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          SADIE

        

      

    

    
      “I’m Rylan’s father, Tanner Green.” A man’s large hand engulfed mine with a firm grip.

      My eyes were drawn to the scruff lining his jaw, and to his blue eyes brought out by the soft blue-checked flannel shirt he wore rolled up, revealing strong forearms with a light dusting of hair. His shirt hung open over a gray Henley he paired with dark wash jeans. His clothes did nothing to hide his defined chest, straining biceps, and muscular thighs. Everything about this man was large and sexy. I swallowed, trying to focus on his words and not the fact that I was drawn to this man physically. Rylan … right. The latest addition to the six-thirty p.m. ballet class—the sweet blonde who wore black instead of a pink leotard and no tutu. “Sadie Cole. Nice to meet you, Mr. Green.”

      It wasn’t my imagination that he stiffened when I’d said my name. For the first time in a long time, I was attracted to someone, but it was always the same—my reputation in this town preceded me. He knew how I was fired from my last job, about that incident in high school, or that our family was trouble in general.

      Tanner squatted down to be level with Rylan. “Can you play with Zoe for a minute so I can talk to your teacher?”

      My heart squeezed at the sweet way he’d gone to his daughter’s level to speak to her at the same time my stomach dropped. Here it is. He was going to tell me how he couldn’t trust me around his daughter or some other nonsense. No one had said that to my face, but I’d heard comments in the waiting room—what was Kristen thinking, allowing Sadie to work with little kids? As if what happened when I was younger meant I was a bad influence.

      “Okay, Daddy.” Rylan smiled before running over to Zoe.

      Tanner rose to his full height. “Sorry, I don’t want to keep you.”

      When his warm blue eyes settled on me, I burned hot, wondering if he’d ask for a refund or to transfer Rylan to another class—one where I wasn’t the teacher.

      “It’s fine.” But I was hungry and wanted to go home, even though home wasn’t much of a sanctuary for me.

      “Rylan’s mother signed her up for these classes.” He paused, and I knew there was a bigger issue when his forehead wrinkled. “But Rylan doesn’t like them.”

      “She seemed okay in class.” I racked my brain to determine if I’d missed something. I tried hard to engage the girls, and I was pretty good at figuring out which ones were shy, reluctant, outgoing, or didn’t want to be there.

      “On the way here, she complained that she didn’t want to come.” He looked around, presumably to make sure no one was listening and lowered his voice. “She hates princesses and those fluffy skirt things the other girls wear.”

      I smiled at this large masculine man trying to describe pink tulle. “You mean, tutus?”

      Tanner nodded. “Her mother, Bree, wants her to be a dancer because she was.”

      That wasn’t uncommon. Lots of moms signed their daughters up for dance because they’d enjoyed it as a child. “This isn’t a princess class, but there’s usually an element of princesses in all of the beginner classes. Most girls enjoy it.”

      I chewed my lip, looking at Rylan in her black leotard and thought about how she’d closed her eyes when the music started and moved her body to the beat. “Maybe she’d be happier in the hip-hop class? She seemed to enjoy music and dancing to the beat.”

      His lips curled up. “I’d be willing to try it out.”

      My heart fluttered from the combination of his smile and his desire to ensure his daughter was happy. “Let me check the schedule.” I moved over to the front counter and pulled up the computer calendar Kristen kept, glad to discover there was one spot available. “The only opening is on Tuesdays.”

      “Does someone else teach it?”

      I stiffened. “I’m the only hip-hop teacher.”

      Tanner studied me carefully as if he was uncertain about something. He glanced over at Rylan, who was still playing with Zoe. “Okay.”

      “You said her mother signed her up. Will she be upset if you switch from ballet to hip-hop?” What I really wanted to ask was, why don’t you want me to teach your daughter?

      A shadow passed over his face, and he sighed. “Probably, but I’ll deal with it when it happens.”

      I made a mental note to find out if Kristen knew about their situation. Were they together? A part of me wanted to know if he was single, but I tried to convince myself it was only because I needed to know if there would be an issue with Rylan changing classes. “Okay.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was eight p.m. If I left now, I could be in comfy pajamas and eating ice cream by eight-thirty if my mother was passed out by the time I arrived home.

      “Sorry to keep you late.”

      He’d noticed me watching the clock. I didn’t want him to think I wasn’t concerned about his daughter and her happiness in class. I needed this job. “It’s not a big deal. I want Rylan to be happy.”

      His eyes studied me for so long I felt heat creeping up my neck.

      I worked as an attorney at the public defender’s office during the day, but the single best part of my day was teaching these little girls. It was freeing to see the girls’ view on life—their energy. They weren’t hardened or jaded by their families yet. They hadn’t had an opportunity to make bad decisions and screw things up. They were innocent.

      “You like teaching?” His voice was low and assessing as if he already knew the answer but was just confirming something.

