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Dedication

FOR MY SISTER HEATHER, whose daily adventures inspire more stories than I could ever dream up, and for my best friend Taryn and our night in Memphis that inspired it all...
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“GET OUT!” DAKOTA JAMES threw Sean Murphy’s jeans—her favorite pair, she noted bitterly, faded in all the right places—across the room.

“Wait a minute.” He held up both hands in a plea.

“No.” Hands on hips, Dakota stood in her bedroom doorway and did her best to keep the glare cemented on her face. She was not falling for his excuses anymore. Or his blue eyes that turned green in the sunlight. Or his arms, strong with muscle and soft when they wound around her late at night. Jaw clenched, she narrowed her gaze and waited.

Sean raised his eyebrows and swung his feet to the floor.

Her resolve wavered. Sean’s pectoral muscles flexed as he leaned back and waited for her to return to the bed. The dawn light caught the kitten-soft stubble along his jawline. He patted the sheets. “Baby, come here.”

“I said no.” Dakota was terrible at this, at breaking up, saying goodbye, giving in to the inevitable. “I want you to leave.” But as the words fell from her mouth, her heart sang a different wish. That’s not true. Really, I want you to be mine again. I want you to leave her for good. I want—

“You don’t mean that.” Sean scratched his chest with a lazy hand, cocked his head to the side and studied her.

She looked at the floor. “Yes, I do.” One bare toe stubbed its way along the hardwood floor and stopped at a small pink patch near her dresser. Candle wax, a reminder of a Valentine’s Day now gone. Tears filled her eyes and she pulled her robe tight around her. “It’s never going to work. Not if you stay with her.”

He sighed and reached for his sweatshirt, tossed across the bottom of the bed. His t-shirt had landed on the floor, his socks somewhere close by. Dakota’s dress lay in a crumpled heap on the dresser and her bra hung from one bedpost. It always looked like this, she thought, a war zone of sex. She stuffed her hands into the pockets of her robe and remained standing, silent, as Sean dressed.

Really, really good sex.

“I’m not staying with her.”

“No? Then why does she still have a key to your place? Why is her name still on the mailbox out front where everyone can see it?”

He didn’t answer right away. Long, lean legs slid one after the other into his jeans, retrieved from the floor near the doorway. He bent to collect a sock at her feet, sliding one hand along her hip as he did so.

She brushed it away as if she’d been burned.

“Babe, come on. You‘ve got to give me some more time. I told you when we got involved that it was complicated.”

“That was almost a year ago.”

“I didn’t think it would be this hard.”

“I did.” The corners of her mouth turned down. She knew because she’d been here before. Never, ever, could she manage to fall for a guy who wasn’t already involved. Not like there were a lot to choose from in the middle of south central New Hampshire. Most of the kind, intelligent guys she’d gone to school with had either moved away or married young and taken over their fathers’ businesses. She knew; she waited on them every night at the Candlelight Restaurant. And the single ones seemed to stay far away from Dakota James, meeting and marrying other nice single girls and settling down with picket fences and a dog. Meanwhile, the married/engaged/living-with-a-girlfriend-for-the-last-eight-years men followed her home by way of an invisible line of breadcrumbs she was certain she trailed behind her. Her shoulders hunched. When would she learn?

“Your keys are on the kitchen table,” she said.

His jaw twitched. “Don’t do this. I love you.”

“No, you don’t.” She looked past his chin, fixing her gaze just below the copy of Starry Night that hung on her bedroom wall. If I believe that, I‘ll never get over you. Ever. Squaring her shoulders, she said, “You love the idea of me. The chase. It’s a game to you. That’s all. Just a game.”

Sean scrubbed his face. “You—we—aren’t a game. The first time I walked into the Candlelight, I knew I wanted to be with you.”

“You tell your wife that?”

“We’re separated.”

“But you won’t divorce her.”

He laced both hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling. “It’s...”

“I know. Complicated.” Dakota scratched her arm. “Which is why you need to leave.”

“You don’t love me?”

She didn’t answer that. She couldn’t.

