and tell him not to come,” Antonio said doubtfully after taking one look at Carly’s face. His voice was raised to be heard over the sound of the drill. “Matt said you’d want it, though.”

“We want it,” Sandra said before Carly could reply. Giving her a don’t-you-dare look, Sandra dragged Carly away.

It wasn’t so much that she didn’t want the system, Carly reflected indignantly, although paying for it was certainly an issue. But Matt said didn’t mean Matt got. Not with her it didn’t. Not anymore. Anyway, it was his sheer high-handedness in arranging to have the thing installed without bothering to so much as mention it to her first that annoyed the stuffing out of her. Same thing with the new locks. And with asking his deputies to help her move in. It was her house, they were her doors and it was her move. And none of them were any of Matt’s business. Her life was none of Matt’s business, and so she meant to make clear to him the minute she laid eyes on him again. And when that was taken care of, then maybe she’d be ready to start taking advantage of Benton’s singles scene.

In the process of being towed into the parlor, Carly caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror over the radiator. Her gaze was already moving on when she did a double-take and stopped dead, dislodging Sandra’s hand from her arm in the process.

In the teeth of her best efforts, her years of blow-dryer expertise, and the wonders of modern chemistry, her curls were back. Just like nearly everything else in her life since she had returned to Benton, her hair seemed determined to turn back the clock.

“No,” she whispered despairingly as she stared at her reflection in disbelief. Twisting spirals of hair clustered on her forehead, around her ears, down her neck.

“Uh, we’ll just get back to unloading that truck,” Antonio called over the whirr of the drill.

“That would be great,” Sandra replied, her tone artificially bright. “I’ll be right out to help. Just let me get Carly settled.”

“No rush on that.” Antonio waved a hand dismissively. “You take your time.”

The deputies went back out the door, which was still open as Barry and Mr. Hindley worked. As soon as they were out of sight, Sandra grabbed Carly’s arm again and hauled her bodily into the front parlor.

“Don’t even think about telling somebody not to put in that security system,” Sandra said, crossing her arms over her chest and fixing Carly with a forbidding stare as, sapped of her last bit of strength by the horror in the mirror, Carly sank bonelessly down on the sofa. “I don’t care what that hunky sheriff did to make you mad, I want that security system. You get to have a cat, I get to have a security system.”

Visions of her culinary better half cutting and running back to Chicago trumped Carly’s determination to symbolically thumb her nose at Matt. Sandra in a snit was nothing to mess with. Sandra scared and in a snit—the havoc that could result was too much to contemplate.

“Fine,” Carly said, crossing her arms too and glaring at Sandra even as she tried to make herself comfortable on the sofa. Even if she hadn’t had a bruised tailbone and achy muscles it would have been impossible, as she should have remembered from childhood. The thing was stuffed with horsehair and, despite its magnificent velvet upholstery, hard as a rock. Pair the unforgiving piece of furniture with her banged-up body, and comfort wasn’t even a possibility.

“Damn right, fine,” Sandra said with satisfaction, then turned to smile meltingly at Antonio as he carried the boxes he’d dropped earlier into the house.

Carly stuck her tongue out at Sandra’s back. Then, in the interests of doing what she could to soothe her battered body, mind, and soul, she reached instinctively for the elixir that had never failed to make her feel better as a little girl in this house: she picked up a peppermint, unwrapped it, and popped it into her mouth.

By the time suppertime rolled around, the truck was unloaded. Boxes in various stages of being emptied were strewn all over the house. Clothes were tucked away in chests and closets. Towels, soap and various assorted toiletries were in the bathrooms. With the worst of her discomfort eased by megadoses of Tylenol, Carly was feeling almost as good as new. She had unpacked most of her belongings and had even made up the bed in her childhood bedroom, which she had elected to keep as her own. The practical reason for her choice was that it was one of the smaller rear bedrooms, and the larger front bedrooms would better please paying guests. The real reason for her choice was, it just felt right. Sandra had settled on another of the smaller rooms—not coincidentally the one right next to Carly’s—which left four bedchambers that they could rent out. She had reacquainted herself with the house, which, besides the six downstairs rooms plus bath, consisted of six bedrooms plus two baths on the second floor and the entire third floor, which was basically one huge room. At some point, Carly hoped that the business would be doing well enough so that it became both necessary and desirable to turn the third floor into additional guest quarters. For now, it was going to be all their budget could handle just to refurbish the two lower floors. The mess the burglar had made of the back parlor had been cleaned up as well as possible, but the dents in the plaster walls would require repair. Other than that, the downstairs was in decent shape. With a good scrubbing and a couple of coats of fresh paint, the front and back parlors, the music room, which was directly across the hall from the front parlor, the dining room, which adjoined the music room, and the kitchen and breakfast room, which adjoined the dining room, were good to go. New, commercial grade appliances would have to be purchased for the kitchen, of course, but most of the available money would have to go to refurbishing the newly designated guest rooms and such essentials as upgrading the wiring.

The house, which had felt dark and closed-in for as long as Carly could remember, was already starting to take on a whole new ambience. To Carly it felt like it was waking up after a long sleep. She wasn’t sure how it had happened, exactly, but by suppertime it was bursting to the seams with people, all of whom seemed to be intent on one thing: food. Sandra’s food, to be precise. Never happier than when she had a crowd to cook for, Sandra was at the stove, concocting a delectable-smelling shrimp scampi out of ingredients she had scavenged from the pantry and deep freeze. Carly herself was standing at one of the long counters making a salad, which was one of the few cooking-related tasks Sandra was willing to delegate to her. The salad consisted of tomatoes and onions donated by Mrs. Naylor, who, along with her daughter, Martha Highcamp, and an elderly friend had stepped across the road at around four P.M. to bring Carly a welcome-home present of her famous Red Velvet cake. By some process that escaped Carly, the three had ended up deciding to stay for dinner, with Mrs. Naylor’s garden’s bounty having been placed at Sandra’s disposal and her cake as the prospective dessert. Antonio and Mike were still there, obviously tired but hanging on in the lipsmacking expectation of eating soon. Ron Graves, having just finished wrapping up the installation of the security system, had made a number of appreciative comments about the aroma and had accepted with alacrity the subsequent invitation to stay and eat. Loren Schuler had dropped in to see about removing her aunt’s damaged desk, gotten into a discussion with Martha Highcamp about a Fourth of July committee they were both on, and decided that she could eat, too. Rounding out the party, Matt’s sister Erin had stopped by to return an earring Sandra had left behind. She was still there, perched on a kitchen counter shooting the breeze, giving no indication that she meant to go anywhere else anytime soon. Observing her laughing with Mike, Carly concluded that she was hanging around largely because he was present. Certainly Sandra’s food did not appear to be the motivating force for her that it was for the others. Given that Erin was engaged to Collin Holcomb, her apparent pleasure in the deputy’s company set off little warning bells in Carly’s mind. But Erin’s doings were none of her business, Carly reminded herself, deliberately focusing her attention instead on slicing the onions thin enough to suit Sandra’s requirements. Just because everybody in this little town continually meddled in the affairs of everyone else, did not mean that she had to follow suit. She might have returned to Benton, but she had not been repossessed by it.

While their dinner guests were certainly welcome, they were unexpected. The one person that Carly, in her secret heart of hearts, did expect, especially given that his sister and deputies were present, was Matt. Without acknowledging to herself that she was waiting to hear his voice, she had been on edge throughout the afternoon and on into the evening as she anticipated his appearance and planned how she would react. Even as she sliced and spiced at Sandra’s direction, she found herself listening for him. When the meal was served up in the dining room, which had a custom-made table large enough to accommodate such a crowd, she had caught herself glancing toward the door more than once, expecting to see Matt standing there.

Not that she wanted to see him. She just expected to. Which, she assured herself, was quite a different thing.

With the lights all on and a roomful of people present, the dining room bore little resemblance to the previous night’s pitch-black chamber of horrors. In recounting, at everyone’s urging, her close encounter with the burglar, Carly even managed to find a few elements of the tale almost funny. The reality of the heart-stopping terror she had experienced at the time receded, and became, in her own mind and in her retelling, something of an overreaction. The corner of the room where the intruder had lurked was no longer sinister; it was simply an ordinary corner where an unlucky burglar had tried to hide and been discovered. Everyone laughed heartily at the role Hugo had played, at the role Sandra had played, at the role Matt had played. Then Mike launched into a truly hilarious description of Matt’s struggle to get Hugo down from the tree. Everyone laughed some more, and the conversation moved on from there.

Except Carly kept getting stuck on a series of related, recurring images: herself frightened out of her mind, running through the dark, running to Matt. Herself shaken and scared, crying in the dark, crying on Matt. Matt holding her close, keeping her safe, comforting her, kissing her. . .

And then walking out. Because they were friends, and he didn’t want to mess with that.

Every time she remembered, her temper heated all over again.

Accidentally knocking his mailbox down was small potatoes compared to what he deserved, she told herself, fuming. He deserved—he deserved . . .

She couldn’t think of anything bad enough. But when she did, he better watch out.

“I’ll go cut the cake,” she said to the table in general, and, picking up her dishes, fled the general merriment for the peace and quiet of the kitchen. She was so furious with Matt, so through with Matt, and yet the fact that he hadn’t shown up to help them move in or to eat or even to check on how they were doing was driving her nuts. She told herself that it was because she was all revved up to tell him off and had no place to go with her crushing speech. She told herself that since he’d had the last word, both literally and figuratively, at their last encounter, she was in dire need of the kind of closure she could only get by telling him that she did not want him.

She was standing over the sink getting ready to scrape what remained of her shrimp scampi down the disposal when she noticed that Hugo, who had, indeed, gotten in touch with his inner alley cat for long enough to get out of the tree on his own, was perched on top of the refrigerator staring fixedly through the nearest window. Her first thought was that Hugo was indulging in one of his favorite pastimes: bird-watching. But his demeanor wasn’t quite right for that. For one thing, his fur had the Mohawk thing going on down the middle of his back, which he only got when he was alarmed. For another, he was perfectly still.

Carly glanced out the window too. She could see across the considerable expanse of the backyard to the imposing, black-painted barn, which was empty now except for miscellaneous items that had been stored in it over the years, and the cornfield beside it. A slight breeze had sprung up; she could see it ruffling the silky tops of the tall cornstalks in the field next to the barn. It was about eight P.M., some two hours before it would be fully night. But the baking heat of the afternoon had mellowed into something more closely resembling a warming oven than a broiler, and long shadows slanted across the grass. A small black creature was moving toward the house from the cornfield, slinking across the lawn, disappearing under bushes and then reappearing again, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. As Carly watched, it stopped in the open to look toward the house, lifting its head, sniffing at the air.

The demon dog was being drawn from its hiding place by the smell of shrimp scampi.

It was probably hungry. Carly remembered how skinny it was, how anxious its dark eyes had been as it had stood over her after she had fallen down the stairs. She remembered how it had licked her cheek.

She still had her barely-touched plate of shrimp in her hand. She’d been so busy trying not to listen for Matt that she hadn’t managed to eat more than a couple of bites. Now her supper could be put to a better, more noble use than dulling the disposal blade.

“Just because it chased you doesn’t mean we should let it starve,” she said to Hugo, who replied with a disdainful glance and a twitch of his tail. Then, carrying her plate, she opened the back door and stepped out onto the small rear porch.

As soon as Carly stepped outside, the dog ran under a bush. Clearly it held no very great opinion of human beings. She’d never had a dog herself, but unlike Hugo, she had nothing against them as a species. It was just that her grandmother had not permitted her to have any pets, and when she’d gotten into a position to please herself she’d acquired Hugo.

And Hugo harbored a definite prejudice against dogs.

She walked down the steps and crossed the yard to the bush under which the dog had disappeared. It was a snowball bush, taller than she was, green and round and bursting with the tennis ball–sized white blossoms that gave it its name. Crouching, she peered beneath it. For a moment she thought that somehow the dog had managed to dart away without her seeing it. Then she spotted it, huddled against the trunk, watching her out of big scared eyes.

“Are you hungry?” Carly asked softly. “I brought you some food.”

Staring at her, it seemed to sink even closer to the ground. Carly set the plate down. She saw its nostrils flare, saw it sniff the air.

“Come here,” she said. Then, remembering Matt and the ridiculous sounds he had made, she clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth.

Incredibly, it came. Slinking on its belly, its tail tucked between its legs, it crawled toward her. She kept making encouraging sounds and it kept coming until it was right at the edge of the bush. Then it hesitated, looking from her to the plate of food, clearly trying to make up its mind if she could be trusted.

“I won’t hurt you,” she said. “I promise.”

And she moved the plate of food fractionally closer to it.

With a last long look at her, the dog crept out from under the bush. When it reached the plate it began to eat voraciously, gulping down the food as if it hadn’t had a meal for weeks.

Watching it, Carly felt her heart contract. It was so skinny that it was practically skeletal. It was a little taller than Hugo but not much, although she guessed her cat outweighed it by a good six or seven pounds. Hugo’s aristocratic pedigree was evident at a glance. This dog’s ancestry was evident at a glance, too: strictly Heinz 57. It was a homely little dog, with eyes and ears way too big for its heart-shaped face, stalklike legs, and a long, bedraggled tail. Its coat was dull and matted, black with a small whitish patch on its chest.

The sensible thing to do for it was take it to the pound. Watching it inhale the spicy shrimp, Carly already knew she wasn’t going to be able to do that.

She reached out to pat it. Her touch was tentative, because clearly the animal was a stray, not somebody’s pet, and she already knew that it was not a friend to cats, and it might just bite. It glanced at her when she touched it, lifting its head away from the plate it was now licking clean of every last trace of sauce with a suddenness that made her pull her hand back. For a moment their eyes met. The dog’s eyes were big and dark and sad, as if it knew the world was a hard place for small unwanted dogs and accepted that fact. Then, the movement barely perceptible at first, it began to wag its tail.

That was when Carly decided to take a chance.

“Good dog,” Carly whispered, easing closer to it. It had gone back to licking the plate, but as she patted it more firmly this time it lifted its head to look at her again and its tail beat the air. It was a female, she saw as her hand slid around its rib cage. It trembled but didn’t resist as she picked it up, gathered it close and stood up with it.

“Good dog,” Carly said again, holding it carefully. It was warm and wriggly and ridiculously light in her arms. She could feel the tremors that racked its slight body, see the doubt in its eyes as it looked at her. It was not accustomed to kindness, that much was clear. There was a hard, raised line on its belly that felt like some sort of scabbed-over cut, its coat was crusted with a substance that made it feel almost brittle to the touch, and it undoubtedly had fleas, if nothing worse.

For some ridiculous reason, it reminded her of herself. Oh, not of herself as she was now, but of herself as she had been as a little girl, before her grandmother had entered her life. She too had been unloved and unfed, dirty and neglected, slow to trust and wary of people. She knew how it felt to be small and helpless and scared and alone.

“Don’t worry,” she said, looking down into its anxious eyes. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

It gave a soft little whimper, almost like it understood. More moved than she could remember being for a long time, she hugged it close. Lifting its head, it licked her chin.

Carly realized that the two of them had just bonded for life. Sandra was going to kill her. Hugo was going to die. They were just going to have to deal, the pair of them. She was going to keep the dog.

Once upon a time, she, too, had been rescued from a hard-knock life. Just like she was going to rescue this dog.

“You need a name,” she said, and suddenly she knew what it had to be. “How does Annie sound to you?”

Annie, seeming to realize that something good had just happened to her for once in her life, wagged her tail as if to say that Carly could call her anything she liked and that would be fine with her.

“Good girl,” Carly said. “Good girl, Annie.”

And she carried the dog inside.
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IT WAS THE FOURTH OF JULY, a beautiful, starry night, and Carly and Sandra were sitting on a quilt in the middle of the laughing, partying crowd that had gathered in the town square waiting for the fireworks to begin. Sandra was just polishing off a ham sandwich. Carly was savoring mouthfuls of a thick, sweet/tart concoction of lemon and sugar and shaved ice and water that she and Sandra had come up with for the Treehouse and called Lemon Crush. Along with her usual basic black, Sandra had on long, dangly earrings that spelled out USA in tiny flashing lights. Carly, too, had dressed for the occasion in navy shorts, a red tee shirt festooned with white stars, and a denim baseball cap with an American flag on the front. The baseball cap served a triple purpose: besides acting as a mini-billboard for her patriotism, and being just plain cute, the hat did a really good job of hiding her curls, which were pulled back into a ponytail.

“Uh, you know, I think the sheriff might kind of know who knocked over his mailbox.” Sandra’s voice was low; clearly she didn’t want to be overheard. She glanced at Carly, then looked away.

“What makes you think so?” Carly asked. Sandra’s innocent expression was a dead giveaway. Carly lowered her cup and looked at her suspiciously. “You told Antonio, didn’t you?”

During the three days since he had helped them move in, Antonio had become nearly as much a fixture around the place as the front porch. When he wasn’t working or sleeping, he could basically be found in her kitchen. Not that Carly really minded. She liked the deputy, he was quite a bit of help. He had, for example, brought his mower over and cut the grass for them—and she was glad that Sandra’s love life was keeping her mind off certain domestic sore points like the addition of Annie to their household. But through no fault of his own, Antonio had one major drawback: he was a constant reminder of Matt.

“Okay, so it might have sort of slipped out when he was talking about helping the sheriff pour concrete around the pole for the new mailbox.” Sandra sounded a little guilty, as well she might. “I thought I ought to let you know, because, um, he told the sheriff.”

“What?” Despite her best intentions, Carly couldn’t help herself. She had to ask. “What did he say? Matt, I mean.”

Sandra glanced at her again. She seemed to hesitate. Carly waited.

“He said, ‘That girl’s been nothing but a pain in the ass since the moment I first laid eyes on her.’ ”

Carly sucked in her breath.

“Oh, he did, did he?” Swelling with indignation, Carly glared in the direction of the sheriff’s office, a long, low brick building that was located beside the firehouse just on the other side of the square. Not that Matt was in it. He was here, somewhere in the crowd. She had already seen him once, at a distance, although she didn’t think he’d seen her. Yet. But he was going to.

Her inner No More Ms. Nice Girl was practically chomping at the bit.

Before her fleeting glimpse of him a little while earlier, she hadn’t set eyes on him since that night in his bedroom. While Antonio had been conspicuous by his presence, Matt had been conspicuous by his absence.

He hadn’t stopped by, called, or sent a message via Antonio, his sisters (all of whom had dropped in), or anyone or anything else, including the local florist, e-mail, or even that oldie but goodie, the United States Postal Service.

But that was okay.

Not.

Radio silence might be his modus operandi after a hot and heavy session such as the one they’d shared, but it just wasn’t working for her. Ever since he had closed the bedroom door in her disbelieving face, anger had been building inside her like pressure in a volcano. If she didn’t get a chance to vent soon, she was going to explode.

In fact, one very important side benefit she’d hoped to reap from attending Benton’s annual display of fireworks tonight was the opportunity to tell off her local sheriff.

Just thinking about it got her all excited.

But by the time the first firework rocketed into the sky, Carly wasn’t any closer to expressing her feelings to Matt than she had been when he’d left her high and dry in his bedroom. Oh, she could definitely see Matt. In full sheriff mode—khaki uniform, badge, holstered gun at his side—he was everywhere. Everywhere, that is, but near her. He and his deputies were working the crowd, which as far as Carly could tell consisted of pretty much everyone in Benton and the surrounding countryside. As brilliant explosions of red, white, and blue lit up the night, they wove through the islands of people sprawled on quilts and the thickets of people clustered in lawn chairs and the forests of people standing around the periphery of the crowd, all with their faces turned toward the sky, with systematic efficiency.

Besides Sandra, Carly’s particular quilt cluster included Mrs. Naylor, who had hailed Carly and Sandra on sight, her daughter, Martha, and Martha’s family, plus Loren Schuler and Bets Haskell, who was another friend from high school, and their families. Their group attracted more than its fair share of visitors as a good portion of the town, having heard that Carly was back and intending to open a bed-and-breakfast in her grandmother’s house, stopped by to welcome her home as well as give her their opinions on the viability of such a plan. Barry Hindley stopped by, making his interest in her very clear, and Carly once again thought what a shame it was that she couldn’t seem to get past being mad at Matt for long enough to focus on any other man. Hal Reynolds, another high school friend, also came over to renew old ties, but Carly couldn’t get excited about him either. Sandra had her own particular visitor in Antonio who, despite being on duty, still managed to find time to grab a snack and stand around chatting with her for some time. Even after he was gone, Sandra glowed.

The good news was, at least one of them was well on her way to finding a replacement for her vibrator. The bad news was, the other wasn’t.

After Antonio left, it wasn’t long before the other deputies began heading their way. Singly and in pairs, every single deputy found time to stop by. That those visits were motivated to a large extent by the ample cooler full of goodies Sandra had packed, Carly had little doubt. Antonio had clearly spread the word among his fellow sheriff’s department employees as to where good eats could be found. That, plus the fact that Martha’s teenage daughter Heather was a friend of Lissa Converse, who, along with boyfriend Andy, had plopped down on a corner of Carly’s quilt and munched lemon cookies for a while, led Carly to expect that at some point during the evening their little group would be favored by a visit from the high-and-mighty sheriff himself—unless he was deliberately avoiding her, of course.

Which, it grew ever more apparent, was just what he was doing. Steaming, Carly found herself watching Matt more than the fireworks. The town’s onetime favorite candidate for Face Most Likely to Be Seen on a Wanted Poster now seemed to be respected by all, liked by most, and chased by quite a few—females, that is. The more he walked around, the more he seemed to trail women like a comet trailed dust. Not that Carly was surprised. For as long as she had known him, Matt had always had to fight girls off with a stick. The fact that he was now thirty-three, single, gainfully employed, and so damned handsome that he even managed to look hot in a sheriff’s uniform was bound to make him as attractive to the town’s distaff population as catnip was to Hugo.

It also served to kick her anger at him up a few more notches. A pain in the ass, was she? She’d show him pain in the ass.

He didn’t even have the grace to wave. Oh, he knew where she was sitting. The head honcho was bound to know, if the rest of his department knew, where to come for treats. He did the meet-and-greet, the backslap, the handshake, the frowning buddy-I-think-you’ve-had-too-much-beer thing all over the whole blessed square. The only area he didn’t honor with his presence? The twenty or so square yards around where she sat.

Her opinion of that was, coincidence? I think not.

It occurred to Carly then that the no good dirty rotten son of a bitch might actually think she wanted him. That she did, or had, was beside the point: it was his thinking that she did that made her want to kill him. The idea that he thought she wanted him when he didn’t want her, or at least not as anything but a friend, made her so mad she saw red—and not just because a brilliant scarlet starburst was exploding overhead just at that moment, either. It made her crazy to think that he imagined that she was as pathetically eager to be on the receiving end of his attentions as the rest of the single female population of Benton seemed to be. She watched one woman in a tiny pair of white shorts stand up as he passed and felt physically ill when he stopped to put an arm around her and bend his head close to talk to her. She was just registering the churning in her stomach when she realized that the woman was his sister Erin, and that what she was observing was a quick brother-sister conversation conducted in the teeth of the booming explosions overhead. But the churning didn’t even have a chance to subside before another woman in white shorts stood up to hug him even as Erin flopped back down on her blanket. More fireworks burst overhead, and by their light Carly saw that this woman was tall and thin with upswept blond hair—Shelby.

Who unlike Carly belonged to the category of girls he fucked.

Suddenly Carly wasn’t sick to her stomach any longer. Instead, visions of murder weapons danced in her head. Because it had just occurred to her that what she was experiencing at his hands was no more or less than déjà vu.

This was exactly how he had treated her in the days and weeks and months following her prom.

Her jaw clenched as suddenly the whole pattern became crystal clear.

He was dealing with his discomfort over the addition of a sexual component to their relationship by staying away from her—again. A neon sign flashing Baby, I don’t want to know over his head couldn’t have made his feelings about what had happened between them the other night any clearer.

Just like the last time, he didn’t want to know that she had a jones for him.

Not that she did. At least, not when she was wide-awake and in full possession of her senses.

Anyway, he’d been hot as hell for her too. He could run as far and fast as he liked, he could deny it as much as he wanted, but she wasn’t a shy and besotted eighteen-year-old anymore. She was a thirty-year-old grown woman and she now knew one end of a hard-on from the other, thank you very much. And the bottom line was, he had wanted her, too.

Only he couldn’t handle it. Because, he said, he cared too much about her. He wanted them to be friends.

In other words, think Bert and Ernie, rather than J. Lo and Ben.

That was so insulting that just picturing it made her hair curl—no, wait, it did that anyway. It made her toes curl.

At that moment, the fireworks climaxed in a spectacular display. Even Carly’s fuming meditation on the merits and methods of murdering Matt couldn’t compete against the huge, noisy spectacle. To the accompaniment of near-deafening booms and the Screven County High School marching band’s rousing rendition of “America the Beautiful,” the night sky was lit up by a glorious American flag. By the time it faded away, along with the appreciative clapping and yelling that followed, the scent of gunpowder-tinged smoke wafting over the assembly was almost as strong as the smell of beer.

Then the celebration was over. As people began to pack up their gear on all sides, Carly realized that any hope she’d harbored that Matt might be going to come her way was over too. He was the one who kept insisting they were friends. Well, for a friend, his behavior was mighty peculiar, to say the least. He hadn’t acknowledged her presence in any way. He hadn’t even waved.

She was perfectly willing to be friends. What she wasn’t perfectly willing to be was ignored.

“Oh, my, would you look at that.” Mrs. Naylor was standing, bracing herself on her daughter’s arm as she strained to see over the crowd. Carly wasn’t sure whether it was because she had grown up or her neighbor had aged, but Mrs. Naylor seemed much less daunting now than when Carly had been a girl. But she was still plump and gray-haired, and as nosy as ever.

“Who is that?” Martha asked, craning her neck right along with her mother. She was a big, loose-limbed, handsome rather than pretty woman with short brown hair and a hearty laugh, who had been captain of the field hockey team in high school.

Carly couldn’t see anything except a wall of backs, although she looked in the same direction as everyone else. At her height, this was always a problem.

“The sheriff’s arresting somebody,” Sandra informed her from her superior vantage point, seeing Carly’s dilemma. She looked again, pretended to shiver, and glanced at Carly with a wicked little glint. “He sure is looking fine, too. Don’t you just love a man in uniform?”

Beyond casting Sandra a sour look, Carly ignored all but the first part of that. She knew when she was being teased. But she became bound and determined to see what was going on. A quick glance around provided the solution. She hopped up on the cooler, and from there she had a perfect view.

Matt was standing in the middle of the street. Since she had noticed that he did indeed look fine in his uniform much earlier in the evening, Carly saw no need to reacknowledge that fact even to herself. Instead, she focused on what was happening: seemingly unperturbed by the exiting crowd that was starting to stream around him, he was holding the arm of a scrawny little man who had his hands cuffed behind his back, and shaking his head warningly at an equally tiny woman who was practically vibrating with fury as she yelled at the man. Carly wasn’t close enough to hear what was being said, but Matt’s stance told her that the arrest was nothing serious. The man was more a nuisance than a threat.

“Oh, that’s just Anson Jarboe,” Mrs. Naylor said, seeming to lose interest once she had made the identification. “Probably drunk as usual. Ida’s right to give him what for.”

With nothing in the proceedings apparently deemed worth watching any longer, they all turned away and went back to gathering up their belongings. All, that is, except Carly, who was so focused on Matt that she remained unaware of the others’ shift in attention. She didn’t stand there long, because it was just a matter of minutes before Matt propelled the offender across the street and into the sheriff’s office, at which time the door shut behind the two of them and there was nothing but the brick building itself to look at.

Carly blinked, looked around, and quickly stepped down from her perch, glad to see that no one else seemed to have noticed that she’d watched longer than the rest. Feeling conspicuous anyway, she looked around for something to do and snatched up the quilt they’d been sitting on. Shaking it out, folding it on top of the cooler, Carly was just bending over to retrieve the big plastic cup that held what was left of her Lemon Crush when Sandra caught her eye.

“You know,” she said, just loud enough for Carly to hear. “I’d take that hunky sheriff over a vibrator any day. Even if he had called me a pain in the ass.”

Obviously, Sandra had noticed her overlong observation of the incident—all right, of Matt—in the street. “Yeah, well,” she said, picking up her cup. “The thing about me is, I have standards.”

A few minutes later, she and Sandra were saying their good-byes as their little island of quilts broke up. With one of them on either side of the cooler, they headed down toward where their new van—well, their new used van, a ’98 Windstar Carly had purchased for three thousand dollars cash just after turning the U-Haul in—was parked behind the bank.

“Uh, Carly.”

“What?” Carly almost jumped. They were part of the crowd surging down the sidewalk, and at that precise moment they’d just happened to draw even with the sheriff’s office. Carly had just happened to be looking to see what she could see through the windows—which was precisely nothing because the blinds were drawn—when Sandra spoke.

“I’ve gotta pee.”

Carly looked at Sandra, and her step slowed. Her eyes widened as, for once in her life when she heard opportunity knock, she actually listened.

“No, I can’t hold it until we get home.” Sandra sounded testy, obviously in response to her interpretation of the expression on Carly’s face. The cooler bumped against Carly’s shin as Sandra, who’d gotten ahead of her when Carly had slowed, was jostled by a passerby. It was semi-painful, but Carly barely noticed. Having come to a full stop by now, she was too busy listening to the little devil that was whispering in her ear.

“Did I say you should hold it?” Carly suddenly felt so supportive of Sandra’s affliction that she just wanted to hug herself. “You definitely should not hold it. Holding it will probably do bad things to your bladder. And are you ever in luck. See, I just happen to know right where a bathroom is.”

“Where?” Mystified but eager, Sandra was looking all around even as Carly, plowing through the crowd with the ruthlessness of a baseball player headed for first, led the way across the street.

The local chamber of commerce had done its best to render the one-story brick building attractive. Flower-filled window boxes had been affixed to the one large picture window and the two smaller barred windows on either side of the gray metal door. The purple petunias and pink nasturtiums and trailing vines that crowded the boxes definitely added something to the building’s ambience. Carly just wasn’t certain what that something was. By the soft yellow light of ye olde corner streetlamp, Carly read the legend painted in black script on the door: SCREVEN COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT.

Carly smiled with satisfaction. Her heartbroken eighteen-year-old self might have thought she had no choice but to put up with Matt’s bad behavior. Her cool, calm, in control, mad as hell, not going to take it anymore thirty-year-old self knew differently: she could always go to Plan B.

As in, hunt the dirty rotten son of a bitch down.

“There’s a bathroom in here.” Giving Sandra a big, supportive smile, struggling to hang on to both cup and cooler handle at the same time, Carly nevertheless managed to get a good grip on the knob and pull open the Screven County Sheriff’s Department’s door.


17

[image: image]

“I REALLY APPRECIATE THIS, Matt,” Anson Jarboe said earnestly as Matt closed the cell door on him.

Matt looked at him standing on the other side of the long iron bars and shook his head. Bony, undersized, with untidy white hair and bloodshot blue eyes, Anson was wearing his usual attire of an undershirt and overalls. His face was its usual color too: a deep, flushed, boozy red.

“You ever thought it might be easier just to quit drinking?” Matt reattached the cuffs he’d used on Anson to his belt and headed for his desk, from which vantage point he could keep an eye on both his prisoner and the front door, and still check his messages. With everyone else out on crowd control, he and Anson were the only people in the office.

“I have quit. Ten, twenty times. It never took. Anyway, yelling at me gives Ida something to do.” He shook his head. “That woman sure can get mad. Sometimes she’s enough to put the fear of God right down deep inside me.”

“Like tonight.” Matt’s voice was dry. There were special-delivery packages on his desk, but not, he saw as he picked up the envelopes and looked through them, the particular one he’d been waiting for. Marsha Hughes had not turned up, alive and well or otherwise, and he’d been doing some digging into both her and her boyfriend’s background. Marsha had two in-state ex-husbands and a sister in Tennessee, none of whom had so far responded to his phone messages. Kenan had previously lived in Clearwater, Florida. In the past there’d been some visits by the police to his residence there to check out reports of possible domestic violence. Kenan hadn’t been arrested, but Matt was interested anyway. He wanted to see what Clearwater had, and they’d promised to overnight him a copy of their file.

So far, it hadn’t come.

“It’s a national holiday! I was celebrating! Crazy old woman, she just wants me to sit around the house with her and watch TV.” Grumbling, Anson kicked off his shoes and stretched out on the bunk. There were three cells, side by side along the building’s east wall. Another cinder-block wall, painted off-white like the rest of the interior, stood between the cells and the front door and extended three-quarters of the way up the room, shielding the prisoners from the view of anyone coming into or leaving the building. “If you hadn’t been there, I don’t know what I would have done. Like I said, I sure appreciate you arresting me.”

“The jail isn’t a hotel.” Matt sat down behind his desk and started opening his mail. It was common knowledge around Benton that Anson and Ida Jarboe had been fighting for the entire forty-some years they’d been married. Usually it was over his drinking, but they were the type to fight over anything. The milder-tempered of the two, Anson usually got the worst of it. Lots of times when he’d been drinking he didn’t even bother to go home. He just stopped by the jail and got himself arrested. That way he didn’t have to face his wife until he’d slept it off.

“Makes a good one, though.” Anson chuckled, pulled the blanket over himself, and turned on his side. “Wake me up in time for breakfast, would you?”

Matt grunted by way of a reply. If ever there was a poster couple for not getting married, he thought, scanning an advertisement for Take ’Em Down, touted as a new, professional-strength pepper spray, Anson and Ida Jarboe were it.

The door opened. Matt glanced up.

Carly’s friend Sandra sort of backed in over the threshold. He frowned. He’d been hearing a lot about Sandra lately—Antonio kept raving about how the lady could cook—but he wouldn’t have expected to see her in the sheriff’s office, of all places, especially at this time of night. Then he saw that she was lugging a large cooler, or, rather, half a large cooler, and the other shoe dropped. Sure enough, hanging on to the south end of that cooler was Carly. Her head was down, her cute little backside was thrust out, and she was quickstepping as she played beat the door with the self-closing mechanism that always propelled it firmly shut.

Watching her, he had to smile.

Without warning she looked up and their gazes collided. The rush of familiarity, of homecoming, he experienced while his eyes were locked with those baby-doll blues almost shocked him, until he remembered that he’d looked into those eyes thousands of times before. They were part and parcel of his boyhood, of his wild, carefree, happily misspent youth, of his earliest forays into manhood. For the space of about a heartbeat, he was warmed by the sense of ease and comfort he took from her gaze, warmed enough to forget that he’d been keeping well away from her over the last four days for a reason, to forget that he couldn’t even take a shower now with the Irish Spring soap he’d been using for years because the smell conjured up instant, erotic visions of how she’d felt in his arms, to forget how close he had come to toppling into the tiger pit dug by the needs of a woman he cared about enough not to want to hurt.

Then he remembered, and his senses went on red alert. Quicker than a fly could dodge a swat, Matt realized that he was looking at trouble.

Carly smiled at him, sweet as sugar. “You don’t mind if Sandra uses your bathroom, do you?”

Make that trouble with a capital T. He knew Carly. The sweeter she smiled, the madder she was.

Shit. This he did not need.

“Help yourself. It’s right down there,” he said to Sandra, pointing to the hall on his right. There were rest rooms down there, and a break room, and the deputies’ cubicles. The evidence room and the room where the guns were stored were down there too, kept locked up tight.

“Thanks,” Sandra said. She was indeed a big woman, Matt saw, reconfirming his previous impression, possibly bigger even than she appeared because of what his sisters had assured him were the slenderizing virtues of solid black, which she was wearing, but she was attractive nonetheless. He could see what Antonio saw in her. What he saw in her besides her cooking, that is, which, to Antonio at the moment, seemed to reign supreme. She and Carly set the cooler down just inside the door, then Sandra headed off toward the bathroom. Carly, on the other hand, headed toward him.

His first instinct was to stand up. She was a woman, after all, and his manners, having been drummed into him by a household full of women over the years, were relatively good where that kind of thing was concerned. But she was also Carly, his pal, and he wanted to keep it that way. If he started standing up when she walked into a room, then that put her in another category altogether, out of the friend column and into the other one, and he had already discovered that getting his columns mixed like that opened up a real can of worms. So he didn’t stand, settling back into his chair instead, stretching out his legs and linking his hands across his stomach in a deliberate assumption of ease as he watched her approach.

Pal or not, she had definitely grown up. She was small and curved in all the right places and her legs were tanned and slender beneath her mid-thigh-length shorts. Where most women of his acquaintance would have worn heels to make their legs look sexier, she wore tennis shoes—and her legs were plenty sexy enough to make his blood start to heat if he let himself think about them, which he didn’t. Her hips in the dark blue shorts were slim, her waist was narrow and her tomato red tee shirt did great things for her breasts. That soft wide mouth of hers that had been his downfall twice before was stretched into the extremely insincere sweet smile he’d previously noticed. Her cute little nose had been sunburned since he’d last seen her, and the color extended on out across her cheeks so that she looked all rosy and flushed. Her eyes, ordinarily a restful blue, a wide, baby-doll blue, were narrowed and glinting dangerously. Her outrageous hair—he didn’t think he’d ever known anyone with such a crop of curls, or such an aversion to them—was tucked up beneath a denim baseball cap. But a number of spiraling tendrils had escaped to frame her face, and the result was—she looked pretty. Real pretty. She was blond now where she had been a soft light brown before, and stacked where she had been skinny. Maybe that accounted for the way he was having trouble keeping her firmly planted in his friend column. She looked like Carly, his pal, but better. Prettier. Sexier. In fact, way too sexy for his peace of mind.

To get his thoughts off just how much he’d like to take her to bed if only it wasn’t such a bad idea, he focused on the storm that was getting ready to break over his head. It was clear from her gait, from her smile, from the sparks in her eyes—hell, from everything about her—that she was meaning to tear a strip off his hide.

“Nice hat,” he said lazily, knowing that he was heaping coals on the fire but having too much fun watching her sizzle to be able to stop himself.

“Screw you.”

She had reached his desk and was marching around it. Since his chair had wheels, he rolled himself back a little so he had room to dodge if he had to, but kept the same relaxed posture because he could tell it annoyed the hell out of her.

“I hear you knocked down my mailbox.”

“I hear you called me a pain in the ass.”

She stopped in the general vicinity of his knees to glare at him. Still leaning back in his chair, Matt found that he was looking up into her face. This was a new position for them. He discovered that he kind of enjoyed it.

“Maybe you shouldn’t listen to gossip,” he said. She was so close to him now that her sexy bare leg brushed his thigh. If he wanted to, it would be the easiest thing in the world to reach out and grab her hipbones and pull her down so that she was straddling him and—

Jesus, what was he doing? No way did he want to go there even in his mind. Sleeping with Carly was the last thing he wanted to do. He knew she wasn’t the one-night-stand type. She wasn’t even the three-or four-month, red-hot love affair type. She was the sex leads to commitment type, and that was dangerous to his plans.

“You,” she said, pointing an accusing finger at him even as she fixed him with those glinting blue eyes, “have issues. You have problems. You have hang-ups.”

“Don’t we all.”

“This thing you do—this kiss-and-run thing—it really doesn’t work for me.”

“You make it sound like we had a car accident.” A little humor to defuse the situation—now what was there in that to make her eyes flash so?

“You’ve been deliberately avoiding me.”

Obviously humor hadn’t worked as a defusing device.

“Just like you deliberately avoided me that entire summer after . . .” Here she hesitated. He knew where she was going; the only question was, how graphic was she going to be? “. . . after my prom.”

Not graphic at all. This was the Carly he knew, all right. Just blond and stacked and sexy as hell and all grown-up.

“Hey, give me a break. I apologized for that.” Which had turned out really well. So well, in fact, that they’d gone through pretty much the same rigmarole again, and she’d ended up here, chewing him out.

“The point I’m trying to make is that you might really want to think about working on your romantic technique.”

“Now, wait—” He’d never had any complaints. Except, now that he thought about it, about the tendency he’d exhibited over the years to, uh, kiss and run.

“Because it sucks. It really, truly sucks.”

Then, before he had any inkling of what she meant to do, she took her big plastic cup and upended it over his head.

The sheer iciness of it hit him first. “What the hell?” he roared, leaping to his feet and brushing his hands over his head. His hair was wet, cold, sticky. Frigid droplets flew everywhere, and a squeezed shapeless lemon half hit the floor. He looked at it in disbelief.

“Have a nice life,” she said, giving him another of those saccharine smiles, apparently not one whit discomposed by his rocketing fury. Then, while he swore and stomped and shook his head and splattered icy droplets all over the place, she set her now-empty cup down on his desk and turned her back, clearly intent on marching right out the door.

“I don’t think so.”

He grabbed her by the waist, not sure what he meant to do but knowing that he was not just going to let her walk out with that smug little smirk while he stood there like a cold, dripping, lemon-scented fool. But she solved his problem for him by suddenly swinging around in his hold, no longer smiling that maddening smile but now as furious as he was, her eyes blazing, that soft wide mouth tense and thinner than he could ever remember seeing it as she stretched herself up to her full sixty-two inches of height and matched him glare for glare.

“Did I say your romantic technique sucks?” She started out low but by the last word she was yelling at him, so mad that she was practically jumping up off the floor as she sought to get in his face. His hands were on her hipbones and to keep her down he had to tighten his grip and put a little weight into it. “That’s not the only thing that sucks. You suck, Matt Converse. Did you hear me? You suck.”

Suddenly it struck him as almost funny, Carly so small and cute and madder than he had ever seen her, shooting sparks all over the place and grabbing hold of his shirtfront and screaming at him, while he, almost twice her weight and a foot taller and a uniformed officer of the law, for God’s sake, stood there with his head soaked in lemonade doing his best to hold her off.

God, he’d missed her. God, he wanted her. Wet and cold and sticky as he was, furious as he’d been until just a second or so before, he was suddenly consumed by an attack of lust so fierce that the sheer ache of it was almost enough to bend him double. What he wanted to do right at that moment more than he had ever wanted to do anything in his life was kiss her senseless and sweep his arm across the top of his desk and lay her down on it and—

“Who do you think you are, that you can treat people like that? That you can treat me like that? I—”

She was in full spiel, and he cut her off by the simple expedient of kissing her.

She tasted like lemonade, but the inside of her mouth was hot so it was hot lemonade, hot and sweet lemonade and he couldn’t seem to get enough of it, so he slanted his mouth across hers and thrust his tongue deep, taking her mouth as his body wanted to take hers. His arms closed around her and he pulled her so tight up against him that he could feel her nipples poking into his chest even through the layers of their clothes. He could feel the soft curve of her mound pressing against him, the whole intoxicating female shape of her, the heat of her, the sudden shivery yieldingness of her as she let go of his shirt and wrapped her arms around his neck and melted against him and started kissing him back.

His heart pounded. His blood turned to pure steam. He was on fire for her, burned for her, had to have her. She wouldn’t stop him, he knew, knew she was his for the taking, that all he had to do was . . .

Kissing her greedily, he bent her back over his arm, ready to sweep her up and carry her to his desk and lay her down and damn the consequences.

A collective gasp made him open his eyes at just about the same instant as her ridiculous cap fell off.

Matt found himself looking at all three of his sisters, as well as Antonio, Shelby, Collin, the Andy kid he’d kicked out of his house only a couple of nights before, and the Craig guy that Dani had been dating. They were crowded around the open doorway, some of them inside, some of them still outside in the street with passersby thronging past behind them. To a person their eyes were wide and their mouths were agape.

Shit.

Carly obviously realized that something was amiss, because she went all tense and quit kissing him just about a nanosecond before he straightened both of them back up, pulled his mouth from hers and lifted his head. His instinct was to shield her, to protect her from the curiosity and amusement and in one case at least outright hostility of their audience, but she was already looking around and it was too late for that and anyway, short of trying to stuff her up under his shirt, there wasn’t much of anything he could do. The lights were bright, the room was open, and there was no possible way to mistake who was who and what was what.

“Sorry,” Erin offered weakly just as, from the corner of his eye, Matt became aware that their largest audience was not their only one. Anson was sitting bolt upright in his bunk observing them with evident amazement. Glancing around even farther, he found Sandra watching with what looked very much like awe.

Matt couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt embarrassed. It was so long ago that he couldn’t immediately pull the occasion to the forefront of his mind. But being caught passionately kissing a woman while lemonade dripped from his hair and his clothes was enough to make him recall with perfect clarity how it felt.

Carly discovered their audience and said, “Oh, hi,” with what he considered really admirable aplomb. Of course, being fair-skinned, her embarrassment was less easy to conceal than his. The degree of mortification she felt was easy to gauge as her face turned almost the color of her shirt. She let go of his neck and pushed at his chest in a discreet but imperative signal that she wanted him to let her go.

He would have. He really would have. He agreed with her one hundred percent that stepping away from each other at this moment was the correct thing to do. Unfortunately, he had a problem. There in that open room with the fluorescent overhead fixtures providing merciless light, without her to shield him it was going to be obvious to even the most casual observer just how turned-on he was.

Which should ratchet up the embarrassment quotient considerably for all concerned.

“Want to give us a minute here?” Matt asked with as much ease as he could muster.

At just about that same time Carly shoved harder against his chest in a silent demand to be released and Erin said, “Uh, we’ll just come back.”

Matt’s appreciation for his sister increased tenfold as she managed to shepherd the largest part of his audience back out through the door. Of course, that still left Anson and Sandra as interested onlookers, but there wasn’t much he could do about them. He therefore elected to ignore them.

“Curls, look,” he began seconds after the door clicked shut, gazing down at the woman he still held in his arms. She was glaring fiercely up at him, he saw with some surprise, notwithstanding the hot, heavy and absolutely, without a doubt, totally mutual kiss they had so recently shared.

“Jackass,” she said, kicking him in the shin. Then she pulled herself out of his arms and stomped off toward the door.

“Ow!” That hurt. Matt hopped backward, grabbing at his leg. Seeing where she was headed, he straightened and went after her, limp and all. “Carly, what the hell?”

“I never want to see you again as long as I live. Just stay away from me, do you hear?” She threw a nasty look over her shoulder at him.

“What?”

She answered with her feet and he was too slow to catch her before she whisked herself out the door. Remembering the audience that probably still lurked on the sidewalk and not wanting to make any more of a fool of himself than he had already, he stopped short and watched as the door shut in his face.

“Goddammit,” he said bitterly, hobbling back toward his desk. His leg hurt, his self-respect hurt, and he was wet and sticky and suddenly aware of how very cold the air-conditioning really was. Without realizing it he put his foot down on the lemon half and slid precariously, recovered without quite going down, then kicked the offending thing into a wall. When it bounced and ended up on top of a pile of very important papers on his desk, he faced the fact that the night had somehow gone to hell on a slide and let loose with a string of curses the likes of which he hadn’t put together in years.

“Thanks for letting me use the bathroom,” Sandra said. Damn, he’d forgotten all about her, Matt realized, and Anson too. She sidled on past him, eyeing him as if she feared he was losing it, and cast a single, assessing glance at the cooler before apparently deciding it wasn’t worth it. Then she, too, was out the door.

“And I thought I had woman trouble,” Anson said as Matt turned to grimly eye the mess Carly had left behind. Glancing around, Matt discovered that his prisoner was shaking his head at him. “My woman trouble is nothing compared to the woman trouble you got, believe me.”

“Shut up, Anson,” Matt said. “Or I’ll take you home to your wife.”