      Most of the families were gone now, and only Zoe and Rylan giggled and chased each other around the room. Zoe’s mom’s eyes were on her phone.

      “I do.” I loved it.

      “That’s great that you do what you love.”

      Zoe’s mom tucked her phone in her back pocket, and her eyes lifted to us. I lowered my gaze and pretended to check something on the computer so she wouldn’t think I was flirting. She was one of the moms who’d talked about me in the waiting room. Out of my peripheral vision, I saw Zoe’s mom touch Tanner’s shoulder. “I’ve gotta get going. I have to pick up Garrett from karate.”

      “Of course. Thanks for keeping an eye on Rylan while I talked to Sadie.”

      Zoe’s mom didn’t acknowledge me or say goodbye. She held out her hand for Zoe. “Time to go, sweetie. Say goodbye to your friend.”

      The girls hugged and Zoe took her mother’s hand to walk out.

      “Rylan.” Tanner squatted in front of his daughter again and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Would you like to take the hip-hop class instead of this one?”

      Her eyes grew big, and she looked up at me. “Will Miss Sadie be my teacher?”

      My heart filled with pride that Rylan wanted me to be her teacher, but it dissipated when Tanner’s smile slid off his face.

      “She will be.” Tanner’s voice was tight.

      A sharp pain stabbed my chest. I should be used to this reaction, but something about him felt different. When I initially saw him—I was drawn to this man who seemed like an amazing father. Would I ever have someone like him interested in me? Someone who could see past the rumors and speculation and see me?

      Rylan clapped her hands. “Yay!”

      “Zoe won’t be in the class with you.” He stood.

      “That’s okay. I don’t care. Can we go now, Daddy? I’m starving.”

      It was funny how easily kids went from one thing to another. They didn’t get stuck on things like adults did. The way I’d been stuck in high school. Whether it was the shame of what happened or the stigma—this town never let me forget it.

      “I don’t know how that’s possible. You ate goldfish, a granola bar, and a PB & J sandwich on the way over here.”

      “I don’t know, but I’m starving. Come on.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the studio.

      I laughed at their banter.

      “See you, Tuesday,” Tanner called over his shoulder as he followed Rylan out the door.

      It was sweet that Tanner wanted to make Rylan happy. I didn’t even know who my birth father was. There had been a time when I’d thought I had a father-figure in my life—I suppressed a shiver at the thought. And then everything had blown up in my face. It was the worst mistake I’d ever made, and I was still paying for it.

      After straightening the studio, I turned off the lights, locked up, and headed to my car, a tiny piece of junk I was embarrassed to drive. The driver’s side door wouldn’t open, so I had to crawl through the passenger side.

      Before Tanner heard my name, I thought he might have been attracted to me, but if he didn’t know who I was—he would know soon enough. I was Sadie Cole—a troublemaker from a bad family, and no amount of higher education or any professional job would change my past. It was stupid, but I wished I could start over somewhere else and meet someone like Tanner without my mistakes hanging over me. What would that be like?

      I was so busy between work and taking care of—no, managing—my mother, it left no time for anything else. And it wasn’t just that. Most people who’d grown up here thought they knew me and what kind of person I was. But they didn’t. I didn’t even know myself anymore.

      I drove to my childhood home on the edge of town, an older run-down farmhouse. I parked the car in the gravel drive as dread filled my body and the hope of a quiet evening dissipated. Would my mom be on the couch watching TV, ready to yell at me for something, or would she be passed out?

      I opened the door as quietly as I could in case she was asleep. “Sadie, ‘bout time you came home. Were you out partying again?”

      I ground my teeth together, my shoulders tightening until an ache formed between my shoulder blades. I quickly closed the door behind me, no longer caring if it was loud. I didn’t want the neighbors to hear her tirade. “No, I was working.”

      I kept my purse draped across my body instead of resting it on the counter. I’d learned the hard way that my mom would steal anything from anyone.

      “You expect me to believe you’ve been working all day?” She lifted herself from the couch slightly so she could see my face over the back.

      Glancing at the clock over the stove, I noted it was now eight-forty p.m. I had been up and out the door at seven a.m. for court. “I have two jobs, remember?”

      Two jobs were necessary to pay for the house she’d re-mortgaged a few years ago. To pay for the credit cards she’d taken out in my name and maxed out. Between my student loans and the bills she’d created, I didn’t know how I’d ever get out of this hole. Even if I walked away from her, the bills and responsibilities would follow me.

      “You’re probably fucking some guy.”

      I barely suppressed my eye roll. This was something that had bothered me in high school, but I was an adult now and her assumption was so far from the truth it wasn’t funny. I hadn’t dated anyone since law school. No one would date me in high school—anyone who expressed interest thought I was easy. When they discovered I wasn’t, they moved on.

      “Do you need anything before I get ready for bed?” I held my breath for her answer. This question could prompt another tirade or she’d pretend she hadn’t heard me and resume watching TV. I hoped for the latter. My feet ached, I was exhausted, and my bed was calling to me even though I had to prep another trial for the morning.

