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      Too excited to sleep, Cassie crept out of bed and crouched at the top of the stairs as she listened to her parents discussing whether she was old enough to spend the summer at her Gram’s house in Fairfield Corners. That would be her wish when she blew out the candles on her birthday cake the next day. She sat very still and quiet, hearing part of the conversation and hoping they’d let her go. Besides spending time with Gram and going to her bookstore, reading was her favorite thing.

      “Do you think she’s old enough to spend the entire summer? I sure want her to have the same sense of community that I got from growing up in a small town,” her mother said.

      “I think so. She is more responsible than most six-year-olds, and she enjoys being with your mother at the bookstore. We have our very own bookworm,” her father said with pride in his voice. “She’s already reading at a fourth-grade level. Before too long, we’ll have to buy our own shop if we ever hope to keep up with her.”

      Cassie’s mother laughed at the suggestion. “Brad, did you hear that? Who could be knocking at the door at this late hour?”

      “I don’t know, Carly. Why don’t you go upstairs to check on Cassie, and I’ll see who it is.”

      Before she’d turned to climb the stairs, Brad opened the creaking door as he asked Carly to remind him to oil the hinges in the morning. “What are you doing here?” he demanded as he tried to push the door shut. “I told you we don’t want anything to do with your group anymore.”

      “Give me the girl and I’ll let you live.”

      Cassie still sat at the top of the stairs when she heard her father yell, “You’ll never get my Cassie!” The stranger forced the door open and entered the house, stabbing her father with a long, scary knife. Cassie watched as her father crumpled to the floor. Maybe this was a bad dream. Her legs wouldn’t move and she couldn’t speak, but her eyes focused on an odd crucifix tattoo on the stranger’s left forearm.

      Carly screamed, “You stay away from my daughter! Cassie run, hide!” Her mother faced off with the stranger, willing to die to save her only child. “Oh, God; someone help us!”

      The stranger lunged closer to her mother and her screams were only silenced when the blade cut her throat. “Shut up, already. Why do you have to scream like that?” He raised his chin, glancing toward the staircase, as if he could sense Cassie sitting at the top. His eyes began to glow.

      Cassie stared in horror as the stranger approached the stairs. He looked straight at her and grinned as he wiped her parents’ blood from the weapon onto his pants. The creak of the first step seemed to wake her from her trance, and she scrambled into the bedroom closet. If she could make herself small enough, maybe he wouldn’t find her. Tears streamed down her face, but she managed to remain quiet.

      “Come out, little Cassie, come out and play with me,” he sang, his eyes glowing brighter as his grin widened in anticipation of what was to come.

      Three knocks at the door startled the stranger. Mr. Wilson, their next-door neighbor, entered the house after hearing no response. “Brad, are you okay? I thought I heard a scream…Oh my God!” He ran to the kitchen phone to call for help. The stranger tiptoed back down the stairs and left the house the way he’d entered, out the front door.

      Mesmerized by the red and blue flashing lights shining through her bedroom window, Cassie shivered with anxiety and fear until she heard Mr. Wilson calling her name.

      Five hundred miles away a young boy dreamt of knives, blood, and red hair. He mumbled in his sleep, “I must save Reggie…”
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      The rising sun glared off the windshield of Cassie’s car as she put her overnight bag in the backseat. She found it difficult to believe she was headed back to Fairfield Corners, with Gram’s death as her primary reason to return to the small Indiana town. Although she had lived in New York City for the past ten years, Gram’s beloved bookstore meant as much to her as it had to her grandmother.

      It had taken two months to get everything settled. She’d quit her job as manager of an independent bookstore and had packed up her apartment; hard, but not as difficult as it might have been. Without a special someone, New York was only a place to live and work. She would miss a few friends, but no one in particular.

      That’s the way it had been since she’d broken off her engagement to Matt. Their relationship had taught her some hard lessons, and she wouldn’t be jumping back into a serious relationship anytime soon, if ever. Being a survivor, strong and independent, she didn’t need a man. The more Cassie told herself that, the more she believed it and vowed to never forget what had happened that night.

      Three hours into the second day of her trip and only twenty miles left to go, she breathed a sigh of relief. Although it felt good going home, it also stirred up mixed emotions. Memories of Gram started to crowd her mind, bringing tears to her eyes, blurring the corn fields on both sides of the highway. God, I miss her so much. Wishing she had moved back sooner to spend more time with her, make more memories, she wiped her damp cheek. Maybe she could have even prevented the accident. Tears continued to blur her vision, but she kept driving…towards her destiny.