Spying Carly’s cap lying upside down on the floor, he scooped it up, walked over to his desk, deposited it beside Carly’s now empty cup and surveyed the damage to his documents. The lemon half rested on top of an arrest warrant scheduled to be served first thing in the morning. On such a document, the dried remains of a wet, citrusy circle should be barely even noticeable. Or at least, if it was noticed, no one would know what the hell it was. With that comforting thought, Matt gingerly picked up the offending piece of squashed and sticky fruit and dropped it into the trash. Then he headed into the back for a mop.
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WAS THE DAMNED woman never alone? The man stayed back, in the dark, watching as Carly Linton came around the front of the van she’d been driving. His heart pounded, his breathing quickened, and his palms grew moist. From adrenaline, he knew. He felt like a hunter catching sight of his prey. He was primed, ready to take her down—but then that other woman, that big black woman, slid out of the passenger seat to join her.

He gritted his teeth in frustration. Two was too many. Even if the other woman had been as petite as Carly, he still would have made himself hold off. Grab one, the other would run off screaming. Of course, this place was isolated, and it was late at night and dark, except for right up there around the house. If he attacked now, while they were still down near the road. . .

But no. That would be stupid. All the other obstacles in his path had been removed. Carly was the last one.

He would remove her too. When the time was right. When luck turned his way again, as it was bound to do.

But in the meantime he would have to be careful. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her, so that she would start looking over her shoulder. He had already scared her into getting new locks and an alarm system for her house, although that had been a complete accident on his part. At the time he hadn’t even known she was anywhere around. The amusing thing was, he hadn’t even had to attempt another break-in to find out about the new security precautions. He couldn’t help but laugh. He had come by the knowledge in a far simpler way.

But his new knowledge left him with a problem. If breaking into the house was no longer an option—at least, not an easy one—he would have to catch her unawares outside the house.

He’d suspected that she would go to the fireworks display. Most of the town usually did. So he’d gone to it himself, and had actually seen her there. He’d thought about following her on the off chance that she would wander off somewhere on her own, but then he’d realized that there were too many people; the chance that he would be seen was too high.

Instead he’d left early and taken up position in her yard. It would be much easier, much safer to grab her when she came home.

If she came home alone.

Which she hadn’t, of course.

On a positive note, the dog didn’t seem to be anywhere around. At least, he hadn’t seen it, and he hadn’t heard it barking. Maybe it had wandered away. Or maybe the coyotes had finally picked it off.

Maybe that was a sign that his luck was turning up again.

Maybe, if he really applied himself, he’d be able to spirit Carly away from a locked-up-tight house without setting off the alarm system.

If he could pull that off, Benton would really have something to talk about.
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“LISTEN, I KNOW what I saw, and what I saw was hot.” Sandra made a big production out of pretending to fan herself with her hand. “I practically melted where I stood.”

“Give it a rest, Sandra, will you please?” Carly asked tiredly.

“Then you went and kicked him. Honey, men in general don’t like that. Not unless they’re kinky, that is. Is that hunky sheriff kinky? ’Cause I want him if he is.”

“Sandra. . .”

Having been forced to listen to variations on the same theme from practically the moment Sandra had slid into the van beside her, Carly was deathly sick of the whole subject. She’d already had to endure the burning humiliation of walking past the madly gossiping group of Matt’s friends, relatives and supporters as soon as she had hit the sidewalk after escaping from Matt himself. They’d quit talking as soon as they had spotted her, of course; it didn’t take a genius to deduce what the subject of all that intense conversation was. To a self-conscious chorus of Hi, Carly’s she had managed to smile, and reply in kind. Then, thank you, God, she had had to turn the corner to reach her van. She’d never been so glad to be swallowed up by darkness in all her life.

Sandra, agog, had joined her in the van just about the time Carly had been getting her mind around what had just occurred. It was unbelievable that, when she had finally let loose her newfound No More Ms. Nice Girl and told Matt exactly what she thought of him, thereby getting off her chest in masterly fashion—if she did say so herself—the hurt and anger that had been festering inside her for twelve years, to say nothing of the far more recent hurt and anger he had caused her, he had turned right around and kissed her, thus starting the whole blessed cycle up again. And she, of course, unprepared and unguarded and unable to control her inner slut, had reacted just like the old Carly had always reacted to any physical overture of Matt’s and practically liquefied right there in his arms, thus sending her attempts at achieving closure for herself where Matt was concerned all the way back to square one. Fortunately, the kiss had been interrupted.

In any case, she had taken advantage of one last opportunity to go for closure when she had kicked Matt in the leg and told him what she thought of him.

The ride home had been consumed by Sandra’s apparent inability to put the incident out of her head. Carly’s attempt to gloss things over by claiming that what Sandra had witnessed was really nothing more than a kiss between old friends had been met with loud skepticism, and worse, a blow-by-blow recital of everything Sandra had seen, and deduced from what she had seen.

“The thing I don’t get is, why’d you tell him you never wanted to see him again? If he was kissing me like that, the last thing I’d ever do is tell him I never wanted to see him again.” Sandra grinned, her teeth a pale flash in the darkness. “I’d get him into bed so fast he wouldn’t know what hit him, is what I’d do.”

The two of them were, just at that moment, trudging up the front lawn toward the house. The smell of fresh-cut grass was strong. The serenading tree frogs were loud. Carly’s level of annoyance was high, and getting higher by the moment.

“I don’t notice you getting Antonio into bed.” Desperate, Carly fell back on the old standby about the best defense being a good offense.

“Hey, give it time.” Sandra grinned again. “I don’t want him to think I’m easy.”

It was getting close to midnight, dark as pitch, humid as a greenhouse and buggy as a swamp. The van was parked behind them on the shoulder of the road; up ahead, every light in the house was on, as, in a mutual, damn-the-electricity-bill nod to the lingering trauma of their first night in Benton, they had decided that coming home to a dark house was not going to work for either of them. The security system was worth every penny it had cost; in fact, Carly didn’t think she would be able to sleep without knowing that it was standing silent guard over the windows and doors, but it didn’t do them much good when they were outside. As a result, they were both walking fast in the teeth of the incline and the heat, and Carly at least was casting furtive glances around her with every other step.

Loath as she was to admit it, she was half-afraid to be there, at what was now her very own house. At least, she was once day turned to night. Even with Sandra in the house with her, and Hugo and now Annie too, she would find herself waking, sometimes at two A.M., sometimes at three, to lie with her heart pounding for no earthly reason that she could think of, just listening. For what? She didn’t know. She only knew that she was absolutely gripped by fear.

Night terrors. She remembered them. When she’d first come to live with her grandmother, she’d suffered from terrible screaming nightmares that had shaken the walls of the house. The pediatrician that her grandmother had taken her to for all her medical needs had called them night terrors, said they were fairly common in young children, nothing to worry about, and were, in Carly’s case, probably caused by the change in her living arrangements and the fact that she was still sorely missing her mother. They would go away, he promised.

It had taken a couple of years, during which their frequency had gradually decreased, but finally the night terrors had gone away. She hadn’t suffered from more than the occasional garden-variety bad dream in years—until that night in Matt’s bedroom. Until her first night back in Benton.

Carly shivered, just thinking about it. Were the night terrors coming back? Aside from that one nightmare in Matt’s house in which she’d been a little girl again, frightened and missing her mother and back in the Home, she couldn’t even remember dreaming on the nights when she woke up afraid. But maybe she was. Maybe what was waking her was a deeply experienced, forgotten-on-waking bad dream.

At least, she thought with a spurt of black humor, she didn’t still scream.

But whatever woke her, eventually her heartbeat would calm and her fright would recede and she would fall back asleep, and in the bright morning light her fear seemed far away and childish and even faintly ridiculous. Certainly she wasn’t going to tell anybody that she woke up in the middle of the night frightened half out of her wits. Anyway, who was there to tell? She didn’t want to spook Sandra any more than Sandra, a city girl through and through, was already spooked just by her new rural environment; the fear that Sandra might hightail it back to Chicago continued to lurk at the back of her mind. And until just a little while earlier she hadn’t seen Matt to confide in—not that she would have confided in him anyway.

Except, of course, he already knew about her bad dreams. But she wasn’t going to confide in him again. She’d stood up for herself at last, and that was the end of that. Finis. Closure. The past coming full circle in a final, neat, appropriate ending.

Only it wasn’t, because he had kissed her. And that kiss had seared its way down to her heart.

“Antonio was standing there on the sidewalk when I left the sheriff’s office. He walked me partway to the van. Know what he said about you and the sheriff?” Sandra chuckled as she followed Carly up onto the porch. “Hubba-hubba.” This she said in a deep and salacious voice, presumably mimicking Antonio.

Carly groaned. She really, truly, did not want to know.

Sandra continued in a more serious tone: “What I don’t understand is why you just don’t go ahead and sleep with the man. You know you want to.”

The porch light was on, wrapping them in a comforting yellow glow that felt a whole lot safer than the shrouded darkness of the heavily treed yard. Still, the pervasive uneasiness that rarely left her when she was at home after dark meant that Carly was in such a hurry to get the key into the lock that she fumbled and almost dropped the entire key ring. It was stupid, she knew, and it was almost certainly all on account of that blasted burglar, but she couldn’t get over the feeling that there were eyes out there in the dark watching her every move.

“I do not want to sleep with Matt,” Carly said shortly as the key went home at last. “Believe me, he’s got issues.”

She got the door open and stepped into the hall with a feeling of relief. The tinny sound of the alarm system warning that whoever had opened the door had forty-five seconds to turn it off before it started shrieking was music to her ears. That meant there was nobody in the house.

“What kind of issues?” Sandra walked in behind her.

“He can’t get it up, okay?” Carly snapped. Sandra’s reaction made the spur-of-the-moment slander worth it. Round eyes, round mouth—and stilled tongue.

“You are lying in your teeth,” Sandra said, recovering.

Carly didn’t reply as she closed and locked the door. The smell of fresh paint—she’d already finished painting the front parlor and had gotten a good start on the rear one—made her wrinkle her nose. Hugo was sitting on the radiator cover, and he got up and stretched in greeting, then jumped to the floor, making a solid-sounding thump as he landed. Annie came flying in from the kitchen, toenails scrabbling over the hardwood, tail wagging madly.

Hugo jumped at this sudden onslaught of dog, spat, and shot off through the front parlor, while Annie, with a joyous yap, took off in hot and deliriously happy pursuit.

“Hugo! Annie! No! Stop that!”

Carly looked after them in defeat. Like that was going to work. The makers of mayhem didn’t even slow down. Carly listened to the two of them tearing through the downstairs with a weary sigh.

“Welcome to the Inn at Beadle Zoo,” Sandra said dryly. Carly shot her a look—Sandra had made her feelings concerning the addition of Annie to their little household very clear—and then followed her ears as she went to Hugo’s rescue for the umpteenth time. Sandra, meanwhile, headed toward the kitchen.

“Annie, hush! Hugo, don’t be such a—” the word pussy came to mind, bringing with it an unwelcome memory of Matt using the exact same word for the exact same reason, but Carly dismissed both firmly “—baby.”

Rescuing Hugo from atop the tall mantel in the rear parlor, shushing Annie who danced deliriously beneath him, Carly carried the cat toward the kitchen, scolding both him and Annie, who didn’t yap anymore but looked longingly up at Hugo as she trotted at Carly’s heels. Like siblings, Carly thought, the two of them were simply going to have to learn to live together.

“You are lying, right?” Sandra asked as Carly entered the kitchen and set Hugo down on the counter.

“About what?”

“You know. The sheriff.”

Carly now dropped to one knee and Annie wagged her tail and put her front paws on Carly’s leg and licked her cheek.

“Carly. . .”

“Okay.” As much as Matt deserved the calumny, Carly found that she couldn’t utter such a whopper twice. So she shrugged. “You’re right. I am lying. Absolutely.”

Sandra frowned.

“Good girl,” Carly said to the dog. Picking up Annie, she hugged her warm body close and scratched behind her ears, which Annie loved. Annie expressed that love by opening her mouth in a doggy grin and panting in delight. Sandra, still with that thoughtful frown on her face, glanced at the two of them, then opened the refrigerator and reached inside, emerging with a piece of ham, which she tossed to Annie. Annie caught the treat in midair, gobbling it down with delight.

“See there,” Carly said. “You love her. You know you do.”

Sandra grimaced. “Let’s see, why didn’t I mention when we were talking about this bed-and-breakfast thing way back in Chicago that I don’t do dogs? Because nobody said anything to me about a dog. If somebody,” she emphasized it pointedly, “had said, I want a dog, I would have said, I don’t do dogs. But nobody did. They—meaning you—just found us a dog.”

This was a continuation of a conversation they’d been having over the last few days. Sandra’s complaints would have carried more weight if she hadn’t then tossed another piece of ham to Annie, and then, with a quick look at her chief ally in the we-don’t-need-a-dog department, handed one off to Hugo, who’d been watching the feeding of his rival with at first astonishment and then tail-lashing disbelief.

“Now that was nice,” Carly said, her eyes twinkling. “See, you love Hugo too.”

Sandra turned back to the refrigerator with a grunt. Carly looked down at Annie, who was wagging her tail hopefully as she watched Sandra. The dog had still not totally adapted to her new life, but, of course, it was early days yet and Carly was confident that she would. She was still timid, shying away from unfamiliar people and slinking around on her belly if someone spoke to her in other than a loving tone, but she was gentle and affectionate (except with Hugo, of course) and, Carly was convinced, grateful to finally have been saved from her hard-knock life. Sandra pooh-poohed the whole notion that a dog could be grateful, but Carly was persuaded that grateful was exactly how Annie felt: grateful for the home, grateful for the food, but most of all grateful for the love. She had taken Annie to the vet, who had examined her, given her a slew of shots, and estimated her to be about five years old. He’d said that she had most likely been a stray for a long time, but that she had no real health problems beyond being malnourished, which regular meals would fix, and a fairly recent injury: a nasty cut to the stomach just behind her front legs that, fortunately, had scabbed over without getting infected and was already, thanks to her assiduous licking of it, well on its way to being healed. The dark substance matting her coat he had identified as Annie’s own blood, almost certainly from the healing cut. Carly had been horrified to think that the dog had bled so badly, but the blood had washed away easily enough, leaving her coat soft, black, and just slightly wavy, and the gash didn’t seem to bother her. Now bathed, brushed and defleaed, Annie was quite a different dog.

Almost, even, a pretty dog. Certainly a sweet one.

“What a good girl, Annie,” Carly said approvingly as, without letting loose with so much as a whine, Annie watched Hugo, who was more deliberate about these things, lick his piece of ham all over before consuming it in front of the dog’s envious eyes. When it was gone, the eyes of both animals immediately swung back to Sandra, who was still rooting through the refrigerator.

Sandra straightened and shut the refrigerator door after extracting nothing more exciting than a soda.

Annie drooped with disappointment. Hugo swished his tail, sat down, and began to wash a paw.

Buoyed by the animals’ calm acceptance of each other’s consumption of the coveted ham, Carly decided to see if she couldn’t help the relationship stabilize on this new, tolerant plateau. She carried Annie over to visit Hugo.

“See?” she said to them both, reaching out to stroke Hugo (and also, subtly, hold him in place) while she brought Annie closer—but not quite so close that a strategic swipe could reach the dog’s moist black nose. “You two can be friends. You just—”

Annie yapped. Hugo hissed and bolted. Annie struggled, clearly eager to give chase, prevented only by the fact that Carly refused to let her go.

“You know, I don’t think we’re bonding here,” Sandra observed, heading out of the kitchen with her drink.

“They will,” Carly said.

By the time Carly finished bathing in the old-fashioned claw-footed tub that made up in sheer size for what it lacked in modern convenience, it was already close to one A.M. Pulling on her pajamas, trailed as usual by Annie, whose nails clicked on the hardwood floor with every step, she passed Sandra’s already closed door and went into her own bedroom. It had changed very little since she’d lived in it as a child. The lavender-sprigged wallpaper and airy white curtains she’d been allowed to choose as a fifteenth birthday present from her grandmother were the same, as was the pastel braided rug at the foot of her bed and even the bed itself, a brass double that had only been altered by the substitution of a white chenille spread for the lavender, unicorn-strewn comforter of her teen years. As a child she’d always felt safe in this room. It bothered her that she no longer truly did. But tonight, with the security system on and Hugo curled up fast asleep on the bed and Annie, after a single longing glance at Hugo’s clearly superior spot, stretching out to snooze on the rug, Carly felt as secure as she had since she’d come back to Benton. It helped that she was dead tired, too tired, hopefully, for any kind of bad dream to disturb her rest. It also helped that the images that crowded into her mind as soon as she crawled into bed and turned off the light all had to do with Matt. Matt saying nice hat with that provocative drawl of his and Matt’s face after she had dumped what was left of her Lemon Crush on his head and Matt kissing her—

No, no, no. That wasn’t helping. She absolutely, positively refused to go down that road either. Or to think about anything at all to do with Matt.

Ironically enough, it was on that thought, which was accompanied by swirling visions of dozens of memories of Matt, each rejected one after the other so that the effect was almost like counting sheep, that Carly fell asleep.

And stayed asleep until something jolted her awake. Blinking groggily in the grayed darkness, Carly realized that the jolt had come from Hugo, who had used her body as a springboard to leap to the top of the tall wardrobe next to the bed. He crouched on it, tail swishing, eyes gleaming as he looked down at her.

Then Carly realized something else: the reason Hugo had decided to go trampolining in the middle of the night was because Annie was standing with her front paws on the sill of the long window that opened onto the roof of the back porch. Even as Carly spotted her, she started barking in frantic warning.

The curtains were thin, almost sheer, and didn’t quite meet in the middle. Even before Annie had parted them more with her body, Carly had been able to see a sliver of starlit night. Only now, she realized to her horror, she wasn’t seeing any stars.

Not a single one.

Something—someone?—was outside the window blocking her view of the night.
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THE DOG. The dog. The damned dog. It was there in the house.

The man ran lightly to the edge of the porch, squatted, grasped the edge and jumped over the side. It was a low porch, a one-story porch that covered only a portion of the back of the house. Earlier, he’d been about to leave the yard when he’d looked up and there she was, framed by a window: Carly, with her curly blond hair—funny he didn’t remember that about her, but then, he didn’t remember much about those days—wearing pajamas. He couldn’t see much through the barely parted curtains, just a slice of a lamplit room. But he could see enough to know that it was a bedroom. Her bedroom. She was going to bed.

One of the windows of her bedroom was directly over the small back porch.

There it was again, he’d thought: luck. Lately his had been almost all good.

She had turned off the light, and he hadn’t seen anything more of her. But still, he’d hung around. Maybe this was his chance. Maybe he could just creep in there and bring her out.

He knew how security systems worked. They were only wired to the windows on the ground floor.

Another stroke of luck: he had a glass cutter in his car.

He’d given her an hour to fall asleep. Then he had climbed up on the porch roof—the rain spout beside it made the feat ridiculously easy—and eased on over, checking for wires that might indicate that the security system had been installed up here after all. But there weren’t any; he checked the shutters, the window frame, the glass, growing increasingly confident that he was right. Through the parted curtain, he could just see a sliver of white that was the bed—her bed.

And a lump curving through the middle of that sliver of white that was her.

The way his luck was going, he thought as he pulled the glass cutter out of his pocket, he would be able to get the whole thing taken care of tonight.

Then it would be, Hello, brave new world.

He’d just been putting the glass cutter to the glass when the curtain had fluttered. Reflexively he’d glanced down—and there it was, looking at him through the window: the dog.

The damned, damned dog.

He was already running for the edge of the roof as it started to bark.

Yap, yap, yap. Yap, yap, yap, yap, yap.
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HUGO PRANCED toward her in the afternoon sunlight like a highbred show horse, lifting each paw high and shaking it with disbelief before putting it back down and repeating the process. Carly had to smile. He gave the phrase cat on a hot tin roof a whole new meaning.

Because he was, literally, a cat on a hot tin roof.

“How did you get up here, anyway?” she asked him, crawling carefully to his rescue. Scooping him up, she scooted backward until she reached the patch of shade she’d been working in. When she set him back on his feet again he looked apprehensive until he realized that the surface beneath his feet was relatively cool. Then, with a twitch of his tail and a level look at her to make sure that she understood that, despite his recent brief lapse in temperature judgment his dignity was still very much intact, he sat down in the lee of the chimney and started giving himself a bath.

Carly wasn’t offended. She had realized long since that being a cat meant never having to say thank you.

She picked up her hammer and went back to work. It was late in the afternoon of July fifth, and she was up on top of the house repairing the red tin roof. The task involved nailing the loose parts of the roof down, then painting over the nails with a red-tinted, tar-like substance that would keep moisture from creeping down the holes. The work was more tedious than difficult, and as long as she remembered where she was and didn’t back over the edge it wasn’t dangerous, but the suffocating heat rendered it fairly miserable. No fool, she had been working in the patch of shade cast by the huge walnut tree nearest the house, but at some point she was going to have to leave its protection and venture out into the broiling sun. She was hoping to time it so that the patch of shade moved with her. It was either that, or finish the repairs after the sun went down. And seeing as how at its peak the roof was some forty feet off the ground, working on it after dark was probably not a good idea. Falling might very well prove fatal.

Anyway, she wasn’t planning on doing any thing outside the house after dark anytime soon. Wild horses couldn’t drag her guilty secret from her, but she was now thoroughly scared of the place once night fell. That this might prove to be a problem at some point, she was well aware. Being afraid in one’s home after dark probably was not conducive to a peaceful life. Maybe it was just a matter of getting used to the rural setting again, after so many years spent living in big cities. Maybe the eyes she felt watching her through the dark belonged to nothing more terrifying than tree frogs. Maybe the cold feeling that sometimes stole over her when she looked into the shadowy recesses of the yard was simply a reaction to sweat drying on her skin.

Maybe. And maybe not.

Could the burglar still be hanging around, hoping for a second go?

Just thinking about the possibility sent cold chills racing up and down her spine.

Last night, when she had turned on the lamp beside her bed and peered, with heart-thumping bravado, outside her window, there had been nothing there. Just the silent trees, and the twinkling stars, and the night. Even as she had watched, with Annie quivering beside her, a cloud had blown across the sky, blocking the stars from view, taking the night from gray to black. Had it been nothing more than a cloud blowing past that had made her think someone stood in front of the window, blocking the sky? It was possible. It was even probable.

It was also possible that Annie had been roused by something like a raccoon or even a squirrel running across the porch roof. After all, she loved barking at Hugo; it was quite likely that another running animal would evoke a similar response. Or maybe she’d been startled by a falling limb.

Who knew? Certainly the return of the burglar was the least likely possibility.

Still, Carly hadn’t been able to go back to sleep. She’d spent the rest of the night huddled in a pitiful little ball in her bed while her eyes stayed trained on the window. A few times the window had indeed darkened, which she’d had no difficulty in ascribing to a passing cloud. But Annie and Hugo, both of whom had soon dozed off again, had not wakened. In fact, neither animal had stirred for the rest of the night.

In the morning, Carly had gone outside to discover that a branch had, indeed, fallen onto the roof of the back porch.

See there? she told herself. That’s what all the commotion was about.

The sound of it hitting probably freaked Annie out.

She knew it was almost certainly so. But still, when the electrician she’d hired to update the wiring to accommodate commercial appliances understood exactly what she wanted and had made a good start, which meant that she didn’t need to supervise him, and Sandra went into town for groceries, Carly had donned her oldest jeans, a faded green camp shirt and tied a bandanna around her head before pulling out her hammer and nails and making short work of her bedroom windows, security system or not.

If the burglar was still lurking around, he wasn’t getting in that way: she nailed the damned windows shut.

Not that she didn’t have confidence in the security system, of course. But as her grandmother had often said, Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition.

To which she now said, Amen.

While she was at it, she nailed shut practically every window in the house. The only ones she didn’t touch were the ones downstairs. She was tempted, but the woodwork was too beautiful to mar by driving nails through it. Anyway, there was always the security system. It was state of the art. It was reliable. It could be trusted to keep her—her and Sandra and Annie and Hugo—safe.

She had been counting the downstairs windows to see how many brooms she needed to buy so that she could saw off their heads and wedge the sticks in the tracks, thus thwarting any possible entry by any possible burglar without harming the wood, when Sandra came home with the groceries.

Caught red-handed, hammer in hand and nails in a pouch slung around her waist, Carly had thought fast. Last night Sandra had slept through Annie’s barking. Sandra had no idea that Carly was growing increasingly paranoid about the things that went bump in the night—especially the things that went bump in the night outside her bedroom window. Sandra was pursuing Antonio with the single-mindedness of a hunter after a twelve-point buck. Sandra was also the biggest coward on the planet.

If, for Sandra, it came down to a choice between true lust and chickenheartedness, Carly didn’t want to find out which would win. It was better to skirt the whole issue by keeping the fear factor from entering into Sandra’s calculations.

So she had replied to Sandra’s question about the hammer and nails by saying that she was just on her way up to fix the roof.

Which needed doing anyway, so she did it. Or at least, she got started.

“So what brings you up here?” she said to Hugo, on the theory that a little friendly conversation might help pass the time.

Hugo, unfortunately, did not seem to be in the mood to be scintillating company. He gave her a baleful stare, then went right back to his grooming as if it were the most important thing on earth.

But she knew her cat well. That was his way of saying that all was not catnip and tuna fish in his world.

“Okay, I know you have a problem with Annie,” she said, hammering another nail home and then dabbing it with the roof goop. “I know you wish you were back in our nice condominium with the nice central air and the nice view of the lake. I know it’s hot here and you’re shedding and you’re probably picking up fleas from being outside and now we’ve got a dog. But maybe what you need to do is think of this whole thing as a growth experience.”

“Who on earth are you talking to?” The voice—Matt’s voice—coming at her seemingly out of nowhere almost made Carly, who was in the act of driving another nail, whop her thumb with the hammer. Snatching her hand out of harm’s way in the nick of time, she scowled and looked around to find Matt regarding her quizzically. He was standing on the narrow ladder she had propped against the side of the house to gain access to the roof. His head and shoulders were the only parts of him visible above the roofline.

“Hugo.” Now that she had ascertained where he was, Carly repositioned the nail he’d made her miss and this time hammered it home. Then she sank back on her haunches and looked at him again, her scowl firmly in place.

“Catch my burglar yet?” Hostility simmered in her voice.

“Working on it.”

“Great. I take it you’re not calling on official business, then. So what are you doing here?”

“I brought back your cooler. And your cap.”

He didn’t seem one bit discomposed by the obvious fact that she was not happy to see him. As Carly, on all fours now, deliberately ignored him in favor of clobbering another nail, he climbed onto the roof. He was wearing a gray tee shirt that said ATLANTA BRAVES across the front of it, scruffy jeans, and decrepit-looking sneakers. Dressed like a bum, with the faintest suggestion of stubble darkening his jaw and his black hair waving from the heat and his eyes narrowed against the glare bouncing off the roof, he still managed to look so handsome that her scowl deepened into a full-blown glower.

If they were being cast in some kind of Southern-fried version of Beauty and the Beast, she knew which one of them would get to play the Beast.

“You know, you seem to have real trouble following directions. I thought I told you that I never wanted to see you again.”

“Was that before or after you kicked me in the leg?” Having repaired the roof many times himself when he was a teenager, Matt knew enough to respect its pitch. Moving carefully, he eased into the patch of shade where she was working, and spotted Hugo by the chimney. “Hey, Pussy.”

“After. And don’t call him that.”

“He likes it. He . . .” Matt’s voice trailed off as Hugo, after giving him a disdainful look, stood up and walked away with a haughty swish of his tail. “All right, so maybe he doesn’t like it.”

“Maybe he just doesn’t like you.” Her memory of Mike and Antonio’s tale of Matt fetching Hugo down from the tree was still vivid.

“That’s always a possibility.”

Matt grinned and sat down on the spot—just about the only flat spot on that section of the roof—that Hugo had just vacated.

Carly drove another nail. “Okay, you brought back my cap and the cooler. You even climbed all the way up here to tell me you brought back my cap and cooler. I’m impressed. I’m grateful. So now how about you go away?”

Matt looked at her for a moment. His expression was impossible to read. At least, with her on her hands and knees looking at him over her shoulder while holding in place another nail she’d just positioned for driving, it was impossible to read.

“Did I ever happen to mention that you’ve got a really great ass?”

For just a second, Carly had to run that through her auditory sensors one more time to make sure that what she’d heard was what he’d actually said. It was. Outraged—and only then realizing that her position had afforded him an excellent view of her butt—she sank back on her haunches and glared at him.

“Okay, that’s it. Now leave.”

He grinned at her without budging. “I hear I need a prescription for Viagra.”

Carly remembered that Sandra had been in town.

“Maybe you shouldn’t listen to gossip,” she said, and, taking care not to present her backside to him this time, hammered in her nail.

“Maybe you shouldn’t tell lies.”

“How do you know that came from me? I’m sure there are lots of women ready, willing and able to gossip about you and your need—or not—for Viagra.” She broke off to bestow one more flattening whack on the head of the nail she’d just driven. Pretending it was Matt’s head helped her to give it a really satisfactory blow.

“Actually, not that many, not lately. In fact, none lately.”

“Yeah, right.” Carly threw him a look while she fished in her pouch for another nail. “What about . . .” she almost said Miss Queen of Everything, “Shelby?”

He shrugged, watching her. “We went out for a few months. We broke up in March.”

“Oh, sure. You broke up in March, but she’s over at your house early on a Sunday morning and your sisters seem to think she has a claim on you and she looked at me like she wanted to hit me over the head with an ax after . . . after—”

“She caught us kissing in my office?” His voice, filling in the blank for her when she couldn’t quite say the words, was silky smooth. Carly felt a rush of heat to her face as an explicit memory of that kiss took momentary possession of her senses. Mentally shoving it away, hoping that he would credit any deepening in her color to the heat, she positioned the nail and whacked it with an extra degree of savagery.

“Erin is engaged to Shelby’s brother. Since I’m the closest thing to a mother Erin has now and I’m not much help as far as flower arrangements and bridesmaids’ dresses and things like that are concerned, Shelby is helping to plan the wedding. That’s basically why she’s still hanging around.”

Carly positioned another nail. “And that explains why she looked at me like she wanted to kill me.”

Matt quirked an eyebrow at her. “Jealous, Curls?”

This time she did hit her thumb. “Ouch!” Dropping the hammer, she shook her injured hand.

“No, I’m not jealous,” she said, glaring at him. “I can’t believe you’d even ask me that.”

Matt grinned at her. On the verge of losing her temper, Carly decided that doing so right at that point might make it look like she was, indeed, jealous, which was the last thing she wanted him to think, especially since it absolutely, positively, was not true. Taking a deep breath, she opted for dignity instead. Shaking her hand one more time, she decided that her thumb was going to live and picked up her hammer again.

“Look, I’m trying to fix a roof here. Don’t you have somewhere else you need to be?”

“Nope.” He reached over and plucked the hammer from her grasp. “I took the afternoon off.”

That would explain his clothes.

“So why don’t you go fishing or something?” The question was tart. “Or bird-watching? Or butterfly-chasing? Or whatever it is you do for fun nowadays.”

Sinking back on her haunches again, she surveyed him with disfavor. Grappling with Matt over her hammer would be undignified—and also useless. From many years’ experience in dealing with him, she knew the score: if he didn’t want to give it to her, she wasn’t going to get it back. Instead she reached for her roof goop. Taking the high road in the certainty that it would annoy the dickens out of him, she started slopping sticky red stuff over the nails she’d already put in place.

“Actually, I am out having fun; I’m on my motorcycle.”

Carly stopped slopping goop to look at him.

“You still have a motorcycle?” She hooted. “Let’s see, I seem to remember somebody saying, The more things change. . .”

“Hey, I’ve moved up in the world. This one’s a Harley.”

“Whoa. I’m impressed. A Harley. That is moving up. So why don’t you go ride your Harley and let me finish fixing the roof?”

“Besides bringing back your cap and your cooler, I stopped by to see if you wanted to go for a ride with me.”

That caught Carly by surprise. She let a couple of heartbeats pass before she replied.

“What?”

“I came by to see if you wanted to go for a motorcycle ride with me. Maybe we could grab supper somewhere.”

Carly slowly put the brush back into the can of goop. She looked at him narrow-eyed. “Matt Converse, are you by any chance asking me out?”

His eyes met hers.

“Yeah, I think I am.”

For a moment Carly simply looked at him without replying. She had been so furious at him—was that just the night before? And so hurt and wary, too. And she still was; at least, part of her was. But another part of her, her heart, she guessed, kept whispering: It’s Matt. A whole lifetime’s worth of memories chased one another through her head. Wasn’t there some song that said something like, how do you repay someone who has taken you from crayons to perfume? For her, that someone was Matt.

“Wait a minute,” she said, aware that her heart was already starting to beat faster. “You’re not going to pull that kiss-and-run thing again, are you?”

His smile was slow, crooked, and devastatingly attractive. It took a long time to reach his eyes. By the time it did, Carly was breathless—annoyed at herself for being such a sucker for Matt’s smile, but definitely breathless anyway.

“That would imply that you think I’m planning to kiss you.”

“Well, are you?”

“Maybe.”

“Not good enough, Sheriff.” Carly reached for her brush, and slopped more goop on the roof without even caring if she actually got anywhere near the nails or not. Her heart was pounding so hard now that she could actually feel her blood thudding against her eardrums. Butterflies were taking wing in her stomach. Going out with Matt, getting involved with Matt, kissing Matt—God help her, the very thought of that made her dizzy—was a mistake. She knew it was a mistake. She knew it with every fiber of her being. But she wanted to make that mistake so badly that she already knew, too, that she was going to do it; she was going to leap right out of the frying pan into the fire. The worst thing about it was, she was doing it with her eyes wide open. If she got burned again, she had no one to blame this time but herself.

Carly sank back on her heels and glared ferociously at him. “I’m warning you right now that if you pull that friend crap on me again, I’m going to cut off your balls with a butter knife.”

Matt looked at her for a moment, his eyes widening with slow-dawning delight. Then he chuckled. Reaching over, he grabbed her arm and hauled her toward him, goop-filled brush and all.

“You’re scaring me, Curls,” he said, and kissed her.
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HIS KISS WAS EVERY BIT as mind-blowing as the last one had been. Carly closed her eyes and was lost. When he lifted her onto his lap, she wrapped her arms around his neck. His lips were firm, dry, and warm as toast. When he touched her lips with his tongue, she parted them helplessly. Her body was quaking, on fire, hungry. This was Matt and she wanted him. Pressing her breasts up against his chest, she kissed him back.

He tasted faintly musky. His tongue was hot, strong, demanding. It filled her mouth and she felt dizzy, almost as if she were floating, as if he were the only solid thing in the world and if she let go she would whirl away like a leaf in the wind. She touched his tongue with hers, stroked it, explored his mouth as he was exploring hers. When he turned her so that her head was resting back against his broad, hard shoulder, she felt small and helpless and ravished, and because it was Matt, she loved the feeling. Drawing a deep, shaken breath, she started to caress the warm skin at the nape of his neck, realized that she was still holding the paintbrush, and dropped it. It hit the roof with a soft clatter, and she didn’t think about it again.

Her fingers threaded into his hair; the strands just above the nape were short and silky. He was bending over her, bending her back so that she was almost reclining with her head pillowed on his shoulder, running his mouth across her cheek and the line of her jaw, trailing tiny kisses down her neck, nibbling her earlobe, then kissing her senseless again. His arms were taut around her, flattening her breasts against his chest. She could feel the need in him, the urgency, the tension in his shoulders and back. She could feel the telltale hardness of him pressing against her thigh. Her heart threatened to pound out of her chest.

Then his hand was on her breast, covering it, squeezing, and it felt so good, so wonderful, that Carly made a tiny sound deep in her throat and quivered with pleasure.

He lifted his head, breaking the kiss. Carly opened her eyes a slit, looking dazedly up at him. Dark color suffused his face. His eyes were blazing. He was breathing hard.

He wanted her. Badly. There was no mistaking that.

His hand was still on her breast. She looked down at it, at that long-fingered, tan, utterly masculine and utterly beautiful hand splayed across the front of her faded green shirt, and caught her breath. It was Matt’s hand, she’d had a million dreams about that hand, she would know it anywhere, and it was warm and strong and cupping her breast. Her nipple hardened into his palm. Pure heat shot through her and her loins pulsed with need and she had to work to suck in air.

“Matt . . .” she whispered in abject surrender as her insides quaked and quivered with passion, absolutely his for the taking now. Closing her eyes, suffused with the sweetness of surrender, she lifted her mouth to his.

“Carly.” There was a husky undertone to his voice—and a note of semi-amused ruefulness as well. The semi-amused ruefulness part was just beginning to fully register when he continued with unmistakable regret. “Baby, I don’t think this is such a good idea.”

He didn’t think this was such a good idea?

Her eyes popped open.

“What?” she growled, glaring at him, struggling to sit up. He was still leaning over her, still holding her, but she shoved against his shoulder and sat bolt upright even as he grabbed her around the waist to prevent her from leaping to her feet and met her gaze with a twinkle.

She was going to kill him, she was really going to kill him; this time she was going to do it for sure. . . .

“We’re on the roof,” he said, and despite the twinkle she saw that his eyes were dark with passion and hot color stained his cheekbones and his breathing was not quite steady. “One wrong move and it’s like forty feet down. Not a good place for where this is going.”

She eyed him narrowly. He grinned.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, tracing a finger down the bridge of her nose. For a moment she simply looked at him suspiciously, because no one had ever called her that, not John, not Matt ever before, not anyone, and anyway she knew it wasn’t true.

“That would be you,” she said.

He shook his head at her. “No, that would be you.” She thought she saw a sudden wealth of tenderness for her in his eyes. “Trust me on this, Curls: that would be you.”

Sliding his hand beneath her jaw, he tilted her face up to his and kissed her. It was a soft kiss, a gentle kiss, but thorough nevertheless. Its effect on Carly was devastating. She melted against him, turned absolutely boneless, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him back with a neediness that shook her when she realized it for what it was.

“Okay, off the roof.” He broke the kiss and lifted her off his lap before she had quite recovered her wits. “Think you can make it back to terra firma without killing yourself?”

He got to his feet and stood looking down at her. For a moment longer she sat in a near daze with her shoulder pressed up against the chimney, dreamily aware of the heat in the bricks against which she leaned and in the tin panel on which she sat and in the air. She realized that it was still full daylight, with the late afternoon sun slanting through the branches of the walnut tree to make intricate patterns in light and shadow on the roof. The sky was a soft cerulean blue and the clouds were like cotton candy and a pair of noisy blue jays flitted around in the tree and a bushy-tailed squirrel scampered along a branch not far above their heads—and the tarry smell of roof goop wafted beneath her nose.

Okay, so it wasn’t quite perfect. It was still a beautiful day, a glorious day, and she had a date with Matt.

Was her life looking up or what?

“Did you hear what I said?” Matt asked dryly, holding his hand out for her to grab.

Carly’s gaze snapped to his face. Not for anything was she going to let Matt know just how very dazzled she was. Not that he probably didn’t already have a pretty good idea.

“Yes, of course I heard what you said. You’re not that great a kisser, Matt Converse.”

She put her hand in his and he pulled her upright.

“Later I’m going to make you eat those words,” he said, and lifted her hand to his mouth.

Carly watched him press his lips to her knuckles and her pulse went crazy. His lips were warm on her skin and his eyes were hot as he met her gaze over her bent fingers. The gesture was totally disarming, totally romantic, totally unlike any aspect of Matt she knew, and she’d thought she knew every aspect of Matt there was. This one was . . . Matt the lover. Like Matt the grown-up sheriff, it was part of the man he was now, not the boy he had been. As she realized the seismic shift in their relationship his kissing of her fingers signified, her stomach lurched and her knees went weak.

Boy or man, he was still Matt, and she still wanted him so much she burned with it.

“Come on,” he said, lowering their joined hands and starting to head toward the ladder, moving carefully, pulling her after him.

“Wait, I’ve got to get my things.” Her scattered senses suddenly came together in a concentrated whole and she tugged her hand free. She couldn’t just leave her work materials behind. Her hammer, a single loose nail and the can of roof goop lay forgotten about a yard away. Her paintbrush, still loaded with goop, was near Matt’s feet. Bending, she reached for the paintbrush.

He took it from her, stuck it into the goop can, and hung the can over his arm. Then, stowing the hammer and nail in his front pocket, he caught her hand again and pulled her after him toward the ladder.

Holding the ends of the ladder to steady it as she stepped onto it, he made her go first. Climbing down, Carly couldn’t help but glance up to admire his long, powerful leg muscles and the cute roundness of his butt in the washed-thin jeans as he followed her. He was Matt, he was gorgeous, and he was soon to be hers. At the thought she almost missed a rung.

Tumbling thirty feet to her probable death would not be a good way to start what promised to be the most amazing evening of her life, Carly thought, focusing on her own hands and feet as she climbed down.

They were nearly on the ground when Carly realized that they were being watched. By multiple pairs of eyes, as it happened. Hugo lay almost even with them on one of the big walnut tree’s lower branches, at ease, looking comfortable, his tail barely moving as he tracked their descent. It said much for Matt’s effect on her that she had forgotten all about her coddled cat until that moment. Clearly Hugo had gone native to a far greater degree than she had realized if he could get himself on and off the roof via the walnut.

Benton had wrought great changes in both her and her cat, Carly thought, glancing up at Matt again. In fact, Carly realized with a flicker of surprise, she had hardly thought of John or anything concerning her divorce since she’d first slid out of that U-Haul. Her life as Mrs. John Grunwald—not that she’d ever used that name, preferring to keep her own—seemed far away, distant, as if it had belonged to someone else. This was her real life. She glanced up again, and her heart skipped a beat. Matt was her real life.

At the thought Carly almost missed another rung.

Recovering, her gaze fell on Annie, who waited at the base of the ladder, her tail wagging as she looked up at them. Behind Annie, Antonio, Mike and Sandra were gathered, watching too, their turned-up faces reflecting various degrees of surprise, interest and speculation. Glancing sideways, her attention drawn by a movement caught from the corner of her eye, Carly saw Erin getting out of the passenger seat of a red Honda that had just parked in front of the house. Even at such a distance Carly was able to tell when Erin spotted her brother coming down the ladder. Erin froze, staring up the hill toward them.

Hail, hail, the gang’s all here, Carly thought wryly.

That their audience was speculating wildly on just exactly what was going on between the two of them was impossible to miss. She didn’t think she could have felt more self-conscious if she’d been climbing down the ladder naked.

“So, did you get the roof fixed?” Sandra asked in a slightly too hearty tone as Carly stepped onto the grass.

“Most of it.” Carly wiped her sweaty palms on the back of her jeans, proud of how composed she sounded, and bent to give Annie a pat. She was also proud that she managed not to look at Matt, who was just now reaching the ground beside her. Still, she was so conscious of him as she straightened again that she could practically feel him breathe. She was also so conscious of having just made out with him on the roof that she was positive her face was a bright telltale red.

“Who’s this?” Matt asked, setting the bucket of roof goop on the ground and sweeping the assembled company with a comprehensive glance before his gaze fixed on Annie, who was sniffing rather suspiciously at his feet. Unlike herself, Matt looked and sounded perfectly relaxed, perfectly himself.

Their eyes met. Carly couldn’t help herself. She smiled at him, and her heart missed a beat as he smiled slowly back. A slight shuffling sound reminded her of their audience, and, self-conscious again, she focused on his question and glanced down at the little dog.

“This is Annie. You remember the dog that chased Hugo that first night? We decided to adopt her.”

Sandra snorted. “Speak for yourself,” she said.

Carly ignored her comment, but noticed Sandra glancing with interest from her face to Matt’s.

“Annie’s a sweetheart,” Carly told Matt.

“I bet.” If his tone was dry, still he held out his hand so that Annie could sniff his fingers and then scratched behind her ears before straightening to look at Antonio and Mike.

“So what’s up?” Matt asked them.

The deputies were in uniform, and, Carly presumed from the question and the tone in which it was asked, on duty.

Up until that moment they, like Sandra, had been casting covert glances from Matt to Carly and looking slyly amused as they did it. Their expressions quickly altered as they met their boss’s level gaze. Mike shuffled his feet and glanced away. Antonio crossed his arms over his chest and cleared his throat.

“There was a radio call for you about ten minutes ago,” Antonio said. “Dispatch said a caller was trying to get through to your cell phone, but it was turned off. Seems Mrs. Hayden’s out walking her dog again.”

There seemed to be some special significance to that, because Matt looked faintly vexed while Antonio and Mike both appeared to be trying hard to suppress grins.

“My phone’s off for a reason.” Matt started to put his hands into his pockets, encountered the hammer, pulled it out, fished for the nail and handed both to Carly. “And the reason is, I’m off duty. Somebody else is going to have to take care of Mrs. Hayden.”

“I’ll tell ’em to send Knight. He could use a little seasoning,” Antonio said.

“Good call.” Matt grinned then, apparently finding considerable humor in whatever picture this conjured up. “Anything else?”

Listening to Matt being large and in charge had a surprising effect on Carly. She thought back to the boy he had been, to the youth he had been, to the young man he had been, and felt a surge of pride. The boy the town would have voted Most Likely to Become an Ax Murderer had turned out pretty well after all. You’ve come a long way, baby, were the words that popped into her mind, and at the sheer ridiculousness of them as applied to Matt, she smiled.

“Thompson broke his leg falling down his back steps and Brooks called in with a stomach virus,” Antonio said.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Matt looked harassed. “We’re understaffed as it is. That brings us down to six. When’s their next shift?”

“Both on at eleven tonight.”

“Christ,” Matt said. “Who’s covering?”

“Everybody’s already pulled a double shift within the last twenty-four hours. We don’t get some more people hired, we’re all gonna turn into zombies.”

“The funding’s not there.” Matt grimaced. “All right, fine. To hell with it. I’ll cover for Thompson, you cover for Brooks.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that,” Antonio said gloomily.

“Hey, you put in for Chief Deputy.”

“Yeah, I know.” Antonio sounded depressed as he glanced at Sandra. “I just kind of thought rank would have a little more privilege.”

Matt snorted, and reached for Carly’s hand. Immediately Sandra, Antonio, and Mike homed in on their entwined fingers like missiles seeking heat. Under the weight of their stares Carly couldn’t have felt more conspicuous if someone had suddenly pasted a scarlet A on her forehead.

“Ready?” he said. Carly nodded, and he tightened his hold on her hand as he glanced back at their audience.

“Is that it?” he asked his deputies. “Because we’re out of here.”

“We’re going to hang around for supper.” Antonio met Matt’s gaze and shrugged defensively. “Hey, we get an hour, and we gotta eat.”

“Hi, everybody.”

With that cheerful greeting Erin joined them. She was wearing a denim miniskirt and white tank, and with her tan and tousled black hair looked fresh and glowing—and faintly worried. Mike’s eyes lit up when he saw her, but she wasn’t looking at him. She glanced from Matt to Carly, then down at their linked hands. She then focused on her brother, her expression guarded. “Uh, Matt, could I talk to you for a minute?”

“What now?” Matt asked, sounding resigned. His hand tightened briefly on Carly’s, and then he let go and allowed his sister to pull him aside.

“I’m just going to run inside and get my purse,” Carly said brightly, glad of the distraction. She had suddenly recollected that she was wearing her oldest undies and a ratty bra and she needed a shower and her makeup was nonexistent and. . .

If sleeping with Matt was on the agenda, and it might very well be, she had to make some massive changes fast.