      When she slumped back onto the couch without another word, I slowly made my way upstairs to my room. Mom’s bedroom was on the first floor, which meant the entire second floor was my sanctuary. She rarely came up here anymore, even to look through my things for money. She was drinking more and was too unsteady on her feet to manage the stairs. This floor had three bedrooms, and mine was the largest with a large bay window overlooking the street.

      I placed my purse on my nightstand, where a picture of me at sixteen with my grandparents rested. Mom’s parents washed their hands of her—and unfortunately, me—years ago. I didn’t have any other family, friends, or even acquaintances. What I’d learned at the Al-Anon meetings, meant for friends and family members of alcoholics, was that I couldn’t help my mother if she didn’t believe she had a problem. And she most certainly didn’t believe she had a problem. I’d always felt this heavy weight of responsibility for her because she was my only family and my earliest memories are of her telling me—I’m all you have. She was right.

      Lately, my boss, Kristen, almost felt like a friend, but I couldn’t forget she was my employer. She’d been understanding so far, but if students left the studio because of me—she’d have no choice but to let me go.

      Kristen never mentioned my history, but I saw the questions in her eyes. I never offered information because the one time I had confided about that night to a friend in college—I found out later she’d told everyone in my dorm. The whispers started up and it was like high school all over again—the crushing weight on my chest and the difficulty breathing. I kept my head down until I got to law school, where I reinvented myself and never made the mistake of telling anyone about my past.

      During law school, Mom met a nice guy and temporarily curbed her drinking. I was able to focus on school and my studies; I passed the bar and got a job in Baltimore. I could date. I had friends. I was free of the rumors, the whispers. It was all so normal because no one knew my history. I drew in a shaky breath. A year after law school, Mom’s boyfriend left her when she started drinking again. I didn’t blame him. She was a lot to take when she was drinking. She was a different person.

      And shortly after Mom’s boyfriend left, she had begged me to come home. So I did.

      Now I took a quick shower and lay down on my bed. My stomach churned. I was the only one stopping my mom from living on the streets. Her actions—taking out credit cards in my name and maxing them out before I discovered it, re-mortgaging the house when I was in law school—had lasting implications. Sometimes I felt like I was walking uphill through sludge—I’d never move on.

      As long as my mother needed me, I’d be stuck in this small town.
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          TANNER

        

      

    

    
      I tucked Rylan into bed after reading six books. Three was the limit, but I didn’t want to deny her anything. She was supposed to live with her mother, Bree, half of the time. But Rylan only spent time with Bree when she was sober and not dealing with emergencies.

      Three weeks ago, when Bree promised to pick Rylan up for a long weekend, she canceled at the last minute, which meant I had to ask my parents to pick her up from school and watch her because I was working, and the worst part was—I had to deal with Rylan’s disappointment. I wished the court would grant me full custody, so the chaos of Bree’s life couldn’t touch her. I’d keep her safe, warm, and protected.

      Bree went on anti-anxiety pills immediately after Rylan was born, citing postpartum depression. Afterward, her behavior was so erratic I worried she’d mixed her Xanax with alcohol.  My lawyer said there wasn’t much I could do until I had proof she was abusing pills or alcohol.

      With one last kiss on Rylan’s forehead, I made my way to my kitchen, where I cleaned up and sat on the couch to watch some TV. I couldn’t concentrate on the sports highlights. The images of basketball players on the screen were no competition for the image of Sadie in my head—the way her black leotard and tights were stretched taut over her muscular legs. Her black hair was slicked back in a bun, revealing a graceful neck. When my eyes finally reached her face—the combination of her creamy white skin, black hair, and blue eyes made her gorgeous.

      It was the first time since Rylan was born I’d wanted to know more about a woman—that was until she’d said her name. It was so familiar. A case came to mind I’d heard about when I first started in the police department when a witness failed to cooperate. Something about a mom’s boyfriend and the accuser being a minor. I couldn’t remember all of the details, but I remembered the strong opinions of the officers who’d been assigned to the investigation. I thought the uncooperative witness’s name was Sadie Cole, but I could have been wrong.

      By the time Tuesday rolled around again, Rylan refused to wear her leotard because hip-hop dancers don’t wear leotards. I had no idea, so I relented and allowed her to wear leggings and a T-shirt.

      I walked through the doors, anxious to see if Rylan would like this class and to find out more about Sadie. The waiting room was just as busy as Monday night’s ballet class, but there were a lot fewer leotards and tutus.

      Rylan surveyed the room and gave me a huge smile. “No tutus, Daddy.”

      “No tutus.” Most kids wore sweatpants, high-tops, and cropped shirts. Casual. Thank fuck. Sadie was right. This class would be perfect for Rylan.

      “Can I get some hip-hop clothes, Daddy?”

