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CHAPTER ONE


“You cut your hair.”

There was nothing ominous about those four short words coming from behind Lisa Currick.

Except that they were spoken in a low, male voice she hadn’t heard in eight years.

“I’ll be with you in a minute,” she said, keeping her back to him, buying herself time.

Time to put the memories that came with the voice — and the man — back in storage where they belonged. Except, if eight years hadn’t been long enough, how could another minute be?

She slid a file into place. One corner was crumpled where she’d clutched it. She would replace it later. Right now she wanted the sign of her agitation out of sight. If the man behind her was anything like he’d been eight years ago he wouldn’t miss that sort of detail.

She closed the drawer, and faced him.

“May I help you?” She stepped behind her desk. From this desk she efficiently ran the Knighton, Wyoming, law office of Taylor Anne Larsen. It represented all that she was now — and had not been when she had last seen Shane Garrison.

“Hello, Lisa.”

She had intended to play it out, to ask if he had an appointment with Taylor, to pretend she didn’t know who he was, to pretend she didn’t remember him. It wasn’t unreasonable. It had been eight years. A lot had changed in that time. She had changed a lot in that time.

And they hadn’t known each other all that long back then — the tail end of one dreary New York winter and the blossoming of one perfect New York spring.

Contrary to her fantasies at the time, she also hadn’t known him well.

It was entirely plausible that she might not remember him…

Then she saw his face.

The square-jawed, strong-boned face, softened only by a mobile mouth and black-lashed blue eyes. She remembered it perfectly, yet it was different from her memory. Eight years had changed him, too. If anything, it had deepened the lines of determination in his face.

Seeing that, she decided against playing out the farce that she’d forgotten him. It would simply waste resources she might need.

“Detective Garrison.” She gripped the back of her desk chair to give her hands something to do.

One side of his mouth lifted. Once, she’d seen that as a challenge to win a full smile from him.

“You used to call me Shane.”

“Your professional title seems more appropriate.” The needs of his profession had been the bedrock of their connection — the reason it started and the reason it ended.

“Does that mean you want me to call you Miss Currick — or is it Mrs. something now?”

“Ms. will do.”

“You’re not married?”

“You’re slipping if your detective work learned only that I had cut my hair.” The tartness of that was a mistake. Bland was safer.

His left eyebrow — the one with the small scar above it — rose. “My powers of observation haven’t slipped. No ring on your left hand.”

Fighting the urge to put her hands behind her back, she curled her fingers into the chair’s padding. His gaze focused on the motion, and his grin shifted. He sat on the chair across from her desk, leaning back, crossing his jeans-clad legs, totally at ease.

“Detective Garrison, I have work to do. If you would please—”

“You rent a house with your name alone on the lease, and your vehicle’s registered in your name — but you could still be married and using your maiden name. However, you left home alone this morning, departing in the only car that had been parked there all night. You arrived at your place of business at 8:50 a.m., left at 12:08 to walk to the Knighton Café, where you sat at the back booth — again alone — until 12:53, when you—”

“You’ve been following me?” The accusation was clear, but she condensed the outrage into unemotional chill.

He nodded. “Yup. And before that, I checked your public records.”

“Then why ask if I’m married? You must have known the answer.”

“I wanted to see what you would say.”

“Why? No—” She held out a hand, standing straight, no longer gripping the chair. “No, don’t tell me. It would be a waste of your time and mine, because there is no reason that could make me care why. And there is no excuse for following me. You’ve invaded my privacy enough. Please leave.”

“Aren’t you going to ask why I’m here?”

“No.”

For half a second she thought relief flashed across his eyes — as if he didn’t know what he would have answered if she’d said, yes, she wanted to know why he was here. But that was ridiculous, because Detective Shane Garrison had always known what he wanted — and didn’t want — from Lisa Currick.

“With your help, Lisa, I can—”

“You’re not going to get it.”

She said that just the way she wanted. Solid. Unemotional. Determined. And now she called on the discipline of the past eight years to return his look the same way. It wasn’t easy.

Those dark-lashed, deep blue eyes had once made her girl’s heart quake like an aspen buffeted by a Wyoming wind. Her heart was no longer a girl’s, but those eyes still held power.