      The closer she got to town, the faster the remembrances came and the more vivid they were. Driving faster and vaguely unaware of her surroundings, she tried to outrun the memories – of Gram’s funeral, the casket, watching her being lowered into the ground. She didn’t even notice passing a police car sitting at an intersection until the lights came on and she heard the siren.

      Quickly checking the speedometer, she realized how fast she was going. Oops, that’s embarrassing. Oh, crap. Maybe it would be Steve; if so, she could talk him out of a ticket. If it was James, he wouldn’t even write the ticket, but he would lecture her on safe driving again. Pulling over and putting the car in park, Cassie wiped the tears from her face and hoped she didn’t look like death warmed over, preferring not to discuss the reason she’d been crying.

      In anticipation of the obvious, she leaned over to get the registration out of the glove box and heard a tapping at the side window. Pushing the power button to lower it, she turned to face the officer. Double crap. It wasn’t Steve, and it was definitely not James. From her vantage point, the officer appeared huge. His hat pulled down to shade his eyes, his face wasn’t visible through the mirrored aviator sunglasses. He wore a Fairfield County deputy’s uniform. Hmm, must be the new deputy James hired. James, the county sheriff, had been her best friend since she was six.

      “How can I help you, Deputy?”

      “License and registration, please.”

      “Why did you stop me deputy…Miller?” she read off his name plate.

      “Do you realize you were going ninety-five in a sixty mile-per-hour zone?”

      She stared at him, dumbfounded, unsure of what to say.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to give you a ticket. That is an excessive amount over the limit,” he said. He had a southern accent, a nice drawl to his voice, and she contemplated that while he took her paperwork back to his car to run it through the system. Wow, where did James find this guy? I wonder if I can wipe that sour look off his face?

      The officer returned to stand by the driver’s side door. “Here’s your license and registration. The instructions for paying your fine are on the back of the ticket,” he said as he handed them back to her.

      “Really?” she mumbled, a deer-in-the-headlights look on her face while she stared at the pink piece of paper, “A one-hundred-dollar ticket? Call Sheriff Marsten, he’ll take care of it for me.”

      “I’m sure I can’t do that, ma’am; wouldn’t be right,” he clipped. “You watch your speed, now.”

      Wow, talk about Mr. Do-It-By-The-Book. Someone needs to pull that stick out of his ass. “Thank you, officer, I sure will,” she replied in her sweetest voice, already plotting how to get back at him. Just wait until he finds out who I am. I’m so going to love rubbing his face in it.

      Making her way back onto the road and speeding up, Cassie watched Mr. Pain-In-The-Ass Deputy getting smaller by the second behind her. James will definitely hear about this. How dare he treat her that way? As she continued toward town, she plotted how to get him fired.
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      Gram’s house looked the same as Cassie pulled into the driveway of, correction, her house…and she sure missed her. Whenever she came home, Gram waited on the porch. She must have had radar or something because she was always there to welcome her. They’d hug and her grandmother would fuss over her, mentioning that she appeared too thin or looked tired.

      Cassie blinked back tears, trying not to cry. At this point in time, it felt impossible to believe that she’d never be waiting on the porch ever again; that she’d never be there to hug her and tell her everything would be okay.

      Stretching out the kinks from the long drive, she climbed out of the front seat, but before her feet hit the ground she heard, “Aunt Gigi, Aunt Gigi!” It was James’s six-year-old daughter, Olivia, the light of her life. “I thought you’d never get here,” she ran and jumped into Cassie’s arms.

      While they hugged, she cherished the moment and said, “Hi, Munchkin. I think you’ve grown a lot in the last two months. I thought we agreed you were going to stop growing until I got back.” The child made funny faces while watching her step up onto the porch.

      “Oh, Aunt Gigi, you’re silly. Mama, look, Aunt Gigi is finally here.”

      “Hi, Cassie. I’m so glad you’re home. It’ll be nice to have someone living next door again. It hasn’t been the same around here with Gram’s house being empty.”