He inhaled, a sound of exasperation if she’d ever heard one, and shook his head. “If that’s how you feel—”

“It is.”

“Fine.” Sean brushed past her, clipping her on the shoulder and almost knocking her over. He marched into the kitchen, and she could hear him rattling around in the porcelain dish where she always tossed keys. The faucet turned on, ran for a long minute, and turned off again.

He reappeared in the doorway, blue eyes solemn. “I wanted this to work.”

Dakota leaned against her easy chair and kept her distance. She bent her head to keep in the tears. “Me too.”

“It still can.”

She shook her head. “Not unless you really leave her, Sean. Not unless you come back to me tomorrow and say you’ve filed the divorce papers. I want to move forward. I can’t just exist in this limbo for another year.”

He didn’t answer.

Dakota sighed. Looking up, she allowed herself one last treacherous step into the blue of his eyes, where memories of the last year flickered. She saw the night they’d met at the restaurant. The spring day he’d packed a picnic and convinced her to skip work. The phone calls they shared late at night after the town settled into sleep. The way he sang to her, off-key. The way he made love to her, absolutely on-key. Every single magic moment. She’d been so close this time, so hopeful that at twenty-six, she’d finally found love.

Sean Murphy, thirty-nine years old, police chief of Little Lakeside, New Hampshire, chairman of the Chamber of Commerce, and husband to Mollie Murphy, raised one hand in goodbye.

Then he was gone.

***
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FIFTEEN HUNDRED MILES away, Ethan Meriweather swung a hand in the direction of his alarm clock and missed. A glass crashed to the floor and shattered. He cursed. Somewhere above his head, the buzzing continued. He buried his head underneath two pillows and tried to ignore it. Didn’t work. It penetrated through his skull until he thought the sound waves might actually pierce his brain and kill him from the inside. Not a bad way to go, actually. Probably pretty quick.

Eyes still closed, he groped around his bedside table until he found the alarm clock’s Off button. Finally. He rubbed his face and tried to remember. What day was it? What time was it? Saturday morning. Late morning, probably. He rubbed a hand across his jaw, rough with stubble. Had he stayed in last night? Oh, yeah. He rarely left the house on Friday nights. Too many memories.

Lydia’s face swam into his mind, and her blue eyes pierced him with that no-nonsense gaze. You know what tequila does to you.

“Yeah. I know,” Ethan said aloud. But today’s headache seemed worse than usual. He pressed his fingers against his temples and willed the percussionist inside his head to take a five-minute break. Saturday morning. A little past ten. He had just enough time to pop a couple aspirin and find something to eat before meeting the guys for basketball.

He swung his feet to the floor and waited for the lightheadedness to pass before he pushed himself to a stand. Piles of clothes—some clean, most dirty—lay scattered around the room. He stumbled over them. Noah meowed and wound his way through Ethan’s legs until he nudged the cat out of the way. Outside, he heard the Taylor kids playing ball across the yard. He shook his head. Once, he’d been just like them, outside at dawn and reluctant to come in when his mother called long after dark. He snapped on the bathroom light and stared at himself in the mirror.

The pale, unshaven face that stared back at him was no one Ethan would have wanted to know as a child. He wasn’t sure he wanted to acknowledge it now, almost twenty years later. Reddish-brown hair, too long, fell into bloodshot green eyes. Wrinkles pulled at the corners of his mouth, set into a square jaw. A crooked nose did nothing to help the picture. He spat into the sink, then reached for the half-empty bottle of mouthwash and took a generous swig. Though it burned his mouth, the sensation felt good. Cleansing.

The hot shower helped too, and he stood under the spray long after he’d soaped and shampooed away the ache and remorse of last night’s solo binge. Gotta stop, he told himself. Staring at four walls with a bottle beside me isn’t helping anything. That’s what Dr. Lowenstein told him, anyway, and Ethan was paying enough for the hour-long sessions that he figured he’d better agree. He switched off the lukewarm stream of water and reached for a towel.

