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Dear Readers: If you encounter typos or errors in this book, please send them to me at Patricia@patriciamclinn.com. Even with many layers of editing, mistakes can slip through, alas. But, together, we can eradicate the nasty nuisances. Thank you! — Patricia McLinn


Dedication


For Gin, who is much missed


Dear Reader,


The seed for The Right Brother came years ago, standing in a long holiday checkout line at a bookstore with my brother. He announced to the woman behind us that I was an author. (Why, or why, does he do this on the worst of hair days and when I’m wearing burly jackets and muddy snow boots?)

The woman was gracious enough not to comment on my hair or my attire. Instead, she said that she used to love to read, but just didn’t have time anymore. I noted her basket brimming with children’s books. Oh, yes, she said, she wanted her children to read, but she was too busy to read herself because she was doing so many things for her kids.

Genuinely curious, I asked if she expected that her kids would stop reading when they were adults. No, of course not, she started. Then she stopped dead, staring at me. After a moment, she muttered, “Do what I say, not what I do.”

As the story of Jennifer and Trent started growing into The Right Brother, it drew from that encounter and thoughts about parents who might sacrifice in their own lives exactly what they want their children to value.

So, in light of that introduction by my brother, it’s particularly appropriate that the title is The Right Brother.

Oh, yes, and the woman got out of line, and when we parted, she was looking at books for herself, so her kids could do what she did.

Patricia McLinn


CHAPTER ONE


Jennifer Truesdale’s cell phone rang. She stopped warp-speed sweeping and eyed the miniature tormentor sitting on the dusty counter, wondering what bad news it could bring this time.

Wasn’t it enough for one afternoon that Meyer’s Auto Repair had called to say the car needed new brakes and two tires?

That her best friend, Darcie, had phoned and said she couldn’t help clean the dealership after all, because she had to work.

That the town’s biggest gossip had probed for confirmation that her older brother’s marriage was in trouble — as if Jennifer would know.

That the middle school assistant principal had called to report that Ashley had been disciplined — again — for defiantly remaining in the hall after the bell had rung — again.

Thank God school was out next week.

Although, then she’d be juggling keeping track of Ashley along with her job.

The phone rang again.

The way today had been going, the caller would turn out to be the potential buyer saying he wasn’t coming after all. The man’s static-ridden message on the real estate office’s cruddy voicemail had announced he would arrive tomorrow to look at the dealership. She should have known a real, live prospect was too good to be true. Jennifer leaned the broom against the counter and answered her phone.

She quickly realized the official voice on the other end was not the potential buyer — so, at least for now, a buyer for this barely-breathing dealership remained a possibility.

“Mrs. Stenner?” It was the woman from the state she’d talked to several times, most recently last winter.

“I’ve returned to my maiden name — Truesdale.”

“Ah.” The syllable held a wealth of understanding.

Jennifer pushed back a strand of hair that had escaped the bandanna she wore in a futile attempt to keep her hair clean.

The woman told her briskly, but not unkindly, what Jennifer had already suspected — they’d had no luck tracking Eric Stenner to collect the child support he owed.

As she listened to the detailed explanation, Jennifer looked through an isolated clear patch of the plate glass window she was still hours away from washing. This afternoon was slipping away even faster than the sun that was about to disappear behind a sheet of gray clouds rolling in from the west and flattening the sky over Drago, Illinois.

“Thank you for your efforts, Ms. Dorran,” she said.

“Oh, I’m not done trying, Ms. Truesdale. I just didn’t want you counting on the money in the near future.”

After they hung up, Jennifer found herself swiping at the counter with the sleeve of the old jersey she wore. From her box of cleaning supplies she grabbed a spray bottle and cloth, going to work on that counter as if it were the enemy.

No, she definitely wouldn’t count on child support.

She would count on herself. And she would make it. She had to make it. For Ashley.

If she could just hang on until the real estate market picked up in Drago…

That’s why a potential buyer for the car dealership suddenly calling had seemed like such a miracle. Selling Stenner Autos would produce a commission that would plug that gap beautifully for her, along with saving this place from bankruptcy.

But she only had seventeen hours before the potential buyer’s arrival to get it in good shape.