      I had no idea what hip-hop clothes looked like. “Let’s see if you like the class first.” I placed her dance bag on the first free chair and waited for her to stop bouncing around in excitement. “Do you know anyone here?”

      “I don’t think so. Angelina said she’s taking hip-hop, but I don’t see her.”

      “Maybe, she’s in one of the other classes.” I remembered Sadie saying this was the only one with a spot open.

      “Look, Miss Sadie’s here.” Rylan pointed, and I followed her gaze to the open door of one of the dance studios where Sadie stood surveying the room. “Girls, class is starting in two minutes. Please grab your waters and come inside.” She moved to the side as the girls started filing in. “Parents, please stick around afterward. I need to talk to you about volunteering and the end of the year Christmas program.”

      When Rylan moved to enter the studio, I followed, unable to take my eyes from Sadie who wore a cropped black top that fell off one shoulder revealing the strap of her hot pink sports bra, a toned stomach, a sparkling belly button ring, and baggy sweats that sadly didn’t show the toned legs I’d admired the other day. She looked even younger than the first time I’d met her.

      Sadie’s eyes met mine as we neared and she smiled wider. “You came.”

      My heart sped up at her words. For a second, I thought she was talking about me before she dropped down to Rylan’s level. “I’m so glad. I think you’re going to love this class.”

      Something about the soft look in her eyes and the way she gently squeezed Rylan’s shoulder got to me. What would it be like for Rylan to have a real mother? One who not only got excited for a dance class, but showed up and was in tune with Rylan’s needs and feelings? Rylan had other role models—my mother, her teachers, but she’d flourish if Bree made her a priority.

      Sadie’s blue eyes met mine from her position on the floor and it was like all of the air rushed out of my lungs at once.

      Rylan skipped into the room without a backward glance or a goodbye. Normally, I’d call her back, but my mind was spinning with thoughts of what I should say to Sadie.

      She stood next to me, the top of her head only coming to my shoulder in her high-tops as a smile slowly overtook her face and I found I couldn’t look away from her lips. “I hope she loves it.”

      I wanted to find out more about her. “Are you the owner of the studio?”

      The soft smile on her face she’d reserved for Rylan was gone. “No, I just teach classes in the evenings for some extra money.” Her cheeks flushed and she looked uncomfortable, but I couldn’t figure out why. Why would she be embarrassed about her job? Before I could ask any more questions, she said, “I need to get in there.” She pointed over her shoulder, where some of the girls were running around with streaming ribbons.

      Rylan stood off to the side and watched without joining in.

      Sadie closed the door to the dance studio, and I stood at the small window with the other parents wanting to see if Rylan would engage with Sadie and the other students. Instead, my focus was drawn to Sadie, who was animated, sweet, and engaging. The girls stared at her with awe when she’d act out a dance or sing along to the music. She was silly and fun. She had been more reserved in the ballet class.

      I forced myself to shift my attention back to Rylan, who participated in the dances, her face focused, in a way some of the other girls weren’t.

      After I was satisfied that Rylan was fine, I sat to scroll through my phone. I wondered if I could find out more information about Sadie from Luke. He was the current sheriff and had grown up here. Surely, he’d remember the sexual assault case and if she was part of it.

      When the door opened and excited girls streamed out, I waited patiently for Rylan, but when minutes passed and neither she nor Sadie appeared, I worried I’d missed something important and moved to stand in the open doorway to the studio. Sadie was going over dance moves with Rylan. Sadie’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright, and when she lifted her arms over her head, her crop-top drifted up, revealing the bottom of her sports bra, outlining the swell of her breasts. If her shirt drifted higher, would I see her nipples poke through her bra? I swallowed hard, and Sadie dropped her arms, coming to a stop in front of Rylan, and that’s when her eyes shot to mine.

      “I’m so glad you enjoyed it, Rylan. I hope you come back next week.”

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” Then she skipped over to me, her smile bright. “Did you watch, Daddy?”

      I sighed, the tension leaving my body.

      “Daddy, did you see me?” Rylan tugged on my fingers because I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Sadie’s smile. She usually directed her smiles at the kids but when she directed it at me, she was even more beautiful.

      I tore my eyes from Sadie. I shouldn’t be noticing how revealing her outfit was or how beautiful she was when she smiled. “Yes, you were awesome.”

      My response must have satisfied Rylan because she ran to the waiting room.

      “Thanks again for suggesting the class.”

      Sadie’s eyes sparkled with excitement, her cheeks were flushed from dancing, and she had a huge smile on her face. “I thought she’d like it.”

      Sadie was so happy teaching these kids—I could feel the positive energy bouncing from her to me. I stepped out of the studio into the waiting room before I could say something monumentally stupid like go out with me when I knew next to nothing about this woman. What I did know sent all of my instincts into high alert.

      Bree would tell me I was acting paranoid because I was a police officer, but I didn’t think so. She’d probably say it in the same exasperated tone she used when I confronted her about mixing Xanax with alcohol. I shook my head to clear her voice. What Bree thought didn’t matter anymore.