      As if programmed for that actual time, a police cruiser pulled up and parked behind her car. She hoped it was James and not Mr. Stick-Up-The-Butt, Deputy Miller, coming to give her another ticket. Nope, not the deputy; it was definitely the sheriff. Cassie flew down the steps and threw herself into his big bear hug.

      “Hey, Reggie. How you doing, beautiful?” he gave her a warm, wet kiss on the cheek.

      Apparently, it took him a few seconds to remember that they were standing in the front yard. When it registered, he turned bright red, completely embarrassed. Same as ever, she recalled his normal reaction to public displays of affection; so cute.

      “Need some help with these boxes, Reggie?” James asked, eyeing the stacks in the car.

      Reggie. James was the only one who called her that. When she was six and he was eight, she got into trouble for something, and Gram called her full name: Cassandra Regina Holt. James found it hilarious and started calling her Regina, which he eventually shortened to Reggie. Olivia picked up on the name, but couldn’t pronounce Reggie, and started calling her Aunt Gigi.

      Finally reaching the porch steps, but before approaching the front door, she noticed that it was ajar. “Um, James? Have you been in Gram’s house today? The front door is open.”

      “No.”

      Marie spoke up, “It was probably the ladies from the church. They were here this morning cleaning and stocking the fridge and pantry. They said it was the least they could do since Gram was a member for so many years.”

      “That’s so sweet. I’ll have to send them some ‘thank you’ flowers.”

      She entered the house and stopped, her eyes surveying the room. All her memories rushed back, bringing tears to her eyes again, and she blinked to keep them at bay. No time for that now. She noticed that her favorite picture of her grandmother sat on the bookshelf instead of the mantle. The ladies must have moved it when they were there cleaning. Gram had always kept the pictures on the mantle so they didn’t cover up her most prized possessions, her first edition books. Cassie relocated the photo back where it belonged, touching Gram’s face in the process. It’s going to be tough without her. She was my rock…my mother and father…taking me in after my parents were killed.

      James approached her from behind. “You okay, Reggie?”

      “Yeah, it just hit me all at once that she’s never going to be here waiting for me to come home ever again.”

      Hugging his friend, he consoled, “It’ll be alright, Reggie. We all have to learn how to live without her. She was such a big part of this town.” As he let go, he turned away, obviously hiding his own tears. When he had regained control, he continued, “I’m so glad you decided to keep the bookstore open; the square wouldn’t be the same without it.”

      “There’s no way I could let her dream die. I guess it was inevitable that I would come back here. I just thought it would be years from now.”

      “Well, I for one am glad you’re back to stay. This town has never been the same without you.”

      Keeping her back to him to hide her sorrow, she confessed, “Thanks, James; I’ve missed you, too. Now, let’s get those boxes in here so we can go get some lunch. I’m starving. How about some onion rings from the drive-in? I’ve never found any that compared in New York.”

      After the boxes were unloaded, they enjoyed a leisurely lunch at the drive-in while catching up on each other’s lives over the past couple of months. Spending this time with her best friend made her realize how empty her life in the city had been.

      All too soon, it was time to head back. “Wow, those onion rings were just as great as I remembered. I can’t believe I ate two orders,” she groaned as he pulled into the driveway. “Good thing I know where I packed the antacids.”

      She peered through the windshield at the house, shocked to discover the front door stood open again. “James, I swear I closed that door and made sure it was locked before we went to the drive-in,” she remarked as they climbed the front steps.

      Putting his hand on her shoulder, he gently pulled her away from the entrance. “Let me go in and look around; it’s probably the wind or something, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.” He smiled his warm and friendly grin, and then casually entered the house. After he had turned the corner into the living room, he unholstered his gun to make a sweep of the dwelling.

      Ten minutes later, he rejoined her on the front porch. “It doesn’t look like anything’s out of place. If you notice anything missing, let me know and I’ll fill out a report for your insurance. I don’t think it was a break-in because your TV and laptop are still there. You should call Dan and ask him to stop by and change the locks, just to be safe.”

      “I hope you’re right. I guess I have to get used to small-town life again.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay tonight?” he asked. “I don’t want you to feel abandoned on your first night back in town.”

      They entered the kitchen together and she filled the kettle from the sink. “No, go home and spend the evening with your family. I’ll be fine. You act as if I’ve never been here alone before. I used to stay here alone all the time when Gram went on her buying trips. I think I’m going to take a hot bath and finish reading that new mystery I was telling you about.”