She wished she had more time. More time and more money.

Heck, as long as she was wishing for time and money, she might as well throw in wisdom. And, with a soon-to-be-teenage daughter, patience. Yes, she most definitely needed patience.

But right now she didn’t have time to worry about patience.

Especially when she also had to fix dinner, try to impress on Ashley the necessity of following rules, tear her away from endless debating about what to wear tomorrow, get her to do her homework, and go to bed.

Maybe, if Darcie’s shift had ended by then, she’d keep on eye on Ashley while Jennifer returned here to clean. Ashley would be incensed, proclaiming that at nearly thirteen she didn’t need a babysitter. But she’d go to sleep, and someone she knew would be there, in case she woke up.

And it would make her mother feel better.

Jennifer gave the now shining counter a pat before resuming sweeping debris into a dust pan she dumped into a nearly full trash bag.

Seventeen hours to wipe out more than a year of being abandoned and who knew how many months of neglect before that.

Abandoned. Neglect.

The words’ echo rapped against the inside of Jennifer’s ribs.

The dealership.

She meant the dealership.

That’s what she needed to be thinking about. Selling it would tide them over until Zeke-Tech started moving some of its high-tech operations to town, bringing employees who would need places to live. Then her efforts as a real estate agent would really take off.

But first, she had to sell Stenner Autos, which had stood empty since her ex-husband ran it nearly into bankruptcy.

With that commission in the bank she wouldn’t have to work so much, and she’d have more time to spend with Ashley. Maybe more patience, too. Wisdom? Well, you didn’t get everything you wished for.

Or that you needed.

Jennifer dropped the full trash bag with others piled near the front door and snagged a fresh one, heading around the high counter and into the general manager’s office, the last place to sweep. Then she would wash the windows and desks. Floors, too. Water stains marked the ceiling, but fixing that was beyond even wishing about. There was only so much she could do in seventeen hours.

She swept quickly in the near dark. She’d have to bring light bulbs after dinner.

Jennifer heard the soft whoosh of the main door that she hadn’t bothered to lock behind her when she’d hurried in with the cleaning supplies. Her heartbeat stumbled.

Not from fear — Drago wasn’t that kind of town — but from a premonition.

It couldn’t be the buyer. It couldn’t. The phone message had definitely said tomorrow morning at ten.

It had seemed a miracle that amid the static slices of clarity had made “Stenner Autos” and “ten tomorrow morning” recognizable. She’d also pieced together a phrase about “interested” and something about coming into town. As for his name or phone number to call him back to fill in the gaps, forget it.

She’d been more than happy with the miracle of “Stenner Autos” and “ten tomorrow morning.”

She eased to the office’s open door and peered around its edge. Against the front window’s lighter background of gray she saw the outline of a man standing a yard inside the door, feet slightly spread, hands on lean hips, head tipped back as he scanned the ceiling.

She couldn’t see his face, but she was certain he was frowning.

He would look at the ceiling first. Damn.

She didn’t recognize the outline as anyone she knew. So who—?

The potential buyer. A day early.

A stream of words she never used — because sure as heck if she did, Ashley would hear and feel free to use them — rocketed through her head.

Okay, okay. If it was the client, she couldn’t do anything about his being here. And she couldn’t do anything about his seeing the place looking like this.

But she could try to slip out without his seeing her looking like this.

Tomorrow, in her navy blue suit, he would see only a calm, confident professional whose words would carry enough weight to talk away any objection, including water stains on the ceiling.

Because she was a collected, pulled-together real estate professional. She was.

She would edge around this door, stay low to take advantage of shadows from the counter, and slip down the hall to the back door. It might be tricky using the key without making noise, but—

The dust of empty spaces, old paper, and who knew what else, all stirred by her broom, wrenched a sudden sneeze from her.

Then another and a third.

So much for remaining unnoticed.

Still, she automatically dodged behind the office door.

The sneezes came so hard and fast that for a moment she could only lean on the broom and gasp.

Footsteps headed across the showroom toward her.

“Who’s there?”

Damn.

She straightened away from the broom.

