
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


CLOUDY SKIES

BOX SET

PART TWO 

INCLUDES

BOOKS 3-6

––––––––

BY

DOROTHY CALLAHAN


Copyright Page


Copyright © 2017

by Dorothy Callahan

All rights reserved.

This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher; exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

Published by: Somerwynd Services

––––––––

ISBN-13: 9781386185277

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author's imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental. 

––––––––

Cover art by: Chris Smith and Kat Wright

Photo by: Shutterstock


In one family, generation after generation relied on the magic of one Norse ring to lead them to their destined match. For those who heed its advice, only joy and health follow. But the ring has also been known to foreshadow impending doom. Ignore its truth at your peril.... 

––––––––

[image: image]


Rescued

by

Wren  

by

Dorothy Callahan

Growing up on a farm has instilled a life-long love of animals, and Wren Werner has spent every penny of his inheritance retrofitting his rural childhood home into a shelter for unwanted pets. Despite being inundated with more and more homeless animals and limited resources to help get them adopted, he’s determined to find them their fur-ever home. 

Now, though, his biggest problem is an old, vitriolic woman who keeps calling him, demanding Wren return the ten-thousand-dollar check she accidentally sent him.

He would, had he not spent it rescuing more animals.

Worse, his family’s magical ring keeps signaling him that this woman is his future!

As if!

The only good thing about this ring is that his kneejerk reaction to it usually has him bumping into a certain grieving young woman he’d love to get to know better, but she seems to slip in and out of his life before he can get her name, let alone her phone number. He’s never felt so inadequate when it comes to helping people before, and he really wants to help her. If only he knew how to reach her!

Emma McWilliams’s entire world revolved around her husband, Bill, but he died from a fluke accident involving a stray dog two years into their marriage. After his death, Emma became emotionally and spiritually lost. What was she to do with their big empty house, her unused college degree, and a world of pain? The house is burying her. Since it’s not market-ready, she can’t sell it, and without that money, her college dreams of starting her own company are moot. No way is she going to her billionaire grandmother for help, either; that woman is convinced Emma’s as worthless as her parents, who left her practically orphaned. 

The only highlight of her life is that one man keeps appearing just before her world turns dark, cheering her up with a kind word or sweet gesture.

But every time she tries to get his name to thank him, he disappears.

Can’t a girl catch a break?
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Chapter 1
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When the phone rang, Wren was eager to pick up, always hopeful that a potential adopter was calling about an available animal. “Silver Lining Animal Shelter, how can I help you?”

The woman’s screech forced Wren to shirk away from the handset. “Who do you think you are, mister, keeping what isn’t yours to keep? Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”

His mind whirled to all the animals under his care, frantically and instantly recalling their reasons for being turned over. How many strays were currently in his shelter? Two. Just two. He forced calmness into his voice. “Are you calling about the stray black lab mix? Or is this about the orange-and-white tabby?”

“Don’t play stupid with me, mister. This is about the money. You stole it, and I want it back.”

He felt the color wash from his face, and his heartbeat skyrocketed. “The... anonymous check?” Ten thousand dollars delivered to his mailbox was pretty hard to forget.

Her screech rose in pitch to the point he thought the dogs out back would howl at the ultrasonic level of it. “Yes, you horrid child! That money was not intended for you!”

He leaned against the kitchen counter, finding strength in the chipped Formica of his childhood home. The check had been sent anonymously, typed out to Silver Lining AS. “It... it was mailed to me. Silver Lining Animal Shelter.”

“No, it was supposed to be for Silver Lining Animal Sanctuary.”

Her strident tone belied her age; he’d peg her at sixty, maybe seventy. He frowned as he focused on her reply. “Where’s that?”

“Colorado. My friend’s son runs that place. He deserves that money, not some filthy bigamist’s thief of a son.” 

His mouth popped open, both at her false allegation, and that she knew his family history.

She spared a harsh laugh. “Surprised I know that about you? I had my people look into you. Your family has quite the sordid past, doesn’t it?”

Ouch. He realized she was angry and hurt and lashing out, so he placed himself in her position, even though it meant ignoring her offensive attack. “I had no idea it was slated for another shelter. I even waited two full weeks before taking out any of the money. I checked with the bank manager a few times over those fourteen days to see if it was legit, but she’d assured me all was well.”

He heard the harrumph loud and clear. “Let me guess: the manager is one of your illegitimate sisters, right? Another filthy person in on your scam.”

His neck burned, and his tone dropped. “That’s not nice, and it’s not true.”

“Nice.” She laughed in his ear, but no humor filled the tone. “I didn’t get this far being nice. Don’t you know who I am?”

“No, I don’t.” His landline was an original phone from the 70s or 80s, before Caller ID. He made his voice as cordial as possible. “With whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” 

Another harsh, humorless laugh. “Well, I can see a bigamist’s charm is hereditary. I’m calling my lawyer. You’ll give that money back one way or another.” The call ended on a slam. 

Wren collapsed fully against the counter and cradled the receiver. He ran his fingers through his long hair and drew it out of his eyes. A free-roaming cat bumped into Wren’s shoulder, and he absently-mindedly stroked the ragamuffin as his head spun with the legal ramifications he might be facing. 

It wasn’t his fault.

The raggedy cat chirruped, bumping his shoulder for more attention. 

Never one to waste a good petting, Wren picked up the cat and draped him over his shoulder. Oliver. That was this cat’s name. A senior relinquished to his shelter because the owner couldn’t afford the dental cleaning to remove his abscessed teeth.

That’s where part of the money went—fixing Oliver’s mouth. Why couldn’t that nasty old woman understand that?

Oliver meowed and shoved his head under Wren’s chin, drooling with affection. Wren smiled down at the tattered old beastie and knuckled the cat’s jowl, earning more drool. At least the cat’s breath smelled better. The pain meds and antibiotics had certainly brought Oliver out of his shell. Too much, it turned out. The cat was a major escape artist now. He wasn’t a fan of hanging around the other cats, so Wren had had to put him in the pen with the kittens. He tolerated them, but then he kept climbing up the cat tree and squeezing his way free through the gap at the top.

Darn rascal. Wren would have to get his sister over here to fix the enclosure. Dovey embraced any excuse possible to use her power tools, and the jobs she worked now never granted her that opportunity.

The phone rang again, and Wren sucked in a bolstering breath before picking up the receiver. “Silver Lining Anim—”

“I called my lawyer. He’s one of the most aggressive in the state. You’ll be hearing from him soon.”

His chest puffed out at the threat, and then he startled when he felt vibration on his left hand. A double dose of shock wracked him at seeing the giant silver ring that somehow appeared on his finger. It was heavy, solid, with a dragon-like creature circling the runic symbols on top. He knew this ring; he’d seen it, first on the hand of his half-sister, Celeste, and then on his brother, Hawk. According to Celeste, it was a family heirloom. Not only that, it was supposed to be magical. Important. Inescapable. Fear knotted inside him, and he tried to twist and yank the ring off his hand, but the stupid thing wouldn’t budge. 

His mind raced along with his heart as he looked around at the cats who were already homeless. He’d never be able to afford and battle his way free of a lawsuit, and what would happen to all these animals if he lost? 

He wanted to rail, to lash out, but he opted for gentleness. “Please. Don’t do this.”

“Then pay it back.”

“I don’t have it. I spent it on saving more animals.”

“Ha. A likely story.”

The ring vibrated again. A year ago, before he knew about the ring’s curse, he would have blamed Hawk for this trick, since his brother had been so enamored with sleight-of-hand games growing up. However, there was no way on God’s green earth that Hawk could have sneaked in and secretly slipped this over Wren’s knuckle without drawing blood, not if the inability to remove it was any indication of how hard it would have been to push it on in the first place. 

After watching his half-sister find her perfect match through the ring’s meddling machinations, Wren experienced a moment of dread once he realized who the ring chose for him. This caller was not a nice person! And last he knew, Hawk’s life became a mess because of this thing, so it clearly could not be trusted. The ring had it all wrong twice now, yet it kept vibrating away on his hand, almost like a cat’s purr. 