“I need your help, Lisa — Ms. Currick.”

She refused to think about how easily she would have melted eight years ago at the idea of his needing her in any way.

“I believe the expression that covers this situation is, Been there, done that.”

“I’m going to find the necklace, Lisa. You could make it easier—”

“No.”

“It won’t hurt his chances at parole. It might even help them.”

He thought she was trying to protect Alex? A little late, wasn’t it?

Alex had been her dream mentor — more than that, he’d been another grandfather to her. Beaming with pride at her accomplishments, instructing her, introducing her into the realm of jewels and gems that a girl from Wyoming had dreamed about before going to New York City.

The day she’d been picked for the plum internship with the man famed for restoring only the best pieces for only the best clients, had been the proudest of her life. And her months in the Alex White Studio had been even better than she’d dreamed. She’d learned so much, she’d been given so many opportunities, and she’d formed a bond of affection and respect with a living icon of jewelry design.

And then Shane Garrison entered her life.

“I’ve put it — all of it — behind me, and that’s where it’s going to stay. I’d like you to go now.”

He studied her. Once that concentrated regard would have driven color into her cheeks, flustered her into speech that sped ahead of her brain, and set her heartbeat thundering.

But she’d outgrown blushing, she’d learned to guard her tongue, and her heartbeat was her own business.

She gave him back look for look.

Slowly, he stood then advanced until the width of the desk separated them. This close she saw the flecks of black among the blue that gave his eyes such depth. She imagined she felt the heat of his body.

“I won’t give up, Lisa.”

“That’s entirely up to you, Detective Garrison. As long as you don’t try to involve me in your quest.”

As long as you go back where you belong, so three-quarters of a continent separates me from the memories.

“Can’t undo what’s done.”

While she tried to decipher that, he turned and walked out. As the door closed, she decided it didn’t matter what his cryptic remark meant as long as he was gone.

She heard his tread on the wooden sidewalk in front of the office. Not boot heels like most men around here, but thick-soled running shoes.

Running shoes’ soles were made for sneaking up on someone, unlike the straightforward here-I-come announcement of boot heels. But Detective Garrison might not have counted on the wooden sidewalks many Knighton businesses had in front of them. On wooden sidewalks, even running shoes gave plenty of warning.

He wouldn’t take her by surprise again.

“Lisa?”

Her employer and friend, Taylor Anne Larsen, stood at the door to her inner office, looking at her quizzically.

“Do you need something, Taylor?”

Taylor shook her head. “I thought I heard voices. And you look … distracted. Is everything okay?”

“Someone came in the wrong door, and he took some convincing to see his mistake. As for distracted, I’m thinking about the project for my management topics class that I told you about.”

“I thought you had it almost done.”

“I decided last night that it needs another layer. I was reading at lunch about how management styles need to adapt to the new economy.”

“That doesn’t mean you’ll miss the Book Pass, does it?”

“No. I said I’d come, and I will.”

If she felt a twinge as she steered the conversation toward the day planned to celebrate the library addition that Taylor’s husband Cal Ruskoff had funded, it was because Taylor’s question reminded Lisa of how many times she’d begged off a social function with friends and family because of school work.

The twinge was not — definitely not — because she’d lied. Because she hadn’t. Shane Garrison had come in the wrong door if he thought she would help him. And he had needed convincing of that.

It wasn’t that she couldn’t trust Taylor. She could — she did. But she hadn’t told anyone in Knighton — not even her family — about what happened after she’d left home thinking she could conquer New York, and instead learned just how unprepared she was for anything beyond quiet, sleepy little Knighton.

If it had been something really serious, something dangerous, something they could have helped with, of course she would have turned to them. They wouldn’t condemn, they wouldn’t play I-told-you-so. But it had been her mistake, and her failure. She would keep both to herself.

She’d believed in two men back then, and she’d been wrong about both. One had disappointed her hopes. The other had disappointed her heart.

She wouldn’t take that risk again.

She would keep the door closed to Shane Garrison.
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You cut your hair.

It was a damned stupid thing to say. He hadn’t meant to say it. Which made it worse.

At least he’d kept his mouth shut about her hands. They used to bear nicks, bruises, burns and scrapes as badges of her vocation. The hands he’d watched squeeze the back of that chair today had been smooth and blemish-free.

