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All Kinds of Love

Angie Gregory had been prioritizing other people for so long, she didn’t know what she wanted for herself. She’d seen her dreams of love and marriage dashed more than once. And this last year had been particularly rough.

Through it all, she had known one thing: those twin boys deserved a happy home, and she was the only one who could provide it.

But didn’t she deserve a happy ever after, too?

The conclusion to Angie’s trilogy, and book 10 in the Small Town Secrets, featuring four women friends who have each other’s backs. You can take some risks for a second chance at love when you have friends like that.
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Well this was a New Year’s Eve celebration for the books, Angie Gregory thought, and she was bordering on hysterics.

Michael Brewster was still in a long-term care facility. The man who was once the heart-throb of the University of Idaho English Department where they both taught, looked ten years older than he had three months before. His sun-streaked hair was drab and lifeless, the scruff on his chin looked like he didn’t care instead of sexy, and he’d barely gotten dressed it appeared — a pair of scrubs and a T-shirt that was hardly fresh. He sat in a chair with a blanket across his lap, and a walker next to it.

On top of it all, he was sullen.

The care facility was having a New Year’s Eve party, and they’d included Michael’s 5-year-old sons — twins named Joshua and James — and that meant Angie was here, because she was their primary care provider. Angie had made Mark Briggs come along. Mark was Michael’s attorney, and the boys’ guardian while Michael was healing.

You’d think Michael would be happy to have visitors, Angie thought acidly. Instead he’s glaring at Mark like he’s the enemy. She guessed that made her a collaborator. She shook her head a bit. Mark had drifted away when he could see that Michael resented his presence. She looked after him. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and chest, and sandy blond hair. He was wearing a navy jacket over a white shirt, open at the neck, and chino pants. He looked good, not going for sexy, but confident and reliable — a look that played well for an attorney in a small university town. She’d started working for him part-time last fall, and she’d come to see just how many people did rely on him.

Including her and her friends. 

Including Michael and those two boys.

She turned back and studied Michael. If he wasn’t happy to see Mark or her, at least he should be happy to see his sons!

She didn’t get it. She’d seen what he was like with the boys. He loved them. He had been the more engaged parent in the family even before his wife was murdered. The boys obviously loved him and were excited to see him. They’d brought along Rachel, the monster-slaying dog, for him to meet, and he was all but ignoring them? What the hell?

She glanced at Mark, but he didn’t meet her eyes. Nothing new there. He could do avoidance with the best of them.

So here she was, celebrating New Year’s Eve with two men and two boys, and it was going to be hell. She looked at Rachel speculatively. Maybe she could take her for a walk and just not come back? Head for her friend Gail’s house? Or go to Pete’s and get a beer? Maybe just drive out to Marilee Dupont’s ranch? 

Just taking Rachel home, be back in a bit? Not a particularly good excuse, but anything would do.

“Have the boys tell you about the calves at the ranch,” she suggested.

Michael looked at her sourly, but the boys eagerly started telling him about the calf that was born early, and had to be brought into the house to get warm in front of the fireplace. Calf and mom were now in a stall in the barn with the horses. And this was all very exciting when you were 5 years old. 

“I’m not as strong as I thought I was,” Michael said into the silence after they ran out of words. “Could you ask the nurse to help me back to my room? I’m going to need to take some pain meds and go to sleep.”

He smiled at his sons, and he did make an effort — of sorts. “It’s good to see you two,” he said, and Angie thought he meant it. “Joshua? You need to write that story down, OK? And then you and James can draw pictures to illustrate it. Maybe Ms. Angie will help you?”

“Of course I will,” Angie said, forcing a smile. “You two boys stay here, while I find the nurse.”

As she and the nurse returned, James gave his dad a hug. Michael flinched, and James’ eyes got big. He started to cry. Joshua stuck his thumb in his mouth, then pulled it out, looking ashamed. “It’s OK,” Angie said, squatting down to be eye level with the boys. “Your dad still hurts that’s all. Tell him good night, and go with Mr. Mark to the car. Take Rachel for a walk, OK? I’ll be right out.”

Mark had already started moving toward them, so he took a hand of each of them. He wished Michael a happy New Year. Michael didn’t respond. 

Angie stood there in front of Michael until he finally looked at her. “What?” he snapped. “I hurt, and I need sleep. Right? That’s what everyone tells me. Sleep, eat, do your exercises and you’ll be better before you know it.”