Desperate to both prove his point and remove the ring, Wren talked fast. “Between Oliver’s dental and the two Welsh ponies I rescued, it’s all gone. The cat’s teeth were rotting, and the horses’ hooves were so bad they couldn’t walk. If I hadn’t rescued—”

“I don’t want to hear your excuses. If you don’t pay me back right now, I’m going to do everything in my power to put you and your little homeless shelter out of business.”

“No! Please, don’t. Why don’t you come down and see all the good things your donation helped accomplish?”

“It’s not your money!” She slammed down the phone.

His ring continued to vibrate.

The cat purred away in his arms, similar to the ring on his finger. Similar, but not quite.

Wren lowered his head and cradled the handset. His half-sister, Celeste, may have believed this ring was magical and helped her find her perfect match, but it certainly wasn’t working out for his brother, Hawk. Last time Wren talked to him, Hawk had dumped on him and their sister, Dovey, about what a mess Hawk’s life had become because of this ring. Hadn’t it paired him with a perp? No way his cop brother would scoff his civic duty and get involved with a notorious criminal!

Obviously, the ring was broken. There was no way under the shining sun that Wren would ever get involved with this old, nasty, vitriolic wretch who was harassing him. This horrible woman could bequeath her entire estate to him and guarantee that every animal in the world would be saved, but he’d still never do it.

Well... every animal?

No.

Gross.

Fear and adrenaline wracked Wren’s system as he stared at the phone. He should probably call his own lawyer, too, he guessed. 

The ring vibrated again, and the phone on the wall rang.

A herald? Was the ring truly magical? Wren lowered Oliver to the floor and stared at the contraption on the wall. Cold sweat trickled down Wren’s nape, plastering his long hairs to his neck.

He had an answering machine for a reason; might as well use it. 

Sure enough, the harpy’s voice screeched at him, and he pushed the stop button on the answering machine. He didn’t know her name, but one name seemed fitting: Evil Esther. Esther Starr was the name of the woman whose entire corporation was built on animal abuse and exploitation, and he’d staged dozens of protests outside her offices over the past ten years to raise awareness of her cruel and inhumane business practices. Since he didn’t know the caller’s name, he decided to give her that one until he had more details. 

Maybe it was time to call the cops, get a restraining order or something. 

He grimaced; never in his life would he have considered such a... a... hateful option. But right now, it seemed he had little choice. He pulled out his cell and called Hawk.

“Hey, it’s Wren.”

“Hey, Wren, what’s up?”

“Look, I know you’re on probation and all, but I was wondering if you could direct me on how to, geez, I hate even saying it, but get a restraining order?”

“First off, I’m reinstated. Secondly, what?”

“Yeah, man. I have this nasty hag yelling at me because her donation check came to me instead of another shelter.”

“How’d that even happen?”

“Well, it was written to Silver Lining AS, and I deposited it, but apparently, it was slated for Silver Lining Animal Sanctuary, in Colorado.”

He listened while his brother made some utterances, working through the problem, before offering the non-helpful statement of, “Sorry, man. I... I think you’d need a lawyer or something.”

“She’s already called hers. I wanted to check with you first because of that and, well, something else kind of freaky.”

“What’s that?”

“I have the ring. The ring. It appeared on my hand.” He felt a bit of cold terror lace his words. “It just showed up the second time she called and started vibrating, kind of like a cat’s purr. I can’t, Wren. She’s so bitter, and, and, vitriolic. A regular Medusa. And she’s old. I have no idea who she is; she didn’t give me her name. I’m calling her Evil Esther, after, you know, Esther Starr, that horrible woman who has those animal experimentation labs. This woman just keeps calling and threatening me.” The landline rang, and Wren snapped his head to it and hit the stop button when Esther’s voice screeched at him again. 

“It’s her. She’s calling again, and the stupid ring is vibrating. Hawk, how do I get this thing off? She can’t be right for me. She just can’t. You’ve got to help me. I can’t handle this right now. Will you help me get a restraining order or something? When can you get here?”

His brother offered no real assistance, only saying he would look into it and that he’d call him back. Then the call disconnected.

Wren gave up and pinched the bridge of his nose, slumping against the counter. 

He needed to talk to someone else about this.

The landline rang again. Wren waited until the machine picked it up. He held his breath for a second, hoping against hope it was a potential adopter this time. When Medusa’s screech pierced his ears yet again, he winced, stopped the recording, and ran to the kitten pen, dropping Oliver on a cat tree perch and closing him in before racing out the door. 

The stupid ring vibrated over and over.

He tried in futility to remove it before giving up and dropping his fist on the counter.

How could this evil woman be his match? Wren valued kindness above all. Kindness, gentleness, affection and tolerance. His parents had lived the rural, hippy life, and that core belief defined him. Surrounded him. He’d dedicated his life to saving defenseless animals and making perfect adoptions for animals—and people—in need. Even the name of his business demonstrated that. Just like his dad always preached, he believed in positive outcomes and always worked toward that end.

The phone rang once more, and he pressed the stop button again.

He should be outside checking on the horses, anyway.

He grabbed two carrots from the fridge and a handful of donated dog kibble on his way out. He trudged down the gravel path from the mobile home that Dovey had helped him convert into the cat shelter and headed to the dog barn. Of the ten dogs in his care, five had free roam in the fenced-in area outside the kennels. He waved at Mr. Wilson, his childhood friend’s father, who volunteered to help train basic manners to the pooches. 

Mr. Wilson smiled and waved back. As soon as the dogs saw Wren, though, they broke their sits and raced over to the chain link fence to greet him. Wren unlocked the gate and laughed as he pulled them into his arms one by one. Despite Wren’s laid-back personality, the dogs respected him as their leader. He had carefully introduced each relinquished dog to the growing pack to make sure they all got along. So far, he’d managed to make a pack for half of them, the other half too reactive and therefore too aggressive to be out in the group. That meant five of them needed one-on-one care, which made it challenging to get them all out and walked first thing on the mornings when he had no volunteers.

He’d been making it work, somehow, and the dogs seemed to be turning a corner emotionally, if slowly. Now he needed to make sure they all got adopted.

He addressed all the dogs with croons and kibbles as he snuggled them in turn. “You’re a good girl, Cam. Good boy, Rocco. You too, Max. Good dogs. Good dogs.” 

They were always good dogs. Not great former owners, but always good dogs.

Each pooch whined or barked with excitement as he rewarded them with treats, but the large black-and-brown Golden Retriever/Bernese Mountain Dog mix held his eyes, reading his angst. The dog uttered a moan/whine and leaned against his lap, offering comfort. 

No surprise there. Bella had been a certified therapy dog before her owner died suddenly. Since she usually visited people in nursing homes where they couldn’t have pets, none of her numerous fans could adopt her.  

She was a rare gem of a pet, yet here she sat, weeks later, still homeless and now, depressed, to the point Wren worried about her. Bella was used to giving comfort, and it seemed she wasn’t adjusting well to needing it. Her appetite had dropped, and today, she was a little mopey. So Wren instructed Mr. Wilson to lavish a little more attention on her today. 

Once the treats were gone, Wren held up his hands to show the dogs they were empty. He shooed them back to Mr. Wilson’s care and locked up behind him, then maneuvered to the rear of his property, where the remainder of the donated funds had been spent. His sister, Dovey, had jumped at the chance to build the horse barn, and there she was, holding boards up with her knee and screwing them into place. 

Wren leaned on the split-rail fence and watched his sister work for a moment, amazed that she could build things with one cursory glance at the blueprints. She had so much talent, but for some reason, she kept to her sales jobs. The overhead sun gleamed on the pile of fresh boards, and the table saw blade sparkled, like it embraced the chance to be put to work as much as Dovey obviously did. Despite the upsetting phone calls, it was a glorious day. 