Keeping his mouth shut until he’d thought things through was his first rule for dealing with witnesses or suspects.

But her hair had thrown him. He remembered her hair so well. Maybe because of that day in late April — a Wednesday, he remembered that, too, though God knew why. They’d come out of the coffee shop, and a gust caught her hair. He’d raised his arm and let it wrap around his hand like a silk scarf. She’d looked at him then, eyes widening with possibilities.

Or so a fool might have let himself think.

He stretched his legs in the rented SUV he’d parked under a tree that gave a view of the front and back of the law office, as well as her parked truck.

He wasn’t a fool now. He’d learned a lot since that first year as detective. Learned enough to get offered a damned fine job. Of course he hadn’t let Assistant District Attorney Anthony Prilosi know he considered it a damned fine job.

First, it would have broken a basic rule of negotiating. Second, it would have broken his personal rule of not giving Tony the satisfaction, since his friend tended to be too satisfied with himself as it was. And third … well, third was the reason he was in Knighton, Wyoming.

“It’s a good offer,” Shane had acknowledged.

“Good from you, Garrison, is a back flip from most people,” Tony had said, sitting behind stacks of files that obscured his desk. “So why aren’t you saying, Yes, I’ll take it. Yes, I’m abjectly grateful to you, Tony, for your confidence in my investigative ability and your tolerance for my surly disposition?”

Shane snorted. “Yeah, right.”

“What would it take to make you say yes, Shane?”

His head came up at the direct question. He met Tony’s gaze for a moment and saw it was equally direct. He looked away, out a window that showed a cityscape through a haze of grime that returned within days of the window washers’ visits.

“I don’t want to leave things hanging at the department.”

“You’d have time to wrap up some cases — besides, cases get handed off all the time, so—?” Tony stopped in midstream. “Ah, this isn’t about cases, plural, this is case, singular, isn’t it? The Case as far as you’re concerned. The Alex White Case.”

“I just want to find that one piece — the necklace.”

“Yeah, that’s like Ahab saying he just wanted to go fishing.” Tony shook his head. “I don’t understand it, Shane. We put the guy away. So what, we didn’t find out where he stashed one necklace. It’s not like Blanchard’s destitute for lack of it. It’s too damned gaudy a piece for us to have missed if it went public. Plus, it’s not like White is going to get out soon and enjoy his ill-gotten gains. And even if the parole board lets him out tomorrow, he’s not going to start a crime wave. He’s got to be near eighty.”

“Seventy-nine. But if I’d handled it differently—”

Tony responded concisely, though profanely. “I hate to swell your head any more than it already is about your investigative abilities, but if it hadn’t been for the way you handled that case, there wouldn’t have been a case. Nobody else thought the renowned Alex White was doing anything wrong.”

Shane ignored that. “I’m not ready to give up on it. Not yet.”

“Not yet? It’s been eight years. Are you sure this One-That-Got-Away obsession is about the case?”

“It’s not an obsession, I j—”

“You sure it’s not about that girl — what was her name? You know, the wide-eyed one who was neck deep in the case — the one working with White?”

“She was never working with him, not that way. She was his intern. And she wasn’t involved in the case, except as a witness. We went over all that back then.”

“Yeah, yeah, so she said. I never quite bought that Innocent-From-the-Heartland act of hers. Where was she from? Nebraska? One of the Dakotas? Somewhere like that. But what was her name?” He shrugged, dismissing her as an unimportant detail in a life overflowing with important details. “Nope, don’t remember. Guess you don’t either.”

Shane knew exactly what Tony was doing, but he couldn’t let that particular detail be dismissed as unimportant. “Lisa Currick.”

All vagueness in the other man’s manner evaporated, but his voice was soft. “That’s right. Lisa Currick. The one who got away.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. She was a kid.”

“You weren’t exactly Methuselah yourself…” Tony let the pause build. “Then.”

Shane shook his head, not in denial of the comment but of the whole conversation.

“Are you telling me someone at the department’s been pushing you to find the necklace? That they’d be unhappier with your leaving than they’re already going to be if you don’t mop up that detail.” He didn’t answer. That didn’t stop Tony. “So, it is the girl.”