      Rylan was talking to another little girl when Sadie stopped next to me. I cleared my throat, trying to focus on something intelligent to say. “Do we need special clothes or shoes?”

      “Workout clothes and gym shoes are all you need. No tutus.” Sadie glanced around the room, probably taking in the chaos of the children getting ready for the next class.

      I would have found it overwhelming if it wasn’t for Sadie. I wanted to linger and find out why her mood changed when I asked if she was the owner. “That’s good. Is Kristen the owner?”

      Sadie glanced uneasily at me, and then at the people exiting the studio. “Yes, Kristen Cook.”

      “Is she related to Ashley Cook?” I’d only hung out with Luke’s tight-knit group of friends a few times and I knew I’d never seen Sadie with them. I would have remembered her.

      She hesitated as if unsure whether she should answer. “Yes, Ashley’s her older sister.”

      Something flashed over Sadie’s face and it was like she shut down—she’d stopped smiling, her shoulders rounded, and her eyes went flat. It was such a contrast to how she’d looked when class ended. Was she hiding something? Did she have a falling out with Ashley?

      Sadie flashed a small smile at Rylan. “I’m glad you enjoyed the class. I’ll see you next week.” She turned, effectively dismissing us. I had no reason to follow her and ask more questions, especially not in front of Rylan, but I wanted to. The thought that I’d said something to make her uncomfortable bothered me.

      “I almost forgot.” Sadie raised her fingers to her mouth and whistled to get everyone’s attention as they were packing up. “I’m sorry, I meant to make an announcement before everyone left. I’ll email those who are already gone, but if you could stay for a minute, I can talk about the volunteer sign-ups.”

      The waiting room was primarily mothers and their daughters. Volunteer sign-ups?

      “Please fill out the sign-up sheet before you go. Kristen’s vision for Vibe is to feel like a community where everyone comes together.” She pointed at a clipboard on the counter. “Everyone is required to volunteer either here in the studio, during rehearsals and recital, or at one of the fundraising events. Remember, the fundraisers were started as a way to cover the cost of recitals, including the costumes, venue, and stage decorations. If you have older children, this will fulfill the school’s volunteer requirement.”

      One of the other moms had a question but I tuned it out. Bree had never mentioned mandatory volunteering. How the hell was I going to get out of this? I didn’t have time for one more thing in my life as a single parent and there was no way Bree could be depended on to do it.

      “Take a look at the sheet and fill it out. Great class, everyone. Have a good weekend,” Sadie said.

      “Miss Sadie, Miss Sadie!” Rylan called out, pulling her hand from my grasp, and running over to her as she talked to another parent at the counter.

      “Yes?”

      I rushed to catch up with her. “Rylan, never interrupt someone when they’re talking. Say ‘excuse me.’”

      Rylan huffed. “Fine. Excuse me, Miss Sadie.” Then she smiled at her, and it was one she’d used on me to get one more cookie, one more story at bedtime, and it worked. I glanced at Sadie’s face to see how Rylan’s charm affected her.

      Sadie’s face softened. “Yes?”

      “Do you think you could give me that music to take home and practice?” Rylan’s fingers twisted in front of her.

      “I have a playlist on Spotify. Does your daddy have Spotify?” Sadie crouched, so she was on Rylan’s level and both of them looked up at me.

      Fuck. They both had the same pleading look. What was the question? “Um, Spotify? Yeah, I have that.” Why were these interactions between Sadie and Rylan getting to me? Why did I care if Sadie was sweet and engaging with my daughter? But I knew the answer—I compared every woman I met to Bree. When Rylan asked Bree for something, she’d acted like Rylan was an annoyance.

      “Great.” Sadie stood, pulling her phone from a spot underneath the counter. “I’ll send you the link. Do you want me to email or text it?” Sadie stared at me with her brow raised.

      “Text. Definitely text.” I wanted her phone number, and this was the perfect way to get it without asking. I didn’t want to think too much about why I wanted it.

      “I have your number in your paperwork, but it’s best that I send it right away. I don’t want to forget.”

      “Yeah, Daddy. Can you give it to her now?” Rylan asked, bouncing from one foot to the other as more families exited the waiting room to the parking lot.

      “Yeah, sure.” I pulled my phone out of the pocket on the inside of my jacket.

      “You’re a cop?”

      “Yes.” Her voice shook on the word cop—prickling my scalp.

      Her wide eyes were on my mid-section. My jacket had shifted, revealing the badge clipped to my belt. I carried it even out of uniform since we lived in a small town—if Rylan wasn’t with me, I’d respond to accidents or crimes when I was nearby.

      She shook her head slightly and held her hand out for my phone. “Sorry. I didn’t realize.”

      I studied her carefully as she tapped on the screen and handed it back to me. She turned her attention to her phone and mine buzzed in my hand. I didn’t bother to look down.