He rotated his gaze to the two gray-white horses carefully picking their way around the square paddock, still lifting their feet way too high when they walked. Theirs was a neglect case, severe. The owners had bought these two Welsh ponies for their kids and expected the children to take care of them. Well, they’d been fed and patted but had never left their stalls. Their hooves had curled up into eighteen-inch-long elf shoes, adding fifteen pounds to each hoof. Their manes and tails had had to be shaved in spots, and their teeth were so sharp and overgrown they’d had a tough time chewing, leading to noticeable weight loss.

The farrier Wren hired had never seen such bad hooves. He had worked for hours trimming their feet, made worse by the fact the horses had never been trained to stand for the procedure. So the vet had had to be called in for an emergency sedation, since the farrier was booking out six more weeks and there was no way Wren was letting the poor beasts suffer any longer. That had cost him a pretty penny, too. And since the vet was already there and the horses had been sedated, their teeth were floated so they could chew normally again, and hey, might as well vaccinate and deworm them. Throw in two Coggins tests, and the remainder of the nine-thousand, nine-hundred ninety-nine dollars and sixty-six cents disappeared.

He ducked between the split-rail fencing and headed over to help Dovey. “Hey, Sis.” 

“Hey!”

He pulled her into a tight hug, which she happily returned.

“Perfect timing. Here, hold this.”

He held the board in place while she screwed it flush, then held the next, and the next, as she worked higher up the barn sides, adding the walls one layer at a time. 

“I thought it would be best to start out as a run-in shelter, don’t you? I think these horses need to experience freedom for a while before we coop them back up. I’ll build the doors and have them on by winter to keep them warm.”

He glanced at the blueprints and back to the structure she had already framed out. What stood before him took up way too much space for what he had ordered. “The blueprints are for a standard two-stall barn.”

“I improvised.” She beamed. “Sales have been good, so I bought additional lumber to extend it, and I’m adding another story for a loft. You’ll have some good space in here now, for hay storage above, and tack and whatnot on that wall.” She pointed to a freshly leveled area that was definitely not indicated on the blueprints he’d bought.

He smiled at her. “As always, you’re my favorite sister.”

She laughed. “Now that we have two more, I’m slightly more inclined to believe you.”

That compliment had been funnier when she’d been his only sister, before their dad had died and they'd discovered he'd had another whole family living in beautiful Fayetteville, NY. The corner of Wren's mouth lifted in a grin. “Don’t tell the others, though; I don’t want to hurt their feelings.”

“Never have, never will.” She grinned back at him. 

The horses recognized their savior working in the middle of the paddock and ambled close, their heads bobbing as they walked. Wren tugged out the two carrots and held one offering in a flat palm for each of them. Their soft, wet lips gathered up the treats, and they both hovered their long faces nearby for him to stroke. He slid his arms up each long neck and buried his nose into their coats, enjoying their scents.

“How did you wind up with horses, anyway?”

A self-deprecating laugh spilled out before he could stop it. “I’d answered this distress call from the cruelty officers at a nearby humane society and volunteered to take these two in. They arrived two, maybe three days later.”

She’d caught his own distress call and stopped to frown at him. “Why was that funny?”

He stroked a giant jowl on each horse as they munched away. “Remember the anonymous check?”

Now she laughed. “Who could forget ten thousand dollars?”

“Thirty-four cents shy of,” he corrected, then cut his eyes to hers. “She wants it back.”

“What?”

The horses raised their heads in alarm, and Wren placed calming hands on their necks to settle them. “Easy, easy. She’s already called, I don’t know, six times to yell at me.” He felt the stark emotion swirling in his chest and held her eyes. “I don’t know what to do. I called Hawk for advice. I don’t know; I ... I might have to put a restraining order on her or something.”

“You? A restraining order?” 

It was so against his very nature that anyone who knew him would be as shocked as Dovey was. He turned back to face the horses, stepping between them to wrap their necks in hugs again. They were good horses. Sweet. 

“I’m so sorry you’re going through this.” Dovey squeezed his shoulder, then stroked the horse nearest her. “They look young.”

Wren nodded. “Vet says only five or so.”

She nodded knowingly. “Still flat-backed. Looks like no one broke them to saddle.”

“Trained, not broke. I’d never break an animal.” He started  quoting their father. “‘Animals are sentient creatures who, like people—'”

“‘Thrive with kindness.’” Dovey finished, bobbing her head at the familiar chant. “‘Do unto others as you’d have them do unto you.’ I know. You’re preaching to the choir. You know I didn’t mean it that way. It’s a turn of phrase.”

“Well, I don’t use that phrase the same way you don’t use rule of thumb.” He knew that would get her. That old phrase meant a man could beat his wife with a stick, provided it was no thicker than his thumb. The logic behind that phrase was that a thicker stick was somehow, well, cruel, but a switch was fine. He shook his head at the ignorance of dominating abuse. 

She raised her hands in surrender. “I know, I know. They’re outdated phrases rooted in violence. I’m sorry.”

“Forgiven.” He beamed at her. “I’m happy you’re here.”

“Not feeling the love, brother.” She left his side and then lifted a board as she grinned back at him. “You have to earn my forgiveness. Start by holding this here.”

He grinned and held the other end of her board while she fasted it in place. He considered how much to share of his phone conversation. “I asked her to come and see how far her donation went.”

His sister looked up. “And?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think she will.”

Dovey frowned and screwed in the next board. “Maybe that’s for the best. I don’t think you’d want that type of person around all these animals. All that negativity isn’t good for pets. Or people. Or plants, come to think of it.”

Despite the fact these animals were homeless, the proof of his gentle treatment flourished in every face here. His charges might be happier not sharing space with so many other animals, but for some, it was obvious they’d never been treated so well. He just wished he could obliterate a lot of the behavioral problems that landed them here in the first place, like the chronic boredom barking, or the stress marking the cats did by spraying urine along the walls. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Evil Esther is a little, well, psychotic.”

Dovey laughed. “A little? Either you are or you aren’t. I don’t think a diagnosis would be a little psychotic.” She giggled again. Then she whirled to face him. “Wait. Isn’t Esther the name of that person who runs that thing?”

It was his turn to chuckle. “Award for using your words.” He dodged when she tried to swat him but continued. “I think you’re trying to say, Esther Starr of Starr Tech Labs, bane of my existence and reason I almost got arrested trying to expose her cruelty to animals. I don’t know if it’s her, honestly. I just thought this psycho deserved that name.”

“Ugh. Let’s hope it’s not her. She’s got more money than that gold-touch guy and—”

“Midas.”

“Yeah, him. And more lawyers than everyone I know combined.”

To that, Wren shook his head and frowned as a memory bubbled up. “Remember that thing Dad used to say? ‘Can’t trust the rich; they all have their secrets. The richer they are, the more they’re hiding.’”

“Not fair. I’m probably pulling in as much as Dad did, and you trust me, right?”

“That’s different.”

She snorted. “Really? How?”

“You grew up poor, like me. ‘Poor and happy,’ Dad always said.”

She scoffed. “You see the irony. though, right?”

Wren locked eyes with his sister. Finding out their crop-farming dad had been a rich Senior Vice President for a major corporation had been almost as big of a surprise as learning he had a legitimate family across town, and that they were the illegitimate ones. His lips twisted. “Whoever this woman is, she’s obviously never been here, because she would not have a leg to stand on had she ever visited the property. The dogs are getting plenty of play time and some training, which helps with a lot of the reasons they were relinquished. I have classical music playing in the dog kennels, and piano music in the house for the cats.” It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best he could do with his limited funds. 

“Primo treatment for homeless waifs, just like we were, once.”

“Briefly.”

“Thank God our dad’s wife stepped in, otherwise, we’d have been orphans.”

“True.” Their dad’s wife. It was still weird to think on it, even almost a dozen years later. And Wren was blessed, simply blessed, with great family, great friends, and dedicated volunteers. Most of the volunteers were old friends of his, or their retired parents, who came out to support him. Local schoolchildren went door to door collecting donations for the pets. And others simply liked animals and wanted to help.

But almost ten-thousand-dollars, sent anonymously, had topped his blessings charts. 

Until an hour ago. 