It was the tone of voice Tony Prilosi used in court to persuade a jury he was absolutely certain of what he was saying. Was he right now? Were memories of Lisa Currick what kept eating at him?

Sure he wanted to know how she was. She’d been a good kid, and they’d been … close. Not as close as his body had been urging him to be that spring eight years ago. But close enough that it was natural he wanted to make sure she was okay.

“I want to find that last piece,” he said doggedly.

“Right. You dream of finding that necklace.”

No, I dream of—

He shut off the thought. No court of law could hold his dreams against a man. But that wouldn’t stop Prilosi if he sniffed out what Shane dreamed about all too often.

“I want to find the last piece,” he repeated.

It was Tony’s turn to look out the window.

Shane sat still, giving him that time. Unlike those over-the-top cop shows that TV viewers seemed to think were so realistic, he’d found that silence and patience were among the most useful investigative skills he possessed. Skills that had helped him rise quickly to detective, where he’d first encountered Prilosi on the Alex White case. Skills Tony now wanted him to put to work as a special investigator.

Working for the DA’s office wouldn’t be any walk in the park, but more of the going-nowhere cases would be weeded out, he’d have a little more time with cases that remained, and he’d have fewer bosses to answer to. As long as the result was giving Tony the whole truth and nothing but the truth, he’d be left to work his own way. All that was appealing.

But he didn’t like leaving something undone. His police department bosses said he’d done all he could — a couple times a year when he revisited the case they said that. But he knew that wasn’t true. There was one thread he hadn’t followed as completely as he could have.

That’s why he needed to talk to Lisa Currick again, face to face. Not because of one spring. Not because of a pair of wounded eyes staring at him across an institutional hallway outside a nondescript courtroom. But because she might have an answer.

Tony shifted in his chair, the movement pulling Shane’s gaze to him.

“Tell you what,” Tony said, with a look that Shane would have called concern in somebody else, “you take some time, give this case your full attention. If nothing comes of it, then you agree to let it go, and start working here.”

“How much time?” Shane’s question set off a breakneck round of dickering.

“And if you haven’t found out anything after two months,” Tony said, wrapping up negotiations, “you let this case go.”

“Right.”

“I mean it, Garrison. I want you obsessed with the cases we’re on now. Not the ones we’ve already won. And sure as hell not obsessed with the girl you lost.”

That’s what Tony didn’t understand; Lisa had never been his girl to lose.

Shane had known that coming out here to Wyoming. What he hadn’t known was that she would no longer be anybody’s girl.

More than Lisa Currick’s hair had changed. She was a cool, reserved, unflappable woman.

A couple things about that bothered him.

First, why had the openness, the daring, the joy disappeared?

He’d noticed the change from the first glimpse this morning of her coming out of that little house set off the road as if it had drawn back to avoid passers-by.

When he’d known Lisa in New York, she’d moved like she was ready at any given moment to open her arms and embrace anybody or anything that struck her heart. Now she seemed to move simply as the practical way to get from here to there.

And that job of hers. Last thing in the world he would have expected her to be was an office manager, following a routine, making details her life.

Maybe she’d needed the money. He didn’t suppose there were many jobs available in a small town like this. But that didn’t explain why someone who’d loved the unregimented world of creativity would drop all that and get a masters degree in business, as he’d discovered she now possessed.

He suspected she’d say the chin-length haircut was practical.

His gut told him something deeper than practicality was at work here. And that same rarely-wrong organ was urging him to find out more about how and when and why Lisa had changed.

Which brought him to the second thing that bothered him.

As much as she’d changed, as clear as she’d made it that she was not one bit happy to see him, he’d felt a tightening somewhere south of his gut at first sighting her, and it hadn’t let up.

That state had clouded his judgment before. He couldn’t let it happen again. He had minimal time, and one mission: to find the antique diamond, platinum and emerald necklace Alex White had stolen. Start his new job with a clean slate by wrapping up loose ends from his old one.

If accomplishing that also happened to lead to finding out why Lisa had changed, it couldn’t hurt to satisfy his curiosity.
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A letter from Alex was waiting in her mailbox when Lisa got home from class that night.