      “Okay. Just call if you need anything. I can be here in two minutes.”

      “Thanks for the visual. I got a flash of you showing up in nothing but your pajamas and giving Mrs. Jones across the street something to gossip about tomorrow,” she chuckled. “Go home, James; I’ll be fine. How about lunch tomorrow? My treat.”

      His smile got bigger at the thought of food. “As long as I get to pick the restaurant.”

      Cassie shook her head, laughing. “You’ll never change,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. “I’ll be at your office at noon.”

      “It’s a date.”
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      After unpacking all the boxes of clothes, she realized how quiet it seemed and recalled how silent it could be in a small town after dark. Missing the lights and noise of the big city, she rationalized that she had gotten used to it before and would do so again.

      Making her way up the stairs, she unconsciously avoided the squeaky spots. While the bathtub filled, she went to the linen closet to pull out sheets and towels. Having plenty of time to make up the bed after her bath, she took the sheets into her old room. It was too soon to move into Gram’s room; way too soon. However, she did venture in long enough to grab Gram’s old, threadbare robe. Tonight, it would provide special comfort.

      Parts of this routine were familiar and seemed ‘right’ to her. She stripped, tossing the dirty clothes into the chute, just as she had when growing up in that house. Steam curled up over the antique claw-foot tub, and she had to admit that the hot water in the huge tub relaxed her. Her New York apartment only had a shower in its tiny bathroom, so this was heaven.

      After the bath and wrapped in Gram’s robe, she made up the old bed. Deciding on a glass of wine while finishing her book, she headed downstairs to the kitchen. On the way, her instincts won out; she checked the front door latch with shaky fingers and a sigh of relief to find it still locked. Having discovered it unlatched, not once but twice, earlier had unsettled her nerves and given her the creeps.

      She flipped the light on in the kitchen and opened the fridge to retrieve the bottle of wine she had put there earlier to chill. With a small smile, she recalled that the wine cupboard still contained three bottles of her favorite Moscato. Gram always kept it; and that made one less thing to remember to buy at the grocery. Gram also loved a glass of wine after dinner. God, I miss her.

      It had been a long day and she quickly made her way back up to her room to settle in with the book. An hour later, the stairs creaked. Instantly holding her breath, Cassie listened to the sound, as if someone didn’t know which steps to avoid. Creak, squeak. There. That one was the third step from the bottom. Cassie snatched up the flashlight and stepped into her slippers. Why didn’t I leave the hall light on? Another creak sounded like the fourth step from the top. Where’s my cell phone? Why didn’t I get the landline hooked up today? Her thoughts tormented her as she gripped the flashlight tighter and tiptoed towards the bedroom door. If I scream loud enough, James will hear me from next door. About two steps from the door, the handle turned and it opened.

      The door swung wide and Matt stood in the doorway, dressed as he had been that night six months ago: jeans, biker boots, black t-shirt, and leather jacket. He held a butcher knife in his left hand, the sleeve of his jacket riding up enough to show the tattoo on his forearm. “Cassie, please don’t leave me; I love you.”

      She stepped carefully back towards the bed. This can’t be happening again. Matt should be in jail in New York City, getting treatment for his drug and alcohol addiction. He slowly inched toward her and she screamed. Lightning quick, he darted behind her, holding the knife to her throat while she pleaded with him, “Please, don’t hurt me again. If you leave now, I won’t tell anyone you were here. I swear.”

      “Nobody’ll know I was here…until they find your body. Don’t forget, I’m a cop, so I know how to stage a crime scene. After all this time, they won’t even suspect me.” He shoved her forward toward the rocking chair. “Sit down and shut up. Why do you have to scream like that? Trying to wake up the whole town?”

      Cassie turned to sit in the chair, her mind racing. No matter what, she wasn’t going to let him kill her. Without an actual plan, instincts took over and she rushed him. The knife entered her body with ease, the immediate burning pain causing her legs to buckle. Lying on the floor, she whispered, “No, no, no, please don’t hurt me again. I swear I’ll be quiet.” Matt reached for her arm to pull her up and an involuntary scream escaped. The piercing sound snapped Cassie’s eyes open – she lay in bed, a book on her lap, screaming like a banshee. In an instant, with her breath gone… her heart raced…fear controlled everything. A nightmare.