“All probably true,” Angie agreed. “You just pulled away from your sons! What is wrong with you? They need you, Michael. They love you, and you love them! What’s the deal?”

“Leave me alone,” he hissed with a glance at the others in the room. Most of the people in the center were elderly, and their visitors were their children and grandchildren. That probably didn’t help his overall mood. “I can’t deal with your anxieties too, Angie. Look, I’m grateful that you’re willing to care for the boys. I’ll never be able to repay you for that. And Mark too. But I can’t deal with it. I can’t even handle being touched by one of them without hurting and then flinching. So go off and play house with Mark — and don’t think I don’t see what’s going on between the two of you — and pretend the boys are yours. That’s what you’re doing, isn’t it?”

Angie blinked. “I’m not playing house with Mark,” she said flatly. “And it wouldn’t be any of your business if I were. You made it clear that you wanted nothing to do with me, remember? You told me so. You took the boys and left without even a thank you. And when the boys get kidnapped? You left voice mail updates when you knew I was in class so you wouldn’t have to talk to me. So you’ve made it very clear that you don’t want me in your life. Fine. But the boys need someone to love them. And that looks like it’s me. They’re great boys, Michael, and I do love them. I know they’re not mine, and they never will be. And it’s going to hurt like hell to let them go. But that’s down the road. In the meantime, you need to suck it up, and focus on getting better, because those boys need you. They’re hurting too!”

She stopped when she realized she’d gotten louder and louder, and they were now the featured entertainment for the room full of people. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I need to go.”

She turned away and headed out the door. 

“You’re wrong you know,” she heard Michael say behind her. “They don’t need me, not in the shape I’m in. I’m a mess. I don’t even like myself right now.”

She turned back to him. “What’s that got to do with it?” she demanded. “Get better, Michael. Your boys need you.”

She walked out. Mark was waiting outside his car, the boys and dogs already inside. “You OK?” he asked quietly.

She glanced at him. “No,” she said. “I am not OK. Neither are you. Neither is Michael. And the boys aren’t OK either. And I don’t know what the hell to do about it.”

He gave her a hug, and opened the car door for her. She got inside, and forced a smile. “So what do you say, guys? Shall we go out to the ranch tomorrow? See how that calf is doing?”

“Is Daddy all right?” James asked. “I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

“He’s fine,” Angie assured him. “And you didn’t hurt him. He’s already hurt, remember? So it takes time to heal, and he’s not a very patient man. He wants to be well now! Right now!” She made faces at the boys and they giggled. She grinned. “So we have to be patient,” she said. “Because he will get better, and then you’ll have your daddy back again.”

Joshua looked at her. “Daddy and you, right? We want to stay with you!” 

“You’ll always have me,” she assured him, and she wished with all of her heart that it was true. “Always and always.”

Mark glanced at her, but he didn’t say anything. He drove them to Michael’s house. She stayed there with the boys, because her apartment, a small loft over the shops downtown, wasn’t large enough for three of them.

Three of them and Rachel, Angie thought with amusement. Don’t forget the dog. Michael, on the other hand, had a statement ranch-style house on a cul-de-sac in a prosperous neighborhood. But the boys were afraid here. They refused to go out in the backyard, because ‘that man’ might come back and get them.

It wasn’t an irrational fear, she conceded. Dave Clemons had kidnapped them from this backyard a couple of months ago. Just walked in and took them. When the police failed to find him and recover the boys, Michael had vowed to find them himself. And he did.

He went undercover in Boise, found the boys, and got them out. Clemons shot him in the back as he did so. Clemons escaped, and police suspected he might be in the Moscow area and would try to kidnap the boys again. Clemons was  obsessed with the twins — boys he claimed were his.

Angie took deep breath and let it out slowly. She hated the house. Hated all that it stood for. Hated the woman who had lied and stolen Michael away from her six years ago. Hated the bland colors on the walls. Hated the decorating choices Jennifer had made. She hated being here, knowing that Michael wanted nothing to do with her. She’d been a convenient lay for a couple of days while he was in shock that Jennifer had left him. That was it.

When police arrested him in connection with Jennifer’s death, she’d been the only person he could turn to for the boys.

She loved the boys, that much was true. And once, she’d envisioned making a life with Michael and raising the boys as her own. But that dream had been smashed to pieces when Michael rejected her, saying he needed to figure out who he was.