Dressed in a wrinkled t-shirt and shorts, he made his way to the kitchen. He dumped some food into Noah’s dish and gave the cat a perfunctory pat on the head. Pulling open the refrigerator, he eyed the leftovers on the shelves. Though he’d become a decent cook over the years, lately he’d settled for take-out or that frozen stuff that would keep forever. No use making anything gourmet when he was the only one eating it.

He poured an enormous glass of orange juice and washed down three Tylenol. Two pieces of bread went into the toaster, and he peeled a banana that had seen better days. Then, balancing a paper plate piled high with the toast, a couple of Pop-Tarts, and the half of the banana that hadn’t rotted, he made his way into the living room. His headache began to subside just as the phone rang.

“E, you up?” His best friend Mike, probably already buzzing on three cups of coffee, jumped into conversation.

“Yeah. Just.” Good thing, too. Mike wouldn’t let him hear the end of it if he wasn’t one hundred percent on the basketball court that afternoon.

“You’re gonna make it on time today?”

“Always do.”

Mike chuckled. “Sure. Listen, we’ve got a score to settle with Howie and Paul, so don’t be late. I mean it.”

Ethan grunted. Best friend or not, that guy and his buddies took a pick-up game too seriously for Ethan’s sake. Miss one shot, and you heard about it for days. Lose your steam halfway through the game, and the other guys called you a pussy. Still, as a sportswriter, his own life pretty much revolved around athletics, so he hadn’t figured out a better way to spend Saturday afternoons than with three other guys who felt the same way.

“Hey, I went out with Sheila last night.”

Ethan finished the Pop-Tarts and started on his toast, now cold. “Which one is she?”

“You remember. That cute bartender from the club last week.”

“Oh, yeah.” He didn’t, but it was easier telling Mike he did, rather than hear all the details of how beautiful this woman was, how intelligent, how perfect.

“Took her to dinner at the Crocodile Lounge—that new place over on Forty-Fifth. Remember? We drove by last month, saw ‘em putting up the sign?”

Ethan grunted again.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing. Listen, I’ve got some stuff to do around here.” He stared at the piles of discarded newspapers, the half-eaten pieces of pizza, the empty dishes sitting around the room. That much, at least, was true. “I’ll see you at the courts.”

“See ya.”

Ethan hung up, reached for the remote and began to surf the channels. He stopped at a poker tournament and then again at a beach volleyball game, but he wasn’t really in the mood to pay close attention. His mind always snapped into work mode when he ended up watching any kind of sporting event. He’d organize stats, work up quotes, grab slips of paper to jot down notes. Better to find some stupid reality show or sitcom rerun than stare at something that reminded him of his life Monday through Friday.

Ethan kept flipping. The last thing he wanted to do on a weekend was worry about a story. Finally he located an old Bugs Bunny episode and left it there. He hadn’t watched cartoons in ages. Pretty funny stuff, he thought, and cracked a smile as Elmer Fudd walked in circles while the rabbit laughed behind the poor guy’s back.

Stretching out, Ethan settled into the sofa and closed his eyes against the sun that insisted on poking through the blinds. A few of the neighborhood kids must have joined the Taylors, because now it sounded like a full-fledged game of wiffle ball out there. A lawnmower buzzed somewhere in the distance and muffled sounds of traffic came through the open screens behind his head. He’d been right to buy this house five years ago, when Memphis’s historic district was just beginning to flourish. Since then, the little ranch-style on the end of the street had nearly doubled in value. Too bad he couldn’t stand living in it.

He stuck a pillow under his head. He loved the city and its suburbs, he really did. It was just that this house rattled too much with a single person inside its walls. He folded his hands behind his head and was about to slip into a pre-game nap when his fingers touched slick paper.

“What the—”

He grabbed at the magazine and pulled it from its hiding place in the cushions. A tall brunette, gorgeous and airbrushed, struck a seductive pose on the cover of some woman’s monthly glamour guide. Pink lips pursed, with one hand on a hip, the model seemed to undress Ethan with eyes rimmed in charcoal. Block letters leapt off the cover: How Much Do You Really Know About His Big-O? Lose 15 Pounds Without Trying. Snacking Your Way to a Swimsuit Body.