He helped hold another board in place and shook his head. “It’s my own fault. If I hadn’t posted about the donation on social media and had so many shares, that Medusa might never have discovered her check was delivered to the wrong shelter in the first place.”

“That’s not your fault; that’s hers. How does that even happen, anyway?” 

He shook his head. “Well, it had been made out to Silver Lining AS. Who knew there was a Silver Lining Animal Sanctuary in Colorado?”

“Didn’t she write out the envelope? How do you mess that up?”

Another head shake. “I think she’s important. Like, rich and important. Probably has staff or something.”

“Her fault for assuming her staff are mind readers, then.” She flashed another smile. “Maybe she should fire her bookkeeper? For not confirming all the details?”

He felt a grin turn his lips. “Yeah, maybe.” 

His ring vibrated again, and dread churned his stomach. “I think she’s calling again.”

Dovey snapped to face him, then cocked her head to listen. “You can’t possibly hear the phone out here.”

He held up his hand and grimaced. “The ring is vibrating.”

Her eyes widened, and she reached out and grabbed his fingers to study it. “You got the ring? When did that happen?”

He pulled his hand back and fisted it to quell the pins-and-needles sensation it caused in his fingers. “Right before I came out here.”

Wistfulness filled Dovey’s eyes for a brief second, and Wren knew she wanted to experience what Celeste had with her chosen match. “That’s great. I’m sure the ring chose the right person for you.”

“There is no way I’m going to be matched with an old, nasty harpy. I’m telling you, it’s wrong. Just like Hawk. Look how messy that turned out for him. He was a wreck last time he was here.”

A sad sort of smile crossed her face. “I guess we’ll see how our sibs do, right?” She shook it off and a huge smile crossed her face. “I’m dating someone, by the way, so the ring can’t be always right.”

“What? You are? When did this happen?”

“Right before I came out here,” she quoted him, then laughed at his expression. 

“Yeah? Well, I’m happy for you. Unless he’s a jerk, then I’m bound to have to hurt him.” His expression turned pleading. “Please don’t date a jerk. I’d be useless in brotherly battle.”

She smiled and kind of shrugged. “He’s grumpy, but not a jerk.”

“Grumpy? What do you mean, grumpy?”

She shrugged again. “You know. Grumpy. Guys can be grumpy.”

“Temporarily. Unless you’re a fairy tale, grumpy is a condition, not a state of being.”

She held his eyes for a second, then reached for his cheek, pretending to pinch it. Her voice turned deeply playful and teasing. “Who’s being a grumpy boy?”

He swatted her hand and backed off, laughing. 

She jacked her thumb to the boards and said, “I bought red paint. Do you think you’ll be able to paint this when I’m done? Or should I plan on coming back?”

He smirked at her deflection. “I can handle painting it. Or gather up some volunteers to help. You’re obviously trying to change the subject.”

“No, I’m not. When are you getting your hair cut? You look like a deranged eagle dumped a beaver hut on your head.”

“Ha ha. I’m going to donate it all to Locks of Love. They collect hair for people undergoing chemo who want real hair wigs. It’s got to be at least twelve inches before they can use it, though, so I’m not quite there yet.” He smirked. “Again, another subject change.”

“Were you able to reach Hawk? Or did you just leave a message?”

He smirked again. “Only got to talk to him for a second.”

“Gosh, I hope he’s okay. I haven’t talked to him since he was here. Did he sound okay? Did he say if he’s still suspended? And what about Gloria?”

Dovey obviously did not want to talk about this boyfriend of hers, and Wren was too upset to pursue the matter right now. He’d keep checking in on his sister over the next few weeks, make sure she wasn’t dating a grumpy old man, or a dirtbag. Dovey deserved a nice man, someone as nice as her. “Hawk’s reinstated. That’s all I got out of him.”

Relief whooshed out of her. “That’s good.”

Wren shook his head as his ring vibrated again. “Stupid thing.” He fisted his hand, then gave it a shake. “I think Evil Esther’s calling again.” Defeat lowered his shoulders. “I should go back, listen to the answering machine. Nothing will be gained by putting this off.”

Sympathy filled her gaze. “I’ll be here if you need me.”

“Thanks, Sis.” 

Medusa’s voice screeched through the house as he approached his front door. He winced, smelling the fresh urine from how stressed she was making the cats right now. He hated unplugging the phone—it was his business line, after all—but if he didn’t do something, every cat in his shelter was going to start urine-spraying with anxiety, and then none would get adopted.

He’d have to sue her... countersue, at the rate this woman was going. 

A cat bumped his leg, and Wren laugh/cried at Oliver, out loose again. He’d have to go to court, get a restraining order. Cease and desist. Something.

Something hateful. It was so against his very nature he couldn’t believe he was actually considering doing it. 

He sat on the floor, gathering Oliver in his lap. 

His ring vibrated, and another call came in. The second he heard Medusa’s voice, he got up and yanked the cord from the wall. 

The kittens stopped playing with their jingle ball. 

The music stopped. Granted, it was the pause between songs, but for a few seconds, Wren experienced the condemning silence of his angry actions. 

A commercial came on. It was upbeat, with a great jingle, but he had a tough time focusing on it.

He needed a break.

It was too early in the day to go out to a bar for a beer.

But not too early to grab a six-pack at a convenience store.

He gathered up Oliver and kissed his head. “Sorry, buddy. You need to go back, okay?” He opened the kitten pen door and placed Oliver on the cat tree again. The cat swished his tail and turned his back on Wren, adding horizontal ears to display his agitation. 

“Hey, I said I’m sorry. I’ll bring back some treats.” He got into his car and pulled onto the gravel driveway. He flipped to a soft rock station and heard the same commercial playing. This time he listened to it and discovered a new drug company, sponsored by the psych department at a local college, needed test subjects for a new drug study to help people with a touch aversion, like people with autism or sociological disorders. Right now, they wanted to help children. Volunteers would simply be needed to snuggle.

Snuggle? Really? He knew the psychological benefits of snuggling with animals, but there were people who unfortunately did not have that luxury, due to limited finances or allergies, so offering an alternative way to help people appealed to him. 

The jingle stuck in his head.

His ring vibrated before he made it off his property.  

Ugh. He couldn’t get away fast enough.
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Two days until payday, and Emma was strapped. She’d been strapped before, but this week had been the worst. Three years tomorrow since Bill had died, and she’d found it harder and harder to move on, let alone make ends meet. Grieving too long had caused her to lose her last job, and being depressed and unemployed for a few months had not helped the healing process. No life insurance—who the heck thinks of life insurance when you marry at twenty-two? So two years of a great marriage ended because of a stupid stray dog. It wasn’t fair.

It would be years before she could pay off his funeral expenses, and all her credit cards were maxed. She’d sold her car, but it had depreciated faster than the loan, so she’d been underwater on that one. The rusty water pipe in the cellar that Bill swore he’d fix but never got around to replacing finally burst, and she’d had to have the firemen pump out her basement. 

And pay a plumber the emergency fee to come fix it.

So much for marrying a contractor. Nothing ever got done in their house. But they’d been happy, despite the messy living situation. Much happier than her grandma swore she’d be for marrying down. 

Grandma had made references over the years that Emma’s blood had been tainted by her parents, and it seemed like growing up, Emma had never been able to do anything right. By the time she’d met Bill, Emma was desperate to escape her life of condemnation and the critical disappointment cast her way daily.

She missed Bill. Missed being held, kissed, loved. Deep down, she realized it shouldn’t still hurt this much, but it did. It did. And the logical part of her stated it was time to put her past behind her and move on, but the needy part that had lured her into his arms in the first place wasn’t ready to let go of every crumbling memory filling her home. 

So she stayed.

She pulled up to the pump at the busy station and saw gas had gone up another ten cents. 

Figured.

She had twelve bucks in her account, though, which would buy enough gas until payday. 

She turned off the punk-rock station that Bill had always listened to and dropped out of his giant truck. The man at the pump ahead of her tossed his fountain drink container at the trash can and watched it bounce off the lid and roll to the ground as he cradled the pump handle. 