Then things got worse....

Damn it, she thought, now I’m sitting here feeling sorry for myself. She got out of the car, and started to get the boys out of the back. Joshua looked up, suddenly, and shrieked, “He’s here. I see him! Miss Angie, he’s here. Don’t let him take us again.”

Angie squatted down beside him. “I won’t let go of you,” she promised. She could hear Mark on the phone calling the police. “I won’t.” Joshua threw his arms around her neck and clung to her. She reached out with one arm and gathered James in too. 

The police didn’t find him. No one was even sure if he’d really be there. The boys had nightmares. Who knew if Joshua really saw someone or if it was his imagination? The police had been out before. They’d come again if she called. They were all protective of the little boys who had been through so much. But no one seemed to know where Clemons was.

And why was that, Angie wondered as she took the boys inside. “Come on,” she said. “Bedtime. A book. James, it’s your time turn to pick it out. And then tomorrow we’ll go pet horses, OK?” 

The boys nodded. Sometimes she wondered who was keeping up a front for whom?

The boys went into their bathroom to get ready for bed, and she went out to the living room where Mark was waiting.

“Go home, Mark. We’ll be fine,” she said. She was tired. So damned tired.

He looked at her gravely. “Want me to come by and take you out to the ranch? You’re awfully tired to be driving.”

She thought about it. He was right. Dupont Ranch was an hour away, on the other side of Pullman. She nodded. “That would be great,” she said. 

Mark hesitated. “He doesn’t mean to lash out,” he said finally.

Angie shrugged. “I think he does,” she said. “He’s mad at the world. It’s not fair, and he knows it, but he can’t help it. He lashes out.”

“He loves you,” Mark said after a pause.

She shook her head. “No. He doesn’t,” she said flatly. “He’s forgotten how to love anyone. And that’s tragic, because those two boys need him.”

“They’re lucky they have you.”

She heard them call her name, and she went to read them a book. In the back of her head a voice said, ‘They should have been mine.’ Her eyes burned. They weren’t hers, she reminded the voice.

She heard the front door shut. As soon as she read them the story, she’d check all of the doors and windows to make sure they were secure. She lived in fear of Dave Clemons as much as the boys did. 

The boys were snuggled into one bed, with Rachel at the foot of it. She didn’t correct them and make James get into his own bed. Didn’t worry about Rachel being on the bed. 

‘Don’t sweat the small stuff’ had become her mantra. 

James handed her the book he’d chosen: If I had a Horse. Angie grinned. Well, she guessed that meant they’re OK with a trip to the ranch.
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(Three months later) Angie looked around the big kitchen table at her girlfriends. She loved this table. It was so big; people had concluded some Dupont ancestor had built it inside the house during a long winter. There was no way it came in through the door. It had hosted generations of Thanksgiving dinners, big Sunday meals, and breakfasts for ranch hands during harvests. 

Of late, it had hosted a Friday night replacement for girls’ nights out at Pete’s, a honkytonk bar in Moscow. With Marilee a new mother, and Gail a new wife, they’d started showing up at Marilee Dupont’s kitchen table to drink white Russians and talk. Angie looked around affectionately. These women had seen her through tough times, and some of the toughest had been the last six months. She didn’t see an end in sight, either. But she knew these women would be with her all the way, and that made the days doable. 

She sipped her white Russian — chocolate milk for grownups, Trent Williams called it. He wasn’t wrong.

So. Trent was the father of Marilee’s baby, now two weeks old. They were getting married July 1, although there was money on whether they’d make it that long. Angie had a bet with a prof in agriculture, Marilee’s department on campus, that she would make it. “She said July 1,” Angie had argued. “And July 1 it will be.”

No one argued against the notion that Marilee was stubborn. Change her mind? Maybe. Stubborn enough to teach stubborn to a mule? Well, she was still out there on that ranch, wasn’t she? There had been plenty of people who predicted she wouldn’t last. But Dupont Ranch had been in Dupont hands for four generations. When Marilee’s brother had been killed in a car accident, her parents put the ranch up for sale. Marilee said she’d run it. And she had. Her parents still hadn’t forgiven her. Angie wasn’t sure for what: stepping up or succeeding. Or maybe living when the nearly revered Dupont heir had died. 

Her parents were retired in Arizona; they hadn’t been up to see the baby yet. Everyone was waiting to see if Deborah Dupont could heal the breach. Well if anything could, her toothless grins would be high on the list.