He read the words one at a time, without putting them all together. If he did, something inside him might explode. His fingers slipped on the cover and he could see as he turned it in the light that a few of the pages were turned down at the corners. She was going to read this article. And that one. Or maybe she already had. Maybe she took a quiz that told her all the ways they’d measured up as a couple...or all the ways they didn’t.

Something clicked inside Ethan, something heavy that dropped from his throat to his groin. His eyes skimmed the words on the cover a second time. Then a third. One fist closed around the magazine, and he had to keep himself from tearing it in two. What the hell was it doing here, resting in the comfort of his sofa cushions, waiting for the right moment to grab him by the throat?

“Goddammit!” He thought he’d cleared the house of every last reminder, but once in a while, something showed up, in a forgotten kitchen cabinet or underneath the bed. Jaw clenched, Ethan rolled the magazine into a tube and threw it across the room. It hit the wall and slid to the floor, falling cover-side up. The brunette continued to smile up at him, beckoning with amber eyes.

Things change, echoed Dr. Lowenstein inside his skull. Your goal is to deal with that and move forward.

Yeah, some things changed, Ethan thought. The weather, for example. Sports scores, too. And the way your face looked in the mirror from year to year. Those things changed with the flip of a button or the turn of a calendar page. He knew that. The problem was, not everything changed. Not the things that got inside your skin and marked you forever. They stayed around and haunted you until you went mad.
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DAKOTA STARED AT HER reflection in the mirror. Swollen eyes. Red cheeks. Black corkscrew curls that stuck out in every direction. She picked up her hairbrush and threw it straight at the mirror. Hard. Hard enough to splinter her reflection into twenty different faces. She backed away from the spider web of broken glass and swore under her breath.

Lying bastard. Arrogant sonofabitch who thinks he can just erase a year. Just pretend it never happened. Just walk back to his wife like I was—

Dakota bit down on her thumbnail. “Like I was what?” she said aloud. “A distraction? Something to keep his mind off the rest of his life?”

Well, that was beyond depressing. Something stirred in her stomach, an awful nausea that gave her goosebumps, and she leaned over the toilet just in time. He took everything. My heart. My life. And any hope at settling down for the long haul.

Wiping her mouth, she blew out a long breath. It had only been an hour since Sean had left. An hour since he’d broken her heart. And all the rest of the hours in the day, the weekend, the months ahead, stretched out like boulders for her to leap. Within twenty-four hours, everyone in town would know. Everyone would stare. And nearly everyone would talk about her behind her back. She sank to her knees on the tiled floor. Little Lakeside, population nine thousand or so, would wind its grapevine around her misery so fast she wouldn’t even have time to breathe.

Dakota sat for another minute or two, a tiny ball in the bathroom, and listened as the rooster clock in her kitchen crowed eleven o’clock. Arms wrapped around her knees, she rocked back and forth, trying to soothe her heart. It didn’t work. She couldn’t stay in town. She couldn’t deal with the looks of pity. The whispers at the restaurant. The silence from all the other guys at the police station who came in every Saturday for lunch. But where the hell could she go?

I don’t know why you never come visit me.

The voice spoke inside her head as if Dakota’s best friend had walked into the apartment and sat down beside her.

Nothing better than sunshine and Southern charm to heal a broken heart.

Dakota opened her eyes. Sarah Wiggins. Her best friend. Of course. They’d survived middle school lunchroom together. Senior prom and graduation. The way Dakota’s mother split two days after her daughter walked across the stage to receive her diploma. Cradle to grave, Dakota and Sarah used to promise each other, with pinkies crooked around each other. Friends ‘til the end.

She stood and studied her broken reflection. Maybe visiting Sarah wasn’t such a bad idea. She’d have to take a few days off from work and raid her bank account, but who cared? It wasn’t like she had a house or a wedding or a damn engagement party to save up for. Forget mooning around town, waiting and not waiting to run into Sean. Forget sniveling in her apartment, waiting for a phone to ring that probably wouldn’t. She had vacation time saved up at the restaurant. She might as well use it.