“Hello?” the voice repeated. It sounded vaguely familiar. So maybe it wasn’t the client. Maybe it was a friend or neighbor who’d stopped by. Not from any interest in buying Stenner Autos — nobody in Drago could afford it — but maybe to help.

“Who’s back there?” It was a command to answer.

He shifted and she could see the way he moved. No, he wasn’t anyone from Drago. She was sure.

Escape was hopeless. She stepped forward to the office doorway reluctantly, but determined to not be apologetic or wimpy. He was the one who had no right to be here.

“Who are you?” she demanded. The sneezes — and the irritation — lowered her voice and added a rasp.

He stopped beside the counter and peered at her.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” His tone held less command, more gentleness now. But broad shoulders, several inches of height advantage over her, and dark coloring still made him a commanding figure. “I was driving by and stopped to look inside. The door was open.”

“The door might not have been locked, but it wasn’t open.”

Her sharpness stemmed partly from the fact that he’d startled her and partly from the knowledge that she’d been wrong.

It was someone she knew.

In fact, she realized with a sickening spasm in her stomach, it was both the client and someone from Drago.

Originally from Drago, anyway.

“Sorry again,” he drawled it out, his face shifting into a grin. Most women probably found that expression charming. “Though, you should have the alarm switched on, being here alone.”

She could hardly imagine a man she would find less charming at this moment than this particular one.

Her ex-husband’s younger brother, Trent Stenner.

She hadn’t seen him in years.

When she’d still been going to Stenner family gatherings with Eric, Trent had been noticeably absent. But she couldn’t mistake the broad cheekbones divided by a strong nose with a distinctive thin scar angled across it.

“I’m Trent Stenner,” he said. “I called the real estate office about seeing the dealership.”

He hadn’t recognized her.

She could hardly blame him, but still…

He’d grown more solid and more confident over the years.

She’d grown … well, she’d like to think wiser, but the downside of wiser was that it went with older.

“Tomorrow.” Her voice started in the sneeze-induced lower register, and she made sure it remained there. Just in case. “You’re supposed to be here tomorrow. You came early trying to catch—” She swallowed the word me. Maybe, just maybe, she could still present herself as the pulled-together real estate professional tomorrow, if she got out of today without his recognizing her. “The agent.”

His dark eyebrows popped up. But she was long past placating Stenner men.

Heck, this one had never even pretended he liked her.

“No,” he said evenly. “I just got to town and it was spur of the moment to stop by here. Like I said, I was driving by.”

He gestured toward the window, which showed a shining car parked next to her aged compact.

“Why did you come to town a day early?”

“Just the way my schedule worked.” That didn’t sound like the truth. By comparison, his statement about spur of the moment did ring true.

So what could have brought him to Drago a day early? In fact, why was he here at all? It wasn’t as if he’d shown any interest in visiting his hometown for years.

And why on earth would he suddenly get it into his head to look into buying the dealership?

Eric had spent time at Stenner Autos, letting customers shake hands with the owner’s star quarterback son.

Trent had stayed far away. Once he was in college, he’d rarely returned to town at all.

“Looks like you’ve been doing hand-to-hand combat with the dirt.” Trent brushed his finger over the trailing cuff of her long-sleeved jersey, snapping her attention back to the immediate situation.

Could he possibly recognize the jersey as one of his brother’s?

It had been years, but it did have Eric’s old high school football number on it. Wouldn’t that be perfect — he hadn’t recognized his brother’s old wife, but did recognize his brother’s old shirt?

She had to get him out of here fast.

“I have to get back to work. Come back tomorrow.”

“They left you to clean this whole place by yourself?”

“It’s my job.”

“Big job for one person.”

She grunted and turned away, wielding the broom.

He didn’t budge. “Will you get in trouble with the boss because I saw the place like this?”

“No. Now, please go.”

The door whooshed again.

As Jennifer turned to identify her new interruption, a familiar voice came.

“Hey, Jennifer. I saw a strange car out front—”

Darcie Barrett walked in, appearing as casual as someone could appear in the uniform of the Drago Police Department, wearing a gun, handcuffs, indestructible flashlight, and other accoutrements dangling from her black leather belt.