And then there was Gail Tremont, tall, slim, with dark honey colored hair that constantly fell around her face, and an assistant professor in theater. She was still waiting to hear if she was going to get tenure. It should be a no-brainer; the woman had done wonders for the department. But women had a hard time getting tenure at the university — but no, it couldn’t be sexism, horror at the thought! Angie snorted.

Gail had a play open in New York City 10 days ago, and came back married to Jake Abbott, a Marine vet, turned playwright, turned student. Well that was one way to solve the accusation of dating your students. Marry him. As Gail pointed out, the university even gave spouses free tuition.

Angie thought Gail would get tenure. The personnel and the chair had unanimously supported her. The department vote had been in her favor. And the man who had been trying to get her fired was dead.

The funeral for Bill and Susan Call was next weekend. Angie didn’t think there would be much of a turnout. Most certainly not from this table.

The fourth woman at the table was Rebecca Jones, the woman Marilee called the smartest professor on campus, and that said something since most people would put Marilee on a top ten list. Rebecca was also probably the most liberal professor on campus — even Rebecca admitted she’d be in the top five. Trouble was headed her way, but as she said with shrug, she already had tenure. Being the smartest, most liberal professor on campus hadn’t protected her from attacks that almost derailed her tenure last year. It said something that the tenure vote had even been close.

But being a woman? Couldn’t have anything to do with it, right?

And then there was her, Angie Gregory. A lecturer in English, teaching multiple sections of Writing 101 semester after semester, year after year. She shuddered. Things had changed some. Last semester she’d done the PR work for the theater’s fall play, and everyone had been pleased. This term they’d offered her a half-time position to continue do publicity for other theater endeavors, and she’d been able to cut back to two sections of Writing 101 instead five — over the howls of the department chair.

“You’ve got a contract,” the chair accused her in December when she told him. “You’re on the schedule.”

“And if those classes don’t fill, you have the right to cut the class up to the third day of the semester,” Angie pointed out calmly. “The contract isn’t inked until day five. If you can, then I can. I’m caring for Michael Brewster’s sons, and the theater department is willing to be flexible and let me work from home. Unless you’ve changed your position on remote teaching?”

He glowered at her. She won. She was teaching two courses, working for the theater department, and working ten hours a week for Mark Briggs at his law office. Still busy, but making a lot more money. 

Wasn’t that a hell of a deal? She had the same credentials as any of the tenured English faculty — a PhD in Creative Writing — and she was stuck in the lecturer ghetto with a whole bunch of other women lecturers. And they made so little, they could teach fulltime and be eligible for food stamps.

There was a woman, a friend of Marilee’s, who was talking about a union for lecturers. Abby kept meaning to look her up — when her life stopped being crazy.

She lifted her glass in a toast. “Cheers,” she said. “To women friends.”

They clinked glasses, but she saw the look between Marilee and Rebecca. There was something on the agenda, and she was pretty sure it was her.

Well, if they were concerned, they were right to be. She was exhausted. So exhausted, she couldn’t see her way forward. How was it possible for loving someone to hurt like this? And not just hurt her. She didn’t know.... 

She sighed. “All right,” she said. “Spill it.”

Marilee looked at her fondly. They’d been friends the longest. Angie had been here when Marilee’s brother had died. Marilee had been at the wedding shower when Jennifer had stormed in and informed everyone that Michael was the father of her baby. 

She still flinched a bit remembering that day. But now there were so many more aspects to that story since then that it all seemed a bit hazy really. 

“So what are you going to do?” Marilee asked. “You caring for the boys was supposed to be a short-term thing. Instead? It’s been three months. And let’s be honest, no one sees an end in sight.”

“No,” Angie agreed. “Well, actually, that’s not true either. If there was no end to this, if it were going to be permanent, then I’d know what to do. I love them, Marilee, and I’d happily love them forever as my own. But they’re not. They’re on loan. And what’s wearing me out is that I don’t know how long I’ll have them for. Another day? Six months? Who knows? It’s a day-by-day thing, and that’s killing me.”

“Literally,” Gail said quietly. “I didn’t see it when I saw you nearly every day. But coming back after two weeks in NYC? You’re burning the candle at both ends, Angie, and it’s almost painful to see.”

Angie nodded. She didn’t recognize herself in the mirror anymore, so she stopped looking. It was amazing how easy it was to get dressed and never really look at yourself. 