By the time she was inside, she was practically running, stripping off the bandanna and then unbuttoning her shirt as she went. She was unzipping her jeans as she stepped over the bathroom threshold. Throwing off her clothes, she took the world’s fastest shower, shaved her legs and underarms with a haste that gave razor burn a whole new meaning, and stared in dismay at the nest of blond curls tangling around her face before deciding that trying to tame them was a waste of time and effort. Running—all right, yanking—a brush through them, she fluffed them with her fingers and left them to do their own thing. She smoothed tinted moisturizer into her skin for that lovely glow promised on the packaging, added the barest suggestions of blush and eyeshadow, treated her lashes to a quick coat of mascara and her lips to a slick of watermelon lip gloss, and approved her appearance in the mirror—had Matt really said she was beautiful? Just thinking about it made her feel all warm and squishy inside. She wrapped a towel around herself and sprinted for her bedroom.

She’d accomplished a minor miracle in ten minutes, tops. Matt would hardly have had time to miss her yet.

If he were to figure out that she was showering and primping and changing her undies and in general making herself as attractive as possible in anticipation of having sex with him, she would be mortified. Of course, knowing Matt, he might very well guess. But if she hurried, and got back downstairs before he had really had time to wonder what the heck she was doing, she hoped it might not even enter his mind.

“Just so you know, the sheriff had to leave.”

Sandra was sitting on the edge of Carly’s bed as Carly flew through the door. She was wearing her favorite attire of black leggings with an oversized black tee shirt, which made her absolutely impossible to miss against the white spread. This particular tee shirt had Mini-Me’s likeness on the front. Her earrings were dangling silver smiley faces; in contrast, she was looking uncharacteristically serious as she watched Carly’s frantic progress.

“What?” Carly froze in the act of rushing toward her dresser to swing her gaze around to Sandra.

Sandra nodded. “He said to tell you he’d pick you up in half an hour. On the motorcycle, so wear jeans.”

Carly’s heart started beating again. For a moment there, she’d been terrified that she’d been the victim of another patented Matt Converse kiss-and-run.

In which case he would have died a slow and agonizing death.

“Where did he go?”

Moving at a dignified pace now, she continued toward her dresser. When she reached it she opened her lingerie drawer and started searching through the contents. Luckily she still had some really nice things left over from when she’d still been having sex what seemed like a whole lifetime ago. A black lace demi-cup bra caught her eye. Somewhere in the drawer should be tiny matching panties....

Just the thought of Matt seeing her in such sexy scanties was enough to weaken her knees. The last time he’d seen her undies, she’d been wearing white cotton panties that covered her from her navel to the tops of her thighs. Fortunately, she’d been too flat-chested to have to worry about a bra, because if she’d been wearing one it would have been equally white and cotton and lacking in sex appeal.

Kind of like she had been.

“You sure you want to hear this?” Sandra asked.

The way Sandra said it, Carly was pretty sure she didn’t. Still, she nodded.

“Apparently that Shelby woman gave his sister a ride over here. She was waiting in her car. That was what the sister pulled him aside to tell him. The sheriff went down to talk to her. He called a few minutes later on his cell phone to say that he was taking her home and would be back to pick you up.”

Carly’s hand tightened into a fist on the panties, and she didn’t even realize it until she glanced down. It was almost embarrassing to admit even to herself how much she really, truly didn’t like the idea of Matt’s being with Shelby. Then she remembered how, up on the roof, he’d asked her if she was jealous.

If she’d been telling the truth, she would have had to say yes. But not nearly as jealous as she was right now.

“You know, the sheriff’s a real hunk, and Antonio seems to think he’s a good guy,” Sandra said, sounding worried as Carly stared unseeingly down at the panties crumpled in her hand. “But you might just want to rethink this. He’s got a reputation as a love ’em and leave ’em kind of guy. Antonio says that he goes through girlfriends as fast as he goes through socks because he’s allergic to any kind of long-term relationship. He’s a Scorpio, you know—I asked Antonio when his birthday is—and Scorpios are all about sex. Well, look at him, anybody can tell that. As long as you’re just wanting to have a good time, that’s great. But you’re just now starting to feel like climbing back in the saddle where sex is concerned, and that makes you kind of vulnerable. And honey, you sure look to me like you’re getting ready to do something real stupid like fall in love.”

Sandra had comforted and counseled and cursed and cried with her through the whole rocky road that had been her divorce. She knew how badly Carly had been hurt, and Carly had no doubt that her warning sprang from a deep well of caring and concern. In fact, she knew that listening to what Sandra was trying to tell her was probably the wisest thing she could do. Accordingly, Carly took a deep breath and mentally turned her emotions over for careful review. Was she getting ready to fall in love with Matt? Now that she thought about it, she decided, that was almost funny.

She turned around and leaned back against the dresser as she met Sandra’s gaze.

“Actually,” she said dismally, “I think I’ve been in love with Matt almost my whole life.”

“That’s bad.” Sandra’s expression turned sympathetic. “That’s real bad. Last thing you need is to get your heart stomped again. What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” Carly said slowly, thinking about it. “If he—”

“Sandra! Carly!” The bellowing voice belonged to Antonio, Carly realized a second or so after it reached her ears. The urgency of the summons was impossible to mistake. She and Sandra exchanged alarmed glances. Carly straightened away from the dresser. Sandra jumped off the bed. “Get down here quick! There’s something wrong with this dog!”
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IT WAS A LITTLE MORE than an hour later when Carly, with Sandra, Erin, Antonio and Mike behind her, walked out of the veterinarian’s examining room and into his waiting room. The bright fluorescent lights combined with the air-conditioning to make the place seem almost deathly cold. The smell—a medicinal, antiseptic-type smell with undertones of urine and fear—was nauseating. Shivering in her tee shirt and jeans, Carly wrapped her arms around herself and rubbed her upper arms in a vain attempt to warm herself. She felt drained, exhausted, and heartsick. To see Annie suffering so had been almost more than she could bear.

“Yo,” Matt said. At least, she was pretty sure that was what he’d said, although she couldn’t really hear him. He was standing outside the glass door, which was locked, peering in. Carly crossed to the door and fumbled with the lock. But Antonio had to reach around her and actually unfasten it, because her fingers didn’t quite seem to want to work properly. She felt almost as if she were underwater, as if she were seeing—and feeling—things through a rippling veil.

Matt pushed the door open, took one look at Carly’s face and pulled her against him. His arms wrapped around her, gentle and strong and protective, holding her close. Too spent to even remember all the reasons why depending on him so utterly was probably a mistake, she rested her forehead against his chest and clutched the front of his tee shirt and let him take most of her weight. He was warm and solid, and his chest was firm with muscle and his arms were hard with it, and it felt so good to be held by him that it didn’t even occur to her that they had an interested audience or that she should maybe pull away. This was Matt, and there was more comfort for her in his arms than anywhere else in the world. The knowledge would have worried her if she’d had enough strength left to worry about anything.

“So what happened with the dog?” Matt was asking the others, talking over her head, but it was Carly who replied, lifting her head to look up at him.

“She was poisoned.” Remembering the ordeal Annie had gone through, Carly shuddered. She kept seeing Annie’s eyes, darkly luminous and terror-filled, seeming to say Help me, help me as she writhed in torment in the grass. Terrified herself, Carly had scooped her up and run....

“Poisoned? What kind of poison?” Matt’s voice was sharp.

“Could have been anything. Rat poison, weed killer, even antifreeze.” It was Antonio who answered. “Bart—” Bart Lindsey was the vet “—said he won’t know for sure until he runs some tests.”

“It was an accident though, right?” Matt sounded like he was frowning.

“Probably.” The door between the waiting and examining rooms had swung open in time to permit the veterinarian to hear Matt’s question. Bart Lindsey was a small, round-faced man with rimless spectacles and a soft stomach that protruded slightly over his belt. With his blue lab coat unbuttoned and his gray hair untidy, he looked rumpled and a little tired. “It’s impossible to know, but I’d say the chances are slim that it was anything else. Oh, by the way, good to see you, Matt. I just wish the circumstances were a little more pleasant. You remember my brother Hiram, don’t you?” He nodded at the burly, white-haired man in khaki slacks and a blue lab coat like his own who followed him into the reception area. “Hiram used to own this clinic, but he sold out to me twenty years ago and moved to Macon. He would have been the vet here when you were a kid.”

“Sure I remember Hiram,” Matt said, nodding.

“I’d be willing to give you odds it was nothing but plain old rat poison,” Hiram Lindsey said. “The symptoms are classic.”

Carly shuddered, and Matt’s hold on her tightened.

“It was a good thing we saw her.” Erin’s voice was soft and low, but something about its husky timbre reminded Carly of Matt’s. “Everybody else had either gone in or gone, but Mike and I were still standing out in the yard talking when the poor little dog started trembling and foaming at the mouth and throwing up. Then she just kind of fell over.” Erin sounded as if she were shuddering too. “Bart said that if we hadn’t gotten her in here right away she would have died.”

“You mean she’s not dead?” Matt sounded mildly flabbergasted, as if their reactions had led him to expect a different conclusion to the day’s tragedy.

“No,” Carly said, resting her forehead against his chest again. “Dr. Lindsey said she’s going to be all right.”

Then she closed her eyes and clung tighter to his shirt and just breathed, terrified that she was going to burst into tears right there in front of them all.

“Christ.” Matt tightened his hold on her, hugging her close. As usual, he seemed able to divine what she was feeling. “Can we get out of here or does somebody need to wait for the dog or something?” This he said in a louder voice and was presumably addressed to the vet.

“She’ll need to stay at least overnight, and possibly a little longer,” Bart Lindsey answered. “Poor little dog, she’s been through a lot. I had to put her under in order to treat her, and I pumped her stomach, so it’ll be at least twenty-four hours before I feel comfortable about letting her go.”

“We really appreciate what you did for her.” Sandra had been shaken by the degree of Annie’s suffering, too. She still sounded subdued. “Do you want us to go ahead and pay now, or when we come to take her home?”

At least Sandra was now thinking of their house as Annie’s home. Even such a hideously dark cloud as this one seemed to have the slenderest of silver linings.

“When you come to pick her up will be fine,” Bart Lindsey answered.

“Okay, let’s go. Thanks, Bart,” Matt said. “Good to see you again, Hiram.”

“Have a good one,” Bart replied, while his brother added, “Good to see you too. Sorry it wasn’t under happier circumstances.”

Matt’s arm, heavy with muscle, stayed looped around Carly’s shoulders as he ushered her outside. Carly was grateful for his strength because she had precious little left herself. The wall of heat she walked into when she stepped outside helped some. It wrapped around her like a warm blanket, embracing her, slowly leaching away the worst of the chill. The vet’s office was located on the very edge of downtown, which meant, in practical terms, that it was about four blocks from the town square, although the chamber of commerce’s beautification efforts had not extended out quite this far yet. The four-way intersection beside which it was located was also home to a 7-Eleven store, a Rite-Aid pharmacy and Benton Liquors.

Standing on the sidewalk that ran between the strip of medical offices and the parking lot, Carly took a deep breath, inhaling with real gratitude the not particularly pleasant odors of sun-softened asphalt and exhaust from the few passing vehicles. Something about the smells’ ordinariness made the nausea that had threatened her in the vet’s office recede. The roar of an idling, muffler-impaired pickup and a honking horn accompanied by a hollered “Hey, Matt!” caused her to look toward the street. A gnarled hand was waving out the open window of a dark blue, rusted-out Ford. Matt waved back, the engine revved sharply as the light turned green and the truck was gone.

Now that she was outside, away from the sights and sounds and scents that had made the horror of what had befallen Annie so hideously real, Carly was starting to feel stronger, better, more capable of standing on her own two feet.

But she continued to lean against Matt. Matt made her feel better. Matt made her feel safe.

Although what she needed to be made safe from Carly couldn’t have said.

“Carly!” A white panel van rolled through the intersection, and a man yelled at her through the window he quickly opened. Glancing up, Carly saw that it was Barry Hindley. “I heard about your dog. Is it okay?”

“She’s going to be fine,” Sandra called back when it became obvious that Carly was having trouble drawing enough breath into her lungs for a reply. Barry waved again and drove on.

“So what’s the plan?” Erin asked, her eyes flicking from her brother to Carly and back. The curiosity and speculation with which Erin had earlier regarded their togetherness had given way to a kind of interested acceptance of the two of them as a couple, Carly realized, then added in a little addendum to her own thoughts: if indeed a couple was what she and Matt were. At this point, she wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure of anything, least of all anything to do with herself and Matt.

But thinking of couples caused Carly to notice that Mike stood close behind Erin, while Antonio was closer to Sandra. The first of those pairings was particularly interesting, or at least it would have been if she’d been feeling more herself. But she was still a little lightheaded, still a little nauseous, still a lot upset about Annie. Speculating about the state of others’ relationships would have to wait for another time. Heck, she thought, she wasn’t even up to speculating about the state of her own relationship, or whether or not what she had going with Matt could even properly be termed a relationship. It was, she realized with some dismay, actually more like a need, at least on her part. She needed to be with him. She needed his arm around her, needed him beside her, needed his warmth, needed his strength. She flat-out needed Matt.

Which, in light of what she knew about his predilection for friends and others, might not be such a good thing.

“Carly’s going with me,” Matt said, without bothering to ask Carly whether she had other plans or thoughts on the subject. Not that she did, of course. Basically, anything Matt wanted her to do she was willing to do, at least while she was feeling so drained and dependent and needy. It was just that making such a unilateral statement without consulting her wishes or preferences was high-handed, but it was also typically Matt. Good thing she wasn’t shy about protesting when and if she needed to. “Antonio and Mike will take you and Sandra home, and then they’ve got to get back on the job. Right at this moment, we’ve only got three men working.”

“I’m supposed to meet Collin at seven at The Corner Café. He’s bringing his law school roommate and his wife. You know, Tim Bernard. The best man. From Atlanta.” Erin gave her obviously un-knowing brother a disgusted look, then glanced down at her watch. “It’s only six-fifteen, but I’ve got to go home and change first.”

“I’ll give you a ride,” Mike volunteered.

“That suit?” Matt asked Erin. She nodded. He looked at Mike. “You’re in your cruiser?”

Mike nodded. There were now two official sheriff’s department cars in the parking lot, Carly saw, plus her and Sandra’s van. She, Sandra, Erin and Antonio had rushed Annie here in the van, with Sandra driving and Carly holding Annie’s limp little body in her arms while Antonio rode, white-knuckled, in the back. Mike had led the way, lights flashing, siren wailing, in his cruiser.

The other cruiser in the parking lot, which had the words SCREVEN COUNTY SHERIFF painted on the driver’s door, obviously belonged to Matt.

“Okay, you take Sandra home,” Matt said to Antonio. He then looked at Mike. “Then after you drop Erin off you can head over to the Beadle Mansion and pick Antonio up. If things get slow, swing by the office. There’s a whole pile of warrants to serve.”

“Get slow?” Antonio snorted. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“You never know,” Matt said, and glanced up at the clear blue sky. “Hell, maybe it’ll snow.”

“I’ll be there in about half an hour,” Mike said to Antonio, and then he and Erin headed out across the parking lot.

“Uh, if you want to give me the keys, I’d sure be pleased to drive,” Antonio said to Sandra, holding out his hand. Carly remembered their wild ride to the vet’s office, and couldn’t blame him. Sandra behind the wheel was not anything you wanted to experience twice.

For just a moment, as she watched Sandra’s expression, Carly thought Antonio might be in for a pretty pithy reply. But then Sandra appeared to remember just who it was who had insulted her driving. She summoned a smile, fished in her tote and came up with the keys, which she dropped into his palm.

“Get on the radio and tell everybody to be at the office at eleven,” Matt said to Antonio. “We’re going to have about a fifteen-minute staff meeting and see if we can’t figure out how to apportion some of this extra work.”

Antonio nodded. Then he cupped a hand around Sandra’s elbow.

“Meet you at home,” Sandra said to Carly over her shoulder as Antonio escorted her away. Carly nodded, then watched the flirtatious way Sandra looked at him, watched the deliberately dancing earrings and the sexy little extra sway Sandra put into her walk and felt a spurt of envy. Good, old-fashioned lust uncomplicated by a yearning, burning heart was something she could only wish she was experiencing.

“Feeling better?” Matt looked down at her. Carly nodded and managed a smile for him. No, she thought then, meeting his eyes, which were dark and warm and full of concern for her, she had to take her previous wish back. Lust on its own couldn’t begin to compare with this. To get a rush like she was experiencing just from looking at someone, there had to be something more.

Something like love.

Facing the horrible truth, it was all she could do not to groan.

Another honk sounded as Matt, his arm still around her shoulders, steered her across the parking lot. Another hand waved from the window of a vehicle stopped at the stoplight. This time the vehicle in question was a tan car.

“Hey, Matt, thanks for speaking at the school assembly last week,” a white-haired man yelled. Carly stared, then gaped. Was that. . .?

“Glad to,” Matt yelled back.

“ ’Preciate it.” The man waved again and was gone as the light changed.

“Oh, my God. Was that Mr. Simmons?” Carly gasped. “Yep.” Matt grinned down at her, clearly as fully cognizant of the hilarious irony of the situation as she was. Mr. Simmons was—or at least, he had been—the high school principal when she and Matt had attended. He’d busted Matt so many times on so many different violations that Matt had basically spent every lunch hour of his entire senior year in Mr. Simmons’s office.

“That’s funny,” Carly said.

“I have to say, I never in my wildest dreams thought I’d wind up being best buds with Simple Simon.”

The name the teenage Matt had always called the principal behind his back made Carly laugh, and laughing made her feel better.

“You’re good at this, aren’t you?” she asked, looking up at him as they reached the car.

“What?”

“Being sheriff.”

“I try.” His mouth quirked. “It’s not anything I want to do long-term though, believe me.”

“You don’t? Why not?” Carly frowned as Matt opened the passenger door for her and waited for her to get in. The vinyl seat was hot; the interior of the car was stifling. Carly realized that she still had not quite recovered from the shock of what had happened to Annie, because even such an overabundance of heat was welcome. Sinking down into the soft bucket seat, pulling on her seat belt, she finally started to feel warm enough again as the buildup of heat inside the car baked away the last of the chill that had held her in thrall. Knowing that Annie was likely going to be all right helped her return to something approaching normal, too.

Taking a deep breath, she was able to slowly let go of the sense of dread and fear that had roiled her stomach ever since she had first run outside to discover her poor little dog convulsing in the grass. Thinking about Matt as sheriff provided a welcome distraction as well. It occurred to her that she knew him so well, knew him on a level that felt almost biological, almost cellular, but there was a large chunk of his life that she had no factual knowledge of: the years between the time she had left, and the time she had come home again.

Matt slid in behind the steering wheel.

“Why not?” she asked again, resting her head back against the seat and savoring the heat on her neck as she looked at him.

He glanced at her as he started the car and pulled out of the parking lot. “I feel like I’ve been responsible for somebody or something practically since the day I was born. I got away once, joined the Marines—” he slanted a grin her way, “—still can’t believe that, can you?—and thought I was all set. Oh, I sent money back to Mom, kinda kept tabs on her and the girls, but I was free and living my own life and having a pretty good time. Then Mom died, and what are you gonna do? There wasn’t anybody else to take the girls. They would have had to go to a foster home. They’re my sisters, for Christ’s sake. The foster home was not happening. So I came home. The sheriff’s department needed deputies—hell, we always need deputies; that’s the sheriff’s department in a nutshell. Anyway, I got hired on, worked as a deputy for a while, then when Sheriff Beatty retired he backed me and I got elected sheriff. It’s been a good gig; I’ve been able to take care of the girls, but let’s just say it’s not what I ever thought I’d be doing with my life. Lissa’s off to college next month. I’ll hang around here until I’m sure she’s settled, sure they’re all settled, which should be just about the time my term as sheriff expires. Then I’m out of here. I’m gone. I’m hopping on my Harley and riding off into the sunset with nobody to look out for but me.”

There was humor in his words, and he smiled a little crookedly as he said that last, but Carly knew that what she was hearing was, more or less, the sound of her heart cracking in two. She wanted him; he wanted his freedom. The two were incompatible. Was that the story of her life or what?

Not that she was about to let him know that he had just dealt her budding hopes of happily-ever-after a death blow.

“Speaking of Harleys,” she said, keeping things casual while she worked at replacing her pretty pipe dreams with gritty reality, “where’s your motorcycle?”

“It’s parked in front of your house. When I had to . . . uh—” he broke off, grimacing.

“When you had to drive Shelby home?” Carly finished for him, sweet as pie. The sheriff’s office flashed by outside the window, and she realized that they were heading toward her house. Was he taking her straight home? She didn’t want to ask, not until she had sorted out exactly how she felt about things. Like love. And sex. And Matt.

He slanted a look at her. “Yeah. Who told you that, anyway?”

“Does it matter?” she asked, her eyes fixed on his face. The sun’s rays slanted through the windshield to gild his lean cheeks. His expression was faintly wary as he glanced her way again. With his elegantly carved features and dark, slumberous eyes, with his black hair waving back away from his brow and the faintest suggestion of stubble roughening his jaw, he looked so sexy that she almost couldn’t breathe. He was her Matt, her too-handsome-for-his-own-good Matt, her best friend turned dream lover Matt, and yet, she realized with a sharp little stab of pain, he wasn’t. At least, he wasn’t really hers, no matter how much she might wish it were otherwise. If she had fallen in love with him way back when they were kids and the emotion had stuck, that was her problem, not his. He had made no bones about how he felt about her. He loved her. Just not that way.

Not the way she loved him.

Which pretty much sucked. For her, anyway.

“No. Hell, no. Of course it doesn’t matter. Could have been any one of dozens of people. Everybody knows every step everybody else takes around this place.” There was disgust in his voice. “Okay, yeah, when I had to drive Shelby home we went in her car. I made sure she was okay, then got a ride to my house and picked up my cruiser, drove back to your house, found your place deserted, called in to see if anybody knew what had happened to make a whole group of people I care about disappear, and heard about your dog.”

“And came right away.” She looked at him meditatively. He was handsome and sexy and she loved him and she wanted him and. . .

“Yep.”

“Why?”. . . she might not be able to have everything she wanted, she might not be able to have her happily-ever-after. . .

“What do you mean, why? Why do you think? I thought your dog was probably dead. I thought you’d be upset. I thought you’d be glad to see me.” He glanced at her, frowning. “I thought you might need me.”

“I did, yeah.”. . . but she could have some of what she wanted. He was hers for the taking, if she was willing to accept that it was just a short-term thing. “Thank you for coming, by the way.”

Half a loaf is better than no bread. She could almost hear her grandmother saying it. But was it really? Or did it just leave you hungrier than ever for the half you didn’t get?

“Matt?”

“Hmm?”

“Why, exactly, did you feel like you had to drive Shelby home?”

The look he sent her was unreadable. “She was upset, all right?”

“How upset?”

He sighed. “Crying. She was crying. She’s been having a hard time dealing with the fact that she and I as a couple are over, and she was sitting out there in her car crying because she thinks I’ve found someone new. Which, in case you’re wondering, would be you.”

Carly winced. She’d never thought she could possibly feel sorry for Miss Queen of Everything, but suddenly she did. “What kind of promises did you make her? Before you broke up with her, I mean?”

Matt looked outraged. “None. Hey, I never make promises. Anything she thought to the contrary was all in her head.”

The sad thing was, she had no doubt that he absolutely believed every word of that. Such male obtuseness made her feel like smacking him upside the head. “You slept with her, didn’t you? Listen, you lunkhead, to a woman that’s a promise right there.”

“No, it isn’t. She wanted to get married and I didn’t. She knew how I felt about marriage going in. I never promised her anything. I never did anything to make her think I wanted to marry her.”

Except have sex with her. Carly didn’t say it aloud, but the words were there in her head, a neon sign flashing caution.

“There, you see: You did it again. That kiss-and-run thing. Admit it. That’s what you do. That’s what I meant when I said you have issues.”

“Since when does not wanting to get married mean that somebody has issues?” He sounded exasperated.

“Since every time you start getting too involved with somebody you get scared and just cut and run.”

“I do not get scared.”

“Yes, you do. You pulled it on Shelby. You’ve pulled it on me twice. No telling how many other poor, unsuspecting women you’ve pulled it on.” She scowled at him. “So let me ask you something. What, exactly, did you envision happening between us when you asked me to go for a motorcycle ride with you today?”

“I was going to take you out to dinner.” He glanced at her, then smiled a little ruefully. “Okay, I was going to take you out to dinner and then I was going to take you to bed. Now that I think about it though, I see that it was a really bad idea. At least, the bed part was.”

There was a pause in which neither of them spoke. Carly turned the facts of the situation over in her mind. The man had issues, all right. He had problems. He had hang-ups. Only a masochistic idiot would enter into any kind of a romantic relationship with him. He needed a big Danger sign to wear around his neck to warn off the unwary. All he had to offer any woman was half a loaf.

Sex. Probably great sex. But nothing beyond that.

Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am. Next.

But he was Matt, and she had loved him for most of her life, and wanted him for nearly as long as she’d loved him. With anyone else, she would have said, take your half a loaf and shove it. But with Matt, she was starting to think that her grandmother had known what she was talking about.

“Just out of curiosity,” Carly asked politely, “why is dinner and bed a bad idea? At least, why is it a bad idea now, when it wasn’t a bad idea earlier? I mean, you climbed three stories up a ladder to my roof and kissed me and asked me out. Nobody was holding a gun to your head.”

He was still heading due west, toward her house. The last stoplight before they left town behind turned red in front of them, and he braked to wait it out. The sun was shining directly in at them. Matt flipped down his visor to shield his eyes, and Carly did the same. The protection was welcome, and probably even needed, but Carly got the feeling that he did it at least partially to stall for time. She also got the impression that he was weighing just how honest to be.

“Look, Curls,” he said finally. She could tell that he had opted for total frankness, and wished, as she had on numerous previous occasions, that they didn’t know each other well enough to make that an option. Sometimes being allowed to maintain a few of one’s illusions was a plus. “Here’s the thing: Sometimes men think with their dicks. If you’d stayed away from me, we would have been fine, the just-friends thing would have been fine, but you didn’t, you dumped lemonade all over my head and I kissed you and now we aren’t fine. Specifically, I’m not fine. I want to sleep with you so badly that I’ve pretty much been walking around with a woody ever since you kicked me and ran out of my office. And you want me too. I know you do. So there it is: I want you and you want me. When I asked you out I thought maybe we could go with that, just have dinner and maybe sex and see how it went from there. But I’ve got to admit that you’ve got a point with the kiss-and-run thing. Whenever I get the feeling a woman is after a commitment, I tend to get the hell out. And the woman tends to end up getting hurt.” He glanced at her. “And I don’t want that for you. Which makes the bed thing a bad idea. Because, basically, you and I want two different things.”

“We do?” Carly watched the play of light and shadow over his face as the car started moving forward again, and made up her mind. She was going to go with half a loaf, and damn the torpedoes.

“Yeah, we do. The bottom line is, I want sex, you want love and a husband and babies and forever.” He glanced her way again and must have seen something in her expression that made him suspect that she was about to disagree, because he shook his head at her. “Don’t even try to mess with me. I know how you think.” He gave an un-amused-sounding snort. “I love you like one of my sisters and I want you so much that at least half of me thinks I’m a damned fool for telling you this, but I don’t do forever. Not even for you, I don’t.”

“Did I ask you to?” Carly tried not to wince as the “sister” thing went home. Determinedly she embraced her inner slut. “I’m with you: forever sucks. Been there, done that. You keep forgetting that I’m older and wiser than I used to be. I’m all grown up. I’ve been married and divorced. And what I want now is basically the same thing you do: great sex, no strings.”

And if she crossed her fingers behind her back, well, he didn’t have to know.
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“BULLSHIT.”

Matt said it without heat. The lack of heat was an indication of how little he believed her, Carly realized. She also realized that deceiving a man who knew her as well as Matt did was going to be something less than a piece of cake.

“Try me.”

He shot her a skeptical glance.

“Not happening, Curls.”

Carly could not believe that she was having to practically con this man into making love to her. Somebody’s priorities were not in the right place.

“For goodness’ sake, Matt, use your brain. I’ve only been officially divorced for a few months. Why on earth would I want to even think about getting married again? The first time was enough to permanently turn me off the whole institution, believe me.”

This time there was a glimmer of interest in the look he sent her.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Carly said, watching the First Baptist Church go by on the left. If she didn’t think fast, she’d be home in less than five minutes. “You know, I’m starving. You could still take me out to dinner, and I could tell you all about my horrible, no-good, very bad marriage while we eat.”

“No,” he said.

“No?” Carly repeated, starting to get annoyed. “What do you mean, no?”

“Baby, you think I haven’t been on the receiving end of enough come-ons that I don’t know when somebody’s trying to talk me into bed?”

Carly glared at him.

“You’re not conceited or anything, are you, Matt Converse?”

“Are you trying to make me believe that you’re not trying to talk me into bed?”

Carly’s lips pursed. Blast the man, he knew her too well.

“Okay, so maybe I am,” she conceded. Then she took a deep breath and came out with the clincher, “Dammit, Matt, I haven’t had sex in two whole years.”

He glanced swiftly at her, then just as swiftly returned his attention to the road, which had grown both bumpier and curvier over the last few miles. She watched as his jaw tightened, and as he shifted his foot from the gas to the brake. The car slowed, and Carly tried not to let any trace of the thumbs-up she mentally gave herself show as he pulled over on the grassy verge.

“Okay,” he said, putting the transmission in park and releasing his seat belt and turning a little sideways in his seat so that he could look at her. The quality of the light was golden now, gilding the tops of the tall corn that grew on one side of the road and the sparse grass of the cow-cropped pasture on the other, gilding the black fences and the road itself and Matt’s face. His eyes narrowed as they ran over her; his mouth thinned and lengthened mistrustfully. But there was a restless gleam in the depths of his eyes, and she knew him well enough to recognize that gleam for what it was: desire.

He could fight it all he wanted, but he wanted her, too.

Her heart started to beat a little faster.

“You want to run that by me one more time?”

“You know, this is embarrassing.”

His brows twitched closer together. “If it embarrasses you, you shouldn’t have brought it up. How come you haven’t had sex in two years?”

“More than two years, actually,” Carly said, scrupulously honest.

“Curls . . .” His voice held a note of warning.

Carly glanced away, out at the narrow black ribbon of road winding off through the fields and trees and hills, and rubbed her hands down her jeans-clad thighs because her palms were suddenly a little sweaty. Talking about sex wasn’t something she usually did with men, and getting down to the nitty-gritty of such a personal topic really did make her feel kind of embarrassed, even if the man was Matt and she didn’t have a whole lot of secrets that he didn’t know. But the goal was a worthy one, she thought, and with that in mind she crossed her arms over her chest and looked back at him.

“Why do you think? I haven’t had anybody to have sex with.”

The look he gave her spoke volumes.

Carly was outraged. “Believe it or not, I don’t sleep around.”

His eyes softened slightly. “Okay, that I believe.”

He reached out to tug on a wayward lock of her hair. As the curl twined around his finger, Carly reflexively jerked her head out of his reach, and he smiled. They’d been playing variations on that same scenario since she was eight, Carly realized, and glared at him.

“What about your husband? Like you said, you’ve only been divorced a few months.”

“He had a girlfriend.” Carly’s voice went flat. “It took me a while to figure out what was going on. We didn’t make love, but I thought he was busy, or stressed, or, well, something. Whatever men get when they don’t want to get you in bed three times a day. And I was busy with my restaurant—you know I owned a restaurant, the Treehouse.” Matt nodded; Carly was too familiar with the jungle-drums quality of gossip in Benton to be surprised. “Well, running a restaurant is a lot of work, and . . . and I didn’t really feel like having sex anyway. I didn’t have time for it, I was stressed, the whole bit. The truth is, I was so busy with work that the state of our marriage just kind of got away from me. Even when I realized something was wrong, I never guessed he was cheating. I didn’t figure that out until I came home early from work one day and caught him with his girlfriend in our bed.”

“Sounds bad.” There was sympathy for her in his eyes.

“It was bad.” Carly took a deep breath. “Actually, it was awful.”

“Want me to go to Chicago and punch the bastard in the nose for you?” The offer was made in an almost negligent tone. Carly saw that he was only partly joking. Looking at him, at his broad shoulders lounging back against the window and his strong neck and the bulging muscles of his arms, all set off most attractively by the clinginess of his decrepit tee shirt, Carly had a sudden mental vision of slender, bespectacled I’m-so-proud-of-my-intellect John and realized that any physical confrontation between the two of them wouldn’t even be a contest. A slight smile still lurked around Matt’s mouth, but his eyes were serious. Carly knew that if she really wanted him to punch John out for her, she had only to say the word.

“You really would, wouldn’t you?” Her tone mixed admiration and scolding.

“You bet.”

“My hero,” she said as she had many times before while they were growing up, trying to keep it light, batting her lashes at him in exaggerated adoration. Usually the words were a joke between them. This time she meant every syllable.

“As always.” His voice was dry. The words were his stock response too, but the look in his eyes for her—it was all new.

Her breath caught.

There was an invisible tension in the air between them suddenly, a sense of connection, a blast of heat. He was still on his side of the car and she was still on hers, but the space in which they were confined all at once seemed much smaller, the distance between them reduced as though something, the moisture, the molecules keeping them apart, something, had just evaporated.

“Just for the record,” he said, still fixing her with that dark, level gaze. “I think your ex-husband is a fucking idiot.”

“Well,” she said, smiling at him a little because this, too, was familiar. He’d always stood up for her whenever anyone had tried to bully her at school or elsewhere until all her less-than-pleasant schoolmates and acquaintances had been made forcefully aware that bothering Carly meant taking on Matt and had consequently left her alone. It felt strange and a little wonderful to have him taking up for her again, and she realized that she’d gotten used, maybe too used, to fighting all her battles alone. “I think so too.”

He looked at her for a long moment without speaking, then said, “To hell with it” in a voice grown suddenly husky and reached for her. She met him halfway, twining her arms around his neck and meeting his gaze with what she was sure could be nothing short of bedazzlement in her eyes as he cupped her face with his hands and sought her mouth with his. Then she shut her eyes as his lips closed over hers, hard and sure. As his tongue staked its claim to her mouth, she kissed him back with hungry abandon and felt fire shoot clear down to her toes.

Two quick blasts from a horn broke them apart. Breathing hard, still dazed and tingly and not even sure exactly what it was she’d heard, Carly glanced around in time to spot another sheriff’s department cruiser speeding past. Just before it disappeared around the nearest bend, she saw the driver waving jauntily at them.

“Shit,” Matt said, looking after the car.

He was breathing hard, too. His hands still cupped her face and her arms were still looped around his neck. His eyes looked almost black in the golden light, she saw, and his skin looked very bronze. The light revealed every tiny line around his eyes and emphasized the small scar on his lip. Carly caught her breath as she remembered that the Matt who was kissing her now was all grown up. The boy she had known so well was still there, but he had added layers upon layers of experiences that she knew nothing about. The thought with all its various implications was so erotic that her mouth went dry and her loins clutched and her breasts tightened and swelled against the satiny confines of her bra. She must have made some slight sound, because his gaze came back to her, and then he kissed her again, hard and hot and so thoroughly that she was lost. She responded with fiery hunger, uncaring that anyone who just might happen to drive by could, and would, certainly see, that they would be the subject of town gossip for months if not years, that if they didn’t stop, soon, being charged with public indecency became a real possibility, or at least it would have been if he hadn’t been the sheriff, which in itself would add a whole other dimension to the explosion of gossip.

“Okay, enough,” he said in a low, thick voice, as without warning he freed his mouth from hers and pulled her arms from around his neck and put her firmly back in her seat.

“Matt . . .” Impossible to disguise that her voice was unsteady.

“We’re not teenagers and it’s not dark. And we’re sure as hell not doing it beside the road in a damned marked car.” He took a deep breath, settled back into his seat and gripped the steering wheel with both hands as he rested his forehead against it. “We might as well sell tickets.”

He was right and she knew he was right, but still that didn’t stop her from wanting him so much that she was dizzy with it.

“Put your seat belt on,” he said after a moment, lifting his head to look at her. His eyes were still hot and dark, but she could tell from the set of his mouth and jaw that he once again had himself well under control.

Conscious of a little pang of disappointment—she liked the idea that she could make Matt lose control—Carly complied as he started the car and pulled out onto the road, then executed a quick, neat and wildly illegal U-turn before heading back toward town. Dry-mouthed, she felt her heart start to pump faster from just thinking about what doing it with Matt would be like. The last time she’d gone all the way with him she’d been a clueless virgin and he’d been all of twenty-one. And the earth had still rocked and the sky had still exploded and her heart had been stolen away and her body had been branded as his forevermore.

Because he was Matt, and because she’d loved him then every bit as fiercely as she loved him now.

Not that she meant to tell him that. Not now, and maybe not ever.

“You hungry?” He shot her a narrow-eyed look. Knowing that he meant hungry for food, she shook her head. His eyes still had that hot, dark gleam that made her quake, but she managed to preserve the outward appearance of cool, or at least she hoped she did. Not that Matt was likely to be fooled. He knew how much she wanted him.

“Just sex, no strings,” he said, looking at her hard.

“Absolutely,” she said, while her fingers mentally crossed again and her heart threatened to pound through her chest.

Looking almost grim, he gave a curt nod.

“Where are we going?” she asked after a couple of minutes, when he turned down a road that did not lead back to town. She was pleased at how steady her voice sounded, particularly considering the fact that her senses were going haywire at the imminent prospect of sleeping with Matt. Now that she thought about it, though, where could they go? Her house was Grand Central Station. His was no better. The sheriff’s office was definitely out, and he had just nixed the car.

A hotel? There wasn’t one in Benton. Even if there had been, she could just see herself and Matt, the well-known and clearly popular county sheriff, checking in. The whole town would probably be standing outside with binoculars before they’d even gotten the door to their room closed.

She had never really realized it before, but she now saw it for the self-evident truth it was: little towns were hell on a person’s sex life.

Matt glanced at her. “I happen to own a boat. I also happen to rent a garage to keep it in. The garage happens to have a small apartment above it that’s included in the rent.”

The cautious way he phrased this coupled with her memory of Lissa saying that Matt never brought girls home provided Carly with a burst of enlightenment: Matt had already figured out that a decent sex life for a single small-town sheriff saddled with live-in sisters could be problematic, and had taken steps to deal with the problem. The garage apartment was that step.

She didn’t begrudge him the sex life, she discovered, thinking the matter over. As long as from now on, it included her.

“How convenient,” she said, just to let him know that he was not the only person who could read minds.

He glanced at her and grinned.

The garage was located in an area of apartments and storage buildings and mini-warehouses scattered across barren acres punctuated by Dumpsters and rusty chain-link fences. As Matt pointed it out and then turned up the short gravel driveway that culminated in a small, story-and-a-half building sheathed in gray aluminum siding, Carly saw that their destination was just that, a garage, looking as if it might have been constructed as a detached appurtenance to a house that was no longer there. Whatever had happened to the house, the garage, still set in a weedy little lot, remained. Apparently not having had the foresight to provide himself with the remote control that generally operated the type of overhead garage door that confronted them when they stopped, Matt got out and rolled open the door by hand. As she waited, a quick glance around showed Carly that, while there was a pickup truck parked in front of a cluster of mini-warehouses farther down the street, no one was in sight. If they were lucky, the town would never know that Matt had driven her to a remote garage for purposes that the gossip mill would have a field day speculating about.

Then Matt got back inside the car and drove into the garage. As he parked and got out, walking back to pull the door down behind them, Carly got out too, and discovered, to her own surprise, that she was suddenly, absurdly nervous about what they were about to do.

At least, if they’d gotten it on in the car while they were both so hot, she wouldn’t have to keep hearing Sandra’s warning about getting her heart stomped repeating itself over and over in her brain.

Despite all kinds of expert advice to the contrary, giving oneself lots of time to think important decisions through was not, she was discovering, always the best thing.

The door rattled as Matt closed it. He had flipped the light on, so that even when the door was closed Carly was able to see that what she was standing in was crude even by garage standards. It was hot in the stifling way of little-used buildings in the summertime, and it smelled faintly of gasoline. The cement floor was cracked and uneven in places. The walls were unpainted boards. The ceiling was supported by exposed beams that ran the width of it, and electrical lines and white PVC pipes ran alongside the beams. A single overhead bulb provided illumination. Unpainted wooden steps mounted one wall, disappearing into an opening in the ceiling. These, Carly assumed, led to Matt’s apartment.

She hoped it was in somewhat better shape than the garage itself. Not that it really mattered, of course. They were only going to be using it for a little while, just long enough to. . .

At the thought of what they were going to be using it to do, Carly felt butterflies do loop-de-loops in her stomach.

“How do you like my boat?”

Matt had come up behind her, and at the sound of his voice she jumped. Turning around, glancing at the fifteen-foot runabout he was eyeing with such pride, she hardly saw it.

“It’s lovely,” she said, having noticed almost nothing about it except that it was a boat and painted white.

He looked at her closely, and she was reminded again that he knew her well enough to be able to guess a lot of what passed through her head.

“Okay, Curls, spit it out.” His voice was dry.

He was not, Carly noticed, touching her. Instead he hooked his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels a little as he studied her face. He was standing close enough to her so that she was once again aware that the top of her head didn’t quite reach his chin and his shoulders were twice the breadth of hers and he could probably tuck her under one arm and run off with her if he felt so inclined.

“What?” If her tone was defensive, it was because she couldn’t help it. Her mouth was dry and her heart was pounding and the butterflies in her stomach could have put the Blue Angels to shame with all the aerial acrobatics they were doing.

“If you want to chicken out, feel free. This is one hundred percent your call.”

“Of course I don’t want to chicken out.”

When she’d worked so hard to get him here? Not a chance. It was just that she was, most unexpectedly, a little nervous, that’s all.

“Then quit looking at me like I’m a serial killer and you’re a Cheerio.”

That was such a bad joke that Carly groaned. He grinned and picked up her hand and kissed it, and looked at her over it in that sexy way that she had already discovered made her knees go weak, and suddenly she wasn’t nervous anymore. At least, she was, but now it was in a good way. A delicious, anticipatory way.

Just in time, too, because he was heading for the stairs, holding her hand, pulling her up after him. Trying to ignore her shaky knees and pounding heart, she followed him up to a tiny, rickety landing where a railing of roughly nailed together two-by-fours was all that kept unwary souls from taking a step sideways and plunging back down to the concrete garage floor. It was dark and dusty and hotter than blazes up there and she couldn’t help it, she was nervous. Still, scared he might be going to have second thoughts if he guessed how really utterly discomposed she felt, she managed a smile for him as he let go of her hand to feel above the door.

Whatever came of it, she wanted to do this, she told herself stoutly. She was going to do this. She was going to have great sex with Matt.

The no-strings part they could work on later.

Retrieving the key, he opened the door and stood back to allow her to step inside.

Taking a deep breath, Carly did.
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THE APARTMENT WAS SMALL, consisting of one large rectangular room, a bathroom and a tiny galley kitchen. All this Carly saw as soon as she stepped over the threshold and Matt closed the door behind her. He didn’t turn on the light, although the switch was right there beside him. This omission was deliberate, Carly had no doubt, and at the implications her knees threatened to give out. Still, she managed to hold it together, pretending not to notice that they were standing there in the hushed twilight with only the light filtering in between closed curtains for illumination. The air was pleasantly cool, courtesy of a hotel type heating/air-conditioning unit installed directly in the back wall. A nondescript beige carpet covered the floor. The furnishings were of the functional variety, with a recliner that looked like the ugly stepsister of the two at Matt’s house and a worn brown tweed couch plus a table, lamp and TV grouped in the half of the room nearest the door. The other half of the room was given over to a queen-sized bed. Spotting it, Carly was almost afraid to look any closer. Would it have a fur spread? Rubber sheets? Handcuffs attached to the dark wood headboard?

Hey, it was a bachelor pad. Sin Central. The place to come for a hot time in the old town tonight. Who knew what he got up to in it?

It occurred to Carly with equal parts dismay and fascination that she didn’t have the slightest idea what Matt the grown-up sheriff liked to do in bed.

“Shoot, I knew I was forgetting something,” Matt said. He was still behind her, and she turned to look at him almost thankfully, glad to have anything to look at besides that bed. At least, she was until she realized that he was looking really amazingly sexy, and his dark eyes were tinged with humor and something else—heat. For her.

“What?”

“I left my whips and chains at home.”

It took Carly a second. Then she narrowed her eyes at him.

“You are so not funny.”

But she had to smile. And with that smile a great deal of her nervousness left her. He might be the kind of tall, dark, and handsome stud muffin that women dreamed about, but he was also Matt. Matt of the protective instincts and corny jokes and ability to read her like a book. Her Matt.

If it turned out he was kinky in bed, she would just learn to deal.

He gave her a wry half-smile and reached for her hand. His hand was warm and strong and familiar, and Carly held on to it like a dying woman to a lifeline as she went with the flow and let him lead her across the room toward the bed. By the time they stopped at its foot and he turned to face her, her fingers were twined with his and her heart was thudding and she was hot from just thinking about what his next move might be. Also, face it, she was nervous as hell all over again.

This was the part where they got naked and—

“Look up,” he ordered.

—kinky, apparently. But okay, she was up for it. If he wanted to jump her bones while she was looking up, she could do that.

She looked up and waited. Textured white ceiling tiles, a little dingy, met her gaze. There was a cobweb in the corner where the two walls met. No spider, she was thankful to see. When nothing happened, she got fed up with waiting and looked at him again. He was watching her with that wry little smile still on his face. The bed, covered in a perfectly ordinary looking comforter in a kind of earth-tone Aztec print, loomed like the proverbial elephant in the room. It was there, right there, so close her leg practically brushed it, but she was doing her best to ignore it.

“So?” she said.

“No mirror. No camera. No peepholes. Nothing deviant.” He grinned at her and shook his head. “Jesus, you’ve got a dirty mind.”

Carly felt instantly self-conscious. “I never thought—”

“Oh, yes you did.” His eyes twinkled. He took her other hand so that he was holding both of them now. “Just for the record, what I basically do here is watch sports on TV. I can never get the remote at home.”

Carly eyed him. “Yeah, right.”

It was a nice lie, a gentlemanly lie, but—pay for a garage with an apartment over it just so that he could watch sports?

“Anyway,” he said, “I haven’t been here in a while.”

Now that she believed. She’d already detected a fine layer of dust on the wood surfaces.

“Good,” she said, before she quite thought through how that might sound. Did expressing satisfaction with an apparent lull in his sex life before they got together mesh with her great sex, no-strings pledge? Who knew? And who was clearheaded enough at the moment to try to figure it out?

Not she, that was for sure. That bed was getting under her skin. Any second now, he was going to throw her on it and—At the thought of what the and might entail, her body tightened deep inside and began to quake.

“Okay,” she said, desperate to get on with this before she gave herself away, or he decided to run, or the roof caved in, or something else happened to mess this up. “So how do you want to do this?”

He’d been in the act of raising her hand to his mouth. He paused, looked at her, then grinned a slow-dawning grin before kissing, not the backs of her fingers, but her palm this time. Carly watched in fascination as he turned her hand over and pressed his mouth to her skin. She could feel the whisper of his breath, the prickle of the five o’clock shadow that darkened his jaw, the moist heat of his mouth all the way through to her solar plexus.

She took a deep breath as the quake intensified.

“I don’t know,” he said as if he were giving the matter serious consideration, lifting both her hands to his shoulders and then reaching down to lightly clasp her waist and pull her a step closer to him. There was humor in his eyes still, Carly saw, but a flame had ignited in their depths and his mouth had a sensuous curve to it now that made her heart skip a beat as she looked at it. “I thought maybe I could take your shirt off, and then you could take mine off, and then I could take your pants off, and you could take mine off . . . something like that.”

Her loins clenched, her breasts swelled, her breathing grew erratic.