Knowing Jennifer was alone at the dealership, Darcie’s cop instincts must have gone on alert at seeing the unfamiliar car out front.

Jennifer started toward Darcie, but before she could catch her friend’s attention in order to signal her, to warn her, to shut her up, Trent turned to Darcie, effectively blocking Jennifer.

“Darcie Barrett,” he said, extending a hand and a smile. “Trent Stenner. You probably don’t remember me. I was a few years behind you in school.”

“Trent. Stenner?”

Jennifer tried again to catch Darcie’s gaze, but her friend was fully occupied with staring at Trent, just short of slack-jawed. “I remember you, I just never expected you to be here and — oh, my God, you’re the person who called Jennifer about the dealership listing?”

“Jennifer?” he repeated, sounding puzzled. Then he looked over his shoulder toward her and repeated with no puzzlement, but a lot of other emotions she couldn’t sort out, “Jennifer. Jennifer Stenner.”

She pulled the bandanna off her hair, refusing to run her hands through it or otherwise try to arrange it. But she stood straight, head up, jaw level with the floor, the way she’d been trained.

“Yes, Jennifer,” she said. “Jennifer Truesdale.”


CHAPTER TWO


Trent’s lips moved in silence. Possibly with a curse. He dipped his head infinitesimally in acknowledgement.

Jennifer looked him directly in the eyes — eyes she couldn’t see because he’d turned toward her, leaving his head backlit by the window and his face in shadow.

Darcie looked from one to the other of them.

“I … I think I hear my radio. In the car,” Darcie blatantly lied. She eased a couple steps toward the door. “I’ll just…”

Neither Jennifer nor Trent said a word as Darcie slid out the door and got in her car. Jennifer’s peripheral vision told her Darcie left the car door open and kept her gaze on the showroom.

She’d bailed on being a participant in the upcoming discussion, but she was there as backup.

Jennifer took a step to the left, Trent shifted, too, to remain face to face. Now the window revealed half of his face and the shadow masked the other half — as her face would be half in shadow, half in light to him.

She saw an extremely masculine face. No prettiness in it as there could be with handsome men, but rather strong, broad lines. His dark hair was cut short, emphasizing the distinct hairline and the shape of his head.

Trent broke the silence. “Why did you let me— Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”

“That would have been rather awkward, don’t you think?”

“Any less than this?” His words were dry.

“No, perhaps not.”

“You… You were hired to clean the dealership?”

“I have the listing. Cleaning is a bonus.”

His mouth twitched, as if it had started a grin, then abruptly stopped.

“You’re the agent? How the hell did you get the listing?”

His tone held no anger. Solely astonishment.

Which she could understand.

The divorce had not been amicable.

If the decision had been left to Eric or his parents she would never have had anything more to do with anything carrying the Stenner name, including Ashley. But those decisions hadn’t been up to the Stenners.

“Judge Hector Dixon assigned the listing to me,” she added, certain he would recognize the name.

Judge Dixon had done a great deal more than that.

After Eric left town so abruptly, just as divorce proceedings were revealing what a shambles he’d made of their finances and the dealership’s, the judge had helped Stenner Autos employees try to keep the place running during a search for a buyer. When that had failed, the judge had negotiated with the creditors and the manufacturers to keep Stenner Autos from going directly into bankruptcy.

“Still, tight-knit little Drago, huh?” This time Trent’s tone held an edge. “All the connections clicking right along to keep the haves having.”

In a way he was right. It had been the judge’s way of helping her out. His tone said that it didn’t sit well with him.

She was not going to let that cost her a potential buyer. Right here, before she even had a chance. She had too much riding on this.

“Connections don’t change that this dealership offers a good business opportunity to the right owner. You know Zeke Zeekowsky is bringing part of his high tech operation to Drago, don’t you? There’ll be new residents as well as more people coming through, so there’ll be a bigger pool of customers for the dealership, along with possibilities for related business.”

“I don’t—”

“A smart business person looks beyond personal concerns in making a decision.”

“Whoa — I’m not anywhere near making a decision. You’ll have to wait, learn to be patient, like everybody else.”

His emphasis gave the words significance, even if she hadn’t already interpreted it from his look.