      Still struggling to sort out the real from the imagined, she sat up to catch her breath. She hadn’t had one of ‘those’ dreams for a couple of weeks. Weird, that it took place here and not back in New York; that’s a new twist. The act of Matt stabbing her was also new, and she wondered what had brought that on.

      Cassie sat there in the silence, arms wrapped around her, willing herself to calm down. Her hands shook as she got up, ready to meticulously check all the doors and windows. Thankfully, they were all locked. While in the bathroom, she opened the medicine cabinet and took a couple of sleeping pills. The bottle only contained six more, so she made a mental note to call her doctor in New York and get a refill. I can’t be having those nightmares again, walking through each day like a zombie from lack of sleep. James will notice, and he won’t leave it alone until I tell him everything.

      Climbing back into bed and waiting for the drugs to kick in, she made a mental list of chores for the next day: start going through Gram’s things, review the accounts for the store, test out some ideas I want to try, and figure out if there is enough cash flow right now to implement them.

      Her eyelids began to droop. The sleeping pills finally working, she settled in to get comfortable and hoped for dreamless sleep.
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      The next morning, she awoke to the sun shining in her face from between the bedroom curtains. It was another beautiful day. I sure hope this warm weather sticks around for a while because September weather can be really volatile in Indiana. Once downstairs, she thanked God that the ladies from the church had stocked the kitchen. Fresh coffee would sure hit the spot, and soon the smell of a fresh brewed pot filled the room.

      As she turned to reach for a mug out of the cupboard, someone knocked on the back door. Opening it a crack, there he stood, James, all decked out in his sheriff's uniform. “Morning, Barney,” she joked. “Did you smell the coffee all the way over at your house? I was just getting ready to make some scrambled eggs for breakfast. Want some?”

      “No thanks, I already had breakfast with my wife, smart ass,” he replied tartly. “I’ll take a cup of coffee, though.” He sat at the kitchen table, staring at her as if he wanted to discuss something in particular.

      “Such language from an officer of the law. I should report you to Sheriff Taylor,” she smirked. “Maybe he can teach you how to speak to a lady.” Cassie poured two mugs of the hot beverage, sat, and watched him from across the table.

      “When you act like a lady, I’ll talk to you like one. I remember your Gram washing your mouth out with soap more than once when we were growing up. Pot, kettle; the black works both ways,” he grinned as he pointed at himself and then at her.

      “Are you here for a reason? Or did you wake up this morning and decide I needed to be harassed today?”

      “Just had to prove to myself that it wasn’t a dream; you’re really back for good.” He stood to kiss her on the cheek and headed out the door, taking the mug with him.

      She smiled at the memory of James’s morning visit later that day as she sorted through some books with Mel, who had been a godsend while Cassie had returned to New York to say goodbye to her life there. “I’m so glad you were willing to manage the store for me, Mel; keeping it open for me until I could get moved. I’m going to make sure you get some time off soon.”

      “I know you will. Let’s give it a couple of weeks until you feel comfortable with the way things are running.”

      Cassie smiled at her while glancing at the wall clock. “Wow, look at the time; I’m meeting James for lunch today. Would you ask Peggy to come in for extra hours so you can spend some time with Dan? I’ll be here early tomorrow, so you can sleep in and start work at ten o’clock instead of eight, okay?”

      “Thanks, Cassie; I’ll do that. See you tomorrow.”

      While walking to the sheriff’s office, she noticed only one cruiser parked out front. Good; Deputy Miller must be out on patrol. She pursed her lips, I need to talk to James about him. I still can’t believe he gave me a speeding ticket.

      Entering the police station, she pulled open the door and headed towards the reception desk, letting the familiar sights and sounds wash over her. “Hey, Maureen. Is James in his office?”

      “Hi, Cassie. I heard you were back.” Maureen walked around the counter and gave her a hug, “Are you doing okay?”

      At her nod, Maureen patted her arm and returned to the chair. “The sheriff just got off a conference call with the mayor. Go on in.”

      Once in James’s office, she plopped into his lap and gave him a great big kiss to drive him nuts. I love it that he’s turning bright red. “Hey, baby; have you told your wife about me yet?”