“I know,” she said, and she could hear the tiredness in her voice. And it wasn’t caused by being busy. She’d always been busy. It was caused because she knew there was this heartbreak ahead — someday, sometime, Michael Brewster was going to come to collect the boys. And he’d made it clear he didn’t see her coming with them.

She considered that for a moment. No, even that wasn’t clear. He said he was in no shape to commit to someone, because he didn’t know who he was anymore. Jennifer had been abusive, and Michael had taken it because of the boys. Silently, stoically. And now, he was dealing with all of the aftermath of being a victim of domestic violence. Maybe it was worse in some ways because he was male. She didn’t know. Less likely to die of it; more likely to be ashamed? 

At any rate, she didn’t disagree that he needed counseling. And he was getting it. But all of the trauma and turmoil of rescuing the boys, and the injuries he’d received, had left him clinically depressed. He’d tried coming home three times now, and ended back at the long-term-care facility each time. 

Since she was living at his house with the boys that was weird too. She moved back to her apartment, but she’d spend the days with the boys. Then he’d end up back at the facility, and she’d move back in because it was easier, and someone needed to be there. 

And Clemons was still out there somewhere. The boys insisted they saw him periodically. No one knew if it was imagination or real. Angie thought it was real, herself, but she couldn’t prove it. 

The only time they actually felt safe was out here. So Angie had drifted into the habit of bringing them out more and more....

“And it’s not good for the boys,” Marilee added. Angie flinched.

“I’m doing the best I can,” she said, and she burst into tears.

“Oh God, girl, I didn’t mean it like that!” Marilee pulled her into a hug, and she could feel the other two women patting her, comforting her, even Rebecca who wasn’t much of a toucher. Not at all. 

“You are awesome,” Marilee said firmly. So firmly, that it was almost impossible to disbelieve her. “Those boys love you, and you love them. It’s clear to anyone with eyes. But what happens when Michael takes them back? Be honest now. They’re a bit afraid of him.”

Angie tried to quit crying. Someone handed her a tissue and she blew her nose. She looked up, and Gail handed her the whole box of tissues which made her laugh.

“They are wary of him,” she conceded. “Afraid they’ll touch him and hurt him. And they don’t understand why he comes home and then leaves again. Leaves them again. Since no one understands it, really, except maybe depression, and anxiety about being with them and not being able to protect them. If the professionals don’t know, how can the boys?”

“What does Mark say?” Rebecca asked. She and Mark had become friends recently. “And what about you and Mark?”

“There is no me and Mark,” Angie said sharply. Then she sighed. “There’s not ever going to be until this is all resolved. Mark is very ethical. He’s got his priorities firmly in mind: he’s the boys’ guardian. And everything gets viewed through that lens. Second, he’s Michael’s friend, attorney, and he holds power of attorney for all of Michael’s affairs. He feels an obligation to put Michael’s needs above his own. Not that he’s said that, you understand. He’s a guy. He grunts, and I interpret.”

The women all grinned at that. 

“And who knows? Maybe there was a kiss at Christmas that seemed promising?” Angie said slowly. “He’s been there for me, through all of this starting with the harassment last fall. He’s this comforting, solid presence in my life — it’s like sitting in front of the fireplace with a fire going at your back. Neither of us want to rock the boat. What if it didn’t work? We’d still be responsible for the two boys, and their invalid father.”

“If it did work, things would be easier,” Gail pointed out.

Angie nodded. “But I’m in no shape to even try,” she said. “Maybe last Christmas, I was? But now? I’m not sure how stable and sane I am.”

“And why is that?” Marilee asked. No judgment, just a question. This was almost the reverse of group therapy, Angie thought. Some people had therapy in a group with a therapist. She was one person with a group of therapists.

“Because I’m afraid. I think the boys are right. I think they do see Clemons. I think he’s out there, and one misstep on my part, and they’ll be gone,” Angie said barely above a whisper. “And when Michael comes home? I’m terrified to leave him there with the boys. Because what if Clemons comes for them? He’s not only after the boys, but you know he’s got a vendetta against Michael. Some nights, I can’t sleep at my apartment, and I get up and drive by the house just to check.”

Her laugh was a half sob. “One night, Mark was parked out in front of the house on guard himself. I turned before he could see me.”

She started crying again. “I’m just so tired.”