      “There.” Her smile was strained. “That’s my hip-hop playlist for beginners.” She ruffled Rylan’s hair. “Have a good week. See you on Tuesday.”

      “Thank you, Miss Sadie.” Rylan’s face was full of adoration.

      “Yes, thank you.” I knew my voice sounded a little stiff. Sadie was winning over my daughter and I didn’t know her that well. Her reaction to my job had all of my instincts on high alert. Usually, I got that reaction from people who didn’t want to attract an officer’s attention.

      Her attention on the computer, Sadie said, “Don’t forget to fill out the volunteer sign-up sheet unless you think Rylan’s mother will want to.”

      I’d hoped she hadn’t noticed I didn’t fill out the form. “We’re not together and she’s not—” Reliable? Could I say that? Not in front of Rylan, I couldn’t. “Bree’s only been to one class. I’d better do it.”

      Sadie looked at me with understanding as if she knew what I hadn’t said. Bree wasn’t reliable. Maybe she had a similar experience with a loved one, and if so, I wanted to know who.

      I reluctantly picked up the sign-up sheet. I guessed there was no way I was getting out of it. I quickly scanned through the list: cleaning and maintaining the studio, rehearsals and recital, and the fundraising options—parents’ night out, dance-a-thon, and a mommy-and-me spa day.

      The last one worried me. What if Bree wasn’t able to come? I could have my mother fill in, but Rylan would notice if she was the only one without her mother in attendance.

      “Is there anything left? There’s usually a mad rush to get all of the ‘easy’ jobs,” Sadie said from behind the counter, then moved to look over my shoulder, her hair brushing my arm.

      I tried to concentrate on the sheet in front of me and not the smell of her shampoo, which was fruity—maybe strawberries. I didn’t know what Sadie meant by ‘easy’ because none of these options appealed to me. There was no way I was helping out with mommy-and-me spa day. Thankfully, that one was full. I kept scanning down the list. “The only thing left is the parents’ night out and the dance-a-thon.”

      I looked up from the sheet to find Sadie smiling. “No one wants to help with those because they’re the most labor-intensive.”

      “My schedule can be sporadic. I’m supposed to work day shifts but sometimes I work late if I’m on a call or I need to follow a witness to the hospital to interview them.”

      She raised her brow. “Kristen is adamant about parents volunteering if you want to take classes. Like I said to everyone earlier, she wants it to feel like a community where everyone helps out.”

      I hadn’t seen Rylan hit the link on Spotify but she was dancing around the empty waiting room while a hip-hop song played at full volume. I didn’t have a choice. Not if I wanted Rylan to be happy. I signed my name next to one and then I hesitated. The idea that I could use this opportunity to get to know Sadie better, prompted me to sign up for the second before handing the clipboard back to Sadie before I could change my mind.

      Her brow furrowed. “Oh, you only had to sign up for one.”

      I shrugged. “That’s okay. You said it was labor-intensive, so I’m sure you could use the help.”

      She smiled and held the clipboard tight to her chest. “I do need all the help I can get.”

      It made me think of her nipples pressed against the clipboard—wishing it were my chest instead.

      I cleared my throat. “But I’d be of better use—cleaning and maintaining the studio.”

      “That’s filled. You’ll work with me. If you think that’ll be a problem, let me know.” Her smirk was gone. Her lips were drawn in a straight line.

      “It won’t be a problem.”

      She nodded but didn’t glance my way. “I’ll text you the information.”

      I didn’t want to add one more thing to my schedule, but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to get to know Sadie better. I told myself it was to make sure she was good enough to be around my daughter but I knew it was more than that. I was attracted to her and I hadn’t been tempted to be with anyone since Bree.
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          SADIE

        

      

    

    
      I kept my eyes trained on my computer until the door closed behind Tanner and Rylan. Then I watched him help Rylan into his black truck. Closing Rylan’s door, he looked through the tinted floor-to-ceiling windows. I kept my eyes steady, knowing he couldn’t see me. But his eyes caused a full-body shiver anyway. It’s like he knew I was watching him.

      When he pulled away from the curb, I let out the breath I’d been holding. The room had cleared out, but the chairs were askew and toys and books from the bins were everywhere. I didn’t make a move to fix anything. I gripped the countertop taking in one deep breath after another, trying to calm my racing heart. My mother’s words echoed in my head: you can’t trust anyone, especially not a fucking cop. If you talk to them, they’ll take you from me and I’m all you have.

      Because of those words, I’d swallowed down the truth of that night and refused to talk to anyone—not the officers, not the social workers, not my so-called friends. I didn’t talk, but Annabelle did. She’d faced skepticism and not long after, she’d died—presumably from an overdose of prescription medications. Talking hadn’t worked out for her and it wouldn’t work out for me.