She’d been deeply disappointed by Alex, but he’d hurt himself much more than he’d ever hurt her. She’d made her peace with him even before he was found guilty. He’d been writing to her and sometimes calling from prison ever since.

Today, though, she could have done without another reminder of the past.

Pulling catalogs, flyers and other mail out, Lisa looked out into the Wyoming dark, and saw nothing.

That didn’t mean Garrison wasn’t there.

He’d been sitting in an obviously rented four-wheel drive down the street from the law office when she came out at closing time. He’d openly trailed her to campus in Jefferson. He’d been there when she came out of class, and he’d followed her home.

Her first instinct had been to march over to him and tell him where to go. Second thoughts recognized the futility of that. The temptation to try to lose him she’d also abandoned. He knew where she worked, where she lived, and where she went to school. What was the sense of trying to lose him when she would just go to one of those predictable spots?

When she’d pulled into her driveway, he’d slowed, as if to be sure she went in the house, then sped off. She’d waited 20 minutes without any sign of his vehicle before heading to the mailbox.

Back inside, she consciously followed her routine, setting water to heat for caffeine-free tea, opening the bills and filing them by the date they would be paid, tossing junk mail and the charity solicitations that poured in all year-round even though she contributed once a year. A waste of their money and effort. You’d think they’d have a computer program that would tell them if someone didn’t respond to being inundated … which might be an idea for a final project for her Using Computers for Business course.

Only after she’d made a note of the idea in the notebook assigned to that course did she fix her tea, sink into the corner of the overstuffed jade green sofa, and begin to read the letter from Alex.

Alex had been a robust 71-year-old when she’d last seen him. But clearly the years — and prison — had taken a toll. At first his letters were almost like Alex himself, full of sureness — some would say arrogance or even obsession, as the prosecutor had — that he would get out, that he had been right to remove those glorious pieces from unappreciative owners and replace them with fakes, that he knew better than the rest of the world.

They had also been full of his expectations for her. Nothing she’d written to the contrary had changed his view on that.

More recently the famed Alex White nonsequiturs had edged toward disjointedness with more frequency.

Tonight’s letter, though, sounded like the old Alex. He’d included a sketch, along with notes for his design of a pendant of amber set in gold, and the comment, “To look like that marigold you resemble.”

It was an old joke between them. During her interview for the coveted internship at his studio, Alex had asked her the Barbara Walters question about which tree she would be. He’d clearly meant to flummox her, but she’d shot right back that she didn’t know much about trees, coming from Wyoming and all, and she’d rather be a Bur-Marigold, because they got around, and brightened up everywhere they went.

He’d roared with laughter, and that had been it — she had the internship.

He’d taken to telling people she was like the Bur-Marigold — a bright, sunny flower also called Sticktight because its seeds had a knack for sticking to passers-by, and ending up in the most unexpected places, like a girl from a Wyoming ranch ending up in the workshop of Manhattan’s most revered and sought-after jewelry designer and refurbisher.

“I was going to pass you by after the first interview, with the hayseed still in your hair, but somehow you stuck to me,” he’d said. “Ah, I do like a person who knows herself, my little Bur-Marigold.”

The smile born of those memories faded as Lisa sipped her tea. She hadn’t known herself at all.

She’d thought she was ready for anything. She’d been proved miserably wrong.

Shane Garrison had stepped into her life one sleeting day in late March when he came into the studio, accompanied by Alex. In fact, Alex had introduced them, seeming to harbor secret amusement as he did so.

She realized why two days later, when Detective Garrison had asked her to have lunch with him, had told her he suspected Alex of fraud, and wondered if she’d answer a few questions. Alex White — fraud? It was laughable the kind of joke Alex most loved. She’d laughed, too, but Shane never wavered.

She’d told Alex the whole thing, and he’d insisted that as long as she enjoyed Shane’s company, she should see the detective and answer all his questions. Looking back, she supposed it had been a kind of game to Alex.

But as she and Shane continued to meet day after day while the weather slid out of misery toward delight, he had stopped talking about his suspicions.

Instead, they’d talked about everything else under the sun. Books, records, movies. Her ambitions, his love of sports, her childhood, his fast-rising career, and, of course, the amazing city around them. With warmer weather, they’d started walking during their lunches. When lunch break wasn’t long enough for their conversations, they began to meet on the weekends.