Though Sarah had moved to Tennessee nearly a decade ago, Dakota had never managed to visit. You should come down, her friend always said as she comforted Dakota over the phone through one break-up after another. I don’t know what you’re waiting for.

Well, now she was going to. This visit was long overdue. Dakota tore open the medicine cabinet in search of antacid. While she was there, Sean’s aftershave and a spare razor went into the trash, along with his purple toothbrush and pint-sized Listerine.

“Fine, stay with your wife. See if I care.” She stormed into the bedroom, ripping a photo from the bulletin board in the hallway, where Sean’s smile leapt out at her, playful and secretive. She crumpled it and shoved it into a trashcan. “I’m going to Memphis. For the weekend. Maybe for the whole damn week.”

She wondered if Sean would miss her.

Then she wondered if Sean would even know she’d gone.

Dakota sighed. It was her own fault for getting involved with a married man in the first place. For a minute, she thought about calling his wife, about revealing all the details about where her husband had spent his nights for the last year. Then she shook her head. Mollie would probably just look at her with a pitying gaze. Or break down in tears. Either way, Dakota didn’t want to be known as the waitress from Little Lakeside who broke up marriages or begged for attention from men who couldn’t give it.

She tore the sheets from her bed and balled them into a pile on the floor. Down came another photo of her with Sean at the beach, along with a seashell necklace she’d draped around the picture frame.

“Good riddance.”

She yanked the necklace in two, and pearly pale shells spilled across the floor and under the bed. Into the trash went the half-melted candles that stood around the room, testament to marathon sessions of lovemaking. She grabbed the hand-painted wine glass Sean had bought her at the country fair, but an edge caught the corner of her dresser, and shards of glass splintered across the floor.

“Ow!” A spot of crimson bloomed at the edge of her heel. Bending, Dakota spit onto her thumb and wiped the blood away. No more pain. Not from Sean. Not ever.

The room looked a wreck, but she couldn’t have cared less. She pushed a pile of clothes out of the way, sat down at her desk and booted up her laptop. How soon could she find a flight to Memphis? The computer screen flickered for a moment, and she reached around to jiggle the wires. That thing’s a dinosaur, Sean had told her more than once. Let me get you a new one.

She hadn’t let him. She didn’t need a new one; she rarely used this one. As she fiddled with the power cord, her fingers caught on something, and she leaned over to look. A flash drive. Was it hers? She doubted it. She pulled it out and stuck it into her purse. Maybe Robin’s—she’d let her co-worker use the laptop a couple of times to work up a resume. Or Sean’s? Probably not. Dakota could count on one hand the number of times he’d used her computer.

An hourglass spiraled on the screen and then beeped after a few seconds. She peered at the results of her search. Two flights were scheduled to leave for Memphis that afternoon. Perfect. If she hurried, she could catch the first one. She glanced up at the calendar above her desk. How long could she stay? Three days. Let’s try for three. Or maybe even four. But then her heart dropped. Red circles marked nearly every date left in the month—three double shifts at the restaurant next week.

“Well, damn.” During the month of June, it seemed as though everyone in the surrounding states wanted to get married in Little Lakeside’s historic stone church. Next week, the restaurant was booked solid with wedding parties and rehearsal dinners, and Nigel had threatened to fire anyone who couldn’t work a full schedule. Dakota scowled. She’d been planning on a good few days of crying into Sarah’s pillows, going out on the town, forgetting all about Sean Murphy and his hollow promises.

“Okay, well, fine.” She’d do what she could. Scrolling down the screen, she found a flight that would get her to Memphis that afternoon and return her to Little Lakeside two days later. Credit card in hand, she punched in the numbers and secured her reservation.

Dakota left a quick message for Sarah and threw some clothes into a duffel bag. Watered her plants and let Nigel know she’d be back in time for Monday’s shift. With each minute that passed, her heart lifted. Her bad mood eased. I’m getting away. The words sing-songed inside her head. Away from this town. Away from the memories. At least for a day or two.

The thoughts lifted her spirits as she showered and called a cab.