“Sounds good,” she said, her voice unsteady. And thought, is that the understatement of the year or what? Sounds good didn’t even begin to cover it.

“Just out of curiosity,” he said as his fingers slid up under the hem of her shirt and he started inching it upward, “want to tell me why your shirt’s on inside out?”

“Oh, God.” Carly looked down at herself, barely able to think with his warm hands gliding up over her stomach, up the sides of her rib cage, heading slowly and tantalizingly north toward her swelling breasts and taking her shirt with them. Sure enough, her tee shirt was inside out. Instead of seeing embroidered butterflies on the navy blue background, she saw lots of little red and pink and green threads hanging from it. Like the rest of her clothes, she had put it on so fast that she hadn’t even noticed, or cared, because. . .“Annie. I was in a rush to get to Annie.”

“Hey, you heard Bart. She’s going to be all right.” His voice was low and thick, and as she looked up she saw the hot dark glitter in his eyes and her mouth went dry.

“I know.”

His hands found her breasts beneath her tee shirt then, covered them, caressed and squeezed them. Even with the gossamer layer of her bra between them, the sensation was unbelievable. Her nipples went rigid. Her breasts swelled into his hands. She gasped and trembled. At her response his eyes flared, and he leaned over, kissing her softly but thoroughly while she dug her nails into his shoulders and his hands played with her breasts. If his purpose was to distract her from the bad memory, and Carly was fairly sure that was at least part of what he had in mind, it worked. It definitely worked. When he broke the kiss and the contact to pull her shirt off over her head she was dazed and breathless and weak-kneed. So dazed and breathless and weak-kneed that it took the sight of him staring at her chest to make her realize that she was now standing in front of him in nothing but her jeans and bra.

It was the black lace one she’d planned to wear for just this purpose. Underneath her jeans were the tiny matching panties that she’d been holding in her hand when Antonio had started yelling. Throwing on her clothes as fast as she could, she’d grabbed the first things that had come to hand—and by sheer luck they had turned out to be the sexy scanties she’d been scoping out for the express purpose of dazzling Matt.

Her bra, at least, seemed to be doing the trick.

“Nice,” he said, running his index finger along the deep décolletage of the cups. His eyes were hot as they followed the path his finger traced. Lips parted, breathing unevenly, Carly watched too. The plump white curves of her breasts filled the provocative bra to overflowing. His finger was long and deeply tan and unmistakably masculine against her skin. The entire effect was erotic, and Carly was visited by a moment of extreme thankfulness that, in an effort to please hypercritical John, she’d had her breasts enhanced. The last time Matt had seen them, they hadn’t been much to look at. Now, they were soft and round and sexy and beautiful. And sensitive. So exquisitely sensitive that she seemed to feel the touch of Matt’s finger with every nerve ending she possessed.

Oh, God, she wanted him. She wanted to drop the rest of her clothes and yank off his and . . . But no. It was better to take it slow, spin it out, make it Great Sex. The problem was, just getting it on with Matt fell under the heading of Great Sex for her. She had no idea what it did for him.

“My turn.” She didn’t know why she was surprised to find that her voice was unsteady, given the fact her insides were quivering like Jell-O.

“Okay.” His hand dropped to his side. His fingers flexed for a moment as if he were having trouble keeping them there as his eyes blazed down at her. Breathless at the thought of what she was about to do, she slipped her hands up under his tee shirt and started sliding them up his chest, mimicking him, inching his shirt up while she slid her hands over him just as he had done moments before to her. His skin was warm, and smooth, and faintly damp over a layer of firm, resilient muscles that seemed to expand as he breathed in and out. His chest hair was silky, growing thicker and more luxuriant as her hands moved up his body. His nipples were flat round nubs that hardened as her fingers found them. At that instant telltale response, Carly felt her nether regions tighten as the quake that had been pulsing through her entire body homed in and solidified and began to pulse in a series of quick rhythmic contractions that made her shudder. She had his shirt pushed up under his armpits now, and she rubbed her fingers over his nipples again, deliberately sensuous, looking up to see what he thought of that.

“Jesus.” His jaw was hard; his eyes were so dark they were almost black. From that, and the uneven tenor of his breathing, she deduced that he liked it. Very much.

She took a deep, steadying breath, then tugged his shirt up higher, struggling to get it over his head. In the end, because he was so much taller, he had to pull it off himself. As he dropped it to the floor, Carly’s gaze went to his chest. His shoulders were heavy with muscle. His upper arms bulged. His chest was broad and solid-looking, with a triangle of thick black hair that tapered down over the six-pack abs to disappear beneath the waistband of his jeans. His hips were narrow compared to the width of his shoulders. Shirtless, he was bronzed and muscular and so sexy that she got wet just looking at him.

“Nice,” she said when she could speak again, flicking a glance up at his eyes. There was a definite glitter in them now, a hot, dangerous, predatory glitter. Carly’s heart skipped a beat as she realized that never before in the history of their relationship had Matt looked at her precisely like that.

“Think so, huh?” He was already reaching for her, hooking a hand in the waistband of her jeans, pulling her just that little bit closer, his fingers warm and hard against her stomach as he opened the metal button that fastened them. She could feel the heat of him, smell soap and man, and it was the most amazing aphrodisiac, more of a turn-on than any fancy shaving lotion or expensive cologne or anything else she had ever smelled. Her hands were on his waist, holding on tight because watching him slowly pull her zipper down was making her dizzy; her fingers pressed into his skin; she loved the warmth of it, and the steely strength of the muscles beneath. She loved it that he was honed and hard and hungry and hers.

A black lace triangle that was her panties appeared in the widening opening. They were tiny, sexy, barely covering her. Her breathing went fast and erratic as she watched him look, watched his eyes get all heavy-lidded and smoldering and sensual. She tried to control it, tried not to let him know just how very turned-on she was—but then he trailed his finger down the front of her panties, down to where the zipper stopped, touching nothing but black lace yet arousing her so much that she gasped aloud. It was the lightest of touches, but it burned through the thin lace like a brand.

“Matt.”

He glanced up.

“Hmm?” It was a husky murmur. His eyes smoldered at her. His hand slid inside her zipper, covering the lace, squeezing her mound.

“Nothing. Oh, God.” If she hadn’t been holding on to him she would have slithered to the ground.

His fingers pushed between her legs, rubbing her through her panties, and she couldn’t help it, she leaned forward so that her forehead rested against his chest, barely managing to stifle a groan.

“Just so you know, sexy underwear really does it for me.” His mouth was at her ear, murmuring in it before pressing hot and wet against the soft sensitive spot just below it. “And yours is sexy as hell.”

“I’ll—try to keep that in mind.”

It was all she could do to think, much less talk as his hand withdrew to slide flat-palmed across her stomach even while his mouth slid slowly down the side of her neck. She wanted to tell him that this slow striptease thing they were doing was too much, that she was on fire, roused to a fever pitch already, ready to get naked and get it on and slake her burgeoning lust before she melted into an embarrassing little puddle right there at his feet. But if this was a game of sexual chicken she wasn’t going to be the first to cave, she wasn’t going to be the one to pull him down on the bed and jump his bones, she wasn’t going to let him know how very much she wanted it. No, wanted him.

What she was going to do was turn the tables a little. She pressed her mouth to his chest, kissed it, slid her lips along the firm contours. It was warm and damp and hairy and his skin tasted faintly of salt, and her heart slammed like a jackhammer in her breast and she could hardly breathe.

Then she reached his nipple and drew it into her mouth, licking and nibbling even as her hand slid over the hard bulge at the front of his jeans.

He stiffened and went still. She could feel the thudding of his heart, feel the sudden steely quality of his chest muscles beneath her lips and another, more personal muscle beneath her hand, feel the tension in him, the surge of heat.

He moved, catching her face in his hands, turning it up to his.

“Baby, you’ve grown up,” he said, thick and low, and bent his head and took her mouth. Carly’s blood superheated in an instant, and she wrapped her arms around his neck in urgent response. Sliding his arms around her waist, he pulled her close. His kiss was slow, sensual, drugging. He was naked to the waist and she was nearly so and he felt so good, so big and strong and hard against her, that she crowded closer still, greedy for contact. Her breasts in their flimsy lace covering pressed against his chest. Her nipples were so stiff that the sensation became almost an ache, and she moaned into his mouth in a response she no longer even cared to hide. The small sound seemed to electrify him. His kiss turned hard and fierce. His tongue was scalding hot as it thrust deep into her mouth, and his lips were hot too and unbelievably erotic as they slanted across hers. She trembled and clung and kissed him back, loving the way he felt against her, the taste and heat of his mouth, the hard insistence of his body. Then his hands slid down inside her loosened waistband, down inside her jeans, down inside her panties, and he was cupping her cheeks as he had once before and pulling her hard up against the stiffness in the front of his jeans. He held a cheek in each hand, palms flat, fingers spread, gently squeezing the soft, rounded flesh, moving her against him, letting her feel the strength of his desire. Her whole body responded with a cataclysmic shudder and she wanted to die, just absolutely die, from the sheer wonder of what he was making her feel.

He slid his mouth down her neck and then, while she was still pulsing and burning with need, lifted his head and pulled his hands out of her pants and stepped back.

“Matt—” It was a protest, uttered as she blinked at him out of passion-drugged eyes.

“Let’s go to bed,” he said, and picked her up, scooping her high up against his chest and kissing her hard and then, even as she clung to him and kissed him back, depositing her in the middle of that earth-toned comforter. Straightening, he pulled off her sneakers and her jeans in a series of quick efficient movements and tossed them aside, then stood for a moment beside the bed looking down at her.

For an instant she saw herself as he must be seeing her, slender and petite but curvy where it counted, her skin creamy in the dim light, naked except for the delicate black lace undergarments that barely kept her decent. She was leaning back on her elbows in the middle of the bed, sinking a little into the thick softness of the comforter, one knee bent. Her head was thrown back far enough so that she could feel her curls just touching her back, her lips were parted and her eyes were luminous with wanting as they met his.

“You’re beautiful.” He was unfastening his jeans, unzipping them, and the passion that blazed in his eyes shook Carly to the core. He shucked his jeans and she watched, dry-mouthed, as they went south along with his briefs. Then he straightened, and she looked and looked without even realizing she was staring.

He was the one who was beautiful, there was no doubt about it, broad-shouldered and narrow-hipped and muscular, with long, strong, powerful legs. But she had known that. Beautiful was Matt, and had been forever, for as long as she’d known him. What held her fascinated gaze was something else, something that she hadn’t known, or at least hadn’t remembered.

“Oh, my God,” she said, riveted. “You’re huge.”

He made a sound that was partway between a laugh and a groan. His eyes were hot and dark with the promise of secret, unspeakable deeds and delights as they moved over her. Everywhere they touched, Carly seemed to burn. Her fingers curled into the comforter. Her lips parted as she sucked in air.

“It’s your fault,” he said, thick and low but with the merest thread of humor too, and came down on the bed beside her, his weight rolling her against him.
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SHE WASN’T the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Hell, she wasn’t even the most beautiful woman he’d ever fucked. But she was Carly, and that made all the difference. She was soft and sexy and sweet as she rolled against him, and he wanted her more than he had ever wanted a woman in his life.

Hell, he didn’t have a woody anymore. He had a goddamned giant sequoia.

Which she had, of course, felt she just had to mention. That was Carly, irrepressible to the end.

Normally, in his experience at least, humor and hard-ons didn’t mix, but he was still smiling a little as he kissed her.

She wrapped herself around him, and suddenly he wasn’t smiling at all as he rolled her onto her back and pressed himself down on top of her and took her mouth. He was consumed with lust, on fire with lust, burning up with the need to push himself inside her and thrust and thrust and thrust until he exploded, until he achieved the blessed Nirvana that was the best thing he knew, better than football, better than boating, better than being astride his Harley with an open road in front of him and nothing to hold him back.

He slid a hand beneath her thigh, pulled it up so that her knee was bent and he was lying between her legs, pressed up hard against her, just shove that little bitty bit of lace aside and in he’d go. . .

Which was pretty much what he had done the last time he’d done her.

It was embarrassing to think that at thirty-three he didn’t have any more control than he’d had as a horny twenty-one-year-old kid.

Ordinarily he did. Ordinarily, if he did say so himself, he was pretty damned good in bed. He’d been making women come for years.

He didn’t doubt he could make Carly come. She was already breathing hard, trembling, clinging to him, her thighs all soft and parted for him, her nipples in that scratchy lace bra poking up against his chest. She was hot and wet and ready and he was hot and hard and ready and this could be a good thing if he just followed his instincts and dove in.

But this was Carly. He wanted to take his time. When he finished with her, he wanted her to be sated, exhausted, bedazzled. In other words, he wanted her to know that she’d been well and truly fucked.

He reached around between her shoulder blades and unclipped her bra with a deftness born of practice. The little moan of protest she made as he lifted his mouth from hers and tugged her bra off and slid his lips down her neck all at the same time almost made him change his mind. But then he saw her breasts, her succulent ripe breasts with the nipples round and rosy as raspberries. He had to taste them, had to take them into his mouth and suckle them, had to lave the nipple with his tongue and test it with his teeth and feel her gasp and squirm beneath him and clasp the back of his head while he slid his hands inside those sexy little panties and gave himself the worst case of blue balls he’d had since he’d first started scoring more home runs than strikeouts with girls at age fifteen.

By the time he licked his way south her fingers were digging into the bed and she was moaning and moving her hips in a way that anyone but a masochist would consider evidence of a pump well and truly primed. But he wasn’t finished with her, not yet, the feel of her all hot and wet and slick against his fingers wasn’t enough, he wanted more.

He pulled her panties down her legs and threw them over the side. Then, on all fours as he prepared to move back up her body, he paused to look at her. Naked, with her breasts all flushed and pointy from his ministrations and her legs parted in quivering surrender, she was as erotic as any sight he had ever seen. She was all lush curves and softness and sex, and he wanted her so much that he burned.

He moved back up her body and slid his hands beneath her butt, filling his hands with her firm round cheeks as he shifted her for optimum access. Then he pressed his mouth to the cleft between her legs and tasted her.

She gasped, stiffened, and tried to close her legs against him in instinctive defense, he thought, against the breaching of this last frontier. He squeezed her butt, lifted her closer, kissed the quivering little nub that was the center of her pleasure, licked it, slid his tongue inside her. By then her fingers were threading through his hair and holding him to her and her hips were coming off the bed as he took her with his mouth.

“Matt.”

At that he glanced up to find that she had lifted her lids and was blinking down at him, her eyes all cloudy and dazed with passion. He found himself looking into those sex-drugged baby-doll blues and thinking that they could belong to no one else in the world but Carly. Knowing that it was Carly spread out naked before him, Carly who was watching him go down on her, Carly he was getting ready to fuck into next week, took erotic to a whole new level. It was the most carnal experience he had ever had in his life.

“Please.” She tugged at his hair.

To hell with it. He couldn’t hold out anymore. He knew what she wanted, and it was what he wanted too, so much that he was throbbing and aching with the pain of denial, so much that he couldn’t slide up her body fast enough. He kissed her and his arms went around her and her arms and legs wrapped around him too and he pushed inside her, all at just about the same time. Her sheath was so hot, so scaldingly hot and so wet and so tight as it closed around him, that he groaned into her mouth and then took her hard and fierce, plunging deep, taking and taking and taking mindlessly because it felt so damned good that he was never going to stop.

Great sex? Oh, yeah.

But he couldn’t go on forever. The heat of her and the way she squirmed beneath him and her soft little cries were pushing him over the edge. He knew it, knew he was on the brink of losing it and slid his hand down between her legs to touch her in a way that could pretty much be counted on to make her come too.

She came all right, convulsing around him, shuddering and shaking and digging her nails into his back and crying out her pleasure: “Oh God Matt oh God Matt oh God oh Matt I love you I love you oh God I love you, Matt.”

He thrust one last time and exploded, holding himself inside her, holding her tight while he rocketed through the universe and she rode her own wave.

It felt so good, so goddamned good....

Still, his last thought before he collapsed atop her, spent, was a surprisingly coherent oh, shit.

It took a few minutes of near catatonia and a not-so-gentle shove on his arm before he was able to summon the energy to roll off her. Flopping onto his back, Matt rested his head on a bent arm and reluctantly contemplated what had just happened. Actually, he suspected that he had stayed where he was for so long because he didn’t want to face the awful truth: in another one of those patented brain-dead episodes of his, he’d gone and fallen right into the tiger pit he’d spent most of the last seven years avoiding.

That it was Carly’s tiger pit made it a little better, but not much.

He cast his eyes cautiously sideways to find that she was curled on her side with her head resting on a bent arm too and her face tilted so that she was looking at him. She was naked, but he couldn’t see much. Her knees were drawn up in such a way as to hide the sweet little nest of curls that he was already putting on his list of favorite sites to re-explore. Her arm lay across her breasts, deliberately shielding them from his view. He knew that it was deliberate because he knew Carly. Carly would be feeling shy about now, self-conscious about being naked, embarrassed at having just been so thoroughly done.

She was shy and sexy and naked and his for the taking. He could go back for a double-dip, he thought, and felt his body begin to stir.

Then he remembered why fucking her in the first place had been such a bad idea. Under the circumstances, fucking her a second time would be even worse, but he suddenly wanted to do it so much that the sheer effort required to resist caused his muscles to tense and his teeth to clench.

Don’t panic, he told himself, but panic was already clawing at his gut. You can still get out of this.

Just about that time his cute little cuddle-bunny rolled away from him, making for the edge of the bed without so much as a word or a nuzzle.

“Hold it,” he said, grabbing her wrist. He might have only had sex with her once before, in the back of a car when she was eighteen, but he knew Carly: silent flight was not her normal postcoital behavior.

Having made it all the way to the edge of the bed, she turned her head to look at him even as he noted with absent interest how very slender and fine-boned her wrist felt beneath his hand. She was sitting there with her legs already swung over the side, affording him a really nice view of her back and the sweet curve of her ass. He’d been ticked at her, a little, thinking that while he certainly deserved a large share of the blame for the situation in which they found themselves, she couldn’t be considered innocent of wrongdoing by any means, but the wary, defensive look she cast him went a long way toward dissipating his anger. He realized with a spurt of self-disgust that getting mad at Carly for being what nature had made her was kind of like getting mad at Bambi for being a deer.

“What?” she said.

He eyed her. She was still all flushed with sex, and her mouth was full and a little swollen from his kisses and the tip of her breast that kept jiggling into his view as she looked around at him was rosy and swollen-looking from his kisses too, and that plus the sight of her butt, which he really hadn’t gotten as thoroughly acquainted with as he might like, and the tangle of corkscrew curls and the big blue eyes and the soft wide mouth that equaled Carly in his mind were beginning to do a real number on him.

Wasn’t there a quote that said something like, mighty sequoias from little acorns grow? Or anyway, close enough. And it was happening again.

Not to put too fine a point on it, he was beginning to grow seriously fond of the idea of doing her again.

But wait, stop, no, that would be just about as stupid as deliberately wading deeper into quicksand. He was so close to getting his life back, so close to earning his freedom, so close to having all the females in his life in a place where they were able to function happily without him, that the thought of screwing it up (and if ever there was an appropriate expression, that was it) here in the home stretch scared him to death.

“Great sex, no strings, huh?”

If there was a sardonic note to his voice, well, he couldn’t help it. Damn it, this would have been easy to avoid; all she’d had to do was just let him stick to his original plan of staying the hell away from her.

“Hey, don’t feel bad. I know you tried your best,” she said.

It took him about half a beat to get that. Mighty mouth. He remembered calling her that more than once when they were kids because she was so small and girly-looking and basically physically defenseless and yet so completely unable to keep her mouth shut even when staying silent was all she had to do to save her skin. All grown up and she was still at it, pretending to commiserate with him about his sexual performance when she knew as well as he did what he was talking about.

“Damn it, Carly—” he began, and she said “Let go!” and gave her hand a yank.

They weren’t going to play tug of war with the arm; he knew how that went, she’d start squeaking you’re hurting me when his grip wouldn’t hurt a gnat and then the whole situation would go downhill and he would end up being in the wrong and apologizing (which was the object of the exercise, he’d learned over the years) while she walked off with her nose in the air and a moral victory and he never even got to speak his piece.

To nip that whole scenario in the bud, he sat up, hooked an arm around her waist, and hauled her kicking and squealing across him, depositing her back in bed beside him, trapping her between his body and the wall and holding her in place.

“You can’t manhandle me!”

“Looks like I can.”

They were lying on their sides, practically nose to nose and eyeball to eyeball with his arms around her waist while she braced her hands against his chest to keep some space between them and glared ferociously at him.

“Listen, baby, I’m not blaming you for this. I knew better. I knew the ‘no strings’ bit was a crock going in.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, taut with indignation.

Her nipples moved against his chest as she spoke. He could feel them like twin points of fire. Her thighs moved too. He was consumed by the thought of just how really, really easy it would be to just kind of shift his leg and slide his knee between them—

“Oh, yes, you do. Hey, Curls, I was there. Tell me how I love you, Matt fits in with no strings.”

Her lips compressed. “I always say that when I come. Well, not the Matt part, but the other.”

“You do not.”

“How do you know?”

“I know.”

She moved restlessly, pushing against his chest a little, but somehow managing to settle herself closer to him where it counted. The heat of her, the brushing of her nipples against his chest, the sliding of her thighs against his, the soft prickle of the curls between her legs pressed against his stomach, was driving him crazy.

“What’s your problem, anyway? Just because I said I love you, Matt when I was getting off doesn’t mean I really do. And even if I did, which I don’t, except like, as a really good friend, I don’t see why it creates a problem for you.”

She didn’t see why it created a problem for him? She ought to try looking at things from his point of view. She was flushed and big-eyed and tousle-haired and so pretty, and she felt so good in his arms, so hot and soft and sexy, that the panic he knew he should be feeling, would be feeling if he was in his right mind, was being overcome by sheer heat.

“Because I don’t want you to get hurt. Because I care about you. Because doing you and then taking off into the sunset makes me feel like a fucking heel.”

And if he kept reminding himself of all that, maybe he would manage to get off this bed without doing her again. Or maybe not.

Carly stiffened in his arms, clearly less than pleased by what she had heard. Her eyes widened and shot sparks at him. She pushed against his chest again, which had the ultimate effect of getting her breasts just far enough away so that her nipples could joggle against him while shifting her lower body closer yet. Or maybe he was doing that by tightening his arms around her. Yeah, he was probably doing that by tightening his arms around her.

“News flash, sweet cheeks. You couldn’t hurt me if you tried,” she said. “How to put this so you’ll understand? The only thing I want from you is your hot hunky body.”

The word bullshit occurred to him, and he knew that was exactly what he was hearing, but he was so far gone now that he didn’t even feel like arguing about it. Lust was attacking him in waves, completely sweeping away any and all rational thoughts, fears, plans for the future. He seemed to recall telling her that men basically think with their dicks. If they’d been having that conversation now he could have offered himself up as Exhibit A.

“Sweet cheeks?” He should have said it with a chuckle, but chuckling was beyond him. Even smiling was beyond him. Actually, anything much removed from fucking was beyond him. She was pressed up against him now, and he could feel every soft, sweet, seductive inch, and she kept moving too, almost wriggling really, which made it worse. His knee bent, touched her legs, probed . . .

“Yeah, sweet cheeks.” The look she gave him was nothing short of truculent. “Baby, did I ever happen to mention that you’ve got a really great ass?”

He could smile after all. He did, at just about the same time as he got his knee between her legs and wrapped a hand around the nearest breast and kissed her. She went perfectly still for a minute, but as his thumb found her nipple and he pressed his thigh all the way up between her legs until he could feel her all hot and wet against him, she moaned into his mouth and wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him too.

Then he rolled her onto her back and did her, great sex one more time, and then rolled onto his back and pulled her on top of him and did her that way too.

Finally, as she lay atop him, sated and exhausted and hopefully bedazzled just as he had planned, it occurred to him that she had come twice more.

Both times she’d gasped out some variation of oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God.

Not one I love you. Not one Matt.

Which pretty much told the tale right there.

“Shit,” he said tiredly.

She stirred and looked up at him, propping her chin on her hands. It was almost dark outside now, and the light that had earlier filtered through the curtains was gone. Still, it was not so dark that he couldn’t see her, and for that he didn’t know whether to be glad or sorry. There could be no doubt that the woman lying on top of him was Carly: Kewpie-doll cute, with her twists of blond curls and big blue eyes and soft, kissed-pink lips. All warm curves and silky, naked skin. She looked sleepy and wanton and vaguely blissed-out, and she smelled of shampoo and sex and him. She was Carly, the only girl he’d always liked too much to fuck, and now he’d taken a header down that slippery slope he’d first started sliding on twelve years ago and fucked her big-time. She made him hot as hell and he loved her like a sister—no, not a sister now, perish the thought—but like that, but Carly was all about forever and forever just wasn’t in his game plan.

I love you, Matt.

“What?” she asked.

He could just walk away but he knew he couldn’t, he’d want her again and not be able to keep himself from taking what he wanted any more than he’d been able to keep her out of his bed today. They could just have a red-hot affair until he was ready to leave town, but he knew she couldn’t, she just wasn’t made that way. The idea of forever scared him. It made him nauseous. It made him break out in a cold sweat.

I love you, Matt.

Tough titty, he told himself, he’d known going in that this was a bad idea and now he got to reap the whirlwind he had sown. He knew Carly. She didn’t say I love you lightly. She’d always been a tough-talking, big-mouthed brat with a marshmallow center, and it was the marshmallow center part that worried him now. She hadn’t had that many people in her life to love, a crappy childhood with no family besides her stiff-necked old grandmother, and then a husband who’d cheated on her in the cruelest possible way before walking out on her for another woman. She was a good girl, a great girl; she didn’t deserve the hand she’d been dealt but she’d played it with a lot of courage. He was crazy about her really, loved her without being in love, whatever that meant, with her, and he’d cut off his left nut before he’d leave her all crumpled and crying like Shelby had been in her car today. And that was where this was headed. No doubt at all, just as he’d foreseen going in.

I love you, Matt.

If she said it she meant it, and he was basically screwed. It was either go with forever or give up Carly altogether, just get up, get dressed, drive her home and walk away, with the comforting reflection that sooner or later she’d get over it.

Yeah, and on the way out the door he’d kick a kitten and a puppy or two.

He couldn’t do it. She was sweet and vulnerable and Carly, and he couldn’t do it. Anyway, he could already tell that he was going to want to fuck her again. Soon, and frequently. A good guess was several times a day until the urge wore off.

“What?” she asked again, frowning a little at him because it was taking him so long to answer.

“I give up,” he said. “You win. You want forever? Fine. You got it. Marry me.”


27

[image: image]

HAD MATT REALLY just asked her to marry him? Carly stared at him, hardly able to believe her ears. He looked big and dark and just about good enough to eat lying flat on his back on the white fitted sheet that was the only piece of bedclothes that still remained on the bed, one hand tucked beneath his head, the other warm and relaxed as it nestled in the small of her back. His hair was tousled, his eyes had a dark secret gleam that made her think of sex, and his mouth was twisted into a resigned-looking grimace.

A resigned-looking grimace? When he was proposing, for God’s sake?

“You’re joking, right?” she asked, giving a pseudo-playful tweak to a strand of silky black chest hair that just happened to lie beneath her fingers.

“Ouch.” He flattened her hand against his chest, presumably to keep it from inflicting any more pain. “No, I’m not joking.”

“You’re asking me to marry you?”

“Sounded like it, didn’t it? Yeah, I’m asking you to marry me.” With his tone, and expression, he could have been a poster boy for Testy-R-Us.

“You ever hear of candlelight, flowers, bended knee?”

“Hey, I’m asking, all right?”

And thereby doing her a big favor. Because he felt guilty. He couldn’t have made the subtext any more clear if he’d said it aloud. She couldn’t believe she’d gotten herself into this position, it was all because she’d lost control of her mouth and gasped out I love you when she’d only meant to think it. With anybody else, she could have pretended that she hadn’t meant it, that it was one of those things that just came out during sex, but not with Matt. He knew her too well.

She’d heard of pity fucks, but pity proposals? This was new.

“You jackass.” She punched him in the ribs and rolled off him.

“Ouch! What the hell was that for?” Rubbing his side, he glared at her as she came to her feet beside the bed and stood arms akimbo annihilating him with her eyes.

“Listen, sweet cheeks, what is it about ‘no strings’ that you don’t understand?” Carly said through her teeth, spotting her clothes and bending to snatch them up, then catching the appreciative widening of his eyes and turning so that she was facing him and snapping her arm across her bosom at the same time as she realized that bending was probably not the most modest move she could make.

“Give it a rest, Curls.” Matt turned on his side and propped his head up with a hand as he watched her with every evidence of continuing interest. With a fulminating eye on her audience, she managed to kneel in a very-ladylike-despite-being-naked manner in order to recover her clothes.

He continued, “You’re dying to say yes and we both know it. Say it, get over it, and come back here. We don’t have to get up for another—” he cocked an eye at the bedside clock “—hell, almost an hour.”

“Hey, Matt?” Carly picked up his jeans too, straightened, and threw them at him. “Screw you.”

“That’s the idea,” he said with a slow-dawning grin, neatly fielding her missile. “There’s time.”

Without another word Carly stomped off into the bathroom.

By the time she came back out, showered and dressed and looking as presentable as she could manage under the circumstances, he had turned on the overhead light and was dressed too and standing in the middle of the room talking on his cell phone. He was frowning as he spoke, and running a hand through his hair as though what he was hearing frustrated the heck out of him. He looked so damned handsome and sexy and sure of himself that she wanted to kill him.

She would have stomped straight out the door, but he stepped neatly in front of her, blocking her path. For a moment Carly contemplated decking him. The problem was, she didn’t think she could do it. No, she knew she couldn’t do it. He was too damned big. But she wanted to.

Her eyes must have told him something of the sort, because he grinned mockingly at her.

He said good-bye and clicked his phone shut and slid it into his pocket. Then he took her hand—actually wrested her hand toward him when she initially resisted—went down on one knee in front of her, and pressed her hand to his heart. She could feel the warmth and strength of his chest through his tee shirt.

Too astonished to speak, Carly quit trying to get her hand back and gaped at him.

Her brows started to contract.

“I’m short on candlelight and flowers at the moment, but bended knee I can do: Carly, baby, darling, angel, will you marry me?”

“No,” she said, snatching her hand back. His phone rang while he was getting to his feet, and she took advantage of his momentary distraction to walk past him and out the door.

The garage was pitch dark and as hot and airless as Death Valley after the air-conditioned apartment. Probably going down those rickety stairs without being able to see so much as her hand in front of her was a mistake.

If it would get her away from Matt, though, it was a mistake she was willing to make.

The light came on just in time to keep her from breaking her neck, and Carly realized that Matt was coming down behind her. She didn’t even look back.

“What do you mean, no?” he said to her back. Having reached the bottom of the stairs, she turned to glare up at him. He was about halfway down, and he was looking thoroughly exasperated.

Had he really expected her to say yes? Had he really thought that she was so crazy about him that she would jump on an offer of marriage like a dog on a bone just because he felt guilty enough to toss one her way?

“Do you want me to spell it out? Write it down for you? What? N–O. No. How hard is that?” She stalked toward his car. “Take me home.”

“You’re the one who threatened to cut my balls off if I did another—what was it you called it? Oh, yeah, a kiss-and-run—on you.” He followed her across the garage. “So you should be happy. This time I’m not kissing and running. I’m proposing, for God’s sake.”

“Yeah, well, you know what you can do with your proposal.”

“Come on, Curls, get real. You know forever is what you want.”

Whoever it was who said the truth hurts had gotten it wrong. In Carly’s case at least, what the truth did was infuriate. Sizzling inside like sausage on a grill, she turned with one hand on the door handle and launched napalm at him with her eyes.

“Listen, you, just so you know. Forever is a heck of a long time. You’re not that good in bed.”

Opening the car door, she slid inside and pulled on her seat belt. It was even hotter and stuffier in the car, but she didn’t care. Anything that would get her away from Matt she was ready to embrace with open arms.

The garage door rattled up, the overhead light went out so that it was suddenly dark in the garage, and then he opened the door and got behind the wheel.

“Now let me get this straight.” He started the car, turned on the lights and began backing out. She could see him now. The reflected glow from the headlights touched his face. He was frowning, his brow furrowed, his eyes narrowed. “You’re mad at me.”

Typical Matt, exquisitely perceptive. Carly gave a little snort of laughter. “Ya think?”

“Want to let me in on why?”

Because you’re stomping on my heart here? But she couldn’t say that. No, she wouldn’t say that. She had some pride.

“Because you’re a jackass?” she suggested sweetly.

He gave her a look before stopping the car, getting out and closing the garage door. The dashboard clock said ten-twenty-five. He had to be at work in thirty-five minutes. Good. The sooner she was rid of him the better. He got back behind the wheel, reversed out of the driveway and then shifted the car into drive and headed toward the main road before he said another word.

“Look,” he said in the measured tone of a reasonable man forced to deal with the unreasonable—which in this case would be her. “We’ve been tight since we were kids, I care about you, you care about me, there’s a lot of history there. Add sex to that, and it was bound to happen. This whole love thing should not be a surprise.”

“There is no—” Carly began hotly, glad of the darkness to cover the sudden heat in her face as she sought for any weapon—lies would do; anger wasn’t bad either—to deflect the humiliating certainty that Matt suspected—no, knew, get real—that she was in love with him.

“Let me finish here,” Matt interrupted, holding up a warning hand. Gritting her teeth, Carly crossed her arms over her chest and stared stonily out the windshield. The headlights arced over a half-empty parking lot and a small apartment complex as the car paused at the intersection and then turned right. “Like it or not, we have a relationship here that neither one of us is going to be able to just walk away from very easily. The thing is, I could do the ‘great sex, no strings’ thing, but you can’t. I know it. I accept it. Hell, there’s even an upside to it. If we get married, we can do it as much as we want. And we completely undercut the whole town gossip network.”

There was the faintest undertone of humor to that last.

Carly seethed. He was stomping all over her heart, and he thought it was amusing? She didn’t know why she was even surprised. After all, it wasn’t like she hadn’t known the score going in. She’d even been warned.

“You know, it’s kind of you to think of me and my needs, but contrary to what you seem to think, I’m not really in the market for a second husband.” If her tone got any sweeter, she was going to need insulin. “In fact, the more I think about it, the more I think I like you better as a one-night stand.”

Matt rolled his eyes skyward. “I don’t believe this. The only time in my life I ever ask a woman to marry me, and she gets all bent out of shape about it.”

All bent out of shape didn’t even begin to cover it. Try furious.

“Like I told you before, sweet cheeks, your romantic technique needs work.”

He shot her a look, but before he could say anything more his phone rang. Cursing under his breath, he fished it out of his pocket.

“What?” he barked into it. He was sounding pretty ticked off himself by this time. Which made her feel a little better. Anything was better than his sounding amused, resigned, prepared to shoulder the burden of one more responsibility.

She was many things, but not one of Matt’s responsibilities. And she never wanted to be as long as she lived. What she wanted, she realized dismally, was for him to be as madly in love with her as, to her everlasting regret, she seemed to be with him. Which, given the fiasco the “great sex” thing had turned into, didn’t look like it was going to happen anytime soon.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” He listened, focusing on the road ahead while the night flew by outside the windows. “Okay, I’m on my way. Twenty minutes, max.”

He hung up, then glanced her way.

“Antonio just backed his car up and ran over Knight’s foot, which means we’re short another deputy.” He shook his head and glanced at her. “I don’t have time for this.”

He was pulling up before her house as he spoke. The headlight beams touched on his motorcycle, parked right where he had left it. Carly looked up the hill, up at the softly illuminated windows of the big white house that was once again her home, and was suddenly so glad to see it that she could feel incipient tears burning at the backs of her eyes.

Or maybe tears were burning at the backs of her eyes because of Matt.

She was head over heels in love with him, and he “cared” about her. How humiliating, infuriating, heartbreaking was that?

“You know what? I think you were right about the bed thing being a really bad idea for us,” she said, already opening her door as he slid the transmission into park. “So why don’t we just agree not to do it anymore?”

Getting out, she slammed the door behind her with a considerable amount of force, and started tramping up the dark and shadowy slope toward the house. The tree frogs piped a welcome. The insect chorus joined in. A pale moon waxed high overhead. The sky was aswarm with stars. It was hot and steamy and the scent of magnolia and cut grass and rotting walnuts hung in the air.

“Like either one of us is going to be able to stick to that.” Matt fell into step beside her.

Carly cast him an evil look. “I don’t see a problem.”

“Well, I do.”

“How to put this? In that case, it sucks to be you.”

“Not to be ungentlemanly here, but if you care to cast your mind back you might recall that you were the one who practically begged me to take you to bed, not the other way around. Of course I could be mistaken, but it was you who said something about not having had sex in two years, wasn’t it?”

“Well,” Carly said, “now I remember why I let it go so long.”

“Don’t give me that. I made you come. Multiple times.”

Carly curled her lip and wished him dead. “Think that makes you special? So does my vibrator.”

Matt stopped dead. Carly could feel his eyes boring into her back as she marched on. Hah, she thought, chew on that.

He caught up with her. “All right, I’ve had it with this crap. This is your last chance. Do you want to marry me or not?” He sounded fed up to his back teeth now. Carly could go him one better. She was mad enough to chew nails.

“Not.” Her legs were still rubbery, Carly discovered, and the discovery made her madder.

“Okay, fine, I asked. Don’t ever say I didn’t. I don’t ever want to hear that kiss-and-run malarkey come out of your mouth again.”

“Don’t worry, you won’t.”

“Meaning?”

“Figure it out.”

He didn’t reply. The two of them stalked upward in silence for a moment.

Fuming, Carly cast him a sideways glance. “I thought you had to be somewhere.”

“I do. I’m walking you to your door first.”

“I don’t want you to walk me to my door. I want you to leave.”

“Too bad.”

“You know, I’m getting pretty sick of this whole king of the world thing you do.”

“Gosh almighty, are you really? What can I say? How about, deal with it.”

They had reached the steps now. Carly stomped up them. Matt followed. Not stomping. But he was scowling, and for Matt that was something.

The soft yellow porch light was warm and welcoming. The house itself seemed to glow invitingly. Sandra had left the curtains open, and Carly noted that, seen from the porch, the front parlor looked both elegant and serene. Viewed through the wavery prism of century-old glass, even the portrait of Great-grandfather over the fireplace looked charming rather than dour. From the looks of things, Sandra had turned every lamp in the house on, and no wonder, Carly thought, as it occurred to her for the first time that her prolonged absence had meant that Sandra had probably been home all alone when darkness fell.

She fished her keys out of her pocket and he took them from her without so much as a raised eyebrow asking permission and found the right one, fitting it into the lock with no difficulty. As he opened the door and stood back for her to enter, the tinny buzz of the alarm sounded in the distance.

Okay, so Matt had been right about the security alarm. Its reassuring presence did make her feel safer.

Just like the nails in the upstairs windows.

Hugo was crouched on the radiator, his tale twitching. Carly scooped him up and turned to face Matt as he stepped in behind her.

“Good ni-ight,” Carly said, the last word stretched into two falsetto syllables.

Frowning now, with the soft light of the hall chandelier spilling down on him so that she could see the angry glint in his eyes, Matt was looking tall and dark and dangerous. He loomed over her, his eyes narrowed, his mouth unsmiling. His stance might almost have been described as intimidating—except she knew him too well to be intimidated. Nice try though, she thought, as his gaze flicked to her mouth.

“Go for a good-night kiss and die,” Carly said.

“Know what, Curls? You’re being a real pain in the ass.” Matt’s eyes were hard. His voice was soft.

She knew that expression and that voice. He was on the verge of losing his temper. Well, goody-goody. She’d lost hers about half an hour back.

“Then I guess that makes you a—”

His phone started to ring.

“Dammit to hell and back.” He pulled it out, opened it, answered, listened, said, “On my way,” and closed it again.

“I don’t have time for this,” he said again, glowering at her. “Not tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Not if I see you first,” Carly said, knowing that it was childish and not caring. Matt gave her a look, then turned on his heel and walked out the door. She closed it behind him, locked it, and watched him stride across the porch. Then, still clutching Hugo, she hurried toward the kitchen. She didn’t know how long that last little exchange with Matt had taken, but she couldn’t have very much time left before the alarm went off.

She made it just in time, putting Hugo down and keying in the code. The warning buzz went silent. She reset the alarm and glanced around. There were a couple of dishes in the sink, but otherwise everything was tidy. The back door was locked. The curtains were drawn. For a moment she just stood there, gripping the counter and taking deep breaths as she tried to block all memories of the night’s debacle from her mind before Sandra saw her and knew immediately that something big had occurred with Matt.

God, had she blown it or what?

The great sex thing had seemed like a good idea at the time. Unfortunately, it had backfired on her with a vengeance. In the heat of the moment, I love you, Matt had just kind of popped out, and now he knew. And felt sorry for her. How pathetic was that?

Carly groaned and pushed away from the counter. She couldn’t stand to think about it. She refused to think about it. Crossing to the refrigerator, she opened the door and peered inside. It occurred to her that she hadn’t had supper. She’d had sex instead. But she wasn’t going to think about that, she reminded herself fiercely. The contents of the refrigerator, tempting just seconds before, were suddenly unappealing. She wasn’t hungry anyway. What she was was rubbery-legged, weak-kneed, drained. Sex—at least sex with Matt—was exhausting.

Exciting. Explosive.

Block it out, she ordered herself, grabbing the carton of premium orange juice. Pouring herself a glass, she swallowed a mouthful even as she returned the carton to the refrigerator. What she needed here was blood sugar. Then, maybe, she’d start to feel normal again.

The sooner her body stopped feeling like it had been flattened by a Mack truck, the sooner she could put Matt out of her mind.

“Sandra! I’m home,” she called, taking her glass with her as she walked determinedly toward the rear parlor. They used it as a sitting room, and she could hear the television. She needed a distraction, and Sandra and the TV were that, even if Sandra was going to immediately want to know every little detail of what had happened with Matt.

Sandra didn’t answer. She wasn’t in the rear parlor, although clearly she had been earlier. There was a magazine on the floor beside the chair she favored, and an open can of Diet Mountain Dew—Sandra’s new favorite tipple—on the table beside the chair. Carly turned off the TV and frowned. Hugo had vanished, and the house seemed quiet—almost too quiet. Annie would have been prancing at her feet about now, being cute and distracting. She missed the little dog, Carly realized, a truly enormous amount considering how brief a time Annie had been a part of her life. Whereas Hugo had a tendency to do his own thing, Annie was a faithful companion. Impossible to believe that she’d somehow gotten into poison. Thank God she was going to be all right. Tomorrow, Carly told herself, she would start looking around to see if she could discover the source. Perhaps Miss Virgie had put out something to kill mice.

“Sandra?” Carly was walking toward the front parlor when she heard it: the rush and rattle of the plumbing. Immediately her brow cleared. The sound was unmistakable. Sandra was filling the tub. Of course, it was nearly eleven o’clock. Sandra, who usually showered in the mornings, must tonight have decided to have a bath before going to bed.

Swallowing another gulp of juice, Carly reflected that it was a good thing she’d already showered. The hot water heater was old—it was something else that needed to be replaced—and it had a limited output. Generally it didn’t stretch to two baths in a row.

Hugo was back again, weaving around her feet as Carly walked through the downstairs turning off the lights. Ever since she had surprised the burglar in the dining room she had tended to scuttle through it as quickly as she could whenever she had to go in there alone, and tonight was no exception. Even knowing that Sandra was upstairs didn’t erase the willies that plunging that particular room into darkness gave her. But electricity was expensive, and they couldn’t afford to leave the house lit up like a Christmas tree all night, every night, no matter how secretly chicken she might be. Which was why they had the security system, after all. Its comforting red eye told her that it was armed and on guard when she passed through the kitchen again on the way to turn off the last of the downstairs lights.

With the first floor now dark and full of shadows (and her heart now beating ridiculously fast in consequence), Carly hurried up the wide, old-fashioned staircase. Hugo swarmed up the polished oak treads in front of her, seeming as intent on reaching the second floor as she was. It wasn’t particularly bright up there, but the small lamp that hung at the top of the stairs was on, and the rear bathroom light was on too, of course, because Sandra was in there. And as soon as she got to her bedroom, Carly reminded herself in an attempt to quiet the annoying little quiver of trepidation that just would not go away, she could shut and lock her door.

With her door locked, her windows nailed shut, and the security system on, her bedroom was about as safe as a bedroom could get.

It was silly, she knew, and she would never confess it to another living soul, but since returning to this house to live she had developed an increasingly intense fear of the night.

Carly sent that acknowledgment to the same mental perdition to which she had banished (okay, tried to banish) thoughts of Matt. Taking a deep breath and a restorative sip of juice and feeling better now that she was once again in the presence of light, she headed toward the back of the house and her jury-rigged sanctuary. Hugo, knowing the routine by now, led the way. The bathroom Sandra was using was located between their bedrooms. Light shone beneath the door, just as Carly had expected. Sandra’s bedroom door was closed. Hers was just as she’d left it, partially ajar. Both bedrooms were dark. Besides the hall light, and the bathroom light spilling out under the door, the whole house was dark.

And that was for no more sinister reason than that she herself, in preparation for bed, had just turned off the lights, she reminded herself firmly, and took another deep breath and another sip of juice.

“Sandra, I’m home!” she called again.

No answer. Probably Sandra couldn’t hear her over the rush of the water.

Hugo reached the bathroom door and stopped, looked back over his shoulder at her, and meowed. There was something about that meow . . .

Carly’s step slowed. The water had been running for a long time, more than long enough to fill the tub. Long enough that by now all the hot water should have run out. . .

“Sandra?”

Hugo pawed at the bathroom door. It opened a few inches, just far enough to let Carly see that the shower curtain had been pulled around the tub. It was an old-fashioned curtain of white canvas suspended from the ceiling on an oval rod that completely surrounded the equally old-fashioned huge cast-iron claw-foot tub. The curtain didn’t quite meet at the edges. The gap was about an inch wide. Through it, Carly could see Sandra’s head lying back against the lip of the tub. There was no mistaking even such a narrow sliver of her close-cropped black hair.

Sandra was taking a bath with the water running and the shower curtain closed?

Hugo, no respecter of privacy, walked right up to the tub and meowed.

“Sandra?”

Sandra didn’t budge.

“Sandra?” Carly pushed the door wide. The sound of running water was suddenly loud as it echoed off the tile floor, tile walls. Steam clouded the bathroom mirror and hung in the air. Whatever the state of the hot water now, it was obvious that it had worked for some time.

“Sandra?”

Nothing. No movement. No response. Had Sandra fallen in the tub? Or—?

On that thought Carly rushed to the tub, jerked the curtain back, and froze, gasping. Her breathing suspended. Her heart skipped a beat. Sandra lay in the tub, all right. Fully clothed except for her shoes, she lay with her knees bent and her head lolling limply against the rolled cast-iron edge. Rope bound her ankles. Her hands were out of sight behind her back. From the position of her arms, Carly had no doubt that they were bound, too. She was soaking wet and there was blood everywhere, on her face, her neck, dripping down into the scarlet-tinged water that swirled ankle deep around her before disappearing down the open drain. A strip of silver duct tape covered her mouth.

Carly sucked in air with a horrified little squeak. Sandra’s eyes opened. They were blinking, unfocused.

“Sandra! Oh, my God, Sandra, what happened? Oh, my God, oh, my God.”

Carly was babbling, bending over the tub, reaching for the tape covering Sandra’s mouth, when Sandra’s eyes, which had been fixed groggily on her face, moved beyond her and seemed to focus. Suddenly they widened and filled with terror.