Marilee was rubbing her back in the same soothing motions she rubbed her daughter’s back. Angie sniffed; it did feel comforting.

“I have a proposal,” Marilee said, still keeping her voice quiet and soothing. “Trent and I talked. I’m on maternity leave, and he’s doing a combination of telecommuting and driving in from here.”

“Like a chicken with two nests,” Rebecca said, and she giggled. Everyone cracked up, because he was exactly like that — his teenaged daughter was living at their house in Moscow to finish her last year of high school. Another month, maybe two? Something like that. And of course, out here was his baby daughter. 

But it was also funny to hear Rebecca giggle. Lightweight drinker, Angie thought affectionately.

“Just like that,” Marilee agreed. “We’d like for you to consider letting the boys stay out here. They already have their room. This is a second home for them. You’d be welcome too. Commute in with Trent if you like. Work from home here. Give up your apartment if you want to save money. If Michael wants to sell that house — and I would if I were him — he could have Mark do that.”

Angie considered that. And there was this overwhelming sense of relief. She could sleep soundly out here. She did sleep soundly out here. But, well, she heard a but to all this.

“But?” she prompted.

Marilee smiled appreciatively. “Trent is concerned because it’s across state lines. He thinks there should be a letter of agreement at the minimum and maybe a foster care agreement would be better. I think that might cause Michael to get stubborn. And you might not like it either. They feel like your boys, don’t they? Would you feel like you were giving them up? And really, all those questions boil down to Mark.”

“Because Mark holds both power of attorney and guardianship,” Rebecca clarified.

Angie considered that. “He’s going to look at what’s best for the boys,” she said at last. “I’ll talk to him.”

“Good,” Marilee said. “He’ll be here for breakfast.”
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Angie woke up with a hangover. Because of course she would. They hadn’t stopped drinking just because they’d finished talked about the boys living at the ranch. No, they demanded that Gail tell them everything about the wedding and the play. Rebecca had an update about the situation with Jon Whitaker — and wasn’t that a wild story? Good Lord. And it was sucking their Rebecca in? The reserved preacher’s daughter? One look at that hard-bodied hunk with the knowing eyes had told her everything she needed to know about that man. And Rebecca had been engaged to him once? My, my.

So Angie was dehydrated from crying, and she wasn’t sure if she’d gotten drunk or had a sugar high, and now she’d slept in on top of it, and that always made her feel worse. She got up, peered out the hall and padded down to the bathroom in her sleep T. 

On the other hand, she wasn’t solely responsible for the boys, not today. So if she slept in? No 5-year-olds had come in, bounced on the bed, and demanded breakfast. No nightmares had driven them into her bed last night, either. Amazing relief flooded her. She took a shower, and then realized she didn’t have anything clean to put on with her — the challenge of bathrooms down the hall. She sighed. It was going to be one of those days.

She peered back out in the hall, and rather than putting on that sleep T which had felt a bit sticky after sleeping so deeply, she ran for it, wrapped in a towel.

And came face-to-face with Mark coming out of a room across the hall. She stopped. Deer in the headlights, she thought. Move. 

Mark looked good. He always did, in a kind of ‘dad-clothes’ way. Today he had on blue jeans and a blue flannel shirt that made his blue eyes brighten. She stared at him before she realized he was staring back. And not at her eyes either. 

No, he was looking at her legs. Long, muscled legs that weren’t much covered by the towel.

“Morning,” she ventured, a bit husky. 

He smiled. “Morning.” He came up close to her, and he tipped her head up with one finger. “You look good in a towel.”

She moistened her lips, which felt suddenly dry, with her tongue, and she saw his eyes darken. He groaned a bit, and then he kissed her. He moved closer, his leg pushing slightly between hers, and she nearly came from the pleasure of it. It had been so damned long.

And she was nearly helpless, she thought with a laugh, with one hand trapped between them, holding the towel closed, and the other clutching her toiletry bag and that damned sleep T. She tipped her head up as he trailed kisses down her neck. He outlined the edge of her towel with his tongue, gently licking the water drops there. She gasped and arched upward. 

“Mark,” she whispered. He stopped, and she whimpered. 

He laughed, that masculine sound a man made when he knew the woman he was with wanted him. Wanted.... And then he was pushing her bedroom door open, and he tugged her inside. “Time to decide,” he growled. “Yes, I stay, no, I go.”

She thought she’d even beg if he tried to leave. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, dear God, yes, stay.”