Dakota walked into the airport less than an hour later. Through the enormous windows, beyond the taxiing planes, New Hampshire’s green, gorgeous landscape spread out as far as she could see. Something skipped inside her stomach, a bubble of anticipation, a butterfly of nerves that buoyed her through the ticket counter and the security gates and into the waiting area. She’d flown only twice before, once when her mom splurged and took her to Disney, and the other when a lawyer she’d dated years ago had taken her to Philadelphia.

Otherwise, from the day she’d been born, she’d spent nearly every waking minute of her life in the same hundred-mile radius. She’d gone to school with all the same people, heard all the same stories, knew almost all the faces by heart. She knew the way New Hampshire sunshine snuck up on you in May, and she knew the way December wind chilled you to the core of your bones. She knew the way people shaped their vowels and the way they dropped their eyes when strangers came into town. She knew the slope of the mountains and the expanse of the meadows.

And for twenty-five years or so, she’d been perfectly content here. She’d skied in the winters and boated in the summers and spent her days and nights hanging out with her friends from grade school. She’d fallen in and out of love. She’d found a job, a home, a life. But now? Now she needed to spread her wings. To leave the northeast, if only for a day or so. To escape the disappointment of dating that seemed to follow her wherever she went.

She settled herself into a plastic chair and let herself think of sunshine and southern charm.

***

[image: ]


SEAN MURPHY OPENED one eye as his cell phone rang. Stretched full-length in his recliner, with the television blaring out last night’s sports scores, he leaned over and checked the screen. It wouldn’t be Mollie. They’d made plans to meet for coffee around two, before they headed to the marriage counselor and tried to salvage whatever relationship still existed. Probably wouldn’t be Dakota, either. Not just yet.

Private, read the screen. A cold hand grabbed him by the balls as he answered. “Murphy.”

“You watch the video?” asked a low, gruff voice.

Sean thought about not answering, but he didn’t have much choice. He’d already picked up the phone. “Yeah. What do you want?”

“I figure fifty grand’ll keep my mouth shut. In small bills, by noon tomorrow. Meet me out back of the Yellow Whistle.”

“You’re out of your fucking mind. You’re not getting a dime from me.”

The caller laughed. “That‘s what you want? No problem. But I’m pretty sure there’s a couple of people down in the mayor’s office who might like to take a look at that video. See what I saw the police chief doing last week when he was supposed to be protecting and serving all the good people of Little Lakeside. Looks to me like the only thing you were protecting and serving was yourself, Chief Murphy.”

Shit. The video. On the flash drive. In a panic, Sean emptied his pockets. Where the hell did I put the flash drive?

“I doubt Mayor Brody is gonna look highly on his chief of police after I show him evidence of you buyin’ E from Tommy Jones.”

Tommy Jones. Two more words that made Sean’s skin itch. That graying geezer was a small-time drug dealer, a homeless drunk who’d gotten himself thrown in jail every few months for possession of marijuana. Until Sean found out he was dealing something else. And until Sean decided he wanted a piece of the action.

“I’ll take care-a you, Tommy,” he’d told the old guy, “‘long as you have a little something for me when I want it. Okay?”

“I already told you,” Sean said into the phone. He gritted his teeth. “No one in town’s gonna believe a high school dropout over me. I don’t care what you think you have on video. Any jackass can splice some images together.”

“Maybe,” the caller said. “But if you think I gave you the only copy of that video, you’re dumber than I thought. When I show up at the next town board meeting and offer it up for their viewing pleasure, I’m pretty sure they’re not gonna be thinkin’ about who spliced what. They’re gonna be wonderin’ why I got a picture of you roughin’ up Tommy outside the gas station. They’re gonna be wonderin’ how long their police chief has been supporting a habit.

“And they’re gonna be wonderin’ how fast they can get you in cuffs and dump your ass in jail.”

Sean ended the call without responding. His fingers itched themselves into restless fists, and he looked around for something to hit. Or throw across the room. His chest tightened. The kid had another copy of the video? Big deal. He’s a punk, a drop-out. His mom’s in rehab. No one’s going to listen to him. This was a pathetic attempt at blackmail, that was all, a kid looking for attention. Nothing he couldn’t handle.