Not once did he touch her more than any man might the woman he was escorting in public.

Not once did he kiss her.

But he’d looked into her eyes, and she’d been so certain…

She was so wrong.

It was June when she had marveled to Shane about the beautiful work Alex had shown her on a commission he’d just completed. She hadn’t known that the bracelet’s owner had asked only to have it cleaned, but Shane had known. She hadn’t known that Alex had duplicated the piece with false gems, but Shane had suspected. And with that small bit of information, he’d persuaded the owner to have the bracelet Alex had returned officially examined by the police.

It was a fake.

It was like pulling the joker out of the foundation of a house of cards. Alex’s reputation was no longer impenetrable. Other customers soon had pieces examined.

Of course, she hadn’t known that at the time. She’d known only that Shane suddenly was around so much less, and seemed distracted when he did come.

Then he’d arrived unexpectedly one glorious June mid-afternoon, talked her into taking off an hour early, and it had been like before. They’d spent hours walking and talking, looking in store windows and sitting on park benches.

The next day he and the others came to the studio to arrest Alex.

That was the worst day of her life. Worse even than being called to testify against Alex at trial three months later. Alex had pooh-poohed her distress, saying of course she should tell them everything she knew — he was going to.

By the time the trial came, she knew Alex had been doing what they’d accused him of, fully convinced he was right to do it. And she knew Shane had used her to find the proof.

She put Alex’s letter in the box in her closet with the others.

As soon as the trial was over, she’d left New York for good, returning to Knighton. At age nineteen she had put aside childishness, and constructed a life based on the principles her experiences in New York had taught her.

And she would keep living that life, even though the experience that had taught her the hardest lessons had shown up in the last place on earth she would have ever expected to see him.


CHAPTER TWO


Lisa adjusted her shoulder bag to a more comfortable position as she opened the door to the Knighton Café. Two textbooks weighed it down, but she didn’t mind.

She was more than ready for the peace of note-taking. The morning had not gone well.

Not the work; she’d handled that without a hitch. It was the chorus of “What’s wrong with you’s” that had pounded this headache into the region behind her eyes.

She hadn’t slept well.

When she woke the second time, she decided it must be that project for her Using Computers in Business class on her mind. When she jerked awake a third time, lingering images from a dream informed her the subject had not been class, but Shane Garrison striding toward her, reaching out — to embrace her or to shake her or to put his hands around her throat?

Given those options, apparently her subconscious had decided waking up was the best idea.

As she’d left her house, she’d scanned for an emerald green SUV. None was in sight.

Not seeing him didn’t make it a certainty that he’d left. And lack of certainty made her edgy. So, perhaps she was short when Taylor had asked if she was feeling all right.

“I’m fine. And I’ll be even better when you stop cross-examining me and let me get these filing instructions completed.”

Taylor raised her hands in mock surrender, and beat a hasty retreat to her office.

Lisa strongly suspected Taylor then placed a phone call, because not fifteen minutes passed before the phone rang, and the female voice on the other end launched into a monologue that had left Lisa’s sleep-deprived brain reeling.

“Matty,” she’d implored her sister-in-law. “Please, give me the headlines on this not the full rundown.”

“Boy, you are cranky this morning,” Matty Brennan Currick said. “The headline is that you’ve been looking tired, so Dave and I want you to come spend the weekend with us at the Slash-C — some riding, some lying around, and a lot of eating. Say you’ll come.”

“My house isn’t even thirty minutes from the ranch, why would I come for a weekend?”

“So we can pamper you.”

“I don’t need pampering.”

“Everybody needs pampering — that’s something Dave’s taught me.” Her voice changed slightly, the way it always did when she talked about Lisa’s older brother, Dave, Matty’s lifelong love and now her husband.

“What I need is to work on a class project.”

“You work too hard. That’s probably why you’re cranky.”

“I am not cranky and I don’t work too hard.” She heard her sister-in-law drawing in breath to dispute that, and quickly added, “Gotta go, Matty. Business.”

An hour later, as she was relaxing into the calm of her routine, her brother showed up.

“You don’t have an appointment,” she informed him briskly, “and Taylor has a full schedule this morning.”

“I’m not here to see Taylor, though you could ask her when we can get together to pick a mediator for the Johnston divorce.”