Something—someone—was behind her. Carly knew it with the kind of icy certainty that left no room for doubt.

The hair rose on the back of her neck. Shooting upright, she whirled around.
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CARLY’S HEARTBEAT EXPLODED as a man, all in black with a hood of some sort pulled over his face, lunged toward her. He’d been behind the door when she had entered, watching her, waiting, Carly realized in that split second before she reacted.

She screamed, an earsplitting shriek that bounced off ceiling, walls and floor, and leaped away. Hugo skittered out of the way, disappearing under the tub. The glass she’d been holding hit the floor with a crash and shattered, sending orange juice and glass flying in every direction. His dead white hand snatched at her arm, missed by scant millimeters. Carly screamed again, stepping back, ducking behind the other end of the tub, barely eluding his grabbing arms, dodging the flying silver blade of the knife he clutched in one hand.

“Come back here.”

His voice was hoarse, raspy, muffled by the hood so that it came out as a hideous whisper barely audible over the rushing water and Carly’s own echoing screams. Sandra, horribly mute, eyes rolling, face shiny with water and blood, was flopping around in the tub like a landed fish. Sandra’s movements seemed to attract his attention; with a sound like a snarl he sent the knife plunging down toward her even as he came charging after Carly. Carly shrieked and leaped toward him, shoving him with all her might. The knife missed its target, striking the porcelain with a terrible metallic ring just inches from Sandra’s shoulder. Caught by surprise, he took a step backward, almost falling on the slippery floor.

“Bitch.”

He recovered his balance and came after Carly before she had time to even so much as think about making a break for the door. Carly slipped behind the tub, for once thanking God for her small size as she was able to wedge through the few inches between the tub and the wall. He couldn’t, he was too big, thick muscular legs in black sweatpants, she saw as he tried. Thick arms and torso in a loose black coat, black executioner-style hood that looked homemade, not much more than medium height but big, huge, in fact, in this enclosed space, all of which she registered in the space of a panicked heartbeat as he lunged forward, bending at the waist, grabbing at her, catching her.

Carly screamed like a banshee and hit at him as his fingers, weirdly plastic feeling fingers, dug hurtfully into her bare upper arm and yanked her toward him. No match for his strength, she almost catapulted headfirst into his grasp but managed to save herself at the last possible second by grabbing the lip of the tub. The forward impetus caused by his pull coupled with her resistance cost her her balance. She fell on top of Sandra, landing on her side then rolling willy-nilly onto her back. Sandra’s body gave beneath her and she felt the rush of tepid water on her hips and rear and the slipperiness of the tub beneath her fingers as she scrabbled uselessly at its sides, kicking and clawing as she tried to pull herself up and out.

He had lost his grip on her arm as she fell but it didn’t help her because, she realized with a surge of utter terror as she struggled to right herself, she was as helpless as a turtle on its back now. Kicking wildly, her hands sliding on the slick wet porcelain, she couldn’t seem to get a good enough grip to heave herself up and over in time to get out of the way. She could only stare up with a galloping pulse and a wildly pounding heart as he lifted the knife high and sent it plunging down toward her chest.

Shrieking, she tried to dodge, but it was a mighty heave of Sandra’s body that saved her. It sent her rolling over the side of the tub, tumbling, falling. The knife just missed, glancing off the porcelain again with another of those awful metallic screams, and Carly screamed again too as she hit the floor on hands and knees. Water sloshed out of the tub with her, turning the tile into a slimy, treacherous pool of water and orange juice and glass and blood. Carly realized that some of that blood was coming from her now because she was cut, cut by glass, she thought, one of the big sharp shards of glass that lay on the floor, or his knife. Blood poured from her left palm, she saw with a single terrified glance down, a lot of blood, but she hadn’t felt the cut and didn’t feel any pain.

Shock. She was in shock. She heard a hoarse cry. She glanced up to see him slip and almost fall on the wet tile.

She scrambled for the door—she was closer to it than he was now—but she couldn’t seem to make any headway, couldn’t seem to get any traction. Her hands and tennis shoes slipped and slithered on the slick tile. Carly could hear the wet squeak of his shoes, hear the harsh rasp of his breathing, hear the rustle of his clothes as he charged. She could smell orange juice and soap and her own fear and something else—a hideous sweetish something else that gave her a sensation almost of vertigo, making her stomach revolt and the room seem to tilt and her head spin. A cloth clamped against her cheek, cold, wet, permeated with the horrible sweetish smell. The smell. . .

Pure horror broke over her like a wave. Night threatened to swirl her away. The smell. . .

He was upon her, trying to clamp that horrible wet cloth over her nose and mouth. Batting it away, she threw herself to one side, falling onto her hip and shoulder on the hard tile, sliding through the sloshing mess on the floor and crunchy broken glass. . .

The cloth—white, nondescript, folded into a square—hit the tile in front of her face. The smell. . .

The water on the floor soaked through it immediately. The smell was gone.

“Got you.”

A terrified glance up, and then he pounced on her like a cat on a baby bird, bending over her, grabbing her by the hair and wrenching her head back even as she scrambled up onto her hands and knees, her nails scrabbling over the slippery tile as she fought to get away.

Fearfully she looked up at the black executioner’s hood and found that she was able to see, through rough-edged holes that looked like they had been cut out with scissors, his eyes. They were a curiously light blue, bloodshot, almost lashless, their pupils small black pinpricks, inhuman in their lack of emotion, their coldness. They told her that he would butcher her without remorse.

This can’t be happening, was the thought that pounded through her mind in sync with the terrified racing of her pulse. He didn’t even strike her as human, just a horror-film monster garbed in black, Jason/Freddy/Michael Myers in surgical gloves—those white hands were surgical gloves, she knew now—and with a knife. She was so frightened that she couldn’t seem to breathe, couldn’t seem to move, her arms and legs seemed weighted with lead and the whole nightmarish sequence seemed to be happening in hideous slow motion.

“Now I remember you,” he said, in that horrible raspy whisper through the mouth-slit in his mask. His head was bent over hers, and he seemed to be staring down at her. Eyes wide, whimpering with fear, Carly could look at nothing but the glinting knife as he slowly lifted it. It was poised, she realized in another of those instants of icy clarity, to cut her throat.

She could hear the rushing water and her own rapid, shallow breathing and his deeper, harsher-sounding breaths. She could feel the grip of his hand in her hair and the cold slipperiness of the tile beneath her fingers and the terrified pounding of her own heart. The one thought in her mind was, I’m going to die.

If the cut on her hand was any indication, it wouldn’t hurt. She wouldn’t feel a thing. The blade would cut deep and she would be in shock and the warm blood would gush out but she wouldn’t feel it, wouldn’t know anything except a horrible awareness of her own puny mortality and then nothing at all....

She didn’t want to die.

“No!” she screamed, so loud she shocked herself back to reality, so loud the word drowned out the drumming of her pulse in her ears and the rushing water and her breathing and his and everything else in the universe except the primal need to survive.

Screaming, she lunged to the left as the blade swooped like a silver, death-dealing hawk toward the vulnerable curve of her throat, feeling the sting of hair being ripped from her scalp as the knife missed its target and slid across the top of her shoulder. She felt a sharp pain as her flesh was pierced and then the icy burn of a cut.

He cursed and twined his hand in her hair and hauled her head back for a second go and she screamed again, despairingly this time. Her heart was beating so fast she could feel it pounding in her chest. She broke out in a cold sweat as she faced the certainty of her own imminent death.

His hold was unbreakable now. She would not be able to dodge eternity a second time. Panting with terror, she thought it again: she didn’t want to die. Please God please God please God. . .

Her fingers scrabbling desperately over the floor encountered something hard, something sharp, and she realized that it was a long, jagged shard of glass.

The knife was already arcing toward her throat again when she jammed the piece of glass back behind her into his knee.

He shrieked and dropped the knife with a clatter and let go of her hair. Just like that, she was free.

Screaming, Carly shot through the door like a runner off the mark, heart racing, cold sweat pouring over her like someone had turned on a faucet, her shoes sliding on the hardwood floor as she gained the hall and bolted for the stairs. A terrified glance over her shoulder told her that he was coming after her, lurching wildly as blood poured from the wound she had inflicted in his leg, cursing and sobbing but coming, and then she was flying down the stairs, her feet barely touching the treads.

He’d taken time to pick up the knife. It glinted in his hand.

“You’re dead. You’re dead. You’re dead.” That hoarse, raspy whisper sent a finger of pure terror racing down her spine.

Galvanized by fear, Carly leaped down the last remaining stairs. She landed in the hall on the balls of both feet and tore toward the door.

But he was close, really close, too close. Even as she felt the cold metal of the knob beneath her hand she knew that she wasn’t going to make it, that if she stopped long enough to unlock the deadbolt and pull the door open he would catch her before she could get through it. Her blood ran cold as she realized that she wasn’t going to be able to get out the door, wasn’t going to be able to pick up the phone and call for help or even hit the panic button on the alarm because all those things took too much time, precious seconds she didn’t have, precious seconds that would allow him to catch her. Even diving for the light switch would take time—and it might backfire. She would be able to see him, but then, he would also be able to see her.

“You’re dead.” He was in the hall now, breathing hard, lumbering after her, a limping, lopsided gait, but fast. Even injured, he was so terrifyingly fast.

Carly screamed and fled into the shadowy darkness of the front parlor, slip-sliding on her wet soles, thankful that she knew the house well enough so that the lack of light gave her the tiniest of advantages. She knew how the rooms connected and the angle of the halls and. . .

So did he.

The burglar. The burglar. He was her burglar. She was as sure of that as she was that Christmas was in December.

He’d come back. For her? At the thought her blood turned to ice.

It hit her then what she had to do. It was her only hope, an outside chance, maybe it would work and maybe it wouldn’t but. . .

She dived for the table by the sofa, snatched the crystal peppermint dish from it and hurled it with all her might through the window. The sound of shattering glass was almost instantly followed by the shrill wail of the alarm system’s siren.

“Bitch.”

It worked. It worked. The security system worked. The perimeter has been breached. Send the marines.

But he was still coming. He was in the parlor now, she could see him as a dark hellish shape rushing toward her. The wailing alarm notwithstanding, he was not going to let her go.

If he caught her he would kill her....

Shrieking loudly enough to be heard all the way to Atlanta, her fight or flight response in full bore, adrenaline-fueled flight mode, Carly darted for the rear parlor. Her feet barely touched the ground as she flew through it and burst out into the back hall and pounded toward the kitchen, into the kitchen—and stopped dead.

She didn’t know how she knew, but she knew. He had somehow circled back around on her. He was still now, silent, waiting for her there in the dark kitchen.

Waiting for her to walk into his trap.

Her breathing stopped. Her heart skipped a beat.

A furious pounding sounded over the screeching alarm. Someone was beating on the front door, rattling the knob, pounding with a flat hand on the glass.

The marines had arrived at last.

Carly turned and ran like a bat out of hell. By the time she reached the front door, she was gasping for breath. Her blood was drumming so hard in her ears that she could barely hear anything over it, not the wailing alarm, not the pounding on the door, not anything. Certainly no sounds of pursuit. Where was he? He could leap out of the darkness at any second, bringing that razor-honed knife plunging down into her back. Seconds from being saved, she would be dead.

Screaming, glancing fearfully over her shoulder, Carly fumbled at the door. Her hands were slippery with sweat; she could barely turn the lock, turn the knob—

“Carly!” It was Matt. As soon as she unlocked the door he burst through it, big and tough and yelling her name and armed with a drawn gun, and she threw herself against him and clung and felt her legs turn to limp spaghetti and her head spin as she collapsed in his arms.

“What is it? What happened? Damn it to hell—” He let loose with a string of curses as he thrust his gun into his holster and wrapped his arms around her before she could totally lose it and slide bonelessly to the floor.

He felt so solid, so strong, so warm, so safe. Now that Matt was here, it was over. She wasn’t going to die. She was safe.

“Sandra . . . Matt, oh, Matt, he’s here in the house . . . in the kitchen . . . the burglar . . . Sandra’s in the bathroom . . . she’s hurt . . . Oh, Matt. Oh, Matt.” Carly’s legs gave out.

“Check the house.” Matt gave the harsh-voiced order over his shoulder even as he scooped her up in his arms, and Carly realized that at least two men were with him. They rushed by, one of them turning on the hall light. By its bright and nearly blinding light Carly recognized them, Antonio and Mike, moving fast, with drawn guns.

“Sandra—in the bathroom by my bedroom. He hurt her . . .”

This time Matt seemed to absorb what she was saying.

“Antonio,” Matt bellowed after his men. “Sandra’s in the back upstairs bathroom. Hurt, Carly says. Mike, check out the kitchen.”

Antonio doubled back, bounded up the stairs.

Exhausted, Carly let her head fall back against Matt’s shoulder. She felt alarmingly light-headed. Her stomach was churning, and she was shaking and freezing cold and the room was tilting and she was starting to feel almost weightless, like her body didn’t exist. She had never fainted in her life. She had a feeling that this just might be getting ready to be the first time.

“Jesus H. Christ!” Matt was carrying her toward the front parlor when he stopped dead. Carly managed to focus long enough to discover that he was looking down at her in horror. So weak she could hardly lift her head now, she nevertheless glanced down at herself, spurred by the stark fear in his eyes. Held against his chest, his brawny brown arms curled around her shoulders and knees, she was deathly pale, shaking, slender in her wet, smeared jeans and navy tee shirt, only it wasn’t navy now, it was red....

“You’re covered in blood. You’re bleeding. The bastard cut you. Goddamnit to hell. Carly, stay with me.”

This last, uttered in an urgent tone, just reached her ears as the last of her strength gave out. She didn’t faint but she rested, closed her eyes and went limp in his arms and rested as he tightened his grip and cursed a blue streak and rushed somewhere with her.

She knew it was only a rest and not a faint because in the distance she could hear Antonio shout, “Call an ambulance!”
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IF ANYONE HAD SEEN HIM, the man would have looked like a hunchback as he half-ran, half-hopped through the night-dark woods. He was bent over, clutching his bleeding leg, sweating with exertion and pain.

He was hurt, he was hurt, damn the bitch, she’d stabbed him with broken glass. The jagged edges had done more damage to his knee than any knife, he was going to be months recovering from this and she was dead.

What had started as an impersonal quest to ensure his own safety was now personal. She’d turned the tables and wounded him and escaped and when he caught her again she was dead.

They were after him, the sheriff and his deputies, at least one of them was, out in the dark with a flashlight and a pistol, moving cautiously as he searched the grounds behind the house. More would come, he had little doubt. It was just minutes after he had fled the house, the damned alarm was still going off and lights had just gone on in the old lady’s house that was just up the hill from him now as he plunged through the woods on his way to his truck. More deputies would be speeding down the road soon with sirens blaring. He would be long gone by then. They weren’t going to catch him, not tonight, not ever. He wasn’t stupid, and he wasn’t careless. Tonight’s failure could be put down to plain old bad luck.

His was like a seesaw lately: sometimes up, sometimes down.

He’d gotten rid of the dog. A sprinkle of rat poison on a plate of scraps set out under a bush in the backyard. The dog had wolfed the whole thing right down. He’d been watching as they had found it, watching as they’d gathered it up and rushed down to their van and sped off toward—he presumed—their local vet.

All gone. House empty. And—he’d checked—no one had thought to either lock up or set the alarm.

There was his luck going up again. Leaving the house unsecured was a bonus he hadn’t expected, but then, life was like that: full of surprises.

In the immortal words of Forrest Gump, you never know what you’re going to get.

He’d left and taken care of some rather urgent business, then returned and made himself at home, taking a quick look through the closets and drawers and coming up with a gem in the kitchen—the code to the security system, no need to worry about that anymore—and in general familiarizing himself with the house. It was a nice house, old but big and well-furnished, and picking out a good place to hide in comfort for hours if he needed to had been easy. He had a new plan, brilliant in its simplicity, handed to him on a platter as a result of his success in getting rid of the dog. He would wait in the house until Carly was home and asleep and then just carry her out. He had nowhere he had to be tonight. He had all the time in the world. Any other loose ends he needed to finish off—like the dog if it wasn’t dead—could just as well wait for morning.

He’d heard the friend come in—Sandra, he’d learned her name was—along with her deputy boyfriend. Knowing that he was hidden away upstairs while an armed officer of the law lounged around downstairs all unsuspecting had provided him with considerable amusement. Then the deputy had left—from an upstairs window, he’d watched him walk down the front lawn to his car—and he and Sandra had been alone in the house.

For the next hour or so he had camped out in an unused upstairs bedroom. Later, because of the lock he had discovered on her bedroom door that might make getting to her more of a hassle than he cared to deal with, his plan was to slide under Carly’s bed and wait there until she was asleep. But that was a position he’d rather not assume until he had to; it would grow uncomfortable if he was forced to stay under there for any length of time. The closet—more comfortable than beneath the bed but not exactly where he would choose to spend a number of hours—he had ruled out after a cursory inspection. It was small and, anyway, who knew if she was neat? She might hang up her clothes at night.

Saying boo when she opened her closet door might be fun, but chasing her down would be a lot of trouble, and the probability of something going wrong was greatly increased if she actually got a chance to scream and run.

He’d been right about that, he reflected sourly now as he reached his truck. Wincing as he pulled himself up inside it, he stretched his leg out on the seat in front of him and rooted around in his bag for something he could use to stop the bleeding until he got home. A brief shine of a flashlight over the bag’s contents—he didn’t want to risk anything more than a few seconds of light in case it should bring his pursuers down on him—told him that the hole was every bit as deep and ugly as he’d first thought. His pants leg was already soaked with blood. More blood welled from the wound.

It was all the fault of that damned cat.

He’d been on his way back to his hidey-hole after a quiet reconnoiter of the back bedrooms just to make sure that Carly had not somehow managed to sneak home on him without him being aware of it when he had heard Sandra coming up the stairs. She’d been talking to someone—the cat, he figured out later—and he had melted away quickly, ducking back into Carly’s bedroom, hiding behind the door because the stairs came up in the middle of the hall and he never could have made it back to the front bedroom without her seeing him. He’d trusted to luck that Sandra was headed for her bedroom, or maybe the bathroom, but just in case, he’d zipped up the coat he always wore for this kind of thing and pulled his hood down over his head on the off-chance she should spot him and somehow manage to get away. Not that he was really worried. There was no reason for her to come into Carly’s room that he could see, and she wouldn’t have—except for the cat.

It had walked in and stared at him concealed behind the door and twitched its tail and meowed.

“What are you looking at, cat?” he’d heard Sandra say, and then there she’d been, just as quick as that, standing behind the cat, staring right at him, her eyes widening with horror.

He hadn’t come to kill her, didn’t have a thing against her in the world except she kept interfering in his plans for Carly, but there she was, staring at him. What could he do?

Take care of her, too, of course.

He’d been in the midst of doing just that when he’d heard Carly calling to her and realized that she was coming up the stairs.

Then there’d been that damned cat again, pushing open the door, walking into the room, bringing Carly with it.

He was beginning to think there was something about him and animals, some kind of karma, something weird. They kept messing up his perfectly good life.

He’d gotten to where he hated the damned things.

Now, binding his bleeding leg up with duct tape because he didn’t have anything else, he wished vainly that he’d had the foresight to do something about the cat.

Then he realized something, and froze in the act of slicing through the duct tape with his knife.

His handkerchief, his neat white handkerchief that he’d pressed into use tonight because it had been in his pocket and handy when he’d needed to chloroform Sandra into submission, was missing. A quick check of his pockets and bag confirmed it: the handkerchief was gone.

Now that he thought about it, he remembered trying to use it on the bitch and then dropping it when she pushed his hand away.

Just an ordinary handkerchief, not a big loss—except that it had his initials embroidered on it.
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HOSPITALS WERE DEFINITELY not Carly’s favorite places in the world. Not even when Matt slept in the chair beside her bed with his arms crossed over his chest and his feet propped up on her mattress. Not even when he awoke grumpy and unshaven, and growled at everybody who crossed his path while eating her breakfast.

Not even when he showed every indication that he planned to follow her into the bathroom.

“Look, give me a break here. I’m going to take a shower,” she said, shutting the door firmly in his face.

His evident devotion did act as a balm of sorts for her bruised and battered heart, until she reflected that, as one of his responsibilities, she could probably expect no less of him. She had no doubt that he would look after one of his sisters in the exact same way if they’d been attacked and hospitalized.

Which was really kind of depressing.

When she emerged he was out in the hall talking to Antonio, who looked just about as tired and bent out of shape as Matt did. She was wearing fresh clothes—gingham shorts and a pale blue tee shirt—which someone had fetched from the house during the night along with her purse, which meant she’d also had access to some makeup and a brush. She had three stitches in her shoulder and a bandage around her left hand, and except for a little stinging and burning at the sites of the cuts she essentially felt normal.

As long as she didn’t think about the black-hooded monster. Last night, after the doctor had finished stitching her up, she’d had an attack of what felt almost like vertigo, dizziness and nausea and sweating, and it had caused the doctor to insist that she be kept overnight and watched for shock.

So she blocked the monster out, just blocked him out as she had learned long ago to do to unpleasant things, which seemed to work. The problem was that the only thoughts strong enough to keep the horror-movie images at bay were connected with Matt. Considering the state of her heart, he probably wasn’t too safe to think about either, but anything, even the specter of a thoroughly stomped heart, was preferable to a single mental glimpse of that black-hooded face, or that flashing knife....

So she thought about Matt, about the sex, which had been great, and the no strings, which had been pretty much a disaster, and about how her heart had clutched in those few seconds after he’d first asked her to marry him and she hadn’t had time to think it through, when she’d thought maybe he meant it.

And about how absolutely heart-stoppingly irresistible he’d looked proposing on bended knee.

Or at least, how absolutely heart-stoppingly irresistible she would have thought he looked if she hadn’t known she was on the receiving end of one of the world’s first pity proposals.

Which was approximately where her thoughts had been last night when the doctor had finished examining her.

Then they’d given her a shot, and she’d slept dreamlessly until she’d been awakened around nine A.M. by the nurse popping a thermometer into her mouth and Matt snoring in the chair beside the bed.

She hadn’t known he snored, and she hadn’t known he was grumpy in the mornings, and she hadn’t known he liked ketchup on his (her) eggs. Actually, that last bit of knowledge she could have done without.

Unfortunately, even those three bits of negative information did not seem to change the fact that she was as crazy in love with him when she woke up as she had been last night when the doctor had conked her out. But at least the deep, dreamless hours of drugged sleep had given her her common sense back.

She was not going to pine for a man who loved her like a friend or a sister, a man who liked sleeping with her but felt uneasy about it, a man who hated the very idea of spending forever with her but proposed anyway out of guilt.

Not even if that man was Matt.

She was many things, but not a masochist. She loved him; he “cared” about her. She wasn’t taking another step down that path. Real heartbreak lay that way.

“Where are you going?” Matt asked her as she stepped into the hall, breaking off his conversation with Antonio. Both men wore sleep-rumpled uniforms. Antonio simply looked tired and rumpled. Matt—blast him—looked tired and rumpled and sexy and macho and good enough to eat.

“To talk to Sandra,” she said shortly. Matt nodded. She could feel his eyes following her as she went.

West County Hospital was a three-story brick building with two wings, gray linoleum, pastel walls and most of the basics, such as X-ray capabilities and an emergency room. For anything major, patients were sent to Atlanta. The fact that both she and Sandra had been admitted here was a silent testament to their injuries’ relative lack of seriousness. She’d needed stitches, a bandage, treatment for shock, and a night’s dreamless sleep. Sandra had fared worse. She had a concussion, a stab wound in the thigh, and possible bruised ribs.

Like her own, Sandra’s room was a tiny gray cubicle, a dozen or so of which opened off the nurses’ station like spokes extending out from a wheel. Clad in the same kind of unflattering green hospital gown that Carly had just discarded, Sandra had her bed raised so that she was in a semisitting position. A white bandage formed a turban around her head, an IV was in her arm, and her leg, the thigh wrapped in a thick layer of bandages, was outside the blue blanket and elevated. She had the remote in one hand, and she was flipping channels on the TV.

“Hi,” Carly greeted her. They’d spoken the night before, in the hall of the house when Sandra had been brought down and in the ambulance and the emergency room. In those disjointed, emotional conversations they’d relived the horror of the attack for each other and for Matt and his deputies as well, who had also taken official statements from them. Last night they’d been variously shocked, scared, shaken and weepy. This morning, aside from the bandages and hospital gown, Sandra looked almost back to normal.

“Aren’t you looking better? Are you outta here?” Sandra turned the TV off.

“Soon. Do you want me to bring you anything?”

“Decent food. Those eggs were nasty. A decent nightgown—this thing’s not fit to be seen in. I had to ask Antonio to leave the room before I could get up and go to the bathroom. No point in flashing the poor guy at this point. A sight like that could scare him off. Oh, and a TV Guide.”

“Will do.” Carly came and sat down beside the bed. “How are you feeling?”

Sandra shrugged and winced. “Like I got hit over the head and stabbed and drugged with something and beat up. Otherwise not so bad.”

Carly grinned. During their respective divorces, she and Sandra had both learned the value of the old saying, might as well laugh as cry. Crying served no earthly purpose except to stop up your nose. At least if you laughed you felt better.

“Hey, I can relate. You know, I think you saved my life last night. Remember when I fell on you in the tub? If you hadn’t thrown me back out, I think I would have been toast. Or hamburger. That knife was coming down at me.”

“ ’Course I threw you off. You landed on my cracked ribs. Think that didn’t hurt?” Sandra winced, rubbed her ribs and grinned. “You’re not that much of a lightweight, you know. Anyway, you saved mine first. I couldn’t believe you shoved that Darth Vader–looking dude like that but I’m sure glad you did. He almost skewered me in the throat that time.”

Suddenly the memories were impossible to hold at bay. Carly saw that black-hooded face, that white, plastic-looking hand, the flashing knife slamming into the side of the tub just inches from Sandra. . .

Her stomach churned. Her blood ran cold. Her—

“Time to change your IV,” the nurse said, interrupting. Carly struggled to push the horrible images away as the nurse switched one bag of IV fluids for another. By the time the nurse left, the vivid mental pictures were once again banished to the murky realm of things she refused to remember.

“I’m so sorry you had to go through all this. I get sick thinking of you in the house all alone with that monster,” Carly said quietly, suddenly serious. “I feel responsible in a weird kind of way, because you wouldn’t even be here in Benton if it wasn’t for me.”

“No, I’d still be a waitress with a bad attitude in Chicago.” Sandra gave her a wry little smile, then shuddered. “Let’s not talk about it, okay? It gives me the willies. I don’t ever want to think about last night again if I don’t have to.” Her mouth trembled, and she instantly firmed it up by pressing her lips together. She drew a deep breath in through her nose and fixed Carly with a reprimanding look. “Next time I tell you I don’t do spooky old houses and want to go home to the big city where it’s safe, maybe you’ll listen.”

Carly made a face. “If I’d known what was coming down the pike, I would have been right back in that U-Haul beside you, believe me.” Her expression changed, and she looked at Sandra a little hesitantly. “If you want to move back to Chicago after this, I’ll understand.”

Sandra met her gaze, started to speak, and paused to cast a crafty glance behind Carly at the door.

“Antonio’s been in here three times already this morning. He was sitting in that very same chair you’re sitting in now when I woke up,” Sandra said in a near-whisper, keeping one eye on the door. “He’s worried about me. Do you have any idea how long it’s been since a man was worried about me? No way am I letting some Darth Vader dude mess this up.”

“Are those wedding bells I’m hearing?” Carly asked, teasing.

“I couldn’t get so lucky.” Sandra sounded glum. Knowing that Sandra’s ex-husband had done a real number on Sandra’s estimation of her own attractiveness to men, Carly felt a surge of protective affection for her.

“Antonio’s the one who would be lucky to get you,” Carly said fiercely, although like Sandra she kept her voice low. “You’re amazing, Sandra. Did you know that? Really amazing.”

Sandra grinned. “What’s more to the point, I can cook. Whoever said that’s the way to a man’s heart must have known Antonio.” She cast another cautious look over Carly’s shoulder. “Speaking of wedding bells, I hear that the hunky sheriff about had a heart attack over you. I hear that after he did his crime scene thing he came back here and slept in your room.”

“Matt takes his responsibilities very seriously,” Carly said sourly. “And he’s decided that I’m one of his responsibilities.”

“Did he say that?” Sandra asked, sounding both appalled and fascinated.

Carly nodded, and tried hard not to look as depressed as she suddenly felt.

Sandra shook her head. “Honey, you need to do something to wake that man up. Like take him to bed and pull out all the stops.”

Carly didn’t say anything.

Sandra looked at her closely. “You’ve gone and done it with him, haven’t you? When? Last night? You mean while I was being attacked by the sicko psycho you were getting it on with the sheriff? That’s the story of my life right there. I’m getting murdered and you’re getting off.” Sandra shook her head in disgust, and then her eyes sharpened on Carly’s face. “And he still thinks you’re a responsibility?”

Carly nodded glumly.

Sandra grimaced. “That’s not so good.”

“Yeah, it’s not.”

“What are you going to—”

“Oh, there you are, Miss Linton. If you’ll just sign these papers, you’re free to go.” Another nurse appeared in the doorway with a clipboard.

“I’ll be back later with the nightgown and things,” Carly said to Sandra, and went to sign the papers.

Matt was waiting for her in the hall. They said very little as they rode down the elevator. Carly had nothing to take away with her except her purse—the clothes she’d been wearing the previous night were ruined, and anyway she never wanted to see them again as long as she lived—and as they reached the revolving doors that opened onto the parking lot she realized that she was holding on to the purse so tightly that her knuckles were white. It had just occurred to her that she was going home—home to her house—her house where she had been violently attacked the night before. Even thinking about spending another night in that house made her heart race.

With Sandra in the hospital, she would be sleeping in the house alone.

With the man who had attacked them still on the loose.

“Matt,” she said in a small voice when he put her into his cruiser and then came around to slide behind the wheel, “I don’t think I can go home. Not to stay. Not by myself. Not even with the security system. Not while that man is still out there.”

There was a humiliating little tremor in her voice as she said that last.

Matt slid a hand behind her neck, leaned over and kissed her, a quick comforting kiss that, despite its clearly nonsexual intent, made Carly’s heart miss a beat. She was just clutching at his shirt front and reflecting on how much better she already felt when he let her go and started the car.

“You think I’d let you? You’re going to be staying at my house until we catch this guy.” He cast an unsmiling glance her way as he pulled out of the parking lot. “Your killer cat’s already there and we can pick up your dog on the way. You didn’t really think I’d leave you on your own in your grandmother’s house after last night, did you?”

Carly looked at him and shook her head. That is, she hadn’t really thought about it until this minute. She just had been instinctively terrified at the idea of going home again. But now that she did think about it, she knew that Matt would never have left her there on her own. As she’d told Sandra, he took his responsibilities very seriously.

Suddenly being one of his responsibilities didn’t seem so bad.

“I know I’ve asked you this before, but I want you to really think about it now. Is there anyone, anyone at all, who might want to hurt you?” They were approaching town now, and there was actually quite a bit of traffic, both vehicular and pedestrian. The revamped storefronts on Main Street looked solid and prosperous, and the flowerfilled planters and ye olde street signs added picturesque touches to what was basically the same little town she’d known since childhood. But what struck Carly most was how normal everything seemed. Her world had changed overnight, grown dark and scary around the edges. But the sun still shone and flowers still bloomed and people still went about their business.

She was going to get back to normal, too.

Carly shook her head. “I can’t think of anyone. You’ve known me practically my whole life. Why would anyone want to hurt me? Who?”

“Just so you know, I’m having your ex-husband checked out.” Matt’s voice was grim.

“O—kay.” At this point Carly was willing to have Santa Claus investigated if it would help find the attacker. “But it certainly wasn’t John himself, and he doesn’t have any reason to hire someone to hurt me. I’m sure he isn’t behind it.”

“Then who else could it be?” His voice was impatient, a little fierce.

“You don’t think it was just some random psycho, then?” If it was a random psycho, he might just go away. She really, really wanted to think he might just go away.

“Do you?”

Carly took a deep breath and faced what her senses had been telling her all along. “No. I think it was the burglar. I think he—came back. I told you—he said, Now I remember you. Who else could it be?”

There was the tiniest of breaks in her voice. Matt’s jaw tightened.

“That’s what I think too. I think he’s been stalking you, waiting his chance. He made no move that would lead me to think he’s a rapist. What we have here is a would-be killer. And I think it’s you he’s after, specifically, not Sandra. He had plenty of time alone in the house with Sandra last night, but he didn’t go after her until she stumbled across him. He waited for you. You’re damned lucky I had Antonio and Mike drop me off to pick up my motorcycle last night. If I hadn’t been right there when you threw that dish through the window, he might still have had time to do what he came to do before we could get a car out there.”

Remembering the horrible moment when she had stood in the kitchen, sure that her attacker was only a few feet away ready to pounce even while the alarm wailed overhead, Carly shivered. Matt knew about that, of course. He knew the whole story from beginning to end. On the way to the hospital last night Carly had told him everything, about her conviction that someone had been watching her in the dark and about the night she’d been sure someone had been at her bedroom window and about how she’d been so scared she’d nailed the upstairs windows shut—not that it had done any good in the end.

Matt’s response? A harsh, why didn’t you tell me all this before?

Because there hadn’t been anything tangible until last night. Because she’d felt foolish. Because she hadn’t trusted her instincts....

Carly gasped. “Oh, my God, do you think he poisoned Annie?”

Matt looked grimmer than ever. “I’d say it’s a good possibility. Without the dog, I’m betting he would have come after you that night. He got rid of Annie so her barking wouldn’t alert you when he tried again.” He braked at the light and looked at her. His eyes were hard as stones. “What we have here is a planned, premeditated attempt to kill you.”

“Who would do such a thing?” There was despair in her voice. “Matt, it isn’t John, I’m sure it’s not. But who else is there?”

“We’ll find out. Don’t worry, Curls, we’re going to find out. And I’m going to make sure you’re safe until we do.”

He pulled into the strip mall where the vet’s office was located, and they went in to get Annie.

“Did you by any chance keep the contents of her stomach when you pumped them out?” Matt asked Bart Lindsey when Annie was brought to them in the examining room.

“I’m afraid not. There didn’t seem to be any reason to.” The vet shook his head apologetically as he handed Annie to Carly. “I feel pretty confident in saying that it was rat poison, though. She had all the classic symptoms.”

“No way to tell if somebody gave it to her deliberately?”

The vet shrugged. “It’s possible. With dogs, it’s hard to say. A lot of them will eat just about anything.”

“Do I need to do anything special for her? Give her medicine or anything?” Carly asked worriedly as she held Annie close. The little dog’s tail was drooping and she seemed slightly groggy. She felt frailer than ever in Carly’s arms, practically skin and bones now after her ordeal. At the sound of her voice, Annie gave a little whimper.

“Poor Annie,” Carly said, caressing her ears.

“She’s still slightly sedated. She’ll be more herself when it wears all the way off.” Bart Lindsey met Carly’s gaze. “I heard about what happened to you and your friend last night. That’s just horrible. I can’t believe, in our little town . . .” His voice trailed off and his gaze returned to Matt. “You think it was another burglary gone bad?”

“I don’t know what I think.” Matt held the door open so that Carly could precede him into the waiting room. There was someone else there. Carly recognized him at once: Hiram Lindsey.

“Hiram!” Dr. Lindsey greeted him with pleasure as he followed them into the waiting room. “You back, or haven’t you gone home yet?”

“I’m back,” Hiram Lindsey said, then looked at Carly. “How’s the dog?”

“Better,” Carly said. Annie, as though in confirmation, whimpered.

“She should make a full recovery,” Bart Lindsey said, just as the door swung open and a woman carrying a placid-looking tabby cat came in.

Annie gave a small, sad-sounding yap. She might be recovering from a horrible experience, but Annie was still not a fan of cats.

“Hullo, Alice. Muffy ready for her shots?” Bart Lindsey greeted the newcomer cordially as Carly hurried out the door.

“So you have a dog that doesn’t like cats and a cat that doesn’t like dogs,” Matt said, sounding resigned when they were in the car. “And they’re both going to be living together in my house. This is going to be interesting.”

“Hey, I can always stay somewhere else.” Carly patted Annie, who was curled up in her lap, in the certain expectation that Matt wouldn’t take her up on it. “With my dog and my cat.”

Matt’s mouth twisted wryly. “Curls, for you I’m even willing to put up with the zoo.”

And that was saying a lot, Carly knew.

The rest of the day passed in surprisingly pleasant fashion. Matt went back to work—Carly suspected he was headed back for her house, although she didn’t ask and he didn’t say so—and left her in the care of one of his deputies, Sammy Brooks, a stocky, balding, amiable man who looked to be around forty, giving them both explicit instructions that Carly was not to be left alone. If she went out, he was to go with her. If she stayed in, he was to be there in the house. Fixing Carly with a stern gaze, he told her that this was the way it was going to be until the man who had attacked her was caught. This was Matt in his best king-of-the-world mode, but Carly wasn’t arguing. In this case, under these circumstances, she was perfectly willing to do as he said.

“Told you he was bossy,” Lissa said to Carly with a grin when Matt left at last.

“I hope you don’t mind me staying here for a while,” Carly said to her apologetically. Having watched Carly’s installation in Matt’s bedroom with great interest—although she had at first demurred, Matt had ordered her to take it, declaring his intention of sleeping on the couch—Lissa was now on her way to work. She, Carly, and Dani were all in the kitchen. Sammy was already camped out on the living-room couch watching the sports channel. Carly leaned against the kitchen counter, having just finished waving Matt off. Dani sat at the table polishing off a salad. Lissa stood on one foot near the door, pulling on a high-heeled sandal. “I just couldn’t stay at my house after. . .”

“Of course we don’t mind if you stay. Anyway, I don’t blame you a bit.” Lissa got her shoe on and shuddered dramatically. “Everybody’s talking about what happened, you know. That must have been so scary.”

“It’s Matt’s house,” Dani said, taking another bite of salad. “He can invite whoever he wants to stay here. But he never has. Until you and your friend spent the night the other night, he’s never even had a woman over here for more than like an hour before.”

“That’s very significant,” Lissa told Carly with a twinkle as she reached for her purse. “At least, we think it is. We think big brother’s smitten.”

Carly made a wry face. It was a nice thought. Too bad it wasn’t exactly accurate. “He thinks of me as kind of another sister.”

Lissa hooted. Dani shook her head.

“He doesn’t look at us like that. And he doesn’t treat us like we’re made of eggshells, either. If something horrible like what happened to you happened to one of us, he’d be mad as hell and he’d do his best to make sure we were safe. But he wouldn’t . . . hover.” Dani’s tone was precise.

“Good word.” Lissa nodded at her approvingly. “That’s just what he does.” She looked at Carly again. “Usually it’s the girls who are all over him. He doesn’t hover.”

“For a while there I thought Shelby might actually be going to get him.” Dani finished her salad and stood up. “I’m glad she’s not.”

The phone rang then, with someone calling to ask if it was true that Carly Linton was staying with them because a madman had attacked her in her house, and the conversation was dropped. The rest of the day passed surprisingly swiftly. Mike Toler had stopped by with a haphazard collection of clothes pulled from their closets and drawers for both her and Sandra, which fortunately included a nightgown and robe which would be suitable for Sandra to wear in the hospital. Carly took them to her along with the other things Sandra had asked for and then ran errands. Finally she went back to see Sandra again with a stack of magazines and a supply of Sandra’s favorite malted milk balls, and found Antonio with her again and Sandra happy as a clam. Everywhere Carly went people had heard what had happened and flocked around her, exclaiming over her injuries, her courage, the unbelievability of it all. Finally, supper was very much a party-type affair, with all three of Matt’s sisters present and several deputies, including Sammy, who was relieved by Mike Toler, but who stayed to eat anyway. Matt himself would not be in until later. He was . . . busy, Mike said.

Given the way Mike said it, Carly took that to mean that he was doing something concerning the investigation into what had happened at her house, but no one got specific and she didn’t ask. She didn’t want to know. It was getting dark outside now, and she didn’t even want to think about the previous night.

By the time Carly went upstairs to bed around ten—she made sure to go up early, while the house was still full of people and light and laughter—she was feeling almost cheerful. Matt wasn’t home yet, but that was probably a good thing too. She needed a night, just one night, to sleep and clear her head, and then tomorrow she would start facing her problems again one by one.

Including the problem of what to do about Matt.

She took a shower, taking care not to get her stitches or bandage wet. The stitches felt a little tight and the cut beneath the bandages a little sore, but the worst thing about her injuries was that they served as a constant reminder of the previous night’s horror. She refused to think about it, refused to allow the nightmare images in, and so she sang all the cheerful songs she could remember as she went about her usual nightly routine. Then she took one of the sleeping pills the doctor had given her for the first few nights to help her, as he put it, cope with the shock, and put on her candy-striped pajama pants and pink top. She chose them deliberately because the color was cheerful, coated her lips with cherry-flavored Chap Stick because the taste made her feel cheerful, turned Matt’s TV to Nick at Night to watch reruns of Cheers and The Cosby Show because they were cheerful. She was tucked in bed with Hugo curled beside her and Annie on the rug beside the bed, watching Dr. Cosby having a fatherly chat with Theo and reflecting on just how really cheerful she really, truly was feeling when sleep hit her like a giant black wave.

She didn’t know how long she slept. She only knew that her sleep was deep, but not restful. There were things in her sleep. Things she didn’t want to see. Things that grabbed her even though she fought against them. Things that were too big, too strong, too terrifying to escape.

Things with eyes. Light blue, lashless eyes. Coming closer and closer and closer until they were just inches away from her face. Monster eyes . . .

Then she was back in the Home.
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THE LIVING ROOM COUCH was long. It was wide. It was comfortable.

Not.

Matt threw his pillow to the floor in disgust and gave up trying to get comfortable. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t sleep anyway, even though he knew he needed sleep badly. He’d had all of—what?—maybe two hours of shut-eye in the last twenty-four? But sleep was proving as elusive as the identity of the bastard who had attacked Carly. The really terrifying part about it was that he felt pretty sure that the guy was going to keep coming after her until he either got her or was caught. And catching the bastard was going to be up to him and his department. The state police had been out to the scene, but had basically given him to understand that the heat wave was doing bad things to their workload, too, and that this assault on two women at home that had not resulted in rape, grievous bodily harm, or death to either, was not a top priority for them. The FBI had no jurisdiction and less interest, although an agent friend had offered to run some of the blood recovered at the scene that Matt had been able to identify as belonging to the perp through their computers to check on a possible DNA match. Matt didn’t have much hope of that panning out—DNA matches only happened if the perp’s DNA happened to already be on file—and so he was pinning his hopes on less high-tech methods, like piecing together the clues. Flopping onto his back, he stared up into the darkness and ran through what he knew, or thought he knew.

First, what he had by way of a physical description: the bastard was an inch or so taller than Sandra, which made him five-eleven to six feet; stocky build; light blue, nearly lashless eyes. The lashless part meant that he was probably fair-haired: Blonds or near-blonds tended to have fewer hairs, and their eyelashes, sans makeup, which most guys tended not to wear, were generally pale, which would make them hard to see, ergo, Carly’s lashless description.

Second, the perp was wearing a coat and a full-face mask in ninety-seven–degree heat. What did that tell him? Maybe the guy was trying to terrify, in which case he might have been expected to want to torture his victims to prolong the vicarious thrill he got from their fear. But that hadn’t happened; as soon as he’d gotten hold of Carly, the bastard had tried to cut her throat. Which pretty much ruled out the infliction of fear as a motive for the freak-wear.

Maybe the guy was simply a lunatic who got off on dressing up like a cartoon ninja. But a lunatic who specifically targeted Carly? It was possible, but in his opinion not probable.

Maybe the guy didn’t want to be recognized. A coat and a full-face mask could be used to conceal his identity in case someone besides the victim (it was easier to think of her as the victim; it helped him contain the white-hot anger that threatened to cloud his reason when he thought of Carly at the mercy of the murderous bastard) saw him or in case the victim herself survived to tell the tale, as had happened in this case. To add weight to this possibility, the guy had said Now I remember you to Carly. Remembered her from where was the million-dollar question. Of course, it was always possible that he remembered her from having grabbed her in the dining room. That the burglar and the murderous attacker were one and the same was so likely that he considered it almost a certainty.

For his money, he was going with the last scenario. Another point in its favor was that statistically people were usually murdered by people they knew.

So what he had was a stocky, fair-haired guy with light blue eyes who was around six feet tall that Carly—or Sandra, or some chance passerby—would recognize without the disguise.

His next clue was, of course, the wound itself and the blood that the attacker had shed copiously at the scene. (And bravo to Carly for that. She’d always had more fight in her than any three men he knew.) Area hospitals were being checked to see if any had treated a man with the kind of leg cut that might be the result of being slashed with a piece of jagged glass. As for the blood itself, the house had been awash in it. He’d already had it typed: It was O, like about half the population. Not much help in winnowing out suspects. Of course, it was always possible that there’d be a DNA match. Following the trail of blood (courtesy of Billy Tynan’s dogs) had also led him to where the perp’s vehicle had been parked. He suspected that it was some kind of four-wheel-drive truck because the hiding place had been off-road and fairly inaccessible. But again, in these parts, that didn’t rule many people out. So far, efforts to recover a tire print or any other kind of forensic evidence from that locale had been fruitless.

His fourth clue was a footprint. The perp had run out the back door when Matt had burst in through the front, but he had run around toward the front of the house before disappearing, and in his haste had knocked over the can of tarry red paint Carly had been using on the roof. He had then stepped in it, leaving behind a beauty of a shoeprint. Matt had had a plaster cast made of the print today, and was having it analyzed at that very moment.

And last but not least was a handkerchief. A plain white man’s handkerchief that had apparently been soaked in some kind of soporific liquid and applied to Sandra’s face to keep her quiet after she’d been initially knocked unconscious. The perp had tried that tactic on Carly too, but with a less successful result. The bastard had dropped it when she’d fought back.

He was having the handkerchief analyzed too, to see if they could identify the liquid the perp had used. Matt had his suspicions, but it was better to wait for the lab results to be sure.

But the best thing about that handkerchief was—

A scream ripped through the night, a terrified scream, a woman’s scream, echoing off the walls, electrifying every nerve ending Matt possessed. Carly. He knew who the screamer was even before he launched himself off the couch and took the stairs two at a time. Stark fear lent wings to his feet. His heart pounded. His mouth went dry.

The dog was barking now, wild hysterical yaps which lent even more impetus to his headlong rush.

Surely to God the bastard hadn’t managed to get to her here.

It occurred to Matt that he wasn’t carrying his pistol. It also occurred to him that he wasn’t going to need it. If the murderous bastard was in there with Carly, he was going to take him apart with his bare hands.

And enjoy every minute of it.

Matt burst through his bedroom door like a running back carrying the ball that last yard to the goal. The door slammed back on its hinges. He saw Carly, sitting bolt upright in the middle of his bed, still screaming, her eyes huge and glinting in the dim light from the cracked-open bathroom door. The damned dog, barking hysterically, charged him, going for his bare ankle. Matt dodged, hit the light switch, yelled, “Annie! No!” and watched the cat perform aerial gymnastics before it landed on the back of his recliner.

The last echoes of the scream still hung in the air as he determined that there was no one in the room besides Carly and himself.

“Quiet, Annie,” he said to the dog, which had backed off but continued to bark. To his surprise, she shut up, apparently having finally recognized him as a friend.