He laughed. “Guess that’s clear enough,” he teased.

She huffed a bit, and let go of the towel. He groaned, and that made her laugh. Tease her, would he? She unbuttoned his shirt slowly, following her hands with her lips as she pushed the shirt away and revealed that nice firm chest she’d been wondering about for months. 

“Too slow,” Mark muttered. His hands were moving up and down her back, long strokes. He cupped her butt and pulled her tight against him, and she could feel his arousal through his jeans.

“Agree,” she said, breathlessly, and she pushed his shirt off, and then tackled his jeans. Thank God, they weren’t a button fly. She shoved his jeans down his legs, and he kicked off his sneakers, before stepping out of the jeans, and then lifting her back to her feet. 

“Condom?” he said, his voice raspy with need. She nodded, broke free, and found her purse. She dug one out of her wallet, and handed it to him. On second thought, she dug out another and set it on her nightstand as she tugged him toward the bed. He laughed and when she kissed him again, he pulled her down on the bed.

“Angie?” Marilee called from the hallway. “Are you up? Have you seen Mark?”

The two of them looked at each other in dismay. Mark started to pull back.

Angie shook her head at him. “Go away, Marilee,” she yelled back. “Be out in about an hour.”

Mark was laughing hard at that. She put a finger on his lips, and he stopped laughing.

“Love me,” she said softly.

“My pleasure.”
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Chapter 3
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Angie would have happily stayed in Mark’s arms for the rest of the day, but then her stomach growled. He opened his eyes and grinned at her. “Breakfast?” he suggested. He glanced at the small clock on her nightstand, and amended that, “Lunch?”

“Don’t want to,” she grumbled, but she got up, and started to rummage in her suitcase. She looked back to see Mark propped up on one elbow, just watching her. “Like what you see?” she teased.

“Yes,” he said. “Bend over again?”

She laughed and pulled on underwear and shrugged into a bra before turning back around. “Come on,” she urged. “Up.”

Mark sighed, but he got up to get dressed. Angie paused in the middle of putting on her jeans. Damn, she thought. Nice body hidden under those ‘I’m reliable’ dad-clothes. He was probably 6-foot-tall, with broad shoulders and chest. Nice legs, too. She already knew he had a good back and butt — she’d gotten a glimpse last December when they went to Boise to help Michael rescue the boys. A glimpse that had stayed with her.

Well, she knew he had been a regular racquetball player with Michael. She wondered if he had a new partner now? And damn it, who knew racquetball did such good things to a man’s body?

“Where did your mind go?” he asked, laughing at her. He was almost dressed, and she’d just been staring. Reminded, she finished getting her jeans on, and pulled on a turtleneck sweater. It might be technically spring, but it was still cold. And damp. There was a reason that farmers called this the mud season.

“Racquetball,” she said honestly. And he laughed harder. “Do you still play?”

He nodded. “Three times a week,” he said. “Do I want to know why you were thinking about racquetball?”

She linked her arm with his and tugged him toward the door. “I was thinking that racquetball does good things for a man’s body,” she said.

He stopped in the hallway and looked at her. “You amaze me,” he said. “I love how you just say whatever you’re thinking. If I ask something, you answer. If you have an opinion, you offer it. You don’t know how refreshing that is.”

She tipped her head to the side, looking at him in confusion. “Doesn’t everyone?”

“No,” he said. “People play games. They withhold information, play coy with their feelings. I spend most of my professional life trying to figure out what people are really thinking. And with you? I can relax. There’s no subterfuge.”

“Men are supposed to be intrigued by mysterious women,” she said lightly. “Are you sure you don’t find me boring?” 

Mark burst out laughing. “You? Boring? Never.”

Bethany was in the kitchen and she looked around the corner to see what was going on. “You two want breakfast or lunch?”

“Are you cooking?” Angie asked. “Because I’ll eat it.”

“Lunch is in an hour,” Bethany said. “How about scrambled eggs to tide you over? And coffee?”

“Deal,” Angie said promptly. She poured coffee for both her and Mark. “But you don’t have to cook for us, you know.”

Bethany smiled at her. “I like it, honestly,” she said. “I’m not sure why, really. But it’s like this is the heart of the house, and I claim it. It’s satisfying to feed people. I learned that when everyone was here because of the wildfire last fall. It’s not like I want a career in it, it’s just.... This is my kitchen.”
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