She made a note, then started to turn back to her computer.

“I came to see you, Lees.”

Dave, six years her senior, had that big-brotherly look. “What’s up?”

“Apparently not you. You’ve seemed down lately, even more than when you first came back—” The flicker of his eyes acknowledged he’d reached forbidden territory, and he intended to come in anyhow. “—from New York.”

His pause, she was sure, was to give her a chance to object, or to pour out her heart. She stayed silent.

“You look tired, Lisa, and you seem edgy.”

“I’m not edgy. I have a lot of work to do, and can’t afford interruptions.”

He didn’t even blink at that broad hint. “Well, Matty and I want you to rest this weekend. Come out to the Slash-C after work Friday, and you can get back in plenty of time Monday morning. It’ll be like one of those spas, except we won’t suck your bank account dry. How ’bout it? You need peace and quiet.”

“I am not going to spend a weekend at the ranch doing nothing so you can get in good with your wife, who already adores you to a disgusting degree.”

“She does, doesn’t she,” he said with a besotted grin. But he wasn’t sidetracked for long. “Aw, c’mon, Lisa. It’ll be fun. And we can plan something for Mom and Dad — you know they’re coming home for a while late this month.”

Ever since Ed and Donna Currick turned the running of the Slash-C ranch over to Dave, which he did in addition to a part-time law practice, they’d been indulging in almost non-stop traveling, from exotic to more run-of-the-mill locations. Their most recent foray had been a course offered at Williamsburg, Va., followed by visits to colonial plantations along the James River. Now they were working their way vaguely westward in a customized mobile home.

“Let’s let Matty plan something. She’s really good.”

“We should help her get started,” Dave said, implicitly acknowledging his wife would most likely end up handling the details. Still, he had a point — Ed and Donna’s kids should be involved.

“If I make enough progress with my project Saturday, I’ll come by Sunday, and we can talk.”

“Come all day Sunday no matter what.”

She glared. “I know your negotiating techniques, Dave. I’m sticking to what I said.”

He shifted strategies. “What’s the deal with this course, anyhow? You have your MBA — I distinctly remember attending your graduation.”

“You should remember, since you and your wife insisted on giving that big party. As for the course, I’m taking a few additional ones that could be helpful.”

“Helpful to what?”

“A career in business.”

“What kind of career in business?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“When are you going to stop taking courses and start doing?”

“When I feel I’m ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“Go away, Dave. I have a headache and a lot of work, and I don’t need you going all big-brotherly on me.”

He drawled, “No, you’re not edgy, not a bit.”

“Dave—”

“I’m going — as soon as you promise to think about the weekend — the whole weekend.”

“I promise to think about it.”

“Okay, then I’m leaving.” He paused in the doorway to say over his shoulder, “Take care of yourself, Lisa Lou.”

The childhood nickname, combined with his accepting at face value her promise to consider spending the weekend at the Slash-C, added a sharper pounding to her headache — guilt.

Unfortunately it didn’t replace the sense of being pursued, it simply joined it.

So lunchtime came as a relief. She looked forward to sitting alone at the cafe, immersed in her books, yet subliminally aware of the comforting mumble of voices talking about the same things as last week and last month and last year.

It was all so familiar, that as she passed the stool-sitters at the counter on the way to the last booth — her booth — she barely raised her head while automatically answering the “how’ya’doing Lisas” down the line of the same backsides that had sat there last week and last month and last year.

Until she came to a set of jeans-clad knees at the second-to-last stool. Above and below stretched legs long enough for their owner to rest his running-shoe-wearing feet flat on the floor.

Her feet stopped and her head rose.

Detective Shane Garrison had his elbows propped on the counter behind, managing to look supremely relaxed while emphasizing the space his shoulders occupied.

“How’re you doing, Lisa?” He’d never had a New York accent, but now he’d caught the local inflection, so it sounded like the other greetings. Except for an undercurrent of ironic humor.

Her gaze snapped to his mouth, to see if it might be quirking with similar humor, then jerked away. She directed a glare at his left ear.

“What are you doing here?”

“Now that don’t sound friendly, Lisa,” complained Hugh Moski, who sat beside the detective in his customary spot on the last stool.