      I grabbed my water bottle from below the counter and took a long drink. I couldn’t think about that night. Whenever I did, something slimy slithered down my spine and I was overcome with shame—shame that I’d experienced it, and shame that I’d kept quiet. I tapped down the feelings Tanner’s badge had evoked so I could clean the waiting room and dance studio, lock up, and go home, but the pit stayed in my stomach.

      As I unlocked the door to my house, I hoped my mother was passed out. I couldn’t deal with her—not when thoughts of that night were so close to the surface. I slowly opened and then quietly closed the door. When all I heard was the drone of the TV and Mom’s soft snores from the couch, I tip-toed up the stairs to my room—food forgotten. I wasn’t hungry.

      I took a shower to wash off the sweat from dance class but also to cleanse my body and mind. Would I ever get to the point where the shame and guilt didn’t stick with me like a second skin? I shivered after I turned off the now-cold water and stepped out. I wrapped a threadbare towel around me, sunk to the worn bathmat, and leaned against the tub.

      This was the first time I’d felt anything for a man in a long time, and he was a cop. I’d steered clear of police officers since that night—initially, at my mother’s urgings and then because of how things had turned out. Everyone turned on me.

      With Tanner, I had an overwhelming need to prove I wasn’t the person everyone thought I was, or at least I wasn’t anymore. Why did I care what this particular officer thought of me? I needed to stay away from him. Being around him would only stir everything up again. Hell, it already had.

      It was probably for the best, because that initial spark I’d felt from him had clearly died as soon as he’d heard my name. His demeanor changed. He became tense and edgy like he knew something—like he wanted to ask questions, and not the get-to-know-you kind. The kind that would reveal the truth about the rumors and speculation.

      I was setting myself up for disappointment because a part of me was excited to work with Tanner on a volunteer project—to spend more time with him, to get to know him. It wasn’t a good idea. I knew I should tell him I didn’t need him—let him out of the obligation. He didn’t have the time and didn’t seem interested.

      I pulled my phone off the counter, my finger hovering over Tanner’s name in my contacts. I could tell him I didn’t need him. That I’d filled the position. Then I would only have to see him before and after classes and I could easily avoid him.

      What held me back was that the dance-a-thon and the parents’ night out were the two biggest fundraising events of the year. Kristen used to do everything at the studio on her own and I had promised to handle the volunteer stuff this year. I’d convinced her to hire me and I wanted to make myself indispensable. I could handle the events without Tanner, but it would be easier with him. Between two jobs and my mom, I couldn’t take on much else.

      I wrapped my arms around my knees and lowered my head. I’d gotten a taste of freedom in law school and the promise of it was always just out of reach. I was so tired of fixing things for my mom. I wanted to walk away from this house—let the bank foreclose—but then where would she live? How would she support herself?

      I knew I was enabling my mother, but how could I walk away? It had always been my mom and me. She wasn’t the best mother in the world, but she was all I had.
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          TANNER

        

      

    

    
      On Friday night, Luke invited me to go out with the guys to the Pub. I usually didn’t go out when I had Rylan, but Bree hasn’t been holding up her side of the custody agreement and my parents offered to take Rylan for the night. It wouldn’t hurt to find out more about Sadie.

      There were only two options in Chestertown to hang out—the Pub and Annie’s Wine Bar. Tonight, most of Luke’s friends were here—Jack, Logan, and Sawyer, Luke’s younger brother.

      “How’s Rylan?” Luke asked.

      “She’s good.” For now. I took a long pull of my beer. “She’s with my parents.”

      “You’re lucky to have them,” Luke said.

      “I am.” Thankfully, when I moved out of Bree’s apartment, my parents made the decision to move here to be closer to Rylan and me. Rylan went to aftercare on the days I worked late but when I needed to work nights or weekends, my parents were there.

      “Rylan’s taking dance classes at Vibe Dance Studio. Kristen Cook owns it. Is she Ashley’s sister?” I directed my question at Logan because he was engaged to Ashley.

      “Yeah, her younger sister. The old dance studio closed, and Kristen didn’t have money to take it over. She got her business degree, rented a different space, and opened her own business. She seems to be doing pretty good.”

      “Definitely doing good. That place is packed with dancers,” I said.

      “I know. We keep telling her that, but she’s scared to expand. She’s worried she’ll overextend herself,” Logan said.

      “Understandable,” I said, gripping my beer bottle and trying to think of a way to mention Sadie.

      “Is Kristen teaching Rylan’s class?” Logan asked.

      “She’s not. The instructor’s name is Sadie Cole?” I phrased it as a question and my gaze hovered over Logan and Luke watching for any kind of a reaction.

      Luke shot a look at Logan. “That girl’s no good. I still can’t believe Kristen hired her.”

      From the look they exchanged, Logan and Luke knew something about Sadie that I didn’t, and Luke’s statement was harsh. As sheriff, he was normally more measured in his responses. “Why do you say that?”

      “She did some fucked up shit when she worked with Ashley. She sabotaged files and messed with Ashley’s trial calendar. Ashley almost got fired over it.” Luke tilted his head at Logan.