She’d gotten that look a lot. The look that said people thought she was accustomed to getting what she wanted when she wanted it. The look that said they thought life had been easy — too easy — for her.

“You should be ready to make a decision. This is a great opportunity. Combining Drago’s new prosperity with a name that has meant a lot in this community for a long time is a smart business move.”

“I’m only here to check things out,” he said firmly.

Check things out. That could be as little as the cursory view he’d already had.

“Thoroughly checking out the dealership and this wonderful business opportunity will start with returning tomorrow at your scheduled time,” she said, as if nothing else were possible. “Then looking around town, talking to other Drago businesspeople, and studying the projections I’ve put together.” Updating those projections had prevented her from starting the cleaning earlier.

She felt her breath back up behind her closed-off throat as he looked slowly around the empty, dim dealership, then back at her.

“All right.”

He turned and started toward the door, and she let a breath out in small, inaudible drafts.

“Ten tomorrow,” she said, holding the door open for him.

Darcie got out of her patrol car, studying them as she approached.

“Ten,” he confirmed. “But don’t bother cleaning any more. I’ve already seen it this way, so it would be a waste of energy.”

He and Darcie exchanged nods in passing. She came to stand beside Jennifer in the doorway.

When Trent raised his hand in farewell as he backed out, Jennifer consciously eased one hand’s grip on the door to return the gesture.

“Whew, he grew up nice, didn’t he?” Darcie said.

Jennifer emitted a noncommittal grunt.

“Is he still playing pro football?” Darcie pursued.

Jennifer controlled the urge to wince. A beat later she realized she didn’t need to — didn’t need to control the urge, didn’t even need to wince.

Because Eric wasn’t around to rant about how his talentless brother had the career Eric should have had, only Eric wouldn’t have been living like some damned monk. And the way he played — never even got his name in the paper. Lunch-pail player, they called him on “Monday Night Football.” F—ing boring, was what Eric called him.

Eric would have had a spectacular career. Eric would have been a star. Eric would have been living the high life. If only he’d had some luck. If only things hadn’t gone against him. If only she hadn’t dragged him down.

“Retired after last season,” Jennifer said.

Trent’s car rolled out of sight. She and Darcie stepped inside.

“Oh, yeah. I remember. It was all over the Drago Intelligencer. Well, if that’s retired, sign me up for the old folks’ home, especially with Zeke back in Virginia for three weeks.” Darcie grinned. Jennifer didn’t return the grin. “Oh, come on. Trent’s a babe. But he doesn’t seem to think that gives him carte blanche to roll over people.”

“I wouldn’t care if he was Genghis Khan. All I care about is if Trent’s truly interested in buying Stenner Autos. Or if he’s yanking my chain for some unknown reason.”

“Why would he do that? I only saw him for a few seconds, but he didn’t seem— Hey, what are you doing? He said not to bother cleaning any more. Besides, you’ve said all along that a smart business person would look past a little dust and dirt to see this as a great opportunity.”

“I’m not relying on him meaning what he said or being a smart business person.”
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Trent Stenner anticipated.

Even more than his honed reflexes, the ability to anticipate had given him a career in football.

Anticipation also had allowed him to put his solid but unspectacular income to work with investments that now amounted to a sizable nest egg.

He studied — game films, prospectuses — and then he used that knowledge. It had been his way since he was a kid, right up until thirty-six hours ago.

But in the past thirty-six hours, he’d forgotten all about studying, which had resulted in failing to anticipate finding Jennifer Truesdale Stenner acting as a skivvy at Stenner Autos.

His first reaction to the woman he’d startled had been empathy.

Sorry he’d given her cause for worry by walking in on her as she worked alone in the dealership, and impressed by the way she gave no quarter verbally.

In the oversized and dirty shirt and with that faded scarf covering Jennifer’s trademark blonde hair at the same time it dropped shadows under her eyes, the woman had looked delicate. Almost fragile.

Glowing and confident.

That’s how he remembered Jennifer. Always on Eric’s arm. Always smiling. The golden couple — literally, with their nearly identical fair hair.

Quite a contrast to just now.

But he still should have recognized her.

Because he should have anticipated how things worked in Drago. The Dixons, Truesdales, and Stenners had been doing each other favors for generations.