“I didn’t intend it to.”

“Why’d you say a thing like that to this nice fella? He was telling us how he knew you in New York, and how you didn’t meet in the best of circumstances.”

Not in the best of circumstances? Was that his view of what she’d considered idyllic months? Was that how easily he dismissed the chilling end?

She pushed down those questions. What mattered was he’d come to her hometown and started spreading her business all over.

“She’s trying to make me feel at home,” Garrison filled in, “greeting me like a New Yorker would.”

His comment drew chuckles all the way down the line. They were all listening, and all watching.

Her jaw throbbed, and she realized she’d clenched her teeth. She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth before she spoke in a low, no-nonsense voice.

“I want to talk to you.”

“Yes’m,” he said, ducking his head, as if he were a student ordered to the principal’s office. But she’d seen the glint of triumph in his eyes.

She continued toward the booth. He would follow, because this was what he’d wanted. But that didn’t mean he’d get anything else of what he wanted.

“Be gentle with him, Lisa, he’s not broke to halter yet,” someone down the line called, and more chuckles followed.

She ignored them as she slid into her usual spot with her back to the rear wall. Some people wondered why she didn’t sit with her back to the room, to cut down on distractions to her studying. They didn’t understand that the comings and goings, the talk and laughter across the café were no distraction to her.

It was what could come up behind you unexpectedly that could knock your life for a loop.

From his half second of hesitation before he slid in opposite her, Lisa knew he also would have preferred to face the room.

Good. Let him be at a disadvantage. See how he liked it.

Bolstered, she made her opening question starkly cold. “What do you think you’re doing here?”

“Having lunch.”

“Have lunch somewhere else.”

“There aren’t many choices in Knighton.”

“Try another town. Better yet, another state.”

The lift of his eyebrows told her she was not being the sweet young Lisa he remembered. The sooner he realized that the better.

But all he said was, “Seems like a long way to go for a sandwich.”

“Not if you’re on your way back where you belong — New York.”

“Ah, but I’m not on my way back to New York. So having lunch here is much more convenient. I’d heard they make a great burger.”

She cut to the core of what was between them. “I told you I wouldn’t help you.”

“I heard you.”

From the corner of her eye, she caught movement, and looked up to see Rainie Lester bearing down on them, carrying a tray.

“Here’s your plate, Shane.”

Rainie tended to size up newcomers slowly, yet here she was already calling him Shane. If Lisa had needed any reminder, this example of how easily he manipulated people into dropping their guard provided it.

“Thank you, Rainie.” He took the plate, which held half a hamburger, a third of a helping of fries, and two pickle slices. He rested his right forearm on the table, his relaxed hand encroaching into her half of the table.

“And here’s your salad, Lisa,” Rainie added, placing a Cobb salad without egg yolks in front of her.

“How’d you know what to bring her?” he asked the waitress with the same smile and natural curiosity Lisa remembered him using so many times.

“It’s Wednesday.”

Someone called, and Rainie headed toward the kitchen.

Shane looked across the table and said, “You have the same salad every Wednesday?”

She shrugged. With the same order from one week to the next, she was certain of being waited on quickly, freeing time for studying.

Not that she was going to explain to him.

“Detective Garrison, since you acknowledge having heard me say that I won’t help you, and giving you credit for the intelligence—”

“Thank you.” He bit off the tip of a French fry, holding the rest between his blunt-tipped fingers.

“—to know I mean it, you should also know the smart thing to do would be to leave.”

“Now, Li — Ms. Currick.” He’d done that before, adding a twist to the title that made it sound more intimate than her first name. “You of all people should understand about the charms of Knighton. I remember how you talked about it. You’d get this little smile, and your eyes would glow, and you’d talk about the people and the town and your ranch. If you hadn’t been just as enthusiastic about New York back then, I’d’ve wondered why you ever left here. Listening to you talk about Knighton was better than any travel ad I’ve ever heard. Made me want to see it for myself.”

Her hand curled around her fork. “So you’ve seen it. Now you can go.”

“Oh, I haven’t accomplished half of what I want to here.”

Those blue eyes focused so intently that they seemed to want to look into her soul. Something sounded in her head, but so faintly that it stayed just below an identifiable level.
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