“Bummer. Looks like you missed.”

He glanced at her and turned away, clearly ignoring her gentle prompt to clean up after himself and obviously intending to leave it there for someone else to pick up.

Emma’s mouth popped open as she watched him rev his engine and pull out. What a monosyllabic, mouth-breathing mongoloid! Where was his sense of community pride? Of personal responsibility? Integrity? Nature? Didn’t any of those things matter to him? She shook her head as she grumbled and attended her needs. She popped in her debit card and tried to fuel up, but the pump rejected it with an error message. She frowned. Maybe she just needed to scan it at the register or something. Whatever. She picked up the man’s discarded fountain drink container and tossed it in the trash as she headed inside the building. 

The door swooshed open as an elderly lady exited from the ATM. Emma watched a fifty-dollar bill pop out of the woman’s pocket and drift to the floor. She gasped and collected it, then called out, “Ma’am, ma’am, you dropped this.” She held it out between two fingers.

The woman turned and looked at the cash, and Emma pointed at the pocket it fell from. The woman stuffed her hand in that pocket and her mouth flew open when she realized she had indeed lost the money. “Oh, you sweet dear. Thank you. That was my grocery money.”

Emma smiled and handed it over. “Glad I could help.”

“Bless you, dearie.”

Emma needed all the blessings she could get these days. She wished her well and then waited in line while the guy ahead of her bought a string of lottery tickets. She watched while he thumbed through his wad of bills, paying a small fortune to try and win another small fortune. 

Must be nice to have such a disposable income. 

When it was her turn, she put on a brave face and pointed to Bill’s truck. “Hi. I think something’s wrong with your machine. It didn’t take my card.”

“Pump three?”

“Yeah.”

The clerk nodded and waved for her card. “Let me try.”

She handed it over, and he swiped it at the register. 

The sliding glass door swooshed open again, and Emma’s breath caught for the barest of seconds. That's not Bill, she admonished herself, but it took her heart another few seconds to slow. She watched him snag a twelve-pack of beer off the endcap stack. Honestly, he was cuter than Bill, sporting that same shaggy, surfer-dude look of her late husband, which was what had initially snared her attention. The man glanced up at her and smiled, like he knew she’d been watching his every move. 

She felt her face heat as she glanced away, and a second later, looked up to watch him again. Dang; he was really cute. He had Bill’s same lean, muscular frame, but his eyes were kinder, less assessing. And he rolled when he walked, sliding gently into a space and not commanding it, like he didn't need people to notice him, so he didn’t have to draw attention.

He’d definitely caught her attention, though. 

Everything about him seemed happy, and he smiled at the other customers like they were his best friends, though judging by the return looks sent his way, they didn’t know him. She liked his affable manner with strangers, and how he seemed comfortable enough in his own skin that he wore a decidedly unfashionable man bun. A man bun! 

She must have looked a bit too long, for he looked up, scorching her with an intent gaze. 

She cleared her throat and averted her eyes; she was so not interested in flirting, despite what her racing heart thought of him. Emma had absolutely nothing in her to give to anyone right now, especially to a man so self-assured. She remembered being like that, back before... before...  She sighed and turned back to the counter.

The clerk shook his head and handed back her card. “It’s declined.”

“What?” She glanced from her card to the clerk and back to her card. “What do you mean?” How was she going to make her appointment with the lawyer if she couldn’t afford the gas to get there?  

He shrugged. “Overdrawn? No funds? Sorry. You’ll have to pay cash.” 

The man-bun beer-guzzler wandered around the aisles, and with no one in line behind her, Emma took back her card and whipped out her cell. “That can’t be.” Please, God, no. She logged into her bank account to check her balance. 

Oh, no. 

Her home insurance posted, even though she’d asked them to bump it back to Friday. Looked like they forgot to change that, hurling her straight into the red. 

Could life get any worse?

She knew by Bill’s gas gauge she wouldn’t have enough fuel to get to her appointment and to work if she didn’t get something into the tank. She looked up at the clerk, afraid her eyes would reveal how freaked out she was right now. “My insurance. They took it out early.” Tears burned the backs of her eyes, but she had to do something. If she cried every time something went wrong in her life, she would have dehydrated into a mummified corpse by now. She opened her purse and rummaged to the bottom, finding a few singles. She smoothed those out, then opened a zippered pocket. She pulled out another single, then shook the bag until she heard change jangling.

The clerk shifted irritably. “Come on, lady, you’re blocking the line.”

Her face felt red, but she didn’t dare look up or back, afraid of meeting the man-bun’s eyes. She remembered a time when she’d never wanted for anything, a time that seemed eons ago. She fanned out the coins in her hand. “I’d like to put four dollars and eighty-seven cents on pump three.”

“Whatever.” He held out his hand, and Emma dropped her cash into it and spun to leave, averting her eyes from the other customers as she headed out.

She had just made the sliding door when she heard the clerk apologize to the next person in line, saying, “Losers are everywhere today.”

Hot tears streamed down her cheeks, and she yanked open her pickup’s door and jammed the key into the ignition, so embarrassed she wanted to peel out and never patronize this station again, but she’d just given out her last bit of cash and literally could not afford to stand by her scruples right now. Had it only been five years ago when her life had been the envy of many? Marrying a great guy, buying a fixer-upper in a great neighborhood, and even affording Bill’s new truck? How could one person’s death turn someone else’s life around so thoroughly that she didn’t even recognize herself these days?

She swallowed the bitter lump and stuffed her keys back into her pocket, then slammed her door as she moved behind her truck to the pump. She wanted to hide. She wanted to die. She rammed the nozzle into her tank and leaned against the pumps to shelter herself from the judgmental eyes inside. 

The shaggy-headed surfer-dude emerged without his case of beer. He looked at her, and Emma looked away. Didn’t matter how cute he was; the last thing she needed was a strange man watching her cry. He veered in her direction, and she glanced behind her to see if another car was at the next pump, but it wasn’t.

He headed toward her and slowed, then stopped.

She had no choice but to look up, wary and aware of every tear glinting on her lashes.

He put up one calming palm in careful greeting. “I put another twenty on your pump.”

She blinked. She must have heard wrong. “What?”

He pointed to the pump. “Keep going. I added twenty on it for you.”

She glanced and saw she’d gone way past her $4.87 and had not been kicked off yet. Fresh tears filled her eyes, and she looked to him for answers. “You did? Why?”

He smiled. “I was in a position to help, so I did. I’ve been there. It’ll get better.”

The knot that had lodged in her throat thickened to the point it choked her words. “Oh, my God. I... I don’t know how to thank you enough.”

He smiled and held up a bag of candy. “Kisses seemed presumptuous, but I firmly believe everyone can use a Hug.” He leaned forward and plopped a pouch of candy on her hood so that it stood up. 

She saw it was a bag of Hershey Kisses in white chocolate, called Hugs. And what he’d said was so close to her company’s experimental new drug she heard herself expel a short laugh as she dashed tears from her eyes. When was the last time she’d been hugged? Held? She couldn’t even recall, which sucked her into a deeper pool of despair. She forced a watery smile for him. “That’s so kind of you.”

He joined her in smiling, but whereas hers was weak, his radiated from him. After a second, his eyes hardened a bit. “And I told that kid that everyone falls on tough times, so he’d better watch his mouth. Karma’s got a mean backhand.” But then he smiled again, like he couldn’t help but smile.

Emma liked that he’d stood up for her, a stranger. It was something she always tried to do when someone needed help. 

She only wished she could help herself these days as easily as she helped others.

“Thank you. It certainly does.” The pump clicked off, and Emma let go of the trigger, then tucked the nozzle back into the pump. If karma was to blame, Emma wondered what rotten things her husband might have done that caused him to die so young. Or, was it something she did that cost him his life? 

The man smiled, tucked his hands into his back pockets, and then rocked on his heels, though his whole body rolled forward, like he held himself in check. She liked his smile; he really warmed her when he smiled. It was like reveling in the first rays of sunlight after a downpour. He seemed to be one of those people who wore their hearts on their sleeves, or maybe, an eternal optimist. After years of living in an emotional void, she found his expression and demeanor refreshing. 