Although, from what his parents had said, Judge Dixon hadn’t done Eric any favors in arrangements with the creditors. Trent hadn’t been interested in details of Eric’s divorce, but it had been hard to miss their outrage during his dutiful phone conversations.

A phone call had started all this, too. A phone call from his father.

His mother usually made the calls, then pulled his father into the conversation. The only other time he’d heard from Franklin Stenner had been the day Ella had her heart attack. So Trent had been surprised — and worried — to hear his father’s voice when he answered the phone.

This time, though, his father had asked him to come to Florida to their retirement home, a shock of another kind.

“I have something to discuss with you,” his father had said. And would say no more.

Now, thirty-six hours and thousands of miles later, Trent felt the muscles in his forehead contract into a frown as he turned his rental car onto the Interstate ramp thirteen miles outside of Drago. It was only a few miles down the Interstate to reach Pepton, where he’d find the closest motel.

Unlucky thirteen, his father had said of those miles. If the Interstate had passed as close to Drago as it did to Pepton, Drago’s businesses would have developed the way Pepton’s did. That was Franklin Stenner’s eternal regret.

Exiting at Pepton, Trent decided Drago hadn’t lost much by not acquiring shoe-box motels, chain restaurants, and all-night gas stations. From what he’d seen, Drago remained as it had been when he was kid. Wide streets flanked by mature trees so regularly spaced they looked like sentinels. Neat yards around solid houses. Pepton used to look like that.

He checked into one of the box motels, mentally retracing the steps that had brought him here.

He’d made the red-eye out of San Diego last night for Florida. This morning — God was it only this morning? — over one of Mom’s lavish breakfasts, complete with homemade coffee cake, his father had revealed what he wanted. What he expected.

“The dealership should be in Stenner hands,” his father had said. “You’re a Stenner. You should feel this as strongly as any of us. I’d go back and run it again myself, except…”

He’d looked out the glass doors to where Ella Stenner had gone to weed tubs of blue flowers after Franklin dismissed her with “we’re going to talk business.”

“Mom doesn’t want to go back,” Trent had surmised.

“The doctor says she can’t take living in the Illinois weather anymore. Never bothered her before, but that’s what this fancy specialist says.”

Trent wondered if Franklin would have listened if the doctor hadn’t been a fancy specialist — and no doubt expensive.

“Eric—” That was the only word Trent got out.

“Last thing in the world I want is for Eric to go back to Drago. He did his damnedest. No one can fault the boy. It was that harpy Jennifer Truesdale. Saw her chance to make the big time, got her hooks in him in high school, and never would let go. Demanding this, demanding that. Drove the boy right into debt.

“He’s much better off since he divorced her. It’s a damned shame courts automatically give children to the mother, but that’s the only downside. Now he’s making a new start, and without that albatross of a woman, he’ll get the success he’s always been meant to have.”

Before Trent could form a response, his father had knocked all thoughts of Eric from his mind.

“But that leaves the dealership that’s carried the Stenner name proudly since your great-grandfather started it sitting closed and for sale to satisfy those damned jackals of creditors. For sale to anybody who comes along! You’re going to change that, Trent. You buy our dealership, so we can make it something proud again. That’s what you’re going to do.”

Beneath his shock, part of Trent had recognized that these words were the closest Franklin Stenner had ever come to asking his younger son to do something for him. It sure as hell was the closest he’d come to indicating he thought his younger son could accomplish anything.

But Trent wasn’t anybody’s fool. Even his father’s.

He looked around now at the cookie-cutter motel room as he stowed the few clothes he’d brought in the closet, and his mouth twisted.

Well, not a complete fool, anyway.

He’d made his father no promises, despite the older man’s sales pressure, which only would have gotten worse.

That’s why Trent opted to fly to Chicago and drive to Drago right away, rather than stay overnight as his mother had wanted. Trent left their house in Florida barely three hours after arriving, promising only to check out the dealership.

The same promise he’d made to Jennifer Stenn— no, Truesdale, she’d made a point of that — less than an hour ago.