Standing in the middle of the room, his chest heaving, his heartbeat just starting to slow down, Matt watched awareness come into Carly’s face and realized what he was dealing with.

“Matt . . .” she said in a quavery little voice at just about the same time as his gaggle of girls piled into the doorway behind him, gasping and exclaiming.

“Matt, what happened?”

“Carly, are you all right?”

“Did somebody try to break in?”

Matt turned around, shaking his head at his sisters. They were in their usual summer night gear, shorty nightgowns and big tee shirts and pajamas, Lissa with her hair tied up in rags so it would be curly in the morning, Dani with hers pulled back in a ponytail so it would be smooth, Erin’s face shiny with cream.

They gaped at him, their faces studies in surprise and speculation and amusement. He realized then that he was standing there in nothing but his underwear, and scowled at them.

“I’m sorry. I had a nightmare,” Carly said in a small voice behind him. She was talking to his sisters, he knew.

“Okay, I’ll handle this. Out,” he said to them, walking purposefully toward them. The cheeky things grinned at him. Matt ignored those grins and the three pairs of eyes twinkling up at him even as he backed them up a step and closed the door in their faces. And locked it for good measure.

God save him from his sisters.

Then he turned back to Carly. She was as white as the walls, no color to her at all, and he could tell that she was still badly shaken. Her hair was a tumbled mass of blond corkscrews, wild as a lion’s mane around her face. Those baby-doll blue eyes were huge. Her lips trembled. She was still sitting bolt upright in the middle of the mattress, looking small and vulnerable and very female in her tiny pink top that was all that he could see of her attire, given the fact that the covers were pooled around her waist. There was a large flesh-colored Band-Aid on her shoulder, and white bandages wrapped the palm of her left hand.

These reminders of how close she had come to dying made his stomach clench.

Padding across the carpet, he turned off the overhead light, tensed instinctively at the soft involuntary gasp she gave as darkness wrapped around them, walked to the bathroom and turned off that light too, then moved to the side of the bed, pulled the covers back and got in.

She moved against him with a small wordless whimper that made his heart contract. He pulled the pillow beneath his head and lay on his back and wrapped his arms around her as she snuggled close. By the time they were settled her head rested on his chest and her arm was draped across him.

She smelled like his soap again. Not Irish Spring. He’d already had to switch brands once because getting a hard-on every time he took a shower could be inconvenient, to say the least. Now she smelled like his new soap, Zest. He supposed he’d be getting rid of that brand, too.

“Want to tell me about it?” he said into the darkness.

She shuddered.

“Okay,” he said, supremely conscious of the soft warm curves pressed up against him. But this was Carly, and she was hurt and scared and needed him, and no way was he going to even so much as think about sex, not tonight. “We can play twenty questions. Was it one of the old bad dreams, or an all-new one?”

“Eyes,” she said, shuddering again. “I dreamed about his eyes. They were looking at me. And then I dreamed about the Home.”

Matt had no trouble understanding that the eyes she referred to belonged to the bastard who had attacked her. He tightened his hold on her fractionally, a purely reflexive gesture in response to how close he had actually come to losing her, and she snuggled closer still. He always forgot how petite she was, but with her pressed up against him like this her size was pretty hard to miss. Her feet reached about halfway down his calves and her bones felt delicate and there was really no weight to her at all, just a sensation of roundness and heat and lush femininity . . .

Don’t go there.

“You’ve never told me much about the Home. You weren’t there long, were you? A week? Two?” He asked about the Home because he figured it would be easier for her to think about that than the bastard who had attacked her. Just the thought of Carly being helpless and scared and at the mercy of somebody bigger and stronger than she was made him feel homicidal. If he had anything to say about it, she wasn’t going to go back there again even in her mind.

“Eight days.”

“So what was it about it that gives you nightmares all these years later? Were they bad to you there? Abusive?”

He could feel the negative movement of Carly’s head, the tightening of her fingers on his flesh. Her hand lay up near his shoulder with her arm curved across his chest, but not by the wildest stretch of the imagination could her grip be termed an embrace. It felt more like she was hanging on to him for dear life.

“Curls?” he prompted. He called her that deliberately, hoping the childhood nickname would remind him that this was his friend, his pal, the little girl with the acres of hair who’d followed him around everywhere when they were kids, yakking a blue streak all the while. In the beginning he’d considered her a giant pain in the ass, and even after he’d grown to like the little nuisance and finally regard her almost as another sister he’d never in his wildest dreams thought that one day he’d be lying in bed beside her like this, turned-on to his back teeth.

“They were nice to me,” she said in a shaky little voice, and pressed closer. “But I was scared. I was only eight years old, and I really, really missed my mother, and I didn’t have any idea why they’d taken me away from our neighbor who was supposed to be watching me until my mother came back and dropped me off at what kind of looked like a school. And nobody bothered to explain it. I guess they thought I was too young to understand. But it wasn’t a bad place, it was actually okay, there was enough to eat and we all had our own beds and a locker for our things—not that I had very many things—and we could go outside. There was a big area in back, and a barn, and some animals. They even had a donkey. He was funny, heehawing all the time.”

She paused and took a deep breath.

“Then I got sick and they put me in the infirmary. The nightmares are about when I was in the infirmary.”

She paused again. Matt felt her shiver.

“Hey,” he said, patting the soft bare skin between her shoulder blades comfortingly. At least, he meant it to be comforting. There was no doing anything about the fact that the silkiness beneath his fingers reminded him of other, even silkier parts of her body. “I’m right here. You’re safe. As safe as you’ve ever been in your life. Tell me about the infirmary.”

She rubbed her cheek against his chest. Matt felt the moist heat of her breath flutter across his nipple and gritted his teeth. Carly needed him right now, and not for sex. She needed somebody she could count on to make her feel safe. That would be him. It struck him that she really had nobody else.

“It was kind of like a dorm room, a little bigger than that but not really big. There were four of us in it. The others were all older than I was and a couple of the girls were really kind of tough and I was afraid of them, a little. They didn’t pay much attention to me, I was too young, but they’d talk to each other and I would lie up in my bunk and listen. Oh, there were bunk beds, white iron bunk beds with metal springs that creaked every time anybody moved. I had one of the top bunks.”

She stopped talking. Matt gave her a minute, then said, “Okay, you’re in the top bunk. Then what?”

Carly took a deep breath. “I don’t really know. I just remember lying up there in the dark and hearing the beds creak. That’s what the dream is, you know, the one about the Home. Just me lying there in the dark with my eyes open, and I hear a bed creak.” She shivered. “I don’t know why that scares me so. Maybe because that was about the time I started getting really afraid that my mother wasn’t ever coming back. When you’re eight years old, that’s the scariest thing in the world.”

Her mother hadn’t come back, Matt reflected grimly. As far as Matt knew, Carly had never seen her again. She’d died out in California when Carly was a teenager. Matt remembered Carly and her grandmother flying out for the funeral, and Carly coming back and being really quiet and withdrawn for a couple of weeks. It had been summer, and he had been so bothered by little Mighty Mouth’s unnatural silence that he’d started climbing up to her room in the middle of the night and coaxing her out on midnight adventures to cheer her up. If her grandmother had ever found out, she would have skinned Carly alive. But by the time school started again, Carly had been back to her old self.

“Hey,” he said, to get her in a happier frame of mind. “Remember when you fell out of that big tree down by the creek and broke your wrist?”

“Because you told me there was a snake in it and if I didn’t get down really fast it was going to slither up my shirt because snakes are attracted to heat? Yeah, I remember.” Her voice held both humor and reproach.

“I was thirteen,” he protested. “I had a fort in that tree, and you were a pesky little girl. Thirteen-year-old boys do not want pesky little girls near their forts.”

“You also walked me home and told my grandmother I broke my wrist by tripping over a root in the backyard.”

Matt smiled faintly. “She didn’t think much of you being in the woods with me, did she? And she didn’t like you climbing trees. I thought the least I could do, after I made you fall out of that tree, was keep you from getting in trouble for being in it in the first place, if I could.”

She was smiling. Matt could feel the movement of her facial muscles against his chest. She felt relaxed now, all pliant and yielding, radiating heat. He was all too aware that he was next door to naked and she wasn’t much more fully dressed and she was a woman and. . .

She yawned. “I feel so incredibly sleepy.”

So much for the effect he was having on her. “So go to sleep.”

“Matt.” She stirred against him, her hand sliding down over his chest to rest just above his waist, trailing pure fire as it went.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you.”

“For?”

“For saving for my life last night. And for this. For being here. I don’t feel scared with you here, and I’m so tired of feeling scared.”

“Not a problem.” Although, actually, it kind of was. Because he wanted to do her, so much that he kept having to picture little-girl Carly to keep from rolling over with her and—

“You’re not going to go away, are you? Can you just sleep here for the rest of the night?” She was sounding really drowsy now.

“Yeah, I can sleep here for the rest of the night.” If his voice was a shade dry as well as being gruff, well, he couldn’t help it. Sleeping wasn’t really exactly what he had in mind, but for her. . .“Just think of me as your own personal teddy bear.”

He felt her smile again.

“I like that.” Then she gave another mighty yawn. “ ’Night, Matt.”

“ ’Night.”

Seconds later he heard the softest of snores and realized that she had fallen asleep. He grimaced ruefully up at the ceiling. This was kind of like taking a little kid into a candy store and then telling him he couldn’t buy any. Downright cruel. But at least his bed was roomier than the couch. Even with Carly draped across him and the mother of all hard-ons he was more comfortable than he had been all night. He was just about to drift off himself when the damned cat jumped up on the bed and curled up near his head. He pushed it off. It came back. He pushed it off again. It came back. This went on until he gave up and the cat won. When he finally fell asleep, it was to the tune of Carly’s gentle snores tickling one ear and the cat’s rumbling purrs torturing the other.

His last waking thought was, Welcome to domesticity. Then he realized that someone way up there in the cosmos must be having a whole truckload of fun at his expense.

When he went downstairs the next morning the fun just kept on coming. All three of his sisters were seated around the table in the kitchen, where he’d instinctively headed, drawn both by habit and the alluring smell of fresh coffee. He’d showered, shaved, and put on his uniform without disturbing either Carly or the cat, which still slumbered by his pillow. The dog, though, came down with him. Grunting a good morning while the girls broke off their chatter to look at him in such a way that he knew just exactly what they’d been talking about, he crossed the kitchen to let Annie out into the backyard. Then, resigned, he turned around to face the battery of mascaraed eyes.

Erin started. “Did you have a good sleep?” she asked brightly.

“Okay,” he said, shooting a quelling glance at the three of them as he crossed to the counter where the coffeemaker hummed away. “Carly had a nightmare. She was scared. I stayed with her. End of story.”

Yeah, right. Not if he knew these three.

“What does that do to your ‘no sex under my roof’ rule?” That was Lissa, grinning at him.

“We did not have—wait a minute, I’m not about to discuss my sex life with my sisters.” Matt cast Lissa a grim look and poured himself a cup of coffee. “Anyway, the rule stands.”

“She’s cute, Matt,” Dani said. “Actually, you two are cute together.”

“Give me a break,” Matt said, revolted. “She’s a friend.”

“Face facts, big bro: You’re in love.” Now Erin was grinning at him too. At the thought, Matt felt his blood run cold. No way. No how. Not happening.

“About time, too,” Dani said.

“You want to drop the subject?” If he sounded a little testy, it was because they were, as usual, making a whole lot of something out of nothing. What did they know about him and love? Nothing. They were girls: they saw love in every kiss. With that comforting reflection, Matt took a gulp of coffee and almost choked because it had something totally disgusting like vanilla in it. “Jesus, who made this?”

“I did,” Erin said. “It’s a specialty blend. Collin likes gourmet coffees.”

All three of her siblings rolled their eyes simultaneously.

“Hey, Matt, you look really hot in your skivvies,” Lissa said, and snickered. The other two nodded and grinned.

“Okay,” Matt said, putting down his cup and fixing his tormentors with a level look. “Give it a rest.”

“Just so you know,” Dani was trying to look grave while her eyes sparkled wickedly at him. “Girls really go for boxers more.”

“Don’t you three have somewhere you need to be?” Matt emptied the contents of his cup down the sink.

“It’s Sunday. Church.”

“Oh, yeah.” Now that Matt thought about it, he saw that they were wearing dresses and heels, which for them either meant a hot Saturday night or a sober Sunday morning. No, given the demureness of the dresses, it was definitely Sunday morning. He glanced at Erin. “So where’s loverboy?”

“If you mean Collin, he’ll be here shortly,” Erin said with dignity.

“What about Thing One and Thing Two?”

“He’s talking about Andy and Craig,” Dani informed Lissa. She did not, Matt noticed, sound particularly insulted. Probably because the descriptions were apt. If pushed, he could have come up with an even more flattering one for loverboy.

“He’s just trying to change the subject. But it’s not working,” Lissa replied, then focused on Matt again. “We want to talk about you and Carly.”

“Not your business.” Matt dumped the entire contents of the coffeepot down the sink.

“Hey, that was for Collin,” Erin protested. “He’ll be here in a minute.”

“He can thank me later.”

“We took a vote,” Dani said. “You and Carly: we approve.”

“Well, now I can die happy,” Matt said, and turned on the faucet to rinse out the pot and, not incidentally, drown out the chorus.

“You do realize you have just a teensy little problem,” Erin said when he turned the water off. “Shelby’s going to be here any minute. She’s going to church with us.”

“Shit,” Matt said, setting down the pot as he had a lively vision of Carly coming down just in time to join this sure-to-be-happy gathering. “Can’t you find somebody besides Shelby’s brother to marry?”

“I could,” Erin said as Matt crossed to the door and opened it, whistling for Annie. To his relief, the dog came bounding in. “But why?”

“Because Collin’s pretty much a prick?” Dani suggested sweetly.

“He is not!” Erin was hot.

“Yeah,” Lissa concurred with a grimace. “He is.”

“Matt . . .” Erin looked at him appealingly.

“I’m outta this, ladies. As long as I don’t have to wear a pink bow tie to the ceremony, Erin can marry Collin if she wants to.” He spotted Mike Toler, who’d drawn the morning’s Carly watch, and waved him in. “Even if he is a prick.”

“Who?” Mike said, sounding interested.

“The girls will explain.” Matt grinned mockingly at Erin, lifted a hand in farewell, and went to work.

And spent the whole day trying to get the theme song to a stupid old sitcom out of his head. The one that coupled love and marriage—and horse and carriage. . .
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THE NEXT WEEK passed quickly. Not wanting to make a fool of herself in front of the whole house again, Carly had started doubling up on the sleeping pills so at least she’d be spared the embarrassment of screaming nightmares, and that seemed to work. Sandra got out of the hospital and moved into Matt’s room with Carly, sleeping on a rollaway bed lent by a neighbor. Matt seemed to feel that the attack on Sandra fell under the heading of collateral damage. In other words, the attacker would not be coming after her again. But, as Sandra put it, there was no way in hell she was staying in that spooky old house by herself after what had happened. Anyway, Matt was still treating the house as a crime scene, which basically meant that it was off-limits to everyone except law enforcement types. Thus Sandra and Carly became roommates, literally this time. This was a good thing, Carly assured herself, as it meant that (a) sleeping with Matt was no longer an option and so she didn’t have to worry about whether or not it was a good idea; (b) she and Sandra got to bond like a fly and flypaper; and (c) she was never alone. Never, ever, ever, unless she was in the bathroom with the door locked.

As grateful as she was for having been placed in protective custody, as Matt officially described it, as sorry as she would have been to find herself on her own in this situation, Carly was starting to feel like the whole save me, save me, I’m afraid for my life ride she’d been on since the monster had invaded her house was getting old. One could only be terrified for so long, and then life had to start getting back to normal or a person would go nuts, she discovered. To begin with, the lack of privacy was getting really irksome. She had little doubt that it was fraying everyone else’s nerves as well; the whole group, herself included, was starting to get a little frazzled. Matt’s sisters were great, she liked them a lot, but having two strange women living in their house with them when they had jobs and boyfriends and Erin’s imminent wedding to prepare for had to be a strain. Add to that the facts that one of the deputies was in the house whenever Carly was, Sandra’s cooking drew the others whenever they weren’t actively on duty elsewhere, and Hugo and Annie played chase the kitty at least once a day and the place was a circus pretty much around the clock. The good news was, it was impossible to feel terrified, or even a little scared, in the midst of such chaotic surroundings; the bad new was, it was crazy-making.

Matt himself was not really an integral part of the tumult. He showed up basically to sleep, passing out on the couch around midnight most nights and leaving again around six in the morning. He was, Mike Toler confided on one of his house shifts, working like a dog. They all were. They had a backload of cases up the yahoo, the usual laundry list of crimes was still being committed even as files on the old ones were piling up in their in baskets, and Matt was spending every minute he could spare running down leads about the identity of the man who had attacked Carly and Sandra. Without notable success so far, as Antonio confided with a grimace when it was his turn to Carly-sit. One of their most promising clues was the handkerchief the perp had dropped. It had been soaked with chloroform—which accounted for the sweetish smell Carly had noticed—and it had three initials embroidered on it. A monogram, almost certainly. The problem was that the handkerchief was so old and worn and the embroidery was so stylized that the tiny letters could be BLH or RIH or RLH or BIH. It was even possible that the last H was not an H at all but an A. They were trying to run down the manufacturer to see if they could get a handle on the script; they were also having a computer analysis done to see if the initials couldn’t be made clearer. In any case, none of the letter combinations they’d come up with so far meant anything to Carly or anyone else. Without that clue, they pretty much had the suspect list narrowed down to about one-fourth the male population of Georgia, plus or minus a few random stalkers from Carly’s married years who might have decided to head south.

None of which, as far as getting all of them off the circus train and back to something resembling normal life, sounded particularly promising.

On Thursday, Carly made up her mind that the situation could not go on as it was indefinitely and decided to talk to Matt about it. On Friday, she was still waiting to talk to Matt about it. On Saturday, she was still waiting, and none too happily either. Short of getting up at two A.M. and creeping downstairs to shake him awake on the couch, it didn’t look like anything in the nature of private conversation was going to happen between them anytime soon. All things considered, she had no real objection to rousing Matt in the middle of the night for this really very important chat, but the chances of her actually getting downstairs without Sandra waking and wanting to know where she was going, or having a conversation with Matt without being interrupted by one or another of his sisters coming home with her boyfriend, or all four of the other women in the house gathering together at the top of the stairs to listen to every blessed word that was said, seemed slim. Still, Carly was hoping that Saturday night, when the girls went out and Antonio took Sandra to dinner as, he said, his way of saying a little thank you for all the truly outstanding meals she had fixed for them, might provide her with an opportunity.

No such luck. Matt did not come home all day. By eight P.M., Carly was stuck on the couch with Hugo shedding on her lap, Annie dreaming at her feet and a uniformed Mike Toler in full guard-dog mode beside her, watching reruns as first Sandra left with Antonio, then Lissa left with Andy, then Dani left with Craig. Erin came down last to wait for Collin, who was picking her up but was late, as Carly had learned was usual for him.

Pacing the living room impatiently, Erin finally stopped, hands on hips, to survey Carly and Mike sitting side by side on the couch. Carly followed her gaze to Mike, who was sitting with his arms crossed over his chest and a frown marring his face as he stared fixedly at the TV. His entire attitude told Carly that he had approximately the same degree of enthusiasm for spending the evening with her as she did with him.

“You two look gloomy.” Cute in a short denim halter dress and heels, Erin shook her head at them. Sometimes her mannerisms were so much like Matt’s that Carly just wanted to close her eyes and block them out. “Where the heck is Matt? Carly, you ought to chase him down and make him take you out somewhere. And as for you,” Erin’s gaze met Mike’s, “don’t you know any pretty girls? I mean, any who aren’t already taken?”

“I’m working,” Mike said. His tone bordered on curt, and he kept his eyes glued to the TV. Erin frowned at him. Carly observed this little byplay with a flicker of interest, then tried to erase all indication of guilty knowledge from her face as Erin then looked at her with lifted brows, clearly waiting for a response.

“Matt’s working too,” Carly said. “Not that he would take me out if he wasn’t. I keep telling you, Matt’s not my boyfriend. We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

Erin and Mike both gave her skeptical looks.

“Anyway, he’s busy,” Carly said defensively.

“He’s staying away from you on purpose,” Erin said. “Lissa and Dani and I teased him the other day about being in love with you. I think we scared him.”

“Matt’s not in love with me,” Carly said flatly. She thought about it for a second, then looked up at Erin, who, she had come to realize, knew her big brother pretty darn well. “Is he?”

Erin shrugged. “Actually, it’s kind of hard to tell with Matt. We think he is. He’s different around you. Protective. Bossy, of course, but in a sweet kind of way. And he slept with you up in his bedroom with us in the house. That’s never happened before.”

“Uh, I don’t think I should be hearing this,” Mike said, shifting uneasily. Both women ignored him.

Carly was still focused on Erin. “I had a nightmare. Nothing happened.”

“But see, that’s significant right there. How many women do you think he’s slept with and nothing happened? The problem is, he’s got this thing about commitment. If he really thought he was falling in love, he’d run for the hills.”

“Just because he runs for the hills doesn’t mean he thinks he’s falling in love,” Carly said tartly. “It’s just something he does. I call it a kiss-and-run.”

Erin laughed. “Did you tell him that?”

Carly nodded.

“Was that before or after he kissed you in his office?”

A smile curved Carly’s mouth. “Right about that same time, I think.”

“See, that’s great. That’s what he needs. Somebody who stands up to him. Matt’s the best brother on earth, I mean he’s practically sacrificed his whole life to take care of us, but he tends to be a little, uh, masterful. Plus he’s never had to work to get a girl in his life. He just has to stand there and breathe, and girls swarm all over him. Mm, I don’t mean you.”

“I swarmed just like everybody else,” Carly confessed. “Starting about twenty years ago.”

Erin grinned and shrugged. “Well, there you go, then. See what I mean? But in your case, it doesn’t seem to be such a bad thing. I mean, it seems to have worked. He’s different with you than he is with anyone else he’s been involved with, truly. With you, it’s not just all about sex.”

“I really don’t think I should be hearing this,” Mike said. Neither Carly nor Erin so much as glanced at him.

“That’s because I’m his only girl friend,” Carly said dismally. “Two words. Not girlfriend. Girl slash friend.”

Erin grimaced. “Did he actually tell you that?”

“Oh, yeah.”

A horn tooted from the driveway.

“Oh, that’ll be Collin, I’ve got to go.” Erin started moving toward the door. Then she glanced back at Carly. “So do something to shake him up a little. I take it you’ve tried the sex thing. . .”

“I don’t want to know,” Mike said.

Carly nodded at Erin.

“Hmm. Well, I can see that for Matt that might be nothing new. How about the no-sex thing? Believe me, for him, that would be new.”

“There’s a thought,” Carly said.

“Sheesh.” Mike put his hands over his ears. “If Matt knew you all were talking like this in front of me, he’d kill you. If he knew I was just sitting here listening, he’d kill me.”

The horn honked again, a double toot that bespoke impatience.

“Oh, hush,” Erin said to the horn. Then, to Mike, she added: “Unless you tell him, he won’t ever know, will he?” She looked at Carly again. “You know we’re all leaving soon, Lissa and Dani and me? We really don’t like the idea of Matt being left all alone. We’ve talked, and we all think you’re perfect for him. So we’re prepared to help any way we can.”

“That’s nice, but I don’t think—” Carly began.

The car horn blared.

“Oh, I’m coming,” Erin threw over her shoulder, as though Collin could actually hear her. Then she turned back to Carly. “Let me think about this. There’s bound to be something—”

The horn blared and kept blaring, as though Collin was holding his hand down on it now.

“Got to go,” Erin said, giving up and moving quickly toward the door. “We’ll talk later.”

Then with a waggle of her fingers, she left.

The horn stopped blaring as she stepped outside. Both Carly and Mike were left staring at the closed door. They were still seated side by side on the couch, alone again except for the snoozing animals and the blaring TV.

Just another one of her patented hot Saturday nights, Carly thought.

“You tell me why she puts up with that guy,” Mike said a moment later. Carly looked at him. She had suspected that he was interested in Erin all along, and now here was confirmation.

“She’s marrying him next weekend,” Carly said by way of a reminder.

“Yeah, I know.”

“Does she know how you feel about her?”

He shrugged. In man-speak, Carly decided, that meant a qualified “yes.”

“How does she feel about you?”

He cast her a disgruntled look. “She wants to be friends.”

Did that sound familiar or what? The “friends” thing must run in the family.

“I have an idea,” Carly said slowly. “We’re stuck with each other until about midnight or so, right?”

“Actually, my shift ends at eleven.” Mike cast her a sideways look. “Not that I feel like I’m stuck with you or anything.”

“You’re stuck with me,” she said firmly. Mike didn’t argue.

Carly thought for a moment. Going out at night was probably a big no-no as far as her personal safety was concerned—at least, she hadn’t been outside after dark since the attack—but then, she would have an armed deputy with her. How safe was that? And as she had noted before, said deputy was a good-looking man, if one liked the type. Her own particular preference tended to be for tall, well-built, way too handsome men with crow-black hair, coffee-brown eyes and a maddening my-way-or-the-highway style, but then, there was no accounting for tastes, and under the circumstances a shorter, stockier, perfectly attractive hazel-eyed redhead would do.

“You know, the Converses aren’t the only game in town,” Carly said. “I think we should go out. You and I. We can have dinner, and maybe go listen to some music somewhere or something, and not get back until really late. Unless you have plans for later?”

“Are you asking me out on a date?” The look he gave her was mildly horrified. He seemed to scrunch closer to his end of the couch.

Instead of being offended, Carly chuckled. “Don’t panic. Listen. . .”

In the end, dinner was easy. They went to The Corner Café, which was packed, since it was Saturday night. In the course of waiting for a table and then settling into a small, dark alcove in the back (which Carly had to tell Mike he needed to specifically ask for) they talked to at least half the town. The general reaction at seeing them together was amazement, both of the wide-eyed variety and the more politely concealed kind. Carly got a few pointed How’s the sheriff’s? and Where’s Matt’s? Mike got more than a few reproving looks.

“You’re getting me in trouble here,” he muttered as she tucked her hand in his arm and waved at people right and left when they finally finished and exited through the ever-growing crowd. “By tomorrow morning this is going to be all over town.”

“That’s the point, remember.” Carly barely managed to keep from sounding exasperated. Mike was a nice guy, but as a thrilling date he lacked a major requirement—like thrill. If Erin wanted him, she could have him. “Okay, now what?”

“Hey, this was your idea.”

Masterful the man was not. Carly sighed.

“Okay, pretend I’m Erin,” she said. “If you really wanted to razzle-dazzle me, where would you take me?”

He looked dubious. “You’re going to get me fired, you know. Matt is going to be so pissed about this.”

“If you’re lucky, Erin will be too. From what I’ve seen, the two of them seem to think a lot alike.”

“They do, don’t they?” Mike said, brightening up a bit at the thought. “If you were Erin, I’d take you to Savannah.”

Now that had promise. Matt usually got home around midnight, and she’d heard Erin tell Dani that she would be home around then too, because she had to be at church early the next morning to go over something about her wedding music with the organist. The reflection that Erin would know how late he had kept Carly out seemed to clinch the matter for Mike. They drove to Savannah, went to a bar, listened to music—they didn’t dance, because neither of them felt the slightest inclination to dance with the other—and drove back to Benton. As far as dates went, it didn’t even rate. But in the end, it was almost two A.M. when Mike pulled back up Matt’s driveway, and that made it a success.

Matt’s cruiser was already there. Seeing it, and the faint glow through the curtains that meant somebody was in the living room, Carly smiled with anticipation.

She had no doubt at all who that somebody was.

“Matt’s gonna kill me,” Mike said, nervous again now that D-Day was at hand. He lagged behind Carly as she walked toward the door. In this case, letting her go first was not so much courtesy as cowardice, Carly thought.

“No, he isn’t. Matt and I aren’t even a couple, for God’s sake. And you and I had a good time, remember? Try to act like it,” Carly hissed, fishing in her purse for the key. She was wearing a short black knit skirt and a black tee shirt that ordinarily, if she’d had access to her full wardrobe, she never would have dreamed of pairing because, in her opinion, the solid black along with the clinginess of the knit made the outfit just a little tarty. However, for this occasion tartiness worked. Some black heels she had “borrowed” from Erin, who wore the same size she did, and a pair of Sandra’s dangly earrings completed the ensemble. She smoothed her skirt, adjusted her tee shirt to make sure no skin was showing, and took a deep breath. Then she inserted the key into the lock.

As she pushed the door open, a cacophony of sound filled the air. Before they had even had time to step inside, there was dead silence except for Annie, who rushed the door, her tail wagging madly, and the TV. Suddenly she and Mike were the cynosure of what felt like a hundred pairs of eyes. Carly crouched to pat and silence Annie even as she glanced around in surprise. She had expected to find Matt. She had not expected to find all three of his sisters, their boyfriends, and Sandra and Antonio as well, lounging on every available piece of furniture. From the various drinks and snacks sitting around, it was clear they’d been making quite a party of it. Matt was sitting in his recliner with a bottle of Heineken’s in his hand. He’d obviously been home for some time, because he’d changed out of his uniform into jeans and a tee shirt and a discarded and obviously read newspaper was on the floor beside him. He didn’t get to his feet, but, like everyone else, he looked at them. His face was carefully expressionless at first, but as his gaze ran over her his mouth thinned. Then his eyes moved on to poor Mike, whom Carly could practically feel shrinking behind her.

“Hi, everyone,” she said with a little wave, thinking as she straightened that she sounded as brightly chipper as vintage Kathie Lee Gifford.

There was a chorus of answering hi’s.

“Have a good time?” Matt’s voice was deceptively casual. Deceptively soft and casual.

“Wonderful,” she said, and turned to smile with dazzling brilliance at Mike, who looked hunted.

“Wow, you look really hot.” Lissa looked Carly up and down in transparent surprise. Carly realized that it was the first time Lissa—or any of them, except Sandra and Matt years ago—had seen her in anything but the most casual of clothes.

“Where’d you go?” Dani asked. She sounded almost fascinated by this new turn of events.

“Savannah.” Mike found his voice at last. Casting a covert glance at Erin, Carly saw that she was looking ever so slightly annoyed. That, along with her silence, indicated that Mike’s feelings for her weren’t entirely unreciprocated, Carly thought. Of course, one had to subtract from that the fact that Collin was seated beside her holding her hand. “We danced.”

Liar, liar, pants on fire. Carly barely managed not to betray any surprise. Mike had taken the bit between his teeth, clearly determined to go for it. Matt was lounging back in his chair now, his head resting against the rolled seat back, his lids at about half mast, his eyes agleam. Only the slight tightening of his hands on the chair arms revealed his true state of mind.

“Mike’s a really good dancer,” Carly said enthusiastically, with an eye toward helping his cause along as well as her own. Matt’s eyes narrowed at her, then slid to Mike’s face.

“You know, next time you pull protective custody duty, you might want to let me know before you take the subject out on a date. If I hadn’t heard through the grapevine what was going down with you two, I might have been just a little worried when I got home and found the house empty and the subject nowhere around,” Matt said to Mike. His tone was perfectly pleasant with only the most barely perceptible of steely undertones.

“Sorry.” Mike shifted his feet nervously. “It just kind of happened.”

“I’m sure it did.”

“Gee, I guess I didn’t realize I was supposed to be under house arrest, too,” Carly said. Matt smiled at her.

“Uh, well, I think I’ll just be shoving off now,” Mike said.

“Yeah, it’s late.” That was Matt again.

Carly smiled brightly at Mike. “I’ll walk you out.”

“Don’t go any farther than the porch,” Matt called after her as she suited the action to the words. “Mike, you make sure she gets back in before you leave.”

“Will do,” Mike said, and went out the door with Carly right behind him.

“That went well,” Carly said with an impish smile when the door was closed behind them. Matt’s reminder that he didn’t consider it safe for her to be outside alone at night had made her a little nervous, and she stood closer to Mike than she otherwise might have done.

“For you, maybe. I’m going to be pulling grunt duty for the next six months,” Mike said. “That is, if I don’t get fired tomorrow. Matt was mad.”

“He was, wasn’t he?” Carly glanced around at the dark shadows crowding close to the porch. There was nothing there, she told herself firmly. No one there. This was the county sheriff’s house, for crying out loud, and it was practically bursting to the seams with people. “Erin didn’t like it, either.”

“She didn’t say a word, did you notice?” Mike sounded a little more cheerful.

The porch light came on. It was white and hazy and a definite hint. Carly had no doubt at all about who had flipped the switch. Not that she was willing to admit it to anyone except herself, but she was grateful for the light.

“Okay, I’m gone. You can go back in now.” Mike was regarding her warily. Carly suspected that he was afraid she was going to insist on a good-night kiss. Which wasn’t happening. He was a nice guy, she liked him, and he’d been a big help tonight, but he just wasn’t her type. And she wasn’t that mad at Matt.

When she went inside, secretly relieved to be out of the night, Matt was standing near the door talking to Antonio, who was standing too. The other men were in the process of getting to their feet, and Carly saw that the party was breaking up. She suspected that its sole, although probably unstated, purpose had been to wait for her and Mike, and witness Matt’s reaction to their return.

If you didn’t know him, it had been deceptively mild. But then, she did know him. Very well.

“Well, I’m going to say good night now,” she said to the room in general.

Various versions of good night, including a very dry one from Matt, answered her. Carly could feel his gaze on her back as she went up the stairs. However good a face he might be trying to put on it, he hadn’t liked her going out with Mike, that much was certain. Not one bit. At the thought of Matt being jealous, she felt a little thrill.

Could he be in love with her? Her heart went into triple time at the thought.

One way or another, she was determined to find out.

The entire female population of the house followed her upstairs.

“The whole town’s talking about you going out with Mike,” Lissa whispered at the top of the stairs. “One of my friends came up and asked me if you and Matt had broken up.”

“It made for an interesting evening,” Dani said. “Especially after we got home.”

“So just how did you and Mike decide to go out?” Erin asked carefully.

“Ladies,” Matt called up the stairs. “If you’re going to gossip, do you think you could do it somewhere where I can’t overhear?”

Lissa giggled, Dani called down, “You shouldn’t listen,” and Erin just gave Carly a quick, slightly uncertain smile before they all went their separate ways to bed.

Sandra waited until she and Carly, plus Annie and Hugo, of course, were alone in the bedroom they shared before turning to her with a huge grin.

“Woo-ee, that woke him up, all right. He didn’t like that.”

“Was he really mad?” Carly slipped out of Erin’s shoes—she’d return them tomorrow—and grinned back at Sandra.

“The first time he called Antonio to see if he knew where you and Mike were, he was real worried. The next couple of times, he was hotter than a firecracker on the Fourth of July.” Sandra shook her head. “Mike must have turned his phone and his radio off”—Carly had practically had to twist his arm to get him to do it—“and Matt was ticked because he couldn’t get hold of either of you. He did some fancy cussing. By the time we got back to the house, people had been talking to him and he knew where you were—well, he knew you were somewhere on a date with Mike. Lissa and her boyfriend were here with him and he’d pretty much cooled down. Guess he didn’t want everybody thinking he was jealous.”

“Was he jealous, do you think?” Carly realized she sounded just a little wistful.

“Oh, yeah. No doubt about that. He didn’t want to make a fool of himself in front of the company, but I imagine you’ll be hearing more about that.”

“I hope so.” Carly slid the earrings out of her ears, and held them out to Sandra. “Thanks for these, by the way. How was your night?”

“Let’s just say that Antonio now appreciates me for something besides my cooking,” Sandra said with a naughty twinkle as she accepted the earrings and moved across the room to drop them back into the drawer from which Carly had taken them. The slight limp as she moved was now the only visible reminder of the injuries she had suffered.

“Oh, yeah? How was it?”

Sandra smiled a tantalizing smile.

“That good, huh?” Carly felt a twinge of jealousy as she headed for the bathroom. Matt. . .

“Hey, wait a minute, if you’re planning on one of those hour-long soaks of yours, I need to get in there first,” Sandra said as Carly reached the door.

Carly sighed. What she needed, besides Matt, was her life back.
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CARLY DIDN’T SEE MATT again until late the following afternoon. Dressed in a short, stretchy white piqué shift and flip-flops, she was sitting on the back stoop beside her escort of the day, Sammy Brooks, watching Annie making mad dashes after birds and butterflies and anything else that moved. It was Sunday—she’d finally surrendered to years of conditioning and gone to church, and was thankful just to have survived the gossip gauntlet afterward—and the house, as usual, was full of people. No, correction, it was even more full of people than usual. Sandra was cooking a sumptuous feast, and news of it had apparently gone out far and wide and drawn a crowd.

Since it appeared that the opening of her bed-and-breakfast had suffered at the very least a not inconsiderable delay, maybe she should think about starting a restaurant, Carly reflected. With every meal, it seemed like they were feeding more of the town.

Then she glanced sideways and there was Matt, leaning on the chain-link fence that surrounded the backyard. Dressed in full sheriff mode with a sheaf of papers in one hand, he was looking at her, not quite smiling, so handsome in the bright sunlight that her heart skipped a beat.

She was glad to see him, she realized, really, really glad, and smiled at him before she remembered that maybe acting a little cooler toward him might serve her purpose better. But he had taken her by surprise, and anyway he was already letting himself in through the fence and quite possibly hadn’t even noticed.

“Hey,” he said as he reached the stoop, and from the look in his eyes she knew that he had noticed, that he was perfectly well aware that her heartbeat was suddenly as erratic as one of those yellow butterflies Annie had been chasing before spying Matt and rushing over to be patted. But it was so hot, the humidity was so enervating, and she was so tired, mentally and physically, from everything that had happened, that at the moment she just didn’t have the energy to sort out what kind of attitude would best serve her purpose.

Besides, she’d already won a victory of sorts, she realized. The kiss-and-run was over for the moment. He was here.

And good luck to you too, Mike.

“I’ll take over the baby-sitting detail,” Matt said after greeting Sammy. “You can go serve these.”

Sammy nodded, already on his feet, and Matt passed him the papers he was holding. Then Matt looked at Carly.

“Want to go for a ride?”

Her stomach was behaving as erratically as her heart.

She nodded, and he held out his hand to her. She put hers into his—just feeling his hand close around hers caused her pulse to skip—and he pulled her to her feet. With a quick glance at the closed back door, which muffled most of the laughter and chatter in the kitchen but not all of it, he steered her back toward the gate, still holding her hand. He was clearly of the same mind she was. No point in facing a battery of curious eyes and tongues unless it was absolutely necessary.

But their stealth getaway was almost thwarted. When the gate shut behind them, Annie, who’d been following on their heels, was still inside. She started up with an indignant yapping.

They stopped and looked back. Annie was bouncing up and down like a kid on a pogo stick, barking all the while.

“Bring her,” Matt said in disgust.

Carly opened the gate and Annie, happy now, bounded through. Not another word was said until all three of them were in Matt’s cruiser. Matt picked Annie up off Carly’s lap and deposited her firmly in the rear. Then he leaned over and kissed Carly hard.

Caught by surprise, her lips fluttered and flattened beneath his. Then her hand came up to clutch the back of his head and she kissed him back.

“Now that we’ve got that straight,” Matt said after he’d let her go, “why don’t you tell me how you talked Mike into taking you out?”

As he spoke, he started the car and reversed it down the driveway without coming anywhere near the restored mailbox, Carly noted.

“What makes you think I talked him into it?” Carly hedged. Her pulse was still pounding from that kiss and she was still breathing too quickly.

Matt’s mouth twisted wryly. “I know him, and I know you.”

“Maybe I like him.” Carly was rallying a little, trying her best not to appear too besotted. Like Erin had said, Matt had had girls swarming over him his entire life. One thing she did not want to be was just part of the swarm.

“I’m sure you do. He’s a nice guy. What’s not to like?” They were turning out of the subdivision, heading toward town.

“Maybe I really like him. He’s cute, have you noticed? And sweet. And thoughtful. And—”

Matt glanced at her. “Give it a rest, Curls. You went out with him to get a rise out of me.”

Carly looked at him meditatively. As she had noted before, there were numerous disadvantages to trying to have a relationship with a man who knew her so well. “To make you jealous, you mean?”

“That’s what I mean.”

“So did it work?”

He grinned. “Okay. It worked—until I saw you two together. Mike looked like he had a tiger by the tail. You looked like the tiger. Then I remembered something.”

Carly was cautious. “What?”

“That you’re crazy in love with me.”

That home truth hit her like a body blow. She sucked in air, realized that he was enjoying her reaction, and frantically tried to regroup. “Listen, sweet cheeks, I wouldn’t get cocky. Maybe I just want your body.”

He was smiling now as he watched the road. “There’s that, too.”

They braked at a stoplight. Desperate for something to look at besides him, Carly glanced around. By the golden glow of the late summer sun she could see beautiful downtown Benton unfolding around her in all its refurbished glory. Theirs wasn’t the only vehicle on the road—Sunday afternoon drives were a favorite activity—but most of the other cars were clustered in the parking lot that served The Corner Café. Sunday supper out was a popular activity too.

“Where are we going?” Carly asked as the light changed.

“Well, we can go for a drive, maybe revisit scenic childhood haunts and walk down a memory lane or two. Or we can grab a bite at The Corner Café and give our friends and neighbors the chance to see that I’m back in your good graces again. Or we could forget about the preliminaries and just cut to the chase and go have great sex.”

Carly’s heart started to pound. She pretended to think it over. “If we have great sex, are you going to propose?”

She thought his jaw tightened fractionally. He glanced at her, his expression faintly wary. “Do you want me to?”

Not if he didn’t want to. Never if he didn’t want to.

“Just so you know—if you do you’re dead.”

“I take it that’s a ‘yes’ to the great sex option?” The heat in the look he sent her way made her quake.

“Yes.”

It was probably stupid, Carly thought, she should hold out, she vividly remembered Erin recommending “no sex” as a way of getting Matt, but suddenly she was far more interested in doing Matt than getting him and anyway at the moment stratagems were pretty much beyond her. At the thought of him on her and in her she was dizzy, melting, ready to rip off all her clothes and jump his bones and—

“If you don’t quit looking at me like that, I’m liable to end up wrecking the car.”

The drawl in his voice was pronounced; the heat in his eyes was palpable; the electricity in the car was as potent as summer lightning.

It was all Carly could do to breathe.

“The county wouldn’t like that,” she said, striving to keep him from guessing that it was all she could do not to pant, that she was so hot and hungry for him that she could practically come from just looking at him, from just thinking about what they were going to do. But of course he knew her so well. He knew how turned-on she was. She could tell from the dark color creeping up into his cheekbones and the sudden tension in his body and the hot secret gleam in his eyes that he knew.

And she knew how turned-on he was, too.

The car stopped, and she managed to focus enough on something beyond the two of them to discover that they were in front of his rented garage. Reaching past her, he opened the glove compartment and extracted a homely blue garage door opener. He pressed the button, the door went up, and they drove into the dusty shadows. Then he pressed the button again, and put the transmission in park and turned off the key as the door rattled its way back down, enclosing them in the cave-like interior.

It was cool in the car, and dark, and Annie was napping in the backseat. Carly just sat where she was for a second, dizzy with wanting him, willing herself to ignore her weakened knees and trembling muscles and dry mouth and get out. Matt looked at her as he undid his seat belt, then reached over and undid hers, too. She stroked his arm, sliding her fingers right up under his short sleeve to caress the hard warm bulge of his biceps, and he turned his head and pressed his mouth into the curve between her shoulder and her neck. She caught her breath, clutching at him, and he lifted his head and looked at her. Then he gathered her up and lifted her right across the console onto his lap, tilting her back against his arm and the door, and kissed her. His lips molded themselves to hers, his tongue was hot and fierce and demanding, and his hand was on her breast, closing over it, squeezing. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back with abandon, wanting him so much she could die. She was in an awkward position, cradled on his lap with her hip pressed into the steering wheel and her bare legs (she’d stripped off her pantyhose and shoes as soon as she got home from church) bent over the console so that her feet, wearing only one flip-flop now as the other had fallen off, were in her seat. But it didn’t feel awkward, it felt wonderful, he felt wonderful, so warm and strong and good that he made her head spin. Kicking off the other flip-flop, toes curling, she threaded her fingers into his hair, holding his head for her kiss, taking his mouth with her tongue. Her heart was pounding and she was breathing hard and the quickening deep inside her was already fast and close and urgent.

“You’ve been using my soap again, Curls,” he murmured as he slid his mouth down her throat.

That made no sense, or maybe she was just too fuzzy-headed to sort it out, so she kind of opened her eyes to find him watching her. He was breathing hard too and looming over her so that his wide shoulders blocked out her view of the rest of the front seat, looking dark and sexy and turned-on as hell. She forgot why she was looking at him then and just looked and breathed, and his eyes turned obsidian on her and he kissed her with a fierce hunger that made her moan into his mouth. His hand was on her breasts, caressing and squeezing, and she arched her back like a cat being petted, letting her head fall back against his arm and reveling in his touch and kissing him back until she was trembling and dizzy and so hot she thought she’d catch fire. Then his hand moved down her body, down between her legs, and slid warm and hard over the soft smooth skin of her thigh. He pushed her skirt up and touched her through the thin pink nylon of her panties, pressing against her, rubbing her until she was on fire and gasping into his mouth and moving mindlessly beneath his hand. Then he slipped his hand beneath the elastic of one of the leg openings and touched her that way too, and his fingers felt so good on her that she couldn’t stand it, she was slick and hot and wet for him and so ready that when they slid inside her she moaned and moved and couldn’t wait. . .

Do me, Matt.

He made a sound like a growl against her lips and she realized that she might have said it aloud, no, she had said it aloud, and then she stopped thinking at all as in a fierce, urgent burst of need he pulled her panties off and scooted the seat back and unzipped his pants and lifted her astride him and thrust into her. He was big and hot and huge with desire and the sensation as he drove into her was mind-blowing.

“Ride me,” he said, his voice thick and guttural, and she did, closing her eyes and clinging to his shoulders as he grasped her hips and surged up into her again and again and again. He kissed and sucked and bit at her breasts through her clothes and then finally yanked her dress up over her head and pulled her bra off too. Then he kissed and sucked at her breasts some more so that the hot dampness of his mouth on her bare skin drove her wild and she pressed his head against her breasts and arched her back and moved with mindless pleasure and gasped out yes, oh yes, oh yes.

“Carly,” he said then, groaning, and thrust hard, grinding himself into her, pushing her butt back up against the steering wheel, making her cry out, making her shudder, making her clench and convulse inside and then come so hard and fast that she was screaming, mindless, blown away—and utterly his.

I love you, Matt.

This time, when those damning little words came out of her mouth, it wasn’t in the heat of passion. It was in the drugged aftermath, when she lay limply against him, naked and damp with sweat and utterly spent. For a moment after she heard them, she hoped they were part of her inner dialogue, that she hadn’t actually said them aloud, but no such luck. When had she ever had that kind of luck?

“Yeah, Curls, I know you do,” he said, sounding as tired as she felt.

Oh, the romance of it.

She lifted her head to look him in the eye. It was not a loving look. She was draped across him, her arms looped around his neck, her body plastered to his so tightly that she could feel the entire outline of his metal badge pressed into her breast. Totally, unmistakably, indisputably his, and he clearly realized it too. Her spine stiffened at the thought, and she sat up in his lap.

“Sweet cheeks, just so you know, I say that to all the guys.”

One corner of his mouth tilted up fractionally. His gaze was moving down her body now, his eyes gleaming appreciatively as he drank everything in, and she realized that while she was naked he was still fully dressed, although his shirt was halfway unbuttoned and wildly askew and his pants were somewhere down around his thighs. Still, he had a distinct advantage in the dignity department, especially considering the fact that she was straddling him and whenever she moved, her butt hit the steering wheel and her breasts brushed his chest.