His body remained in that same position, taut and intent. A quiver of excitement thrilled her stomach, and though his affable manner and bright eyes remained unchanged, Emma experienced a flutter of awareness for the first time in years.

Okay, maybe refreshing wasn’t the right word. Exciting?

No. She couldn’t handle anything exciting on her plate right now. She swept her gaze down.

“Anyway, it’ll get better, whatever it is. I promise you.” 

She felt her lower lip tremble as she braved a smile. “Thank you. I hope you’re right.” 

“I am.” 

She dared to look up at him, and their eyes collided. The emotional impact slammed into her chest, tilting the axis of her world. She turned and jammed her finger on the Receipt button four or five times before giving up.

He nodded once and walked to his bright green van. A magnet on the side of his vehicle carried a logo, but she couldn’t read it. 

As she screwed the cap back on, chastising herself for rudely considering him a bun-wearing beer guzzler, she realized she never even got his name.
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Chapter 3
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Okay, that had been weird. Freaky weird. Wren looked down at his hand and made a fist, wondering what the heck was up with his stupid ring. 

It vibrated when that Medusa called, but did absolutely nothing when that cute, crying lady needed help. Why couldn’t it have done something amazing when he met her? 

Although Wren hadn’t had much time for dating these days, he could still appreciate a pretty woman when he saw one. Not only was that woman pretty, but she was his type of pretty. He liked down-to-earth girls, ones with no makeup, or very little of it, cruelty-free, of course. And this woman looked natural. 

Wren realized that if she’d been crying, most of whatever makeup she’d been wearing would have been washed away, but that hadn’t detracted from her natural beauty. 

And, not for nothing, she’d been crying.

Nothing tore at Wren’s heartstrings more than a creature in need. The most fundamental part of him wanted to gather her into his arms, draw her in tight, and console her tears away. He wanted to protect and shelter her from whatever frightened her until she knew she was safe. It didn’t matter what caused that fear or pain; Wren had always felt compelled to eradicate it in whatever life form he encountered.

With her, though, Wren understood having her in his arms would be no temporary arrangement. To his core, he knew if he could hold her, that would be the end of him.

Quite possibly, a beginning.  

A shiver raced through him. After what he'd endured with his father's bigamy, Wren had had a tough time trusting anyone. He'd dated here and there, but nothing long term. Having to be the rock in his mother's world after she learned she was the illegitimate wife had forced Wren to realize one could never really know anyone. 

Animals were so much easier. Even ones who bit or scratched could at least be read. No subterfuge. And if he gained their trust, perfect; they were his little buddies afterward. But people? People were way too complicated. 

Wren glanced into his rearview but didn’t see the woman's truck pulling onto the road, experiencing nothing short of a primal response to that brief moment in her presence. Even now, his pulse raced as fast as his mind, trying to concoct a reason to turn back and walk over there.

Bummer. He decided that trying to hit on a crying woman wasn’t right, and anyway, he needed to deal with his Medusa. What if he was being sued down to his last penny? Ask his date to pay? Talk about a horrible first impression! 

But... that woman at the station had been so cute. Cute to the point he’d realized it had been far too long since he’d been on a date. Something beyond compassion had stirred him, spurred his interest, and now he couldn’t get her out of his mind.

He considered the vehicle she drove. She didn’t strike him as a truck-driving kind of woman, especially such a decked-out truck. Growing up in the country, he knew a lot of women who drove trucks, and it looked like getting in and out of that thing for her required a step stool. Beyond that, it was clean. Really clean, like her. What was the point of a truck if not to haul? 

He gasped when he struck upon the most obvious reason: it was her husband’s truck.

Hope deflated in him, lowering the proud lines of his shoulders. Shoot. Well, he sincerely hoped her husband was the kind of man who would help wipe away those tears and not be the cause of them.

The conclusion rattled him more than he cared to admit.

He turned off the main road and onto his pitted one, then braked hard. A turtle sat in the middle of the asphalt. By the shell, a snapper. Still, he didn’t want the poor thing to get crushed. He got out and opened the back of his minivan then tugged on a pair of welding gloves. He grabbed the short shovel and headed for the wee beastie, and it opened its mouth threateningly as he approached. He slowed so he wouldn’t provoke it, and when it took a step toward the grasses, Wren followed, holding the shovel low to guide it on its merry way. 

Once it disappeared into the brush, he returned the items to his minivan and headed back to the shelter. His ring vibrated as he approached the door, and he wondered if the Medusa was trying to call again. He chewed his lip. Having unplugged the phone was probably only making it worse. 

He pulled out his cell and called his brother, Hawk, again, but it went straight to voicemail. Darn it. So he scrolled through his contact list until he found his real estate lawyer, hoping for help on how to deal with this situation. His call was answered, and he was promptly placed on hold. After six or seven minutes of waiting, Wren thought maybe he should simply drive downtown. His lawyer was part of a major firm, so perhaps someone in the building would be able to help guide him. 

He hoped he had enough money to retain an attorney should he be sued.

First, he walked back into his shelter and saw Nikki, one of his high school volunteers, already cleaning the cat boxes. He smiled and waved to her. “Welcome back! How was your vacation?”

“Great! And guess what? I got a B+ in Calc today!” 

He beamed at her and tossed open his arms, and she bounded in for a quick hug. “See? I knew you had it in you! That’s great!” He asked about her trip, and they chatted for a few minutes before Wren shifted gears. “Look, I have some mean old lady kind of harassing me, so I’m going downtown to talk to a lawyer about this.”

Nikki grimaced. “She called, like, seven times. After she swore at me and called me a bleepety-bleep liar for not knowing where you were, I told her I had a customer and hung up. I let the answering machine pick up after that.”

His shoulders lowered. “I’m so sorry. She shouldn’t have taken this out on you.”

“You taking the machine? For, like, evidence or something?”

He considered her suggestion. “That’s actually a great idea. I think I will bring it with me. Don’t worry about answering the phone right now. Besides,” he smirked, “when it’s this beautiful out, most people are focusing on their gardens, not adopting pets, so I think, unfortunately, we won’t be risking any adoptions today. Shame, really.”

“I know.” Nikki picked up Oliver to cuddle, since he was running loose again. She crooned her words to the cat, but she spoke to Wren. “If he’s still here when I go to college, I’m adopting him. Aren’t I, wittle woobins? Bestest kitteh evah.”

Wren smiled at her baby talk, but his lips twisted at her words. “I hope he won’t be here another year. He deserves a home before that.”

“I know, but my mom’s allergic.”

He smiled and pointed at her. “That’s why they make pills for that.”

Nikki grinned. “Maybe I can start sneaking allergy meds into her morning coffee. Then, when I bring him home, she will magically be no longer allergic to cats.”

“Good thinking, if not for that whole illegally drugging people part.”

She huffed in defeat. “I know.”

Wren chuckled as he unplugged the machine and wound the cord around it. “Maybe a simple conversation about trying allergy meds and cleaning the house to eliminate dust bunnies prior to bringing a cat home is your best strategy. If you get that far, maybe I’ll let you bring him home for a night, for a trial run.” 

Her eyes lit up. “Really? You will?”

He smiled his reply, but then his ring vibrated, so he pointed to the phone. “Don’t answer that.”

It rang.

His volunteer gasped. “How did you know it would ring?”

Wren shook his head and headed out. “See you tomorrow?”

“Yeah, I’ll be here. Thank you! I’ll talk to her. Good luck.”

It took longer than he hoped to make it downtown, and then trying to find parking was awful. He managed to parallel park at a meter during the snuggle commercial and hoofed the few blocks back to his lawyer’s office. He took the elevator to the fifth floor and was then directed to the seventh. He checked in at the desk and was pointed to a communal area where all the potential clients waited in comfy chairs. Trendy new magazines on a round coffee table surrounded a full bowl of assorted candy. He grabbed a few chocolates and leafed through a new edition to read up on his favorite animal-activist actress and see what laws she was pushing to get passed.