A Jennifer Truesdale he hadn’t recognized. Not from his memories and certainly not from his parents’ descriptions. What he’d been told and what he’d seen didn’t add up.

Trent pocketed the motel keycard and the rental car keys again.

In order to anticipate, he had to study. In order to study, he needed the right information.

He closed the flimsy door and headed for a return trip to Drago.

Might as well get started with uncovering the right information.


CHAPTER THREE


Trent had been gone from Drago a long time — long enough to rate as an outsider, if he hadn’t always been one.

He supposed an insider would accept it as business as usual that word of his return got around so fast — as evidenced by the arrival hard on his heels of half a dozen people at the surprisingly full café.

But he was not entirely surprised when Darcie Barrett strolled in, giving him a narrow-eyed nod. He doubted he’d been here five minutes before someone called her.

Darcie sat at the counter while he finished his dinner of fried chicken — real fried chicken, with the skin on and more than a passing acquaintance with oil — green beans, tomato slices, and early season corn so fresh he barely stopped himself from moaning with pleasure at each bite.

No one would have heard, because two of his high school football teammates, among the first to arrive after him, sat opposite him, talking and laughing over old plays, old jokes, and old triumphs.

He remembered the good. He also remembered the bad of those years. But then most of the bad had been in private.

With his dinner plate empty and first Fred, then Bobby saying it was time to head home to their families for their own dinners, Darcie moved in.

“You want some pie?” she asked, sliding into the bench opposite him as Loris cleared his plate.

“You angling for my tip, Darcie?” demanded Loris. “I was about to ask the boy.”

Darcie’s gaze traced his neck and shoulders, both showing the result of long, hard years of training. “Boy?”

“He’s a boy to me. I remember him comin’ in here in diapers.” Now that was one effective way to prick a man’s ego. “Yup, him as dark as Eric was fair. Just goes to show, doesn’t it? Peach or apple pie, Trent?” she demanded before he could consider what it might be going to show.

“Peach. Do you have any—?”

“Cinnamon ice cream. Yes I do. It’s gotten to be a favorite around here, and I tell everyone you’re the reason it’s on the menu.”

She bustled off to another table.

“That’s true, Peach pie and cinnamon ice cream’s a specialty because of Trent Stenner — that’s what she tells everyone,” Darcie said. “So I’ve got to believe she was telling the truth about the diapers, too. I wonder if ESPN would be interested in a we-knew-him-when piece that included that tidbit.”

His mouth quirked. “I wasn’t exactly a darling of ESPN when I was playing. If you’d offered them a we-knew-him-when piece then, they would have said Who? And now I’m not even playing. So you’ll have to content yourself with trying to embarrass me to the home crowd.”

“And don’t think I won’t,” she said cheerfully. Then her tone changed. “What are you going to be doing now that you’ve retired?”

He smiled at Loris, who delivered his pie, turned it so the point faced him, then dug in and enjoyed the first sweet, spicy, warm, cold pleasure.

“Now, why did that sound like an official question?”

“Not official. Professional, maybe, but not official. And it’s natural to have some professional curiosity, because it sounds like you’ve been practicing to go into my line of work. I heard you started off asking questions the minute you walked in the door here this evening. Fred and Bobby might not have noticed, but others did.”

He kept eating his pie.

“Plan on becoming a detective, Trent?”

“Strictly amateur.”

She sat back in the booth, contemplating him. She made no effort to hide that she was trying to decide about him.

When she started talking again, he had no idea what decision she’d made.

“The only reason she won’t hear that you’ve been asking questions about her finances is that nobody would want to make her feel bad that her ex-brother-in-law was nosing around her business.”

Okay. They were going to be honest.

Even if they didn’t mention Jennifer Truesdale by name.

A wise precaution since Loris’ Café clearly still ranked as Gossip Central.

“You don’t think her having the listing on Stenner Autos makes it Stenner business, too?”

That would make her the only one benefiting from the dealership at this point.

And wouldn’t his father love to hear that.

“No, I don’t,” she snapped.

She went on almost immediately, talking about how Drago was a strange mix of everybody knowing everybody else’s business and respect for people’s privacy. A flow of words meant to cover that initial, blunt response.