“Your nose just grew,” he said, flicking it.

Goaded, she scowled at him. Before she could say anything else he laughed and leaned up and kissed her, primarily, she thought, to shut her up. Then he let her go and lay back in the seat and slid his hands up her rib cage until they rested just below her breasts and smiled lazily at her.

“Just so you know, Curls: I love you too.”

Carly felt as if every one of her senses had been suddenly suspended. “What?”

“Yeah,” he said, a little ruefully but she would take it, she could see it in his eyes, he meant it. “I do.”

She breathed in and her heart expanded and her world suddenly seemed to pulse and shimmer and glow with a kaleidoscope of colors it had never possessed before.

Matt had said he loved her. Matt—loved—her.

“Oh, my God,” she said.

He grinned at that. “Yeah, well, that’s kind of how I feel about it, too.”

She punched him in the arm. Then she kissed him and the whole great-sex thing started up one more time and he would have done her again right there in the car except her leg got a cramp. They had to get out and she pulled on her dress in the teeth of his protests as he massaged her leg for her—no way was she standing around in the garage naked while he, having fastened his pants, was more or less dressed—and then Annie yapped because they’d forgotten she was in the car and they let her out and then all three of them went upstairs.

And two of them played undress your local sheriff and went to bed.

Not to surface again until an urgent ringing sent Matt searching groggily for his cell phone.

“Yeah,” he said into it, and listened. “No, everything’s fine; I just forgot about the time. Yes. Yes. Not your business. Really not your business. Probably sometime tomorrow. Yeah, okay. ’Bye.”

Carly rolled onto her back and clutched the sheet to her bosom and turned on the bedside lamp just as Matt disconnected.

“Who—?”

“Erin. She wanted to make sure we were okay. It’s almost two A.M. I told her we probably wouldn’t be back until tomorrow. Then she wanted to know if you’d gotten me into bed.”

“She did not!” Actually, knowing Erin, that was probably just exactly what she’d asked. “What did you say?”

She remembered those yes es.

“I said I’d been fucked to within an inch of my life, but I was recovering.”

“You did not.” Having heard his end of the conversation, she didn’t even bother to put any heat into that.

“Okay, maybe I didn’t. But I could have.”

He was standing there smiling at her as he put the phone down on the table, casually naked, dark and muscular and so hot that just looking at him made her sizzle, and, best of all, he was Matt.

No, best of all, he was hers.

At the thought, Carly smiled a beatific smile.

“You look like the cat who swallowed the canary.” Matt was surveying her with a meaningful little smile of his own. Considering the number and variety of their activities since they had come upstairs, Carly realized she had to be looking well and truly had.

“In that case, come here, Tweety.” Looking him over with a naughty little twinkle, she beckoned suggestively. He laughed and crawled back into bed.

Later, he propped himself up on an elbow, frowning down at her. Drowsy and sated and warm with happiness, she smiled sleepily at him.

“What?” she asked when he continued to look at her without saying anything.

He picked up a lock of her hair and twined it around his fingers. “We’re sticking with the no-strings thing, huh? You sure?”

Carly considered. “Maybe one or two strings. Like, you can’t just drop off the face of the earth tomorrow. And you might want to think about taking me out from time to time, so I don’t have to wrangle dinner out of nice guys like Mike. But other than that, no strings.”

He still frowned. “No strings doesn’t sound like something you do, Curls.”

She loved him so much she ached with it, loved him so much that just looking at him made her glow, loved him so much that no matter how this thing between them worked out he would always be branded into her heart—but she also loved him so much that she didn’t want him if, ultimately, what he wanted was to be free. He’d said he loved her—several times now—and she knew him well enough to know that he did. But she could see the shadow at the backs of his eyes when he said it, and she knew that what put it there was fear. Fear that love meant chains, holding him back, holding him down, locking him to responsibility and this little town and her forever.

Despite the fear, she knew that he was ready, willing, and able to offer her forever. But she was never going to take it while she could still see that fear.

“No strings,” she said firmly, and kissed him. The distraction that presented kept them both occupied for most of what was left of the night.

It was ninety-two degrees at seven-thirty the following morning. Carly knew, because she was in Matt’s car listening to the radio as they pulled out of the garage. It was going to be a little embarrassing if she ran into anyone who had seen her leave Matt’s house the afternoon before in the same white shift and flip-flops that she was wearing once again, but the thought was not enough to affect the sense of well-being that filled her. She was happy and sleepy and just a little sore in interesting places, and despite the fact that she knew that there were monsters in the world, and one in particular who wanted to kill her, she could not bring herself to believe it, not this morning when the sun was rising lazily to steam the mist from the ground and there was a steady stream of cars on the road as people headed to work and Matt sat beside her, clean-shaven and smelling of soap and her.

Her was the best part.

Then she realized that he was taking her back to his house. The circus the past week had turned into was getting ready to start up all over again, and the knowledge depressed her high spirits, to say the least. While her love life had just improved from nonexistent to excellent, the rest of her life just kept diving deeper into the toilet, she realized glumly. Then she thought, no, and summoned up the shade of her late, unlamented No More Ms. Nice Girl as she decided that she wasn’t going to take it anymore.

“Matt,” she said firmly. “I want my life back.”

They were at the intersection, waiting patiently for the light to change.

“Sounds ominous,” he said, casting a smiling glance her way. “What did I do?”

She gave him a look, then when the light changed and he would have headed for town said, “Turn right.”

He did, and glanced at her again with raised brows. “Where to?”

“My house,” she said.

He frowned. “Why?”

“Because I can’t live like this. Who knows how long it’s going to be before you catch the guy who attacked me? What if you never do? I can’t spend my whole life at your house, under virtual house arrest. I have a living to earn, and a business to get off the ground, and a house that’s mine. I can’t just put all that aside for an indefinite period of time. I don’t want to.”

“Carly,” he said, and the look on his face and his tone told her that he was suddenly dead serious. “Somebody tried to kill you. He’s still out there. My best assessment is that he’s going to keep coming. Until we figure out why, or who he is, or something, I’m leaving you in that house alone, or anywhere alone, over my dead body.”

“Matt—”

“Don’t Matt me. I mean what I say.”

“For your information, Mr. King of the World, just because you’re sleeping with me does not make you my boss.”

“No, but my being the sheriff and your being a subject in protective custody does.”

Carly scowled at him. He frowned right back at her. Then he sighed.

“I know this is tough on you. It would be tough on anybody, but it’s the best arrangement I can come up with to keep you safe. I could move into your house with you, but I can’t be there twenty-four/seven. Anyway, it’s a big house. You’re safer in my house, which is relatively small and which has a ton of people in it all the time. People with unpredictable schedules. So this guy can’t plan anything.”

“Do you really think he’s going to try again? Why would anyone want to kill me?” It was a cry straight from the heart.

“Baby, when we figure out the ‘why’ I’m pretty sure we’ll know the ‘who.’ But in the meantime, please, to make me happy, to keep me from having a nervous breakdown or a heart attack or something, will you just cooperate with what I tell you to do?”

The idea of Matt caring enough about her to have a nervous breakdown or a heart attack or something, to say nothing of coaxing rather than attempting to order her into compliance, was irresistible. She looked at him and melted, realizing that she was practically putty in his hands at this point and that it was probably not a good thing to let him know it. He was cocky enough already.

“Okay. For now. But if this drags on, all bets are off.” She gave him a militant look, just to cover up how marshmallowy she was feeling inside. They came around a bend, and there was her house, looking so normal, just as it always looked, that she sighed. “Since we’re here, can we stop? I’d like to at least get some more clothes.”

“Sure.” Matt glanced at her. “We’ve done everything we need to do here. It’s all cleaned up, even. Only—stay close to me, will you?”

Carly stared at him as a tiny frisson of fear snaked down her spine. For Matt to be so worried about her scared her anew. It made the threat seem close again, and suddenly all too real. “Do you think he’s following us or something?”

Matt shook his head, and pulled off onto the grassy verge in front of the house. “No one followed us here; I’ve been keeping an eye out. Still, better safe than sorry.”

After that, Carly was only too glad to cling to his hand as they walked up the hill. Leaving Annie outside, running in circles, obviously elated at being back on familiar ground, they went in. Carly was surprised at the violence of her own reaction as soon as she stepped over the threshold. As the gloom of the house enveloped her, her stomach tensed; her breathing quickened; her heart raced.

“Oh, my God, Matt,” she said, and stopped while a wave of dizziness hit her and the walls seemed to tilt around her.

“You okay?” He slid an arm around her and pulled her close to his side. She noticed that he unsnapped the top of his holster for easier access to his gun. That steadied her. Matt was with her. He would keep her safe. “I didn’t think this was a good idea.”

“No, it’s—I’m fine.” And she was better. The dizziness was already passing. Taking a deep breath and leaning against Matt, she reminded herself that this was her house. No murderous creep was going to ruin it for her. She straightened. “This is the place I’ve thought of as home for the last twenty-two years. I’m not about to let one bad memory wipe that out.”

“That’s my Curls.” Matt tightened his grip and smiled down at her. “A fighter through and through.”

Carly leaned against him and gazed up at him with her heart, she feared, in her eyes. “I love you,” she said, then pushed away from him before he could reply and stood on her own two feet. “Let’s get this over with.”

Moving determinedly, she walked through every room downstairs, remembering how she had fled through them with blood pouring from her hand and shoulder. She remembered the gleam of the attacker’s knife and the sound of his raspy voice saying you’re dead and the way he had lurched from the wound she had inflicted. She remembered how terrified she had been, the cold shock of the knife slicing through her shoulder, the despair she had felt when she had realized that she wasn’t going to be able to get out the door. Then she remembered that she had survived, that she had outwitted the monster and Matt had come in time. And now she was going to take back her house.

Jaw set, head held high, she went up the stairs, then walked through the entire second floor, paying particular attention to where the attacker had lain in wait and to the bathroom, which was pristine again with not so much as a drop of blood staining the grout. Then she went into her bedroom and gathered up a few more clothes and folded them neatly into her overnight bag. Finally, feeling drained and relieved and somehow almost at peace, she walked back down the stairs and through the front hall and out onto the porch.

Where her knees finally betrayed her. They trembled and threatened to give out. She made it to the stairs, then gave up the attempt, sinking down rather abruptly on the top step. Taking a deep breath, she looked out at the grassy yard and the big silver birch and the oaks and the road below where Matt’s cruiser was parked, and let the heat and sunlight bake away the last of the chill the house had left her with.

“What’s up?” Matt was behind her, carrying the bag she had packed. He put it down and sat beside her.

“I just needed to catch my breath.” She glanced at him and smiled.

“Oh, yeah?” The glance he gave her was skeptical.

“Okay, so my knees gave out.” She made a face at him.

“That’s better.” He tweaked a curl. “Walking through the house made you feel better, though, didn’t it?”

Carly took a deep breath and nodded. “It’s my house. I couldn’t let that monster ruin it for me.”

Matt picked up her hand, the one with the nearly healed gash across her palm, and pressed the back of it to his mouth. Carly looked at him and smiled. She was just about to say something when Annie caught her eye. Annie, backing out from under the porch and dragging something with her teeth. Something that was black and kind of round with a strap and heavy enough to make her have to work to move it.

“Looks like she’s got a woman’s purse,” Matt said on a note of mild surprise, watching the dog too.

“Oh, gosh, I wonder whose.” As much to test the reliability of her knees as for any other reason, Carly stood up and walked down the remaining stairs. Her knees were stronger, and she was stronger, and she knew that the next time she walked inside her house it would be easier, and the time after that easier still. The memory of the attack would always be there, but it would be her house once more, and once her attacker was caught she could start to live in it again and the horror would fade away.

“Annie, let me see that.” Annie had the strap in her teeth but she dropped it when Carly bent to pick the purse up. It was a cheap purse, Carly saw, vinyl rather than leather and cold and dirty from being, presumably, beneath the porch for some time. She didn’t recognize it, it wasn’t hers or Sandra’s, and so she unzipped it and looked inside and then reached for the wallet.

“Belong to anybody I know?” Matt was standing beside her with her bag slung over his shoulder.

Carly opened the wallet and looked at the driver’s license. An attractive red-haired woman stared back at her from the tiny photo.

“Marsha Mary Hughes,” she read.

The effect on Matt was immediate and electric.

“What?” he said, and took the wallet from her, looking down at the driver’s license in its plastic case as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.
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“I’VE GOT A COUPLE of questions for you,” Matt said when Keith Kenan opened the door to his apartment in response to Matt’s knock. “Mind if I come in?”

Kenan looked less than happy, but he stepped back in silent acquiescence. It was a little after two P.M. on Monday, some six hours after Annie had refocused Matt’s attention on Marsha Hughes’s disappearance in a big way. At the moment, men and dogs were scouring the grounds around the Beadle Mansion for any trace of Marsha’s body. Carly was safe at his house in the care of Sammy Brooks. And Annie—well, Annie still had a role to play.

“I don’t know nothing about Marsha,” Kenan said, already belligerent as he closed the door behind Matt. The man was wearing long, baggy gym shorts and a black tee shirt with the sleeves ripped off, the better, Matt judged, to show off his pumped arms. A quick glance around showed Matt that the apartment was maybe a little dirtier than the last time he had visited, but essentially unchanged. The gold drapes were open this time, allowing daylight in. As far as he could tell, Kenan was alone.

“You haven’t heard from her?” Matt asked, keeping his tone conversational. Butting heads with Kenan at this point would be the worst thing he could do.

“Not a squeak since the night she left. Look, I gotta go in to work early today, and I’ve got stuff I gotta do first. Can you make this quick?”

“I’ll do my best.”

Kenan was approximately the right height, the right build, the right coloring. Matt focused on his eyes: pale blue; lashes blond like his hair and possibly difficult to see under certain lighting conditions—such as those in an old-fashioned bathroom. Could two of the letters on the handkerchief possibly have been KK?

“I thought you said you were going to find her. You were sending out flyers and shit.”

“We’ve been trying. She hasn’t touched a penny in her bank account, and she hasn’t used any of her credit cards. I have to tell you, things in that department aren’t looking good.” Matt crossed the room toward the table, which was clear of dishes but dusty.

Kenan tracked his progress, folding his arms over his chest and turning his head to keep Matt in sight. “So what do you want to ask me?”

“Why don’t you have a seat?”

Kenan’s lips compressed, but he pulled out one of the dining chairs and sat. Matt got a good look at both knees. No marks that he could see. The guy couldn’t have healed this fast. Had Carly been mistaken about the part of the anatomy she hit? A possibility.

“So,” Kenan asked.

“I want you to look at something for me. Mind if I put this down here?” This referred to the briefcase he was carrying. At Kenan’s gesture telling him to go ahead, Matt put the case on the table and opened it. Kenan frowned as he watched Matt lift out Marsha’s purse, which was carefully preserved in a Ziploc bag and destined to be exhaustively examined for forensic evidence after being delivered to the state crime lab later that day. Showing what was potentially a major piece of evidence to a subject of an investigation before sending it to the lab was slightly unorthodox, but Matt wanted to see what Kenan had to say about its discovery—and he wanted to watch Kenan’s eyes while he said it.

“Ever seen this before?” He held the purse up so that Kenan could get a good look at it.

Kenan looked and shrugged. “It’s a purse. Maybe. I don’t know.”

“It’s got Marsha’s identification in it.”

Kenan’s eyes widened. “Are you saying that’s Marsha’s purse?” He looked more closely, leaning in and peering through the clear plastic bag at the grimy black vinyl. “Yeah, I guess it could be. I guess it is.”

As a man himself, Matt didn’t find anything amiss in Kenan’s failure to recognize his former live-in lady’s purse. Purses were not part of the landscape most men saw. But Kenan’s failure to be alarmed at the discovery of the purse told him something: either Kenan was a heck of an actor, or he had no reason to worry because the purse had been found.

“Did she take her purse with her the night she left?” Matt asked, restoring the bagged purse to the briefcase and closing it.

Kenan grimaced, looking as if he were trying to remember. “Yeah. Yeah, she did. She grabbed it and—”

“Ran like hell out of here,” Matt finished dryly when Kenan broke off with the air of a man who had just realized he was about to shoot himself in the foot. “We’ve already been over that part, remember?”

“I didn’t touch her,” Kenan said, running both hands over his head. “Not that night. If something’s happened to her it wasn’t me who done it. Sheriff, I swear—”

There was a knock on the door. Kenan frowned and glanced at it almost hesitantly. Matt wondered who Kenan was expecting that he didn’t want the law to see, or vice versa. Not that he particularly cared, at the moment. What he cared about was getting information about Marsha Hughes. If her purse was under Carly’s porch, then her body was very likely somewhere in the same vicinity. If her body was there, then the chances were high that it had been put there, and the chances that she had not died a natural death were even higher.

What they were dealing with in that case was a murderer operating on the grounds of the Beadle Mansion. And the odds that there were two separate killers—or, rather, a successful killer and a failed killer—both doing their thing on the same property within such a short span of time were so slim as to be practically nonexistent. Ergo, whoever had killed Marsha Hughes had tried to kill Carly.

What was the connection?

“That should be one of my deputies at the door,” Matt said when it seemed Kenan wasn’t going to answer the knock. He had wanted to wait to introduce this new line of questioning until after he had seen Kenan’s reaction to the purse. “You want to let him in?”

“If you found the purse,” Kenan said slowly, moving to the door, “does that mean you found Marsha?”

It had taken him a little while, but Kenan had finally heard the other shoe drop.

“Not yet,” Matt said.

Kenan opened the door. Antonio stood in the hall with Annie in his arms.

“Kenan,” Antonio said curtly in greeting, and then his gaze went past him to find Matt. Behind Kenan’s back, Matt gave a slight, negative shake of his head.

“You care if Deputy Johnson comes in?” Matt asked.

Kenan’s face tightened, but he stood back, and Antonio walked past him.

“Is that some kind of drug-sniffing dog?” Kenan asked suspiciously, staring at Annie. The little dog seemed to quail at the sound of his voice.

Matt now knew with almost one hundred percent certainty that Kenan was engaged in at least one type of illegal activity. The guy had, indeed, shot himself in the foot with his mouth. Obviously he was not the sharpest tack on the board. But at the moment Matt wasn’t interested in what kind of drugs Kenan was scoring.

Antonio stopped and put Annie down. Looking at her, Matt almost felt sorry for the poor little thing. She stood shivering and glancing around, looking nervous as hell.

“What’s with the dog?” Kenan asked, frowning down at Annie with no recognition that Matt could see. “It’s not getting ready to pee on my rug, is it?”

Annie seemed to shiver more than ever at the sound of his voice. Her head lowered, and her tail curled between her legs.

“You ever seen her before?”

Kenan frowned.

Matt continued with hard-won patience: “Last time I was here, you said that the fight you and Marsha had was over her feeding baloney to a dog. Is this the dog?”

Kenan looked at Annie more closely. The dog cringed, pressing her belly to the rug.

“It might be. It was an ugly little black mutt, all right. Yeah, I think it is.”

Matt felt his stomach tighten. He was on the right track here. He’d known it from the time he’d seen the ID in the wallet.

“Here, Annie.” Now that the identification had been made, he couldn’t stand to see Carly’s dog looking so cowed. He bent, scooped her up and patted her. She trembled still in his hold, but wagged her tail feebly to show that she appreciated being picked up by someone she recognized as a friend. Matt looked at Kenan. “So Marsha fed your baloney to the dog. Where? Here in this apartment? Then what happened?”

Kenan hesitated.

Matt had to work to curb his impatience. “Look, for what it’s worth, I don’t think you had anything to do with Marsha’s disappearance. But I think you have information that can help us find her—and if we find her and you had nothing to do with it, we leave you alone, so there’s a benefit in this for you, too. Just tell me what happened, and I’ll ignore anything that doesn’t relate to the big picture, okay? Stuff like you threatening her, or chasing her, that kind of thing.”

Kenan looked from him to Antonio—who, thank God, managed to look relatively benign standing there with an impassive expression on his face and his arms crossed over his chest—and grimaced.

“Start with the dog,” Matt said.

“She had it here in the apartment when I came home from work. She was always picking up strays, and I was getting sick of it. Anyway, I told her we couldn’t keep it, then went into the kitchen to grab something to eat. What I wanted was a baloney sandwich, but the baloney was gone. I knew right then that she’d fed it to the damned dog. So I said something to her, and by the time I came out of the kitchen she was heading out the apartment door.”

“Did she have the dog with her?”

“She was carrying it.”

“What about her purse?”

“Yeah, she would have had to have her purse. She always kept her keys in it, and she got in her car and drove off.”

“Okay, let’s back up a little. She ran out of here with the dog and her purse, and you chased her down to the parking lot, is that right?”

Kenan looked uncomfortable.

“Like I said the last time we were here,” Antonio said, his stare intimidating now, “we know.”

“Okay,” Kenan said, wetting his lips and looking from one to the other of them. “I chased her into the parking lot. I was mad, okay? But I didn’t hurt her. I didn’t catch her. She hopped in her car and peeled rubber right past me and drove out of the parking lot. That’s the last time I ever saw her. I swear.”

“Did she have the dog with her in the car?” Matt asked.

“Yeah, she did. I could see the stupid little mutt in the passenger seat as she drove past.”

Yes. Bingo. The dog was in the car. That meant the dog was probably with Marsha when she was killed. The dog had been at the Beadle Mansion the night Carly had arrived. The dog had dragged out the purse.

The dog was the key.

“Marsha have any enemies? Anyone who’d want to hurt her?”

“You asked me that before, and I answered before. No. Not that I know of.” Kenan was starting to sound agitated. He paced toward the window, casting a quick, surreptitious glance at the clock as he passed it. “Can you hurry this up? I got things to do.”

“You can talk to us here, or we can take you in and you can talk to us there,” Antonio said.

Kenan shot him a quick, resentful look.

“We’re almost done here,” Matt said in his role of good cop. “Can you fill me in on Marsha’s background a little? I’ve been trying to get in touch with her sister and her ex-husbands, but so far I’m not having any luck.”

Kenan snorted. “The husbands are a pair of losers, and Marsha never saw the sister. They didn’t grow up together. Their mom was a druggie, and they spent most of their time in foster homes. Different foster homes. Marsha said some of the places were pretty bad.”

Matt thought about that, about what happened to a child when the parents were missing or irresponsible and the impact it had on the child’s life. Carly, abandoned by her mother as a little girl, had been rescued by her grandmother before any real damage could be done to her, but the experience had left her scrappy, feisty—and also a little unsure of herself inside. She still had nightmares. . . .

Matt felt as if a lightbulb had suddenly been turned on in his head. He looked at Kenan with dawning excitement.

“Did Marsha ever mention anything about the County Home for Innocents? Do you know if she ever stayed there?”

“Yeah, she did,” Keith said. “I remember her telling me about some donkey they had. I told you, she liked animals. She never said much else about it, though, except that it was kind of a weird place.”

There it was: the connection. He’d known there had to be one. Marsha and Carly had both stayed at the Home as children. Marsha was dead, somebody wanted Carly dead, and all these years later Carly still had nightmares about the brief time she’d spent there. If he had learned anything in his years in law enforcement, it was this: in criminal investigations, there was no such thing as coincidence.

He’d be willing to bet a year’s pay that the perp had some connection to that Home.

By the time they left the apartment, Matt had ascertained that as far as Kenan knew, Marsha had not kept in touch with anyone from the Home, had never been contacted by anyone who’d stayed at the Home, and had only received the occasional mass mailing from the Home itself as part of what sounded like a perpetual fund solicitation effort aimed at the general public.

He had also obtained permission to search Marsha’s computer after Kenan had mentioned in passing that Marsha had been spending more time than usual on it in the last few days before she had disappeared. Maybe somebody had been in touch with her by e-mail. Or maybe she’d been in touch with somebody. Maybe she’d visited a telltale site. Who knew?

“We’re gonna search this computer?” Antonio asked skeptically, holding the bulky, old model in his arms as they trudged down the stairs. After the air-conditioned apartment the concrete stairwell felt like a furnace. It smelled faintly musty, like mold was growing somewhere. The metal stair treads were almost slick beneath their feet, a result, Matt knew, of the prolonged humidity. He’d just about given up hope that they were going to see a break in the heat anytime soon.

“Yeah, we are,” Matt said, bearing his own twin burdens of Annie and the briefcase. The heat might not break, but the case was about to, he was almost sure, their combined departmental lack of computer expertise notwithstanding. “If worse comes to worst, that Andy kid Lissa dates is a computer freak. Antonio, the connection between Marsha Hughes and Carly is the County Home for the Innocents. They both were there as kids. The perp has to have some kind of connection to it. It’s the only link between them that I can see.”

“I saw you picking up on something in there that I wasn’t quite getting. So Carly was at the Home? I didn’t know that. I thought she grew up in well-off circumstances with her grandmother.”

“That was later. As a little girl she had it kind of rough.”

They reached the bottom of the stairs. A slim young blonde in a red halter top and shorts so tiny there wasn’t much point pulled open the door from the parking lot at about that time. She stepped inside and headed toward them, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the relative gloom of the hall, then all but stopped dead as she saw Matt and Antonio and took in the uniforms. It took her just an instant to collect herself again and keep on coming with a nervous little hi for them as she passed, but the damage had been done. If they’d been looking for an easy bust, Matt had little doubt they would have found it right there.

“Wonder where she’s got it stashed?” Antonio asked dryly as Matt pulled open the door and they stepped out into the blinding sunlight.

“The possibilities boggle the mind.” Squinting against the glare, hitching Annie higher up under his arm, Matt headed toward the cruiser which, thanks to some asphalt resurfacing being done up close to the building, was parked near the back of the lot.

Antonio kept pace beside him. “Carly doing okay? Sandra says that a couple of times since they’ve been sharing a room she’s woken her up crying out from nightmares.”

“She has nightmares,” Matt said grimly. “But otherwise she’s okay. Well, as okay as about five foot two inches of nothing can be when she knows that there’s some man out there trying to kill her.”

“I really want to catch this creep,” Antonio said as they reached the car. “He sliced my woman up. That makes it personal.”

“Yeah,” Matt said, walking around to the driver’s side and meeting Antonio’s gaze over the top of the car. “That does kind of make it personal.”
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WHEN THE MAN saw the men with dogs and the men with metal detectors and the men with long metal poles moving systematically over the grounds of the Beadle Mansion, he almost ran off the road. There were sheriff’s department vehicles parked along the front, too, and down by the road the old woman who lived across the street stood talking a mile a minute to one of the deputies.

That they were searching for something he had no doubt. The question was, what? But much as he hated to face it he had little doubt about the answer to that, too. They had to be searching for a body. Or bodies. The only question was, whose?

Marsha’s? Or Soraya’s? Or both?

How the hell had they found out?

Cool as a creek in summer, he drove right on past, even honked and waved at the old lady and the deputy as country people were wont to do. Then he turned at the next intersection and made his way back to town and got to The Corner Café at just about supper time.

He didn’t even have to ask. The place was abuzz with the news.

Forking down his meat loaf and mashed potatoes, he just kind of guided the conversation.

No, they hadn’t found a body yet. They were sure looking, though. The sheriff had been out to the Beadle Mansion this morning with Carly Linton—it was her grandma’s house—and they’d found something that made them think that the cashier at the Winn-Dixie who’d gone missing a few weeks back might be buried up there. Marsha something. Marsha Hughes.

So they’d found something that would eventually lead them to Marsha. If they found Marsha, unless they were totally inept, they were going to find Soraya, too. If they found Soraya it shouldn’t take long to trace the connection with Carly, and once they did that it was only a matter of time before they came looking for him.

He started sweating at the thought. Carly knew who he was. She had been there that night, too.

She’d been a little girl, he didn’t know how old exactly, but almost certainly less than ten. Younger than the others. Maybe she hadn’t realized what was happening. Maybe she didn’t know, or didn’t remember, or at least didn’t know or remember enough to put it all together.

But maybe she did.

He realized that he was faced with a choice. He could cut his losses and walk away, leave her alone and trust to luck that they wouldn’t somehow goad her into remembering, that either she really hadn’t seen or she’d been too young and didn’t understand or that she had somehow repressed the memory as he’d heard trauma sometimes caused people to do. Or that she’d be too afraid to say anything if she did remember.

He’d chosen that last route before, and almost gotten burned.

Or he could go for it, go for the gold, for the score, for the slam dunk that won the game. Without Carly, who was the only one left alive to tell, he didn’t think there was any way that anyone would ever find out the truth of what had happened, much less manage to link it to him. They might find Marsha and Soraya, they might even manage to link them back to the County Home and to Carly, but there were no records of him there, no records of what had happened, nothing at all to fill in the dots for them.

Except Carly.

As he thought about it, he realized that he really didn’t have much choice after all. Once they found those bodies—and they would eventually, if they were that close—it was all going to come out if Carly had any memory of what had happened. With the wisdom of hindsight, he realized that it had been boneheaded of him to have concealed them on her property. But of course he couldn’t know how things would go down, or even that she had any plan to return to her childhood home. It was one of those things that had seemed like a good idea at the time. He’d been doing his homework on his three victims-to-be, finding out where they lived and watching them, when he had gone by Carly’s childhood home and discovered that it was deserted. Empty. No one lived there. All that acreage on top of that hill well away from neighbors, well away from the road—who could ask for a better killing ground? Or burying ground.

Of course, if he’d known Carly was going to come back like that and take up residence there again he wouldn’t have used it as he had, but he hadn’t known. You make the best choices you can at the time, and you live with them.

Which was what he was doing now. Making the best choice he could. And it wasn’t even a difficult one. To keep himself safe, he had to get rid of her.

The fact that Carly was now under the sheriff’s protective wing, living in his house with what seemed to be most of the population of the county, trailing a deputy behind her everywhere she went, made things harder.

But not impossible. If he thought about it, if he watched and waited and stayed nearby, luck would hand him an opportunity.

Luck was going against him right now, but it would turn his way again. It always did.

And when it did, just like he had promised her after she had stabbed him in the leg in her house, Carly Linton was dead.
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BY MIDNIGHT WEDNESDAY, Carly was starting to get just a tad annoyed. Not angry, mind you. Just the teeniest little bit bent out of shape. After professing his love and vowing that his kiss-and-run deal was a thing of the past, Matt had once again done just that. She had not seen him since he had brought her home on Monday morning, walked her into the house, dropped a quick, hard but unmistakably preoccupied kiss on her lips, and vanished back out the door.

He was working flat-out, she knew, following up on hot leads meant to link the body he was sure was buried somewhere on her property, even though it had not yet been found, to the monster who had attacked her. Doing that would somehow identify the attacker—both Sammy and Mike, who had also pulled baby-sitting detail and were the sources of her information, were unsure as to precisely how—so that was a good thing for her.

Except she really, really missed Matt.

The only thing that made her feel any better was that Sandra was similarly bereft. Even Lissa’s Andy had basically disappeared for two days, having been roped in to help out with a computer that had somehow become part of the investigation. During that time period Carly had endured endless teasing over the night she had spent with Matt, done what work she could in connection with her bed-and-breakfast—comparing insurance rates, going over ads that were due to start running in September, when they were scheduled to be open for business, arranging for regular deliveries of the premium foodstuffs they would need if Sandra’s genius was to be allowed full rein—and had helped out as much as she could with the hundred and one last-minute things that needed to be done to get ready for Erin’s wedding on Saturday. It was to be a small, intimate affair (this was Lissa’s description) for approximately three hundred guests, so there were lots of small but important chores.

Good thing the wedding presents were being stored at Erin’s new house, Lissa said. Otherwise they’d all have to move out.

When Matt unexpectedly walked in the front door followed by Antonio, Carly had given up all hope of seeing him that night. She was in the living room along with Sandra, Lissa, Erin, Dani and Mike, who was on guard duty, and Annie, on the floor, and Hugo, stretched out in Matt’s empty recliner. At Erin’s request, the women were tying birdseed up in little white tulle bags for throwing at the new couple on Saturday. Mike, having declined the chore, was leaning back on the couch in the midst of the chaos, watching TV with his arms crossed over his chest and a disgruntled expression on his face that told Carly at least that he was not being as successful at ignoring the activity going on around him as he pretended.

Considering that Erin was being almost too cheerfully vivacious, Carly could not help but think that getting under Mike’s skin was the primary point of the activity.

“What is this, party central?” Matt asked as he stopped just inside the door to survey the scene. Dressed in cutoffs and a tee shirt, Carly was sitting cross-legged on the floor with a length of curling silver ribbon between her teeth. He looked tired and a little irritable, and her heart leaped at the sight of him. She had to finish off her bow before she could smile at him. By the time she did, he had exchanged greetings with everybody else and was standing over her, looking down with the smallest of smiles.

“I’m starving,” he said. “Want to come out in the kitchen with me while I grab something to eat?”

Aware that they were being watched, covertly and not so covertly, on all sides, Carly nodded and let him pull her to her feet. He kept her hand in his as he led her off toward the kitchen.

“So what’s going on with—?” She started to ask him about the investigation, but he cut her off with a shake of his head.

“I don’t want to talk about it right now. I’m dead beat, and I want—” He broke off to pull her through the kitchen door.

“What?” she asked as the door closed behind them.

“Guess,” he said, and backed her up against the refrigerator and kissed her. By the time he lifted his head, Carly was dizzy and breathing fast and quite ready to forgive and forget that she hadn’t had so much as a word from him in more than forty-eight hours.

“I thought you were hungry,” she said, leaning back against the refrigerator and looking up at him. From the little self-satisfied smile that curved his lips she was sure he was able to see everything she was feeling in her eyes, but there wasn’t much point in worrying about it—he could pretty much always tell what she was thinking anyway.

“I am, but not for food. Antonio and I grabbed McDonald’s on the way home.” He kissed her again, so hotly that Carly practically melted where she stood.

“Carly?” Sandra opened the door and poked her head through. Still plastered against Matt with her arms around his neck, Carly felt slightly self-conscious. But, though she turned her head to look at Sandra, she didn’t let go.

“Hm?”

Sandra was looking slightly self-conscious too. “I’m going to be spending the night out. I just wanted to let you know.”

“Oh, yeah?” Carly looked at Sandra with interest. A dozen unspoken thoughts flashed between them. With Matt present, though, the conversation was left unsaid. “Okay. Fine. See you tomorrow.”

“Have a good night,” Sandra said with the slightest of naughty twinkles, and withdrew.

“Wow,” Carly said thoughtfully, leaning against Matt but still staring at the closed door. “That worked out.”

Then as she realized all that her words had implied she looked up at Matt. He was smiling, his eyes dark and gleaming wickedly as he met her gaze.

“Why do you think I brought Antonio home with me? He needed his woman, I need my woman, and we both need a decent night’s sleep. This way it works out for everybody.”

She surveyed him a little severely. “Your woman, huh?”

“You got a problem with that?” He was nudging her back against the refrigerator as he spoke, leaning into her, rocking against her.

“It sounds a little sexist, don’t you think?” She was way too conscious of how good he felt.

“Oh, yeah?” He nudged a little harder. His hands were sliding down over her butt now, pulling her up against him.

“Yeah.” Then she gave up. “Otherwise, I have no problem with it at all.”

He smiled down into her eyes. “Let’s go to bed.”

That brought her out of it. She immediately thought of all the interested pairs of eyes in the living room.

“This is going to be embarrassing,” she said.

The kitchen door opened and Erin and Mike Toler walked in. They both stopped short, looking at Matt and Carly with undisguised interest.

“You’re right, this is embarrassing,” Matt said in her ear, then as her arms dropped from around his neck he stepped away from her and looked at Mike, who shifted uncomfortably. “I thought you were going home.”

“We’re going to have a sandwich first,” Erin said, then added with a twinkle, “How was the roast?”

“Great. I recommend it.” Matt caught Carly’s hand and pulled her out of the kitchen. To Carly’s great relief, they ran into no one else on the way to the stairs. Sandra and Antonio were apparently already gone and Dani and Lissa were nowhere in sight.

“Hurry,” she urged him, already a good two steps ahead and tugging on his hand as he climbed at his normal pace. If there was any chance to avoid another embarrassing encounter, she was ready, willing and able to take it.

“Mike’s not making a nuisance of himself, is he?” Apparently unaware of her concern, Matt was frowning over something entirely different as they reached the upstairs hall.

“With Erin, you mean?” So he’d finally noticed. Well, that prospective little pow-wow in the kitchen had been hard to miss.

“Erin?” He sounded genuinely surprised. “I meant with you.”

Carly stopped dead and looked over her shoulder at him. One glance, and she realized that he genuinely hadn’t a clue. Honestly, men.

“You,” she said, shaking her head at him, “are obtuse.”

He pushed her on into his bedroom and closed the door. Wrapping his arms around her, he kissed her, then lifted his head to say, “You want to explain that remark to me?”

“Later,” she said, and pressed her mouth to his. Annie broke them apart by scratching on the door. Matt cursed and reached around with one hand to open it, and the little dog trotted in. Behind her came Hugo, who crossed the room and leaped onto the bed with the air of one who owned it.

“Do you have to come complete with your own zoo?” He sounded mildly disgusted as he and Hugo exchanged measuring stares.

“Love me, love my—” She broke off to grin at him.

“Yeah, I know. Lucky for the furball there that I do.”

He would have kissed her again but Carly, reminded of certain urgent personal needs, pulled herself out of his arms.

“I’ll be right back,” she promised.

She went into the bathroom and closed the door. While she was in there, she took a second to brush her teeth and hair and apply a little lip gloss. By the time she was satisfied with what she saw in the mirror, her insides were melting and her heart was beating like a bunny’s.

It was unsettling and fun and wicked to get so hot from just thinking about sex.

Ripe with anticipation, she walked back into the bedroom and stopped dead. Matt was lying on his back in the middle of his big bed, fully dressed except for his shoes, with Hugo curled up purring near his head. His eyes were closed and he looked completely limp. As Carly drew closer, gaping at him disbelievingly, a snore issued from between those chiseled masculine lips.

Was that the way her life worked or what? Forget all dressed up and no place to go. This was way worse: she was all revved up and no way to come.

Sandra’s rollaway bed was made up in the corner, but Carly barely spared it a glance. If she couldn’t have sex, she could at least sleep with Matt. It wasn’t quite what she’d had in mind, but it would do. Yes, it would definitely do.

Sound asleep, Matt looked sweet and boyish and endearing in addition to being his usual handsome and sexy self, of course. Grinning a little as she thought how little he would relish the first part of that description, she put on her pajamas, pulled back the covers—he was on top of the blanket, and she knew from experience that she had no hope of shifting him even if she tried with all her strength—and climbed between the sheets.

Then she turned off the bedside lamp and snuggled close, planting a kiss on his stubbled cheek. On his other side, Hugo purred like a motor.

“Catch you in the morning, sweet cheeks,” she whispered in Matt’s ear.

And she did.

Afterward, Matt showered and dressed and then went on downstairs while she finished dressing, ostensibly to let Annie out but really, Carly knew, to take the edge off the gauntlet for her if he could. It was early, but the chances that no one would be around downstairs were so slim as to be nonexistent. This was a major embarrassment opportunity, and fate wasn’t going to let her miss it, she knew. Her life just didn’t work like that.

As she headed toward the kitchen, she could hear snatches of conversation. Good God, it sounded as if all three of his sisters were in there. She almost turned tail and went back upstairs, but that would be cowardly. Anyway, the situation had to be faced sometime. Might as well get it over with.

As Carly approached the door she heard Lissa say, “So I guess that just about kills your ‘no sex under my roof’ rule, huh?”

“There’s something I forgot to tell you about that rule.” Matt sounded completely unruffled. “See, it applies to everyone in this house—but me.”

“No fair,” Lissa said, and then Carly walked into the kitchen. Lissa, Dani, and Erin were sitting around the table, and Matt was leaning against the counter drinking a cup of coffee. Four pairs of nearly identical coffee-brown eyes immediately focused on her, one rueful, the others amused.

“Good morning,” Carly said, and hoped like hell that her face wasn’t turning red.

“Good morning,” they answered in chorus. Lissa grinned openly at her. Erin and Dani twinkled.

“Want some coffee?” Matt said.

“Thanks.”

As he turned around to pour it for her, Erin grinned and gave her a thumbs-up.

Twenty minutes later, she and Matt were in his car. By way of pillow talk earlier, Matt had told her something of how the investigation was going. He’d told her about how Marsha had spent nearly a month in the home as a girl; he’d discovered that, according to their records, she and Carly had been there at the same time. They had been in the infirmary at the same time, along with two other girls: Genny Auden and Soraya Smith. He was having somebody try to track down those girls—women now, they were all four to six years older than Carly—as they spoke.

“I think something happened in that infirmary,” he’d said. “That’s the only connection I can find between you and Marsha. You were eight years old. You don’t remember consciously. But I think it’s there in your nightmares.” He had looked at her and seemed to hesitate. “How do you feel about driving out to the Home with me and looking around and seeing if anything jogs your memory?”

She had agreed. So now here they were in his car, entering the gates of the Home, having driven all the way up to the northernmost tip of the county to reach it.

Funny to think that she hadn’t been back here since the morning when her grandmother had arrived to pick her up, Carly reflected. She’d lived in Rocky Ford, a smaller town even than Benton, until the social worker had come to take her away. She and her mother had been dirt poor and her mother had had a drinking problem—all right, she’d heard a neighbor describe her mother as a “stinking drunk”—although her mother hadn’t been raised that way. But Carly hadn’t known that then; she’d learned the facts later, when she’d been grown, from her grandmother. Apparently her mother had been wild to a fault as a teenager, capping a tumultuous few years by climbing on the back of an even wilder boy’s motorcycle and eloping with him in the teeth of being warned that if she left like that she could never come back. Subsequently, Carly had been born, the boy had run off with someone else and eventually been killed in a car accident in Tennessee, and her grandmother had, as promised, refused to take her daughter back. But when the social workers had tracked her down and notified her that Carly had been abandoned and was being kept in the County Home for Innocents, her grandmother had agreed to take Carly in. And eventually she’d grown to love Carly, and Carly had grown to love her.

But those eight days before her grandmother had come to take her away had been among the loneliest and most frightening in her life.

Looking at the low brick buildings now, as she walked toward them from the parking lot with Matt beside her, Carly thought they looked pleasant, bathed in sunshine and surrounded by acres of green grass with a playground and a basketball court off to one side. There were children outside—poor little children—and more children inside, most of them young teens, a few sitting around the common room watching TV, more walking the halls, one boy with a buzzed head glimpsed through an open door sitting on a twin bed in a tiny room.

Matt spoke to an older woman who came out to greet them. Carly caught fragments of the conversation: Hello, Sheriff and I called and it’s through here. But she wasn’t really listening; she was too busy taking it all in, absorbing it through her skin, reliving rather than just remembering it.

She’d been so scared.

“Are you okay?” Matt asked in a low voice as he took her arm to follow the woman, and for a minute she was, because he was there, his hand warm and strong against her skin, his eyes concerned for her. She nodded, and then there it was in front of her, the waiting room with the scarred wood counter where the children who had needed medication had come for their doses, and beyond the counter a door: some kind of gray metal, with a small square glass window. It was open.

There was only one, he just had an allergic reaction. I put him in another room.

Thanks, I appreciate it.

Carly heard Matt and the woman talking as if from a long way away as she pulled free of Matt’s hand and walked into the room, which was unoccupied. It was small, with a good-sized window that looked out over—not a barn, but a shelter—a rickety-looking shelter in an area surrounded by a board fence. That pen had held a donkey once, and some chickens, and a couple of baby goats and a little pig. She had loved the animals. . . .

They were still there, the bunk beds. White painted iron, twinsized, one on each wall. She had slept in the top bunk on the left. Carly looked at it. It was the same: metal springs, a thin mattress made up with a blue blanket and a flat pillow. At the time it had seemed an awfully long way off the ground. It still did. Carly saw that the edge of the top mattress was even higher than the top of her head. She’d had to climb a ladder to get up there.

The ladder was still there, attached to the far end of the bunk. Carly walked around to it and climbed up. She was wearing white capris and a black linen shirt that buttoned up the front and tennis shoes, and climbing up was easy, and so was crawling out onto the bunk.

Creak. Creak. The sound was the same. Be careful not to fall off—she heard the warning again in her head. There had been an older woman working here then, too, a nice woman who’d watched over them all day and warned her not to fall. She had been careful, sleeping with her back pressed up against the wall, scared she’d roll.

Trying to remember how it had felt, she stretched out on the bunk on her side with her back to the wall.

“Carly.”

She heard him: it was Matt. He stepped into the room quickly, looking around for her and then seeing her up there on the bunk.

“You okay?” He walked right up to the side of the bunk and looked at her across the mattress, and all she could see of him was about three-quarters of his face, not his chin but his mouth and nose and eyes.

His eyes. Looking at her. His eyes.

Carly began to shake.
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SHE WAS WHITE as a sheet of paper, her eyes huge and unfocused, her lips parted as she breathed. Her back was against the wall and her arm was folded beneath her head so that her curls cascaded over it and she was—God, she was trembling.

“Okay, forget it,” Matt said, reaching out to clasp her arm and draw her toward him because he couldn’t stand to see her like this no matter how good the cause. It was warm in the room, the air-conditioning wasn’t much, but her skin was cold as he slid his hand around her bare arm. “You don’t have to do this. Carly. . . .”

“I remember.” Her voice was unsteady. She looked at him out of those lost little girl eyes and Matt felt his heart turn over. “It was the eyes. When I saw you looking at me across the mattress I remembered the eyes. They’re the eyes I see in my nightmares, Matt. His eyes—light blue. No lashes. The same eyes as the monster who attacked me. He said ‘Now I remember you.’ ” She took a deep, shaky breath. “Well, now I remember him.”

“So tell me.” He was as tense as if he were being forced to observe her being tortured before his eyes, which, in a sense, he was. But if she remembered, if she could tell him who the perp was, it would all be over and she would be safe. He rubbed her arm once, a small gesture of comfort, then kept his hand on her as she started talking.

“It was at night. Always late at night. I got to where I was afraid to go to sleep, because then I might not see him coming. He would open the door and I would see him standing there in the opening—it was dark in here and light in the room beyond, so what I saw was this big black silhouette—and then he would come in and close the door and . . . and start.”

She was trembling like a leaf beneath his hand now. Matt gritted his teeth, wanting to pull her off that bunk and into his arms so badly that it was all he could do to resist, afraid of what he was going to hear, of what it was going to do to her to remember.

But he’d opened the floodgates and now he couldn’t hold back the water. Even as he was wondering if he shouldn’t just cut this off, just end it and take her out of here and go at this from another angle, she continued.

“He would go from bed to bed. He usually liked to start over there”—she nodded at the bunk against the opposite wall—“and go from bottom to top. I was last.” She was shaking so badly that she was almost shuddering. “He’d get to me, and look at me, and I would be pressed up against the wall just like this and what I remember seeing are his eyes.” She breathed in and it sounded almost like a gasp. “I would pretend to be asleep and he would put this rag over my face—it was cold and wet and smelled awful, kind of sweet—and whisper ‘Nighty-night, princess.’ I was afraid to fight, afraid to do anything, and he would put this rag over my face and I would just go to sleep.”

The bastard had chloroformed her. Matt realized it instantly. The bastard had come in here to a room full of little girls and chloroformed them. He was sick at his stomach. His free hand clenched into a fist.

“Only it didn’t always work. After the first night I learned to turn my head, just a little, and not to breathe, and he didn’t really seem to care all that much about me anyway. He was more interested in the other girls, they were older, developed, you know, so I was a little woozy but not asleep, and I would hear him get into bed with them. I could hear the springs.”