His finger tingled, and Wren braced for a second, thinking his Medusa was about to pop out of the elevator, but the feeling dissipated. He stretched out his hand, thinking maybe it had been pins and needles and he was just super jumpy right now and assuming the worst. The elevator door dinged, and a woman stepped out. Wren did a double take when he saw it was the same woman he’d met outside the gas station. 

She still looked like she’d been crying. He couldn’t hear her name when she checked in, and she didn’t make eye contact with anyone as she veered for the corner, so he couldn’t even offer her an encouraging smile. 

He watched her sit and settle in, reading her body language. Poor thing. She looked so dejected, like her world was falling apart. Probably was if she was here. Maybe she didn’t have anyone to rely on, like he did. Maybe things were much worse for her than they were for him.

At least, that’s what he kept telling himself to quiet the animal magnetism he felt for her. It called to him like a mating ritual, one he was powerless to withstand.

He picked through the candy bowl and palmed a few plain chocolate bars, then got up and sat across from her.

Sad eyes slid warily to his, and he smiled and offered her the candy. “My sister told me there is nothing in a woman’s life that chocolate or wine can’t fix.”

She gasped in recognition. “You!”

He smiled. “Me.”

Tears streamed from her eyes. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did. Seriously. That was so incredibly kind—”

He waved her off. “Don’t mention it. Here. These are for you.”

She coughed out a laugh as he dropped the tiny bars into her hands. 

Shoot. She wore a gold band on her left ring finger. Some perverse part of him ventured to hope she was seeing a divorce attorney, and then he chastised himself for such a mean thought, even as he vowed he would be there to comfort her through the muddy waters.

“Thank you.” She studied the name brand chocolate like she’d never encountered it before. “If only chocolate could solve all my problems.”

Oh, her words twisted the air from his lungs. “Is there anything I can help with?”

A door opened, and a woman holding a clipboard emerged and focused on him. “Wren? We’re ready for you.”

Hope deflated in his sails, and he nodded to the secretary before getting up. “Well, fingers crossed for luck.”

Sadness filled her eyes, but she managed to smile. “I’m lighting a candle.”

Her strange words confused him, but he couldn’t question her right now. He watched someone emerge from another office and head for her. He marked the door, intending to find out why she was here in the first place. 

Once seated in the lawyer’s office, Wren discussed the unfolding events with the man, even plugged in and played the answering machine. He was told he had a good shot at winning, but he’d need to come back with all his bank records, and to acquire a restraining order based on the recordings. 

He’d also need to come back with money for a retainer.

Money he didn’t have. 

He agreed to the terms, shook hands, then headed out. He read the name on the other lawyer’s door and stepped into the elevator. As soon as the doors closed, he researched that attorney’s name.

Consumer litigation. Huh? What did that even mean? 

He got to the bottom floor, hopped into his car, and clicked on the attorney’s icon.

There was only one way to find out. 
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Doom settled like a heavy mantle around Emma’s shoulders, darkening her already bleak mood. Yesterday at the lawyer’s had been heart wrenching, dredging up every ounce of pain from the day Bill died and dumping it squarely on the lap of an emotionless stranger. Why had Bill’s employer insisted on him having accidental death insurance, yet when he died on the job, their insurance company refused to pay? What had been the point of the hundreds of dollars they had siphoned off his paycheck if not to alleviate the pain and agony from the gaping crater his death had caused in Emma’s life?

Her best friend, Sarah, rolled her chair out of her cubicle, swooshed across the aisle, and bumbled into Emma’s space, ricocheting off the walls and Emma’s knee before coming to a stop. “Hey, chickie. Saw the storm clouds.” She pointed over Emma’s head, like her mood was visible. “Any lightning strikes yet?”

“No.” She pulled out a pack of gum and offered her friend a piece. “Still alive.”

“That’s good.” Sarah unwrapped the stick and popped it in her mouth to chew. “You didn’t call me back. How’d it go at the lawyer’s?”

She shook her head, feeling the weight of the world press down upon her shoulders. “He says I have a case, since I have all Bill’s paychecks and the insurance packet showing what was covered and what wasn’t. It’s just... expensive to retain him.”

Sarah rolled her chair playfully back and forth so their knees bumped. “That’s why they have that option to take their cut from your winnings. You shouldn’t be expected to fork over all that dough for a lawyer when Bill’s company’s been screwing you over for what, three years now? And all this on his, what do you call it, his mortuversary?” 

She nodded. “Yeah, today is three years since he died.”

Sarah squeezed Emma’s wrist. “I’m so sorry. They say anniversaries are the hardest. You know I’m here for you, right?”

Emma nodded, too choked up to reply.

“Don’t take no for an answer. You guys paid for this protection for this exact reason. The insurance company just doesn’t want to pay out.” She blew and popped a bubble.

She nodded again. “I know.” Tears welled in her eyes as she remembered her and Bill sitting at their cluttered kitchen table, discussing the morbid details of why Bill had to divert a sizeable portion of his already-too-small paycheck towards insurance in the unlikely event of his work-related death. While she would prefer to have him alive and well, in the aftermath of the funeral, Sarah had reminded her to turn to the insurance company for compensation, a notion which had simultaneously relieved and yet terrified her.

Turned out, the terror was more like a long-term, slow-churning dread. 

The chair wheels squeaked as Sarah rolled close and leaned closer. “So, you gonna ask your grandma for help yet?”

With vehemence, Emma shook her head. “I don’t want anything to do with her.”

To that, Sarah laughed. “Then why are you working at her company?”

Her taunt lured a small grin from Emma. “Because my bestie works here.”

“Technically, we both do, except you fall more under the heiress category, and I’m in the peon category. Yet look at us, chatting away on the company dime. Gestapo will pitch a fit.” She grinned, popped another bubble, and then handed a printout to Emma. “Here’s what I have to laminate and post in the lunchroom. I was instructed to also give everyone their own copy. Got to go.” She flashed a conspiratorial smile. “Gonna hide in the bathroom and make a vet appointment for my cats while I’m still clocked in. Shh.” She ducked her head out of the cubicle, checked both ways, then scooted away as fast as her computer chair wheels could propel her.

The poster announced a company picnic designed to woo potential sponsors. Employees and their families were expected to appear. Singles, like her, were to bring a plus one. The cloud of doom over Emma’s head churned and rumbled, and she felt her stomach twist with the news. It wasn’t like Emma was dating anyone, or even seeing anyone. What did her grandmother expect her to do? Rent a date? And as both Esther’s sole beneficiary and employee, Emma knew she’d be obligated to appear and schmooze and have a supportive man laughing at her side through it all.

It was so unfair.

Her thoughts drifted again to the man she’d bumped into twice now. Ren, the secretary had called him. Strange name, or unique. Was Ren a first name? Like René? Ren...aldo? Renford? Or maybe a last name, like Rent? Did she simply not hear the t? 

She’d spent more time than she was ready to admit searching for him on social media, trying different variants of his name to see if anything struck gold, but no matches were found. Man, if Sarah even knew Emma had done that, her friend would have her on every match-making site in existence and dragging her out to clubs three, four nights a week to get her back in the game. 

No, thank you. Not ready.

A sigh slipped out of her as her eyes locked on the Plus One column. 

Nope. Not for her. Not going. She wedged the poster into a folder and wiggled her mouse, getting back to her data entry and trying not to ruminate on how a chemistry major with a bright mind and shining future was wasting away plugging numbers into spreadsheets for data that was never seen or used by anyone. 

So much for everyone’s assumption she would be groomed to take over the company business. As far as Emma could tell, she was just another peon schlepping away at her desk. According to her grandmother, Emma was one tiny disappointment away from sticking needles into her own veins and sleeping behind trash cans. 

Even after graduating college, it still hurt that her own grandmother thought so little of Emma’s accomplishments. Not her fault how her parents chose to live their lives. 

She reached into her side drawer and pulled out a handful of Hershey’s Hugs and lined them up under her monitor, then took the few chocolate bars that kind man had given her and framed in the Hugs on each side. She wanted to eat them, to accept the gift with graciousness and gratitude, but she also wanted to remember him by looking at his gift.