      I was still confused. “When did she work with Ashley?”

      “The three of us, Ashley, Sadie and me, worked together at Gunner, Thompson and Anderson. Sadie’s an attorney,” Logan said.

      “Why is an attorney teaching dance to kids at night?”

      “That’s what I want to know. Care to enlighten us?” Luke looked pointedly at Logan.

      From the look Luke was giving Logan, whatever happened centered around Logan—or was it, Ashley, his fiancée? Sadie had reacted when I’d mentioned Kristen’s sister Ashley at the studio.

      Logan sighed. “It’s not my story to tell and honestly, I don’t even know all of the details. Ashley told me there’s more but she’s not talking.”

      I leaned my elbows onto the thick wood table marked with nicks and signs of wear. When you’re the transplant in a small town, you always feel like you’re two steps behind. Everyone already knows the story and you’re playing catch-up. “If this woman is teaching my daughter and you think there’s an issue, I need to know.”

      Logan seemed to consider it for a second before he spoke. “We were competing for the same promotion when weird stuff started happening—files disappeared, work wasn’t done, a trial wasn’t placed on Ashley’s calendar—she was almost fired for it. It seemed like someone was sabotaging us. At first, I thought it was a secretary but then we realized Sadie was the only one not affected. Eventually, Sadie admitted she’d messed with the files to ensure our work wasn’t done and we’d look bad. She was desperate for the promotion.”

      I disliked cheaters and dishonesty, but what Logan said was hard to reconcile with how Sadie was with the kids. “She admitted to it?”

      Logan leaned closer to me. “She did. Ashley forgave her and wants everyone to give her a break. Sadie almost got Ashley fired, so she must have told her something to make her forgive her so easily. I just don’t know what.”

      “She’s manipulative. She always has been.” Luke tilted his beer bottle to the side and examined how much liquid was left before he downed the rest of it.

      I’d only just met her, but I hadn’t gotten any indication Sadie was manipulative. My impression was that she was genuine and real, and as an officer, my instincts were usually right. I’d misjudged Bree when we found out she was pregnant. I thought she’d be a good mother, but she wasn’t. Of course, we’d only been in a casual relationship and the fact I’d let her talk me out of a condom showed I wasn’t paying enough attention.

      Logan continued without acknowledging Luke’s statement. “We never figured out who failed to put the motions hearing on Ashley’s calendar. Everyone assumed it was Sadie and she was fired, so end of story, but Sadie only admitted to sabotaging files. She was adamant she had nothing do with the missed hearing.”

      “I have to admit—none of this makes sense with what I’ve seen. But I’ve only been around her twice. Should I be worried?” The problem was that Rylan was happy in the hip-hop class and there wasn’t another class to transfer her to.

      “You’ve got good instincts. What’s your gut telling you?” Luke’s eyes assessed me.

      He looked relaxed and casual, but I knew him—his muscles were tense as he waited for my answer.

      “She’s a great teacher. She’s amazing with the kids.” I didn’t know anything about her other than the dance studio. I didn’t know what her home life was like, where she lived, who she lived with. She was a puzzle I wanted to solve, partly for my peace of mind and because a small part of me was attracted to her.

      “Go with your instinct then. Ashley insists Sadie’s misunderstood,” Logan said.

      I glanced over at Luke, who shifted in his seat. Luke clearly disagreed with Logan’s assessment. Why did Luke have such a strong negative impression of Sadie? She’d potentially screwed over Logan and Ashley—not him. Had they dated? Had she screwed him over and he’d never gotten over it? Or did it have something to do with that sexual assault? I wanted to ask more questions but not in front of everyone at a bar. I’d ask when I got him alone.

      “I’m getting another beer. Anyone want one?” Luke asked.

      “I need one too. I’ll go up with you.” Jack rose from his chair and followed Luke to the crowded bar.

      I let the topic of Sadie go. Was I comfortable with her teaching my daughter dance? I was there so it wasn’t like she was alone with Rylan. I’d keep a close eye on the situation. As far as my initial attraction to her, I’d been burned in the past with Bree and I didn’t want to jump into something when there was a clear red flag to back off. Heck, Sadie didn’t seem all that interested in me anyway, especially when she saw my badge.

      Jack and Luke returned to the table with beers in their hands and conversation turned to engagements and weddings. I had nothing to add. Every single one of these guys was engaged. Here I was, twenty-eight and raising a child on my own. It wasn’t how I’d seen my future when I graduated from college, but I wouldn’t change Rylan for the world. I did wish I was raising her with someone responsible, someone I loved. My parents were celebrating their thirtieth anniversary this year and I wanted the possibility of a future like that.

      A short time later, I excused myself so my mom wouldn’t be going home too late. As I drove to my house in one of the newer developments just outside of town, I thought about Sadie’s smile, her enthusiasm for dance, the happiness of the girls she taught.
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