      At the sound of a gravely cough, she turned her head in that direction and spotted the pain-in-the-ass deputy, who glared at her as if she were pond scum. No hat, his aviator sunglasses hung from his shirt pocket. His blond hair was long enough that the ends were starting to curl, and her eyes were drawn to his; their intense blue seemed to see all the way through her, learning her most private thoughts.

      “I have that report you wanted. I’ll bring it back later,” he snarled, his disapproval evident on his face.

      “Now’s fine, Logan.” James cleared his throat and whispered in her ear, “Cassie, get off my lap,” before continuing in a casual tone of voice, “Logan, this is an old friend of mine, Cassie Holt.”

      “We’ve met. I’ve got to get back out on patrol.” The officer put the file in James’s inbox, spun on his heel, and left the office without another word.

      Puzzled, James demanded, “You’ve met? When did that happen? You just got into town yesterday. Why didn’t you mention it?”

      “I was going to talk to you about that. He gave me a speeding ticket on my way into town. And he looked at me like I was a piece of gum on his shoe.” Plopping down in a chair across the desk from him, she continued, “Where did you find that guy? I think he needs a personality transplant.”

      “Now, Reggie; give him a break. How do you expect him to act when he walks in on what appears to be a tryst between the two of us? I really wish you’d quit doing that; some people just don’t understand.”

      “Oh, loosen up, James. Can’t he take a joke?”

      “He’s by the book; no wiggle room. Listen, he’s a great deputy. Please try not to alienate him, Reggie; I really don’t want to have to look for a replacement. It took me four months to convince the town council to hire him.”

      Not wanting James to feel as if he’d won, she changed the subject. “Enough about him; let’s go to lunch. Where do you want to go?”

      “How about the diner across the street? I think they have chicken and noodles on special today.”

      “Sounds good, as long as that deputy isn’t there. Seriously, what crawled up his butt?”

      Outside the sheriff’s office, Logan grabbed his hat from the desk and headed to his cruiser. What a piece of work. Pulling his sunglasses out and adjusting them into place, he turned the car onto Main Street. Thinking about Cassie sitting on James’s lap, he wondered why it bothered him so much. It brought a grin to his face, aware that James would have his hands full keeping that one in line. All afternoon the memory of her deep brown eyes haunted him, as if she were hiding something…a secret.
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      Three days passed and Cassie had managed to avoid the deputy, thinking maybe some time would mellow him out a little. Saturday night, and tonight was the social event of the year in their little town – the Harvest Festival Dance. Every year, the community pulled out all the stops, decorating the town square and even catering the refreshments. Everyone loved the opportunity to dress up and have a night out on the town. All the businesses closed early, including the only bar in town. The town council and mayor even sprang for a semi-famous band – no cheesy DJ for this shindig.

      Cassie took special care doing her hair and makeup as this was a special event. Tonight, the town council planned to honor Gram with a posthumous award for all her community work throughout the years. Luckily, Cassie had a great dress she’d bought for a wedding in New York that she had ended up not attending. Deep green, it seemed to make her eyes sparkle, and the plunging neckline dipped only far enough to hint at her cleavage. I’m glad the warm weather held because the dance isn’t the same when they move it inside city hall.

      After putting the final touches on her makeup, she felt a breeze swirl the skirt around her legs as she debated putting her auburn curls up in a clip. That’s crazy, she thought, I closed all the windows about ten minutes ago to get ready to head to the square. She’d made sure to lock all the doors and windows since that first day she arrived home; second nature for her after her years of living in a big city. Maybe she had missed a window somewhere. A quick check confirmed all of them were closed and locked. How weird.

      The front door opened and James yelled, “Hey, Reggie; get a move on. The dance is about to start.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I’m almost ready,” she shouted in return, putting on her shoes.

      When she walked down the stairs and got a wolf-whistle from James, she blushed. “Wow, that’s some dress,” he exclaimed, thinking that he couldn’t wait to see Logan’s reaction to it.

      James took her arm and escorted her out the door and towards the town square. Luckily it was only a couple of blocks away; she would never have made it in five-inch stilettos had it been any further. Spotting Marie, Cassie noted her making some final adjustments to the refreshment table. “Everything looks great,” she complimented the decoration committee chairperson. “Nice that the warm weather stuck around long enough to have the dance outside. I love dancing under the stars.”

      “Yes, we’ve been really fortunate this year,” James appeared, grabbing Marie and dipping her before giving her an exaggerated kiss.