Still, where had he left the damn flash drive? Sean went through the pockets of the coat he‘d worn last night. He went through his pants, his closet, the backpack he sometimes carried to work. Nothing. He clenched his fingers at the back of his head and forced himself to think.

One week ago, he’d gotten the first telephone call, from some stupid adolescent claiming he had something the chief might want to see. Sean hung up, figuring it for a prank. But two days ago, he’d gotten a second call, more insistent. And yesterday afternoon, the kid with the pockmarked face and sour breath had stopped him on his way to Dakota’s place. Whispered something about knowing the secrets Sean kept and shoved a small piece of plastic into Sean’s hand. Then he promised to call with instructions on how Sean could pay him off and avoid public humiliation.

Sean cursed out loud. So he’d slipped up. Once. Some cocky dropout wasn’t going to get away with thinking he could blackmail Little Lakeside’s police chief.

But where had he left the damn evidence?

He’d been on his way to Dakota’s. That had to be it. Sean closed his eyes and retraced his steps inside his head. Up the stairs. Into her kitchen, her living room, her bedroom, where they always ended up first before getting a pizza or renting a movie. Jesus, I left it plugged into her laptop, he thought with a jolt, remembering how he’d woken up at three in the morning to watch it.

Panic set in. How had he forgotten it? But the answer was easy. He’d worked fifteen hours of overtime this week. His brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders, that was for damn sure. And Dakota had thrown him out of her place so fast that morning he didn’t have a chance to get it back.

Christ, what an idiot. Sean glanced at his watch. Had she seen it? Had she found it plugged into her laptop? Doubtful. Dakota rarely used her computer. Plus she’d been so worked up, he couldn’t imagine she would have calmed down enough to sit in front of a computer screen for longer than thirty seconds.

He let out a long breath. All he had to do was get back inside her apartment. Of course, that was easier said than done, considering the way they‘d left things an hour ago. Sean eased to a seat and forced himself to think. He’d just call her. Tell her he had to come back and get his stuff. Tell her not to bother waiting, that he still had had his key and he’d leave it on her table while she was at work.

He nodded. That should solve the problem. One call to Dakota, who was probably still wallowing in her tears, and he’d have the flash drive back. Then, later that afternoon, he’d take a ride down to the neighborhood where the kid hung out and rattle him enough to make him cough up any other copies of the video. And then, in a few hours, everything would be back to normal in Little Lakeside.

Sean picked up the phone and dialed.
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“HEADS UP!” MIKE TOSSED the basketball to Ethan, who dribbled around Paul and went for a lay-up. And missed.

“Ha!” Dark hair flopping into his eyes, Paul jabbed a finger at Ethan’s chest.

“Get outta my face.” Ethan jogged down the court to guard the opposite basket.

“What’s the matter with you?” Mike asked as grabbed the rebound. “You look like shit.”

“Nothing.”

“You girls gonna play or talk?” yelled Howie from mid-court. “You’re already down by six. Wanna go for eight?”

Mike shrugged and glided down the court so fast that Howie only had a chance to slap at Mike’s arm as he passed. This time Ethan was ready. At the last moment, Mike passed him the ball, dropped back to guard, and pumped a fist as Ethan laid it up, a perfect two points.

“Yes!” Mike turned to Howie. “You were saying?”

“It’s about time you guys started playing like you meant it,” Paul said. “You’ve been looking like a couple of soccer moms the last ten minutes.”

“Time out,” said Ethan. Jogging to the sideline, he collapsed on the wooden bench and reached for his water bottle.

“You okay?” Mike pulled out a towel and mopped his forehead.

“Fine.” Ethan dumped the rest of the water down his throat and rubbed his left shoulder. Every once in a while, his joints creaked a little, reminding him the days of college ball had long since slunk into the past.

“Hey.” Mike laid a hand on Ethan’s elbow. “I mean it. You look like you slept about two hours last night.”
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