Carly shuddered so hard that she shook the bed, and he could hear the springs, too.

Creak. Creak.

“Carly . . .” That was it, he couldn’t stand it. He couldn’t listen to another minute of this. If that bastard had touched her it was going to tear his heart out, rip his guts in two, drive him insane with grief and rage.

“I remember, Matt,” she said in a voice so small it was almost piteous, while she looked at him with an expression in her eyes that he knew was going to haunt him forever. “On the last night before my grandmother came, one of them—it was Genny, I remember Genny, she was around thirteen I think and kind of tough and I was half scared of her—woke up while he was in bed with her and she started to yell and he hit her. He hit her with his fist and then with something else and I could hear the thunk and then he got up out of the bunk and picked her up and carried her out of the room.”

She finished in a rush and sucked in another one of those gasping breaths. “My grandmother came the next morning. Genny hadn’t come back by the time I left.”

Matt had already dug far enough into this to know that Genny Auden, age thirteen, had supposedly run away from the Home twenty-two years ago, on the night of August 13. They were doing a trace. Last time he’d checked in, there’d been nothing at all on her after that date.

Now he figured they were looking for a corpse.

“Who was it, baby? Who did it? Do you remember a name?” Thinking of her having to go through that was killing him, his voice was hoarse and his heart was racing and he was having trouble keeping his anger under wraps enough to be gentle for her now while she needed him.

Carly gave a tiny little nod. “The Donkeyman. We called him the Donkeyman.”

Donkeyman. A name? A kids’ version of a name? A physical description? Someone who had brought the donkey to the Home, cared for the donkey, had some connection with the donkey? What?

“At the time I just thought Genny had gone away, maybe somewhere safe like I had when my grandmother came. I just didn’t think about it, it was bad and I just didn’t think about it, it was over and I didn’t see any reason to think about it. But now . . .” she paused and breathed, “Now I think he might have killed her.”

“Yeah, I think so too.” He had what he’d come for. No need to put her through any more of this. Deliberately he made his voice crisp. “Okay, come on, get down from there. We’re going.”

“Matt. . .”

“Come on. You heard me.” When she seemed to be having trouble moving he hauled her toward him and to hell with the neatly made bunk. Then she sat up at his urging and he put his hands on either side of her waist and lifted her down. Even fully grown, Carly weighed about as much as your average preteen; as an eight-year-old she wouldn’t have been much bigger than a gnat. The thought of this guy—this big, burly guy—preying on her was driving him around the bend.

I’m coming for you, you bastard, he promised him there and then.

Her knees gave out. If he hadn’t been holding on to her she would have crumpled to the linoleum. He scooped her up and headed for the door.

“Matt, no. Wait.” She moved in his arms. Her hands were on his shoulders, and her fingers tightened protestingly.

“What?” He stopped and looked down at her. She was breathing slowly and deliberately, trying, he saw, to get herself back under control. Her face was still pale, but her mouth no longer shook and her eyes were back in focus.

“You can’t walk out of here with me like this. Put me down.”

“If I put you down you’re going to end up in a little puddle on the floor.”

“No, I won’t.” She pushed against his shoulder now. “All these kids . . . Put me down. Please.”

Against his better judgment he let her slide to her feet, keeping an arm around her in case her knees gave way again. She leaned against him for a moment, an arm draped over his shoulder, letting him take her weight. Then she straightened and pushed away from him—carefully, so he knew she wasn’t sure about what her knees were going to do, either—and stood on her own two feet.

He looked at her, felt a rush of protective tenderness so strong it amazed him, and tugged at a lock of her hair to cover up.

“You’re something, Curls, you know that?”

She smiled at him, and then the matron came to the door and he had to make polite conversation while getting them out of there.

In the car on the way back to town she looked over at him. Her head rested against the seat and she looked tired and a little pale and he would have pulled over and kissed the color back into her face if he hadn’t had so damned much to do. This guy was within reach now, ready to be identified and pulled in and made to pay. All Matt had to do was connect a few more dots, just a few more, and they had him. Then he could turn his attention to Carly again.

“Matt.”

“Hmm?”

“Just so you know. Except to put that cloth over my face, he never touched me. He was interested in the older girls.”

His lips compressed and he stared unseeingly out through the windshield. It was near noon now, one more blazing hot day with heat chimeras rising up in front of the car and everything from the kids to the insects seeking to spend the worst of it in the air-conditioned indoors. Cornfields and cow pastures and small houses covered in aluminum siding flashed by. He was aware of none of them. All he could think about was Carly, helpless and eight years old and at the mercy of a hideously twisted man.

“What makes you think that was even on my mind?”

She gave him a wry little smile. “Well, for one thing, you’ve been clenching your jaw ever since we got into the car. For another, I know you.”

He glanced at her, aware for the first time that his jaw was clenched. Deliberately he tried to relax it. “Okay. So I want to kill the guy. So sue me.”

“My hero,” she said, those baby-doll blue eyes going all soft on his face. Then, “I love you.”

What do you say to that? He pulled over and kissed her rosy, then got back on the road and drove her back to town.

It was around one P.M. when he turned her over to Mike—there was something up with that guy—he would get to the bottom of it when he had the bastard who preyed on women and girls securely behind bars—refusing even to stop for lunch. He nodded at Carly’s reminder that Erin’s wedding rehearsal was tonight because the church was booked for the following night, with dinner to follow at The Corner Café, and he absolutely, positively, had to be at the church in a suit at eight. The information promptly was buried by an avalanche of more urgent thoughts—weddings, even his sister’s, weren’t his top priority at the moment—as he headed out toward the Beadle Mansion. So far they were drawing a blank on finding Marsha’s body despite employing cadaver-sniffing dogs and metal detectors and such low-tech methods as prodding the ground for soft spots, but it was there, he knew it was there, and they would find it. In this case, however, sooner was better than later. Poor little Genny Auden’s corpse was going to have to wait in line. After twenty-two years, it would be able to tell them far less than Marsha’s far fresher corpse. Anyway, they knew approximately where Marsha was; with Genny the search area was wide open. The perp would have to be stupid to have buried her there at the Home, and whatever else this guy was he wasn’t stupid.

He’d just caught sight of Carly’s house when Doris Moorman’s voice crackled at him over the radio, summoning him back to the office.

Their computer search had been delayed by the ridiculously arduous process involved in securing Marsha’s password—Kenan hadn’t known it—from AOL. Now, apparently, the password had come through and Andy was in.

Matt walked into the sheriff’s office to find his sister’s boyfriend seated behind his desk with the computer glowing in front of him and Antonio, Doris, and Anson Jarboe, who’d checked himself into the jail for one of his little mini-vacations the night before, hanging over Andy’s shoulders staring at the screen.

“Get your nose out of there. This is a criminal investigation,” he said to Anson even as he came around behind Andy to look at the screen too.

“Come on, Matt,” Anson protested. “I won’t tell nobody.”

Matt shook his head and pointed at the door. “You’re released. Out.”

He looked at the screen but refrained from saying anything while Anson grudgingly complied. This investigation was too important to compromise by having the details spread all over town before he had the perp behind bars. He’d temporarily deputized Andy and sworn him to secrecy, but he’d be damned if he was going to let Anson into the loop too.

They were so close now he could feel his palms itching in anticipation of making the bust.

“So what’ve you got?” he said.

“Look at this.” Andy clicked the mouse and Marsha’s electronic mailbox popped up on the screen. Then he clicked Mail you’ve sent and lit on a particular piece and Matt found himself staring at an e-mail message Marsha had sent—he checked the date—a little less than a week before she disappeared.

It was addressed to Silverado42.

Heard about your good luck. I’m down on mine right now. Maybe you could share. If you do, I won’t tell.

The next one, from later that same night, read: Don’t worry, I’ve kept my mouth shut all these years and I’ll keep it shut till I die. But it’s going to cost you. Say—a million dollars.

And a third one from that night: See, you do remember. So do I. Everything. Genny was my friend.

“Jesus. She was trying to blackmail him.”

There were more in that same vein. Matt read them with grim triumph. Everything he had suspected was true. Then he looked at the e-mail address they were sent to. It told him approximately nothing that was of any use at all in the real world. “Who? Who is it? Who?”

Somebody who could afford to pay out a million dollars. Hell, that let out everybody he knew.

“Silverado42,” Antonio mused. “Sounds like an older guy. See, his birthday could be 1942 and he could have silver—gray—hair.”

“Or he could have a Ford Silverado, like my husband,” Doris said. Then she looked horrified at what that implied. “Oh, mercy, Matt, you know it isn’t him.”

Matt, who was pretty sure that Doris’s scrawny husband could be safely crossed off the list, said, “Don’t worry, Doris, I think Frank’s in the clear,” then looked at Andy.

“Any kind of electronic trick you can pull to find out who this guy is?”

“ ’Fraid not. We’ll have to go through AOL again,” Andy said. “You want to see his replies?”

Matt felt like kissing the kid. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

The first one read, Who are you? What are you talking about?

Then, Is this Marsha? Or Soraya? Or Carly?

Then, Marsha? I know it’s you.

Talk about setting yourself up to be murdered. Marsha had tried to blackmail the kind of man who preyed on helpless little girls. The man who had killed one of them. He’d come after her to shut her up—and then he’d come after Carly, too. And almost certainly Soraya as well.

So far, they hadn’t been able to find Soraya, although they were checking all known addresses and trying to run down people who had known her. Matt had a feeling they might well be looking for her corpse, too. If so, then out of four little girls who had just happened to have the bad luck to get sick at a particular time while in the county’s protective care, three were now dead. Carly, his Carly, was the lone survivor.

At the thought, Matt’s blood ran cold.

“This is our guy. Find out who he is. Get on the phone to AOL right now, and tell them it’s a police emergency or whatever you have to do.” He looked at Antonio. “Like I told you, it’s the Home. Carly remembered what happened there.” He would go into the details later, when Andy and Doris weren’t listening. There was no point in broadcasting every little detail of Carly’s personal business to anyone who didn’t need to know. “The name she came up with was the Donkeyman. Could be a name, or some kind of kids’ variation thereof, could be something about the way he looked, could be somebody who took care of a donkey they had on the premises at the time. I want you to go over the Home’s records one more time for anybody who might have been called that by four scared little girls.”

Antonio nodded. “Will do.”

When Matt left the office about an hour later to head for the Beadle Mansion, he noticed that the quality of light was different. There was a cool hint of silver beneath all that brilliant gold. The sun still shone, it was still hotter than Hades, but there was a kind of stillness in the air, an edge of portentousness.

Portentousness, indeed, he thought, glancing up. Black clouds were gathering on the horizon.

For the first time in more than a month, it looked like it was going to rain.
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MATT ALMOST MISSED the wedding rehearsal. At Erin’s urging, Carly, as Matt’s date, had gone on to the church with Erin, Lissa, and Dani—and Mike, of course—and was sitting in a back pew when Matt rushed in about fifteen minutes late. Craig was there, having shown up a few minutes before to escort Dani to the rehearsal dinner afterward. Shelby was standing near the front, looking elegant in a black satin suit that made Carly glad she had gone for its polar opposite, a flame red sleeveless dress with a flounce around the hem. Its modest cut was belied by the curve-hugging properties of the silky knit.

All right, elegant was beyond her. But she could still (she hoped) look good. She had put the morning’s horrors firmly behind her, resolving not to rain on Erin’s parade by sharing them with anyone or even thinking of them again if she could help it. Accordingly, she’d lent a hand to some last minute details that Erin had requested her help with, chatted with Sandra (who had returned from Antonio’s aglow, and would, along with Antonio, be joining them at the restaurant for dinner), admired Lissa’s bridesmaid’s dress and in general kept busy until it was time to go upstairs and dress. By the time they left for the church it was almost as though the morning had never happened.

At Matt’s entrance the entire wedding party, which was standing in front of Reverend Musselman as he went over the ceremony with them, turned to look at him. He was wearing a charcoal suit that looked fantastic on his tall athletic frame, and when she saw him walk in Carly caught her breath. His eyes sought her out, and he grinned at her before looking toward the others. Besides Erin, in pistachio silk, Dani and Lissa stood in front of the altar too, both in pastels, along with two of Erin’s friends and a little girl belonging to one of them who was the flower girl. They were grouped behind Erin, while Collin stood beside his prospective bride holding her hand with four of his friends and his little nephew, as ring bearer, behind him. As an emergency stopgap, Mike had been filling in for Matt, walking Erin down the aisle in time to the organist enthusiastically playing “Here Comes the Bride” and passing her hand to Collin with so much barely concealed ill-will that Carly had been watching with the kind of horrified fascination usually reserved for train wrecks.

“About time,” Erin called to Matt accusingly.

“Sorry. I got tied up.” He tweaked Carly’s hair in passing—the man was a master at the romantic gesture—as he strode up the aisle.

“Where’s Andy?” Lissa glared at him, clearly blaming him for the absence of her date.

“He’s doing something for me. He’ll be at the restaurant, don’t worry.”

To Carly’s relief, as Matt took his place beside Erin, Mike retreated to sit beside her.

“You’re scowling,” Carly informed him in a whisper.

“I feel like punching him in the nose.”

Carly had no doubt that Mike was referring to Collin. “It’s her choice.”

The look on Mike’s face told her his opinion of that.

“The wedding’s day after tomorrow,” she reminded him, still whispering.

“Yeah, I know. What do you suppose her reaction would be if I stood up at the place where they ask for objections and say I have one?”

“I hope that’s a joke.”

“Not cool, huh?” He sounded glum.

Carly shook her head, picturing the scene that would result. “If you’ve got an objection, I suggest you put it to Erin before she starts walking down the aisle. Way before. Like, today would be good.”

“She knows I have an objection.” There was so much dejection in his voice that Carly patted his leg. He gave her a rather wan smile. “I’m glad things worked out for you with Matt, anyway.”

“Me too. Listen, Erin can’t be totally indifferent to you. She was in the kitchen with you last night.”

“Yeah,” Mike said gloomily. “We ate roast beef sandwiches.”

He sounded so disgusted that Carly giggled. She couldn’t help it. He shot her an unamused look.

To her surprise, when the adults’ part of the rehearsal was over (the flower girl and ring bearer were being put through their paces a few more times under the watchful eyes of their mothers and Reverend Musselman), Matt pulled her into the vestibule, which was a small and intimate space paneled in beautifully aged dark wood that rose to the ceiling. Light filtering through a pair of stained glass windows on either side of the doors spilled rainbows over the hardwood floor, and discreetly recessed doors on either side led to small retiring rooms used by brides and their attendants for last-minute primping and to await their cues, and rest rooms.

Once he had her alone, Matt brought up the subject of his deputy.

“So what’s the deal with you and Mike?” he asked.

To say that caught her by surprise was an understatement. Carly looked at him—it wasn’t quite as far as usual because she was wearing extremely high heels—and was amazed by something she saw in his eyes.

“You are jealous,” she said, and at the idea of Matt—gorgeous Matt, whom she had loved all her life and who definitely knew how to put the thrill in thrilling—being jealous of Mike the Stolid, she chuckled. “That’s hilarious.”

The look he gave her told her that he didn’t think so.

“There’s something up with him. He’s always hanging around the house even after he’s done working, he’s weird with me lately—and then he sits beside you and you two whisper and you giggle and pat his leg. I know you’re not interested in him, but . . . is he coming on to you? Are you somehow encouraging him? Tell me I’m imagining this.”

“I love you being jealous.” She grinned hugely at him and curled her hands around his lapels and, after a glance around to make sure they weren’t being observed, rose up on tiptoe to press a quick kiss to his mouth. “You’re cute when you’re jealous. Actually, you’re just cute anyway.”

“You’re better than cute. You’re beautiful. And you’re mine.” He slid his hands around her upper arms and pulled her against him. His lips curved in the slightest of rueful smiles as he looked down at her. “Okay, so I’m jealous. A little. Not much. So go ahead and laugh. You’ll pay for it when I get you in bed tonight.”

“Now you’re scaring me.” She made big eyes at him. What he was actually doing was exciting her madly. If he was going to make her pay in bed, she could hardly wait. “Just for the record though, Mike isn’t after me. He’s after your sister.”

“What?” Matt looked startled. “Which one?”

Carly shook her head at him. “I cannot believe you have missed this: Erin.”

“She’s getting married on Saturday.” Sounding dumbfounded, he looked back inside the sanctuary to discover the others coming toward them en masse. “Does she know?”

“I think so,” Carly said dryly, freeing her arms and stepping back from him because this was, after all, a church. “How do you think I was able to talk Mike into taking me out that night? He wanted to make Erin jealous. No way in the world he would have done it otherwise.”

“Jesus.” Matt looked back at her and shook his head. “I don’t believe this. Women. You think Erin’s interested in him back?”

Before Carly could reply, they were surrounded by people. Everyone except the still-rehearsing children crowded into the vestibule, talking at once, then spilled out onto the sidewalk and parking lot. It was only about nine-thirty, which ordinarily in July meant that the sun was a little less hot than at noon, but was still bright. This evening, though, for the first time in weeks the sky was clouded over. There was a heaviness to the air that warned of coming rain.

Life was like that. Take a shower and the phone rings. Plan a wedding and it rains.

While they waited for the children to finish, the rest of them stood around talking. Matt had his hand curved negligently around Carly’s arm just above her elbow as they stood with Dani and Craig and two of Collin’s groomsmen and their dates. All of a sudden Carly had the sensation that she was being watched. Startled, feeling as though a cold trickle of water had suddenly run down her spine, she glanced around—and met Shelby’s gaze.

Shelby was far better than the alternative. For a moment it had almost felt like the monster’s eyes had been on her again.

But they weren’t, of course. Not here at the church, when Matt was with her and it was still full daylight and she was positively surrounded by people. She was still feeling a little vulnerable from her experience of the morning—which she absolutely, positively, was not going to think about. If she did, she would get upset, and Matt would know, and he would get upset and take her home, and Erin’s rehearsal dinner would be spoiled.

She was going to think about anything else instead. Even Shelby.

The other woman was definitely attractive. Cool and a little haughty in that fitted black suit. And, dammit, elegant.

Three things Carly knew she would never be.

Knowing that Shelby had slept with Matt bothered her a little, but then, Carly reflected, Matt’s ex-girlfriends were practically legion. If she was going to let herself get bent out of shape every time she ran into one, she was going to spend a lot of time feeling like a pretzel.

And Matt had slept with Shelby, then panicked when Shelby started letting him see that she thought their relationship was getting serious and done his kiss-and-run thing and left her high and dry. If Shelby was upset over that, Carly couldn’t really blame her. She hadn’t been a happy camper herself when Matt had pulled that same stunt on her.

She wasn’t going to be a happy camper if he did it again.

A profession of love and a lot of great sex didn’t add up to forever. Even that growled You’re mine that had made her heart go pitter-pat didn’t equal forever. She could deny it all she wanted, to him and herself, but forever with Matt was what she was hoping for. No, it was what she was praying for.

But Matt was clearly perfectly happy with great sex, no strings. As far as she was concerned, though, the problem with that was, once the great sex burned itself out, what they were left with was no strings.

If he opted out then, her heart was going to break.

He’d made no promises to her either, and she’d be wise to remember that. She could very easily find herself in Shelby’s shoes one day.

With that in mind, Carly pulled her arm free of Matt’s hold, murmured a polite “excuse me” to the others and went over to speak to Shelby, who was standing with her brother and Erin just outside the church’s arched doors.

“The wedding’s going to be beautiful,” she said to Erin. Then she smiled at Shelby. “Erin said you basically planned it. You’ve done a great job.”

“Thank you,” Shelby said. Her gaze ran over Carly. “It’s been fun. A lot of work, but fun.”

“You know, you two might be able to do some business together,” Erin said, clearly hoping to help ease an awkward situation. “Shelby’s a realtor. Carly’s opening a bed-and-breakfast.” She looked at Shelby. “If you have people come to town looking for a house, you could probably arrange to have them stay at Carly’s place.”

“That’s an idea,” Shelby said, and smiled at Carly.

Matt came toward them, talking on his cell phone, bringing Mike with him. He closed the phone as he reached them and put it into his pocket.

“Hey, Shelby. Collin.” He nodded at them by way of greeting, then looked at Carly.

“Something’s come up,” he said, and glanced at Erin. “I’ve got to go in to the office for a while. I won’t be any longer than I can help.”

“You’re always working,” Erin said in disgust.

“The better to pay for your wedding, sweetie,” Matt said, and glanced at Shelby. “I dropped that check off by your office, by the way.”

“The one for the photographer? Thank you.”

Matt’s gaze shifted to Carly, and his eyes softened fractionally on her face. “I’ll meet you at the restaurant. Mike’s back on duty. Good thing he didn’t leave, isn’t it?”

There was the faintest hint of dryness to that. Carly realized that discovering that Mike’s apparent lovesickness was directed at his sister rather than herself didn’t really please Matt either.

Could anyone say overprotective? She loved that about him, but he did sometimes carry it to extremes.

“I won’t be longer than an hour, tops,” Matt promised, then tugged one of Carly’s curls in an affectionate gesture and departed.

Watching him reverse his cruiser out of the parking lot, Carly reflected that she’d rather have Matt’s hair tugs than any other man’s kisses.

In other words, she had it bad.

“Could I talk to you for just a minute? In private?” Shelby asked in a lowered tone. While Carly had been watching Matt leave, Collin had moved off to say something to one of his groomsmen. Mike had taken advantage of the opportunity to talk to Erin. They were standing right there next to Carly and Shelby, but Mike had angled his body in such a way that he and Erin were able to talk more or less privately.

“Sure,” Carly said. Shelby pushed open the church door and stepped back inside the vestibule. With it open, Carly could clearly hear the strains of the wedding march. Those poor children must be trudging up the aisle one more time. She touched Mike’s arm, and he glanced at her. “I’m just going right here with Shelby.” She indicated the vestibule.

“Okay. Yell if you need me.”

Shelby was standing just inside the door. Carly glanced past her to see, at the front of the church, Reverend Musselman bent over talking to the children. The children’s mothers stood nearby, while the organist sat at her instrument with her fingers resting on the keys.

“Matt’s crazy about you, isn’t he?” Shelby said as Carly joined her. “It’s so easy to see.”

Carly looked at her rather cautiously. “We’ve been friends practically our whole lives.”

Shelby snorted. Such a homely sound from such an elegant woman was a surprise. “I just wish he’d been friends like that with me.”

“I’m sorry your relationship ended badly.”

“I am too. He’s by far the best catch in town, and I won’t hide that I wish I could have reeled him in. But you’ve clearly got him. Which brings me to what I wanted to tell you: As far as I’m concerned, he’s strictly off-limits now. I won’t be going after him anymore.” Shelby smiled, and Carly found herself almost liking her for the first time in her life. “Unless and until you break up, that is. Then I might.”

“Then you’re welcome,” Carly said, and smiled back.

“I wasn’t very nice to you in high school, was I?” Shelby grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay. That was then, this is now, and we’ve both grown up.”

“Well,” Shelby said as the organist started to play again. “Now that I’ve said my piece, I think I’ll just nip into the rest room.”

She smiled and did, and Carly turned to go back outside. As her hand curled around the heavy brass door handle the wedding march filled the church. Reverend Musselman beat time in the air as the children lockstepped up the aisle.

“Carly.”

Carly turned inquiringly at the sound of her name. There was a man behind her. He’d just stepped out of the door on the other side of the vestibule from the one Shelby had disappeared through. The men’s side, Carly realized. He moved toward her, smiling, neatly dressed in khakis and a navy sport shirt. She smiled instinctively. She was still smiling when he grabbed her arm and clamped a chloroform-soaked rag over her face.
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“YOU’RE NOT GOING to believe this,” Andy said as Matt strode into the sheriff’s office. Antonio was still there—or he was back, rather, because he’d headed for the Home at the same time that Matt had left for the Beadle Mansion earlier. “I think this guy won the lottery.”

“What?” Matt glanced in surprise at Antonio.

“Not me,” Antonio said. “I wish. Him.” He pointed at the computer. “Nice threads, by the way.”

“Who?” Matt asked, ignoring that last. He moved to stand behind Andy and looked down at the screen.

“Silverado42. Look at this. It’s an e-mail to Marsha from Jeanini8.”

The message on the screen said: Ohmigod, you’ll never guess who won the lottery. That guy, you know—that creep from when you were a kid. You know, the one who comes into the grocery in Macon where my sister works.

Matt looked at the date: approximately two weeks before Marsha disappeared.

“Now look at Marsha’s reply.” Andy clicked the mouse, and another message popped up.

You mean DingDong the Donkeyman? Get outta here!

Matt started to feel a bubble of excitement.

“Here’s Jeanini8 again.” Another click.

It’s true. I swear to God. He won LottoSouth—24 million!!!!

“Back to Marsha.” Click.

How do you know?

“And Jeanini8.” Click.

You know he’s been living in Macon forever, and he’s been coming into the grocery where she works every week. He’s been playing the same numbers for the last five years. My sister knows them by heart. He hasn’t come forward to claim his prize yet, but the store gets 100 grand for selling the winning ticket and they’re going to give my sister a bonus because she’s the one who sold it.

“And Marsha.”

Do you happen to know his e-mail address?

“And Jeanini8.”

I got it from my sister, who got it from the frequent shopper card he filled out. Here it is: Silverado42@aol.com. What, do you want to say congratulations?

“And Marsha.”

Something like that.

“And Jeanini8.”

You’re bad. By the way, don’t tell anybody I told you. The store told my sister not to say anything until he comes forward because of his privacy or something. I don’t want her to get in trouble.

“And Marsha again.”

Don’t worry, I won’t tell.

“That’s basically it for the important stuff,” Andy said.

“Jesus Christ.” Matt’s hands tightened on the back of the chair—his chair—that Andy was sitting in. “There it is right there. The whole thing. I was wondering why Marsha decided to start blackmailing him now, after leaving him alone all these years. The bastard won the lottery. Once Marsha started blackmailing him, he must have been afraid they all would. So he decided to eliminate the problem.”

“Can you believe that?” Antonio said with disgust. “I play that damned thing every week and I’ve never won so much as a dollar.”

“So we’ve basically got it all figured out,” Matt said, ignoring Antonio in favor of turning various bits and pieces of information over in his head. “The only thing we still don’t know is who the bastard is. Any luck getting the name out of AOL?”

“Not yet,” Andy said. “I’m working on it, though. But I think I may have found a quicker way. I found Jeanini8’s phone number. She e-mailed Marsha her new one.”

“Shit,” Matt said as Andy handed him a piece of paper with a phone number on it. “You are shitting me.” He looked at Andy. “Anytime you want to marry my sister, just let me know. She’s yours.”

Andy looked alarmed. “Well, uh—”

“Or not.” Matt grinned at him, recognizing a fellow commitment-phobe, even if the kid was just barely old enough to shave.

“Want me to call?” Antonio reached for the phone.

Matt shook his head. “I will.”

This was one call he really wanted to make. Jeanini8, whoever she was, knew who the bastard was. As soon as he got the name, the perp was going down. Not even Erin’s party was going to stand in his way.

The phone started to ring. Antonio, who was closer, answered it. After the initial, crisp, “Sheriff’s Department,” he just listened for a minute, a look of growing horror on his face.

“Oh, crap. Oh, no. Oh, man. Hold on.” Antonio’s face was gray by the time he put a hand over the mouthpiece and looked at Matt.

Matt was already rigid with alarm. He knew Antonio, had known him for years. He’d never seen that particular look on his face.

“What?” he demanded.

“Carly’s disappeared. From the church. She went back inside to talk to Shelby and Shelby went to the bathroom and Carly vanished. They’ve looked all over. Mike’s shitting bricks.”

Matt’s blood turned to ice. He felt as if all his internal organs had suddenly seized up. For a minute he went all light-headed and had to put a hand down on his desk to steady himself. He knew what had happened, knew it as well as if he’d been an eyewitness: the bastard had grabbed Carly.

At the thought of what he might be doing to her right that very minute, Matt broke into a cold sweat.

“Fuck,” he said. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.” It was more prayer than curse.

Then he got a grip and looked at Antonio.

“Get some roadblocks set up,” he said hoarsely. “Call the state police. I want men, I want helicopters, I want infrared equipment. And I want Billy Tynan’s dogs over at that church pronto. Tell him I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

Then he picked up the phone and punched in the number for Jeanini8.
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“HELLO, CARLY.” He was leaning over her, whispering almost tenderly. Carly blinked, staring up at him. He was all blurry. She felt woozy, dizzy, sick at her stomach. Where was she?

“What happened?” she started to say, only to find she couldn’t. There was something over her mouth. Something preventing her from speaking, from opening it, from drawing air in through it. She moved her head from side to side. Something, carpet, cheap, scratchy nylon carpet, abraded her cheek. She was lying all curled up on carpet. Whatever was over her mouth stayed in place. She managed to get her tongue between her smashed-together lips. Slightly bitter, sticky, plastic—duct tape. At the realization her eyes widened. Slowly his face came into focus.

Round, pale, plump, unremarkable. Blue eyes. Pale blue. Lashless.

Looking at her.

Carly’s heart exploded into what felt like a thousand beats a minute. Her blood ran cold. Her stomach knotted. She wanted to scream, but all that emerged was a strangled squeak.

The Donkeyman. And also . . . also . . . She knew him, not well but vaguely, knew his name—but she was so sick, so terrified, she couldn’t think.

“I see you’re awake.” His voice was low and pleasant, with an unmistakably southern intonation. It made Carly’s skin crawl. She struggled to move. Her arms were pulled uncomfortably behind her back and secured at the wrists with—it felt like more duct tape. Her ankles were similarly bound. Her arms tingled, that pins and needles sensation that means they’ve fallen asleep. Her legs were better. They didn’t hurt. He leaned closer, bending over her, and she realized that he was leaning in through the door of a vehicle, a truck, a pickup truck, realized that she was on the floor, in the front passenger footwell, wedged in, and he was trying to get her out. She struggled frantically, but it didn’t help. He wrapped his arms around her waist, and heaved her up and out, then let her slump to the ground while he closed the door of the truck.

Rain hit her face, her hair, her skin. Big fat drops. It was raining. Warm rain, and it was dark, night, moonless, and she was lying in short grass, the smell of wet grass filled her nostrils, there was gravel in the grass, she could feel it digging into her cheek and arm. She was lying in short grass near a gravel driveway, the truck was white, there was a small house nearby, a cabin really, some kind of dark wood.

Carly realized that she was still feeling the effects of the chloroform he had used on her. Her head whirled. Her thoughts were fuzzy. Her limbs felt leaden, heavy.

It was then that terror, true icy terror, flooded her veins. Her stomach cramped. Her chest heaved as she fought to breathe.

She was going to die. He had brought her to this place to kill her.

He was a big man, stocky, strong. He bent over her, wrapping his arms around her middle, trying to pick her up. He should have been able to do it easily, but she resisted. Heart racing with fear, almost suffocating in her desperate effort to breathe, Carly struggled frantically, writhing and thrashing until he cursed and fumbled with something and thrust that cool wet cloth over her face again. She gagged, smelling it, smothered by it, that hideous sweet scent that had haunted her dreams for years, the scent of terror; the scent of horrible drugged sleep; for her, tonight, the scent of death.

When she regained consciousness again, she was slung over his shoulder, blood pounding in her temples as she hung upside down, her head bobbing against his back, his arms clamped around her legs. He was walking downstairs, carrying her down into what looked like a basement, gray concrete walls, a single bare lightbulb in the center of the room, dark shadows crowding the walls. She could feel his hand, meaty and warm, through the fragile nylon of her pantyhose, pressing against her thigh. She was wet, wet with rain and cold. Her dress had ridden up. She realized that she was wearing her red dress, the sexy one, that she was still dressed for Erin’s rehearsal dinner, except her shoes were missing.

Matt. Matt. She wanted Matt.

She was shivering, trembling, her bones had turned to jelly. Her stomach cramped from fear. Her heart thudded in her chest.

“Well, now, here we are.” He reached the bottom of the stairs and took the few steps necessary to cross the room. There he lowered her to the ground, quite gently really, considering that he was going to kill her so it shouldn’t matter if he banged her up a little first. She thought about struggling, but she was so sick, so woozy, all she really wanted to do was close her eyes and sleep, and anyway, what was the point? There was no possible way she was going to escape.

She was helpless. At his mercy. And he had no mercy, none at all. Not for her.

She was going to die.

And he was looking forward to it. She could tell from his smug little smile.

Her worst nightmare had come true: the Donkeyman had her. Carly shuddered in horror. Cold sweat poured over her in waves.

Please God Please God Please God I don’t want to die.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” he said as he moved to stand in front of a big white metal chest, really big, about the size of two washing machines pushed together. He lifted the lid and she realized that she was looking at a freezer.

Another burst of terror, fresh and sharp and new, raced down her spine like an icy finger.

“We’ve got a couple of options here.” He turned toward her, walked toward her, stood over her, put his fists on his hips as if he were considering. Looking up at him, Carly knew that he was toying with her, he already knew how he was going to do it, how he was going to kill her, and that it was going to happen soon, within minutes, now.

He bent over her, and she saw that he had a knife in his hand.

Her eyes went wide. Panic almost overwhelmed her. God, she had felt that knife. She cringed as he waggled it in front of her face, remembering the quick surprising pain of its cold blade slicing through her skin.

“I could cut your throat.” He touched the tip of the knife, oh so delicately, to the soft spot just below her ear, then stroked it very softly across the front of her neck. Carly held very still and closed her eyes. Her heart slammed painfully against her breastbone. She held her breath. Any second now, she was going to feel the blade going deep—

“But that’s too messy,” he said, sounding cheerful. “I’d have to clean up afterwards. Anyway, I like the second option better.”

He bent down and scooped her up. Carly cringed and shuddered, but he picked her up and held her in his arms and looked down at her and smiled.

Then he carried her to the freezer and lowered her inside. There were packages of frozen food on the bottom. They were hard and cold and uncomfortable against her back. The sides of the freezer were thick with frost.

She could feel the cold blast of it caressing her skin.

Then he straightened. Carly’s breathing suspended as she realized what he meant to do.

“At your size, there’s probably enough air for you to survive about forty-five minutes. And I’ve turned the temperature down to zero. So the question is, will you suffocate or freeze to death first? It will be interesting to find out, don’t you think?”

Carly whimpered, a small terrified sound, and his smile broadened. Then he shut the lid.

She was left all alone in the icy, nearly airless dark.
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“IS THIS IT?” Matt swung around in the front seat to glare at the passenger in the back. “I said, is this it?”

“Yes, yes. For God’s sake, Matt.” Bart Lindsey was nervous, shaky, intimidated, as well he should be. Matt had grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and practically thrown him into the back of the cruiser as soon as the vet had admitted that, although his brother had lived a hundred miles away in Macon for the last twenty years, he did still own a house relatively nearby, a hunting cabin he rarely if ever used, nestled in the thick piney woods about fifteen miles west of town. Jeanini8—Marsha’s friend Jeanine LeMaster—had known instantly who DingDong the Donkeyman was when Matt got her on the phone: Hiram Lindsay, who twenty-two years ago had owned the vet practice that his brother now operated and had gone out to the County Home for Innocents one blazing August to tend a sick donkey.

Hiram Lindsey had Carly. She’d been missing for over an hour now. Matt’s driving fear was that she was already dead.

He was out of the door and running through the pouring rain toward the cabin with his gun drawn before Antonio, who was driving, had done more than pull off the road. A light was on inside, glowing feebly through the small square front window. There was a truck in the driveway—a white Silverado. Raindrops sounded like BB’s as they rattled off its roof.

“Open up! Sheriff’s department! Lindsey, I know you’re in there! Open this goddamn door!” Heart pounding, the metallic taste of fear in his mouth, Matt hammered on the flimsy wooden door as two more cruisers pulled up behind his and his deputies jumped out, guns drawn.

They raced toward him, backing him up as he got tired of waiting and kicked in the damned door.

“Carly!”

There he was, the bastard, scuttling toward a back room like a frightened crab, looking over his shoulder as Matt came after him.

“What . . . what . . .?” he sputtered, face white, eyes wide, still trying to run.

“Where is she? You sick bastard, where is she? If you’ve hurt her . . .” Matt collared him, literally wrapped his hand in his collar and spun him around, spun him against the slick plastic paneling covering the wall. Lindsey didn’t even try to resist. He leaned against the wall, panting, sweating, while Matt dug his fingers into the back of his neck and cuffed him. Behind him, his men had already spread out, searching the place.

“Carly!”

Nothing. No answer.

“What’s the meaning of this? What are you doing?” Lindsey’s pathetic bleats were a bad waste of good air.

“Where’s Carly?” Police brutality be damned. Matt slammed the flat of his hand down on the side of the bastard’s head and ground his cheek into the wall. He was pumped with terror, fueled by it, practically jumping out of his skin with it. The bastard was here. Carly was not.

That was enough to make cold sweat break out all over him.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Carly who? Sheriff, whoever you think you’re looking for, you’ve got the wrong man.”

“Like hell.” Matt was panting. He could hear his deputies taking the house apart. They weren’t finding her. “Listen, you slimeball, it’s over. I know about Marsha, Soraya, poor little Genny. I know about the lottery. I know about Marsha blackmailing you. I know everything, do you hear me? What I don’t know is where Carly is. And you’re going to tell me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Matt could feel and see and even smell Lindsey’s sweat. The man was lying. He did know. He had her. Oh, God, was he too late? Was she dead?

“Matt, look at this.” Antonio ran in from outside, through the door that hung on broken hinges now letting in the sound and smell of rain. Matt glanced around to see what he’d found. His heart almost stopped. Antonio was dangling one of Carly’s spiky red shoes from one hand.

“Where is she?” he roared, slamming his shoulder into Lindsey’s back. “Damn you, you . . . Where is she?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lindsey said again, sounding less frightened now.

Icy calm suddenly possessed Matt. He drew his pistol out of the holster and wedged it nice and tight against Lindsey’s temple. Then he got right up in the bastard’s face.

Behind him, he could see Antonio’s horrified expression. Mike came in from the back of the house and stopped dead.

Neither of them even tried to interfere.

“Here’s how this works,” Matt said through his teeth, barely able to speak through the panic that was welling like gorge in his throat. He ground the pistol in a little harder. His grip on it was so tight that his knuckles showed white. “You tell me where she is, or I blow you to hell. I’m going to give you to the count of three. One.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Two.”

“You’re an officer of the law. You can’t do this.” Fear sharpened Lindsey’s voice.

“Watch me. Thr—”

“Hiram, if you know where Carly is, you’d better tell him,” Bart Lindsey said softly. Matt felt the bastard sag.

“She’s in the freezer in the basement,” Lindsey said, and closed his eyes.

Matt pulled his pistol back and thrust the bastard toward Antonio.

“Get him out of here,” he said. Then, heart pounding, he raced for the basement.

By the time he reached the freezer, he was sweating buckets. His deputies were still pounding down the stairs in his wake when he threw up the lid.

Looking down, he felt cold stark terror grab him by the throat. There she was, bound hand and foot, huddled in a little ball, a strip of duct tape covering her mouth. She was white as death and unmoving. Frost had already started to rim her nose and mouth.

Jesus, Jesus, was he too late?

“Carly.”

He snatched her out of there, reached down and grabbed her up and into the warmth, and Mike reached in and pulled the duct tape off her mouth even as he put her down and knelt beside her so that he could start CPR.

She was so cold, so limp, had been so cold and limp in his arms.

“Carly.” His voice broke. Behind him he could hear somebody radioing for an ambulance.

Then, miracle of miracles, he felt her stir. Her chest expanded and her lids fluttered up and she looked up at him, dazed and disoriented, but alive.

“Matt,” she said.

Matt drew in a great, shaking breath and let his head fall to his chest in profound thanks for an answered prayer. Then he gathered her up in his arms.
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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER, Carly was sitting up in bed in Matt’s bedroom waiting a little less than patiently for him to get home from work. It was just after midnight, and she was more or less back to normal, although she’d spent most of the previous night—after she’d gotten out of the freezer—in the hospital emergency room being treated for what was basically shock. While she was still at the hospital, Hiram Lindsey had told his brother where to find Marsha and Soraya and Genny. Genny was buried out behind his cabin. Marsha and Soraya were in an old freezer in the basement of Carly’s house.

Knowing that she and Sandra had lived there with those bodies in the basement was almost the worst thing of all.

But she wasn’t going to think about that. She was going to concentrate on the positive. And the positive was that the monster who had haunted her dreams for almost all of her life was now behind bars. It was the most liberating thing in the world, she discovered, to finally be free of fear.

At the moment, she was warm and comfortable, dressed in a sexy little shorty nightgown that she had decided was more appropriate for her planned evening’s activities than the pajamas she usually wore, sitting up in bed with a book open on her lap, Hugo purring like a motor beside her and Annie asleep on the rug at the foot of the bed. All would be right with her world if Matt would ever get his hot bod home from work.

The killer was caught, the case was closed, and the heat wave had finally broken. One would think that, under that combination of positive circumstances, the sheriff could get home at a decent hour. But no. He had things to catch up on, he’d said.

Carly was just beginning to seriously entertain the idea of turning off the light and going to sleep without him when the bedroom door opened without warning and Matt walked into the room.

He was in full sheriff mode, with raindrops gleaming on his black hair and a slight, and slightly wry, smile curving his lips.

In his hand was a huge bouquet of red roses. In his other hand was—something. Carly was too fixated on the roses to take the time to ascertain what.

The scent of the flowers reached her all the way across the room.

“I can’t believe you brought me roses,” Carly said, charmed by the gesture. She had a thought and narrowed her eyes at him. “What did you do?”

He laughed and crossed the room to put the roses on the bedside table. She was leaning over them to inhale when she noticed the tiny votive candle he put down next to them. Her eyes widening, she watched as he extracted a lighter from his pocket and proceeded to flick his Bic. Touching the flame to the wick, he lit the candle.

Carly’s heart started to pound.

He was watching her watch him with a crooked little smile on his face.

“Matt . . .” she began.

He reached for her book and tossed it aside, picked Hugo up and moved him too, receiving a nasty cat look for his pains, and then caught her hands.

“Get up,” he said.

Perfectly willing under these conditions to have the chance to show off her hot little nightie, and more than anxious to see just exactly what he had in mind, she let him pull her to her feet.

Holding her hands, he dropped down on one knee in front of her.

The romantic effect was slightly skewed by the rueful twinkle in his eyes, but she didn’t care, she would take it, she had waited all her life for this. Carly took a deep breath, knowing for sure now what was coming. Her heart raced and her breathing got all out of whack and her knees went weak.

“Candlelight, flowers, and bended knee,” he said, and the twinkle vanished to be replaced by a dark hot gleam that started her insides to melting. “I love you. Marry me?”

Carly was temporarily bereft of speech as most of her major muscle groups turned to jelly. Her eyes stayed locked to his. With the air of one patiently waiting, Matt carried her left hand to his mouth, kissed her knuckles, then turned her hand over to press his lips to her still healing palm. Carly felt the touch of those warm, firm lips all the way down to her toes.

This time, he meant it. She could see it in his eyes. He was offering her forever, and he meant it.

“Yes,” she said, and her voice shook. “Yes, yes, yes.”

Then he stood up and she threw herself into his arms and they didn’t say anything else for a very long time.

Finally, when they were both up for conversation again, Matt turned on the bedside lamp and slid out of bed.

“What are you doing?” she asked curiously as he picked up his pants, which had been discarded in the near vicinity of the bed.

“I forgot,” he said, feeling in his pocket and extracting a small black box. “I got you something.”

Carly stared agog at the box as he brought it to her in bed.

She knew what it was: a jeweler’s box.

When she opened it, she was more agog than ever.

“Oh, my God,” she said, looking from it to him and back. “It’s huge. It’s beautiful. Matt. . .”

“Hmm?” He picked up the box, extracted the ring from it, and put it on her finger.

Her voice started to shake. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he said, and climbed back into bed.

    *   *   *

It must have been around two A.M. when Matt heard it: something out in the hall. Footsteps. Footsteps that definitely did not belong to any of his three sisters, whose step he had learned to recognize long since.

“What is it?” Carly asked sleepily as he slid out of bed.

“Shh,” he said, and reached for his pants. “There’s somebody in the house.”

Decent now, moving quietly, he padded to the door and eased it open. Looking down the hall, he saw that he was right. There was a man moving almost silently away from him.

“Hold it right there,” he said, and flipped on the light.

The man whirled. And he found himself looking at Mike. His deputy, Mike.

Dressed in a pair of boxers and nothing else.

Looking so guilty and alarmed that Matt didn’t even have to wonder if he was up to no good. He knew.

“What the hell,” he said in a soft and dangerous tone, “are you doing in my house dressed like that at this time of night?”

“I . . . I . . .” Mike stuttered.

Matt felt Carly behind him, leaning against him, peering around him. At the same time Erin’s door opened. She looked out, saw what was happening and came out into the hall in her short little slip of a nightgown.

“He’s visiting,” Erin said, taking Mike’s hand. If possible, Mike looked even more alarmed than before.

“Like hell.” Matt must have said it louder than he intended, because within just about a minute Dani’s door popped open and she stuck her head out. Lissa did the same thing approximately three seconds later. Their wide eyes as they looked from him to Mike told Matt that they had a tolerable understanding of the situation.

“Don’t be mad, Matt,” Erin said coaxingly, twining her fingers in Mike’s. Matt knew what she meant. She didn’t care if he got mad at her. She meant, don’t be mad at Mike.

“You’re getting married tomorrow.” He couldn’t help it. His voice was set on that same muted roar. “And not to him.”

He pilloried Mike with a you-are-going-to-die look.

“Well,” Erin said guiltily, “as to that—”

“Oh, my God, Carly’s got a ring!” That was Lissa, who happened to be nearest to Carly and must have seen the light catch on the ring Matt had given her approximately two hours before. “Matt, did you propose?”

“Yes, I did, but—”

His sisters weren’t paying the least bit of attention to him. They skittered right on past him like he wasn’t even there, surrounding Carly and exclaiming over her ring and holding her hand up and twisting it this way and that.

Matt gave Mike another of those prepare-to-die looks and turned to focus on the chaos behind him.

“What do you mean, as to that?” he asked Erin in a suitably awful tone.

Erin looked guilty. “I don’t think I want to marry Collin after all.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Mike looked triumphant. Matt saw his face out of the corner of his eye and glanced back over his shoulder threateningly.

Erin smiled her most beguiling smile at him. “I’m really sorry, Matt. I know it’s cost you a fortune and we’re going to lose most of the deposits and it’s going to be a huge hassle for you to tell everybody the wedding’s off—”

“Me?” Matt asked.

“But you wouldn’t want me to marry somebody just because of that, would you?”

She had him there.

“No,” he said sourly after a moment. “I wouldn’t.”

Lissa looked at him, her eyes suddenly wide. “Matt,” she said in a hushed tone, “I’ve got the best idea. Instead of canceling the wedding, why don’t we just switch couples? You and Carly can get married tomorrow—er, today.”

“What?” He didn’t believe this. They were all chattering among themselves now and making plans, and only glancing occasionally at him. He just did not believe any of it. This was his life in a nutshell. One long series of problems with crazy-making women.

“What do you think?” Carly asked him almost hesitantly. His eyes softened. For her, he did forever. Anytime, anyplace, anywhere. He said so, and the group—except for Mike, who was still in major doodoo with him over this—erupted into shrill little feminine cries of excitement.

Watching the four of them with their heads together hatching plans, it occurred to Matt that his life was as infested with women as a junkyard dog was with fleas.

Good thing he was starting to kind of like the itch.

In fact, he liked it so well that he married one of the pesky little things later that day.
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