      “Wow, how do I rate such a handsome husband? I’m the luckiest woman in Fairfield Corners,” Marie cooed, turning James a completely embarrassed beet red.

      Cassie noticed her old friends Dan and Mel across the square and made her way over to them. James and Marie watched as she went. “I can’t wait until Logan sees that dress,” James snickered. “Maybe that’ll loosen him up. I don’t know why he’s been in such a sour mood lately.”

      “It must have something to do with Cassie; he was fine until she got to town,” Marie speculated.

      James turned and scanned the square. “Speak of the devil, here he comes.”

      Logan slowly made his way towards James and Marie. When he caught sight of Cassie, he came to a complete stop, and James casually approached him. “Hey, Logan. What do you think of our little party?” He waited about thirty seconds and added, “And…what do you think of Cassie’s dress?”

      “What?” he asked, as he turned his attention back to James.

      “I asked you what you thought of Cassie’s dress.”

      “Oh, I hadn’t noticed.” He spun and turned towards the refreshment table, watching the auburn-haired beauty the whole time.

      “Well, I guess we know why he’s been in such a mood the last few days,” Marie remarked as he walked away. “He couldn’t take his eyes off her. How long before he admits to himself that he’s attracted to her?”

      “It could be a while. His ex treated him very badly.”

      “He’s not going to know what hit him. Ever since I met him, I’ve thought that he and Cassie would hit it off.”

      Oblivious to Logan’s stare, Cassie found Mel and Dan, and dragged Dan onto the dance floor when the band started to play. Flirting with him brought back old times when she had dated him in high school. She thought, He’s as sweet as ever; I’m so glad he’s with Mel. While he told her stories about everyone in town, they laughed together, turning slowly to the music. She didn’t notice Logan at all, but he grew increasingly tense by the minute, his piercing blue eyes following her every move.

      The band finished their first song and started their second, a romantic ballad. Cassie grabbed James and pulled him close for a slow dance. Good thing Marie knows how I feel about him, otherwise she would be jealous. She knows I love him like a brother. They danced a while until Marie cut in.

      “Can I have my husband back now, Cassie?” she joked.

      “Sure, Marie,” she replied, bowing out gracefully. Wandering towards the refreshments, she stopped to talk to people at almost every table, flirting with the boys she grew up with and chatting with some old girlfriends. It felt great to be able to catch up like that, with everyone having a good time. Picking up a glass of punch, she found a table and sat to enjoy the night and the music.

      After dancing with most of the guys from school and accepting Gram’s posthumous award, she moved to one of the benches on the edge of the square, away from the dance and commotion. The stars shone brightly, reminding her of how beautiful the starry sky was away from the lights of New York City. Memories of Gram brought tears to her eyes again. Time to get back into the center of things.

      Cassie wanted to keep her memories of Gram at bay since the dance and festival was not the time for sadness, so she returned to the tables to watch the crowd. When the band started playing a faster song, the teenagers took over the dance floor, reminding her how it felt to be young and carefree; back when nothing or no one could ever hurt her. She remembered her first kiss, which actually happened at the Harvest Festival Dance when she was fourteen. Dan had been fifteen and a year ahead of her in school, and it had made her feel so grown up. Oh, to be that young and innocent again.

      Cassie watched as Marie made her way out on the dance floor with someone she didn’t recognize. She focused on her dancing with the tall stranger. They were doing some really awesome moves, when they turned she couldn’t believe her eyes. It was Deputy Miller, and he looked amazing out there on the dance floor!

      Marie laughed as the band finished the song and started a waltz. Logan pulled her closer, and the pair began to slow dance until James cut in. “Thanks for holding my place with my wife, Logan. Why don’t you dance this one with Cassie?”

      Logan bowed out, handing Marie over to James. He turned and gazed at Cassie, her sparkling brown eyes finding his. He sighed, shrugged his shoulders, and carefully approached her, his expression unchanging. “Miss Holt, may I have this dance?” he asked, holding his hand out to her. Why does Marie rate a smile while I get a sour glare?

      Thinking it was only a dance and what could it hurt, she placed her hand in his, “Why yes, you may, Deputy Miller.” Logan spun Cassie out onto the dance floor and pulled her close. Wow, being in his arms made her start to rethink her decision about relationships. Tall, handsome, decisive, and the man sure can dance.