He only half listened. The three words — No, I don’t—had coalesced fragments he’d been picking up into a whole he didn’t like.

He swallowed the last bite of peach pie. It didn’t taste quite as sweet as its predecessors.

“Remember Zeke Zeekowsky?” Only when Darcie asked that abrupt question did he realize they’d fallen into a silence.

He knew it was a different question from whether he recognized the name. Most people who kept up with technology at all would know the name. But remember keyed the question to here in Drago.

“I remember him. And I hear you’re to be congratulated. Wedding’s soon, isn’t it?”

Her smile nearly blinded him. “Not soon enough — and thanks.”

In the interests of cutting to the chase, since she must have asked the question with an eye to heading somewhere, he added, “I also heard Zeke’s starting a computer lab in town, signed a license for a hot new program with a Drago kid, and is moving a division of Zeke-Tech here.”

“Yes, he is. But moving a division of a company isn’t easy. It’s going to take a while. That means it’s going to take a while to get to the point where Drago feels real benefits. It’s started — a trickle here or there, spurts when the media descends — but the steady, reliable flow, that won’t come for a while yet.”

“I can see that,” he said slowly.

What he didn’t see was what it had to do with his brother’s ex and his questions.

“The café here has more business with all the Zeke-Tech folks coming through town. A few people are starting to rent rooms and such to the Zeke-Techers planning the move. But the big influx of folks, the ones who’ll stay here permanently, put their kids in school, and—” She looked into his eyes. “—buy houses, they won’t come for another year or so.”

Ah. Jennifer sold houses, so her hopes for good times were another year off.

But that didn’t necessarily mean she was going through bad times now.

“Are you saying—?”

Darcie held up her hand. “I’m just catching you up on the big news in Drago. That’s all any of us have to tell you.”

Some might have taken that last part as almost a threat. But having failed to get much concrete information about Jennifer’s finances out of anyone he’d talked to, he chose to accept it as a statement of fact.

On the other hand, words didn’t necessarily tell the tale.

The quality of discomfort with the topic, the furrows in foreheads when he broached his parents’ contention that Jennifer had come out of the divorce in the lap of luxury, the down-turned mouths whenever Eric’s name came up— that all came together to form a message.

But whether that message was the truth or not depended a whole lot on the messenger.

With his parents and Eric gone, the town was hearing only Jennifer’s side of the story, and one side of a story was never enough.

He took a final swig of water, wiped his mouth with the paper napkin and put it down beside his empty pie plate, then slid out of the booth.

Darcie mirrored him, standing face to face.

“I’m just telling you— My God. You used to be a runt. Did you grow or something?”

He couldn’t help but grin at her, though it twisted a bit at the ends. “Since my freshman year in high school? Yeah, I grew. Or something.”

[image: *]*

“Oh, dear. Your father’s at the town council meeting about the streetlights, Trent. I’m sure he wanted to talk to you about the dealership.”

“No problem,” Trent said, as if he hadn’t remembered his father’s plan to take on the town council. “I haven’t seen the dealership yet anyway.” Not officially. “What do you know about Eric and Jennifer’s divorce?”

The hum of silence came through his cell phone.

“Mom?”

“I don’t know what to say, dear. Why would you ask?”

“What sort of settlement was there?”

“Oh, I have no idea about that.”

Trent rubbed his neck, then down his shoulder. “Do you know if Eric’s been to see Ashley since the divorce? Word is that he’s got visitation, but doesn’t use it.”

Another silence confirmed the truth of that tidbit from Loris.

“The children are always hurt most by a divorce,” his mother finally said. “There is no arguing with that. Poor Ashley. It breaks my heart.”

“You don’t think Jennifer’s a good mother?”

This time the hesitation was briefer. “I have never seen any sign that Jennifer wasn’t doing her very best for her daughter.”

Trent turned those words over. They could be high praise. Or damning with faint praise, depending on what Jennifer’s “best” was.

“Okay, Mom.” He wasn’t getting anywhere, and he was making her uncomfortable. “If you need to get in touch with me, leave a message on my voicemail and I’ll call back.”

He still kept a landline for that very purpose. Some might think it was his parents were more comfortable with that concept. It wasn’t.
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