      “Figured I’d take my turn; looks like you’ve danced with almost every other man here. You sure seem to be having a good time.”

      “Yes, I am. It’s been way too long since I was here for the Harvest Festival Dance. I have many wonderful memories of these dances while I was in high school.”

      “I just bet you do. I’ve been watching you holding court with all your past conquests, even rubbing yourself all over James. No wonder you’re no longer engaged.”

      That halted her in her tracks. She stopped moving and stood there, gaping at him. About the time she decided to slap him, he anticipated her move. His reflexes fast, he caught her wrist and immobilized her hand. “Let go of me, you horse’s ass. How dare you insinuate that I’m trying to break up James’s marriage.” She turned and stomped off the dance floor, heading for the bar for a stiff drink. She clomped past James and Marie in her heels, calling, “Your deputy needs a lesson in manners. What an ass,” as she swooshed by. Finally making it to the bar, she ordered a shot of tequila, downed it, and then ordered a rum and coke.

      James was soon standing behind her. “Slow down, Reg. What did Logan say to get you so pissed off?”

      “Go ask him, I don’t want to talk about it; or him.”

      “Come on, Reg, talk to me. How can I fix it if you don’t tell me what he said?”

      Knowing that James wouldn’t leave it alone until she confessed, she yelled, “He had the nerve to suggest that I was trying to take you away from Marie.”

      “Well, what’s he supposed to think? I told you that someday your obsessive flirting was going to get you in trouble.”

      “What? I cannot believe you just said that. You’re taking his side? Just go away and leave me alone, James. I don’t need a man in my life. Not even you.”

      “Now, Reggie, you don’t mean that. You know you love me, and I can’t live without you in my life either.” He grinned, thinking she wouldn’t be able to resist that comment.

      “Men.” Cassie stomped away, taking her drink to find a quiet corner to lick her wounds, her heels clicking on the walkway. First the good deputy insinuates that I am a potential home wrecker and then my best friend agrees with him. I don’t know why Marie stays married to him, he’s almost as bad as that deputy of his, she fumed.

      A couple of drinks later, she decided it was time to stumble home. She had never made it to the refreshment table, so the alcohol hit her as soon as she stood, making the world tilt at an odd angle. She stumbled her way across the square, hiding her anger behind the trademark flirting. She flirted to keep the men off balance…didn’t want anyone to get too close…a simple defense mechanism. She noticed the deputy’s eyes on her again, so she turned quickly to go the other direction. Heaven forbid he might notice the effect he has on me. She caught her heel on the edge of the sidewalk, twisting her ankle. Damn. She hobbled over to the nearest chair and removed her shoes, rubbing the ankle.

      “Are you okay, Miss Holt?” the Pain-In-The-Ass deputy asked.

      Great. Now he wants to be a white knight and swoop in to rescue the damsel in distress. “Yes, I’m fine. Now, go away. I don’t need your help,” she said, loud enough that most of the people seated on that side of the square could hear.

      “I saw you twist your ankle. Do you need a ride home?”

      Is this guy stalking me? Seriously? “No thank you. I would rather accept a ride from the Devil himself. I can see myself home just fine.” She stood and tried to stomp her way past him, limping and doing her best not to wince at the pain.

      He laughed. “I’ve never seen a woman as stubborn as you. Good evening, Miss Holt.” He tipped his hat and strolled to the other side of the square.

      Cassie walked across the square towards her house, forcing herself not to limp any more than necessary. Good thing it’s only a couple of blocks. When I get home, I’ll take some aspirin and head to bed. Men. Can’t live with ’em, can’t shoot ’em.

      As Cassie limped away, Logan headed straight for the bar and ordered a beer. He normally didn’t drink but he needed something to calm his nerves after the run-in with Cassie. Something to help hide the effect she had on him. Anything to get his mind off her brown eyes and the shadow he saw in the plunging neckline of her dress; the one that showed off her curves.

      The more he thought about her, the tighter his jeans fit. He found a seat at an empty table and sat watching the couples on the dance floor. Quite a bit of time passed as Logan stared into his beer, trying to get the thoughts of Cassie out of his head. When it was empty, a waitress brought another and he drank it mindlessly. Three beers and forty-five minutes later, he got up to leave, making his way across the square, heading to his empty house alone.
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