He was definitely her type, based on the way her heart raced when she focused on his memory. She liked her guys strong and lanky, and this Ren/René/Renford certainly matched her heart’s desire. She’d always been drawn to men whose easy manner and ready smile could banish clouds, and some part of her cleaved to a wisp of hope she’d encounter him again. She’d never dated a man with long hair, and part of her wondered what it would feel like to bury her fingers in those strands, to untie his man bun and feel it cascade over her hands. Would he let a woman touch his hair like that? Would his eyes darken with desire? Or would he laugh it off? She wanted to see his radiant smile turned on her once more, to feel that zing of awareness tremble through her when his eyes collided with hers. His lips seemed highly kissable, and she wondered what it would—

Sarah appeared in her cubicle doorway again. “Going to hang all these posters now. Need anything from the lunchroom? Ooh!” Her eyes lit up when she saw the candy, and she grabbed a Hug before Emma could stop her. “I love these. Where’d you find them?”

Were her cheeks red? Emma frowned down at her mouse and jiggled it again. “That convenience store I used to go to for gas.”

She watched her friend unwrap the foil and swap out her gum for the treat. As she chewed the white chocolate morsel, Emma found herself watching Sarah’s face for signs of rapture or enlightenment or anything divine that would coerce Emma to follow suit. All she saw was the usual sugar rush. 

“Mm, so good. What do you mean, used to?”

She looked up at her friend, not wanting to dwell on her financial situation and the resulting shame. “Aspirin.”

“Aspirin?”

“Lunchroom. Yes. Aspirin, please.”

“Got it. Getting it. Gone.” Sarah disappeared. 

Any more chaos in her life, and Emma felt she’d shatter apart at the seams. While Sarah would certainly understand and would even pick up and glue all the pieces back together, Emma was so darned tired of dumping on her chipper friend all the time. It would be nice to share something positive for the first time in years, instead of a steady supply of bubblegum. 

With a glance around to make sure no one was nearby, Emma reached out and plucked a Hug from the lineup. Reverently, she unwrapped her gift and set the candy on her tongue. 

Bliss. Sweet, delightful bliss. 

Maybe, just maybe, Emma would tell Sarah about the mystery man she’d bumped into twice. 

Her work phone buzzed, and Emma saw it was her grandmother, the CEO herself, calling. She pushed the intercom button. “Hi, Grandma.”

“Come in here. I need you to run an errand for me.”

A silent groan slipped out of her. Every time her grandma wanted her to run an errand, it involved going into the city. She didn’t mind driving downtown Syracuse per se, but trying to navigate Bill’s giant truck into parking garages, or worse yet, to parallel park, made her cringe. 

No way was she getting rid of Bill’s truck though. He loved that truck; therefore, so did she. She pressed the intercom again. “Coming.” She scooped all her candy off her desk and into the drawer, grabbed her purse, then, almost as an afterthought, took one Hug for the road.

Maybe she’d bump into her mystery man again.

A smile threatened to curl the corners of her lips, and she found herself looking forward to a quick jaunt into the city despite the fact she was not the company’s designated gofer. She headed into her grandmother’s large corner office and stopped at the executive secretary’s desk. “Grandma just called me down.”

“Head in.”

Emma took a deep breath as she stared at the oversized brass sign on the door. ESTHER STARR CEO. She rapped and cracked open the door. “Hi, Grandma.”

The imperious woman waved her in and pointed to an item on the far corner of her oversized desk. “Don’t bother sitting. I have documents I need you to deliver to my lawyer. The address is on the envelope.”

Emma eased inside, took the manila package and then looked down at the mailer, which had already been filled out with a delivery address and return label. “Um, just curious, why aren’t you mailing it?”

“I want him to have it today. That horrible man isn’t taking my phone calls anymore. Can you believe it? He stole ten thousand dollars from me and won’t even take my calls.”

This was news to Emma. She blinked. “What happened? Did he hack into your account or something?”

“No.” Her grandmother’s silver eyes flicked up and back. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head over it. I pay people to deal with this sort of thing. All you have to do is put this in my lawyer’s hands. Can you do that?”

The words came out more like an attack than an entreaty. Although Emma should have expected it by now, she still found herself jolting. “Of course.”

“Then take it and go.”

She cradled the open package and headed for the door. She couldn’t resist one parting jab at her grandmother’s ungrateful imperative. “You’re welcome.” She closed the door a little harder than necessary against her grandmother's brewing retort and stopped at the secretary’s desk.

If she was running errands for the company, then the company needed to pay for her gas. “I’ll need the gas card, please.” She held up the envelope, and the secretary handed over that credit card. Emma nodded her thanks and headed for the parking lot. Man, what she wouldn’t give to be able to put her grandmother in her place! But the few times Emma had stood up to her grandmother, she’d gotten smacked down and held there. It had taken being out on her own and cut off from Grandma’s financial support for Emma to develop a bit of a backbone. That jab at the door? Grandma would get even for it, someway, somehow.

Instead of dwelling on that, Emma stopped at the nearest station and added four gallons of gas to her tank. She then focused on making her way into the city. She managed to parallel park Bill’s giant truck into a spot and was careful to center it so that she was not blocking anyone’s way, then reached for the keys. With her hand on the door to get out, she paused, wondering about the contents of the package. 

She was told she didn’t need to worry her pretty little head over it, but it didn’t mean she wasn’t curious. How had someone stolen from her grandmother? Not that Grandma would really notice ten grand missing, but the fact it happened intrigued her. Her company’s commercial came on, the catchy jingle advertising on every local station to round up snugglers for their new drug study. Whatever. She tugged the papers out of the sleeve and read through them.

The first thing that caught her attention was how nasty and bitter her grandmother’s words were. Her version of the story was filled with libel, calling the recipient of the money a bigamist’s son, sinful charmer, deviant... even alluded to an unnatural love of beasts. Emma frowned and flipped through the next three pages of bank statements, which included a photo of the cashed check. What caught her attention, though, was the amount on the checks written to other charities. Thirty-three thousand two hundred dollars and sixty-six cents, eleven thousand eight hundred dollars and sixty-six cents, fourteen thousand six hundred dollars, and again, sixty-six cents. Strange amounts to be donated, but maybe the sixty-six cents made it easier to distinguish one entry from the next? Emma didn’t know. 

The one to the recipient in question was for just shy of ten grand, nine-thousand nine-hundred ninety-nine dollars and sixty-six cents, to be exact, made out to Silver Lining AS. She didn’t know what AS stood for, and as she pulled out her cell to research the name, she realized how long she’d been sitting here, snooping. Time to deliver her package. 

She didn’t know much about the law, but this check had been written two months ago. That seemed like a long time to go after a cashed check. Her cell rang, and she saw it was her grandma calling. She answered hands-free. “Hi, Grandma.”

“Is it done?”

“Not yet.”

“What’s taking you so long? You’re not taking a break on company time, are you?”

She searched for an excuse. “I have a big truck. It’s hard to find parking. But I'm at the lawyer’s office right now. I’ll be heading back soon.”

“Put those directly in his hands and get back here. You have work to do. So much you’ll have to stay late tonight to catch up.”

And there it was. The payback. She bit back a groan, knowing her grandma would revel in any excuse to apply more backlash. “I’ll be back ASAP.”

Her grandmother hung up without a goodbye.

Emma straightened the papers and slipped them back in their envelope, then got out and crossed at the light. Twenty-five minutes and a delivered envelope later, she stepped back outside and saw that the car parked behind her was now gone, replaced by a red truck as large as Bill’s. Worse, as she walked around it, she could tell the driver had scraped the car behind it trying to squeeze in, the car’s teal paint bright on the red truck’s bumper. 

The truck crowded her parking space, leaving her scant inches to get out. She stood on the curb, mouth ajar, wondering how the heck she was going to finagle her way out of there, when she looked across the street and saw the police station. 

She hated doing it, but she needed to get back to work, and that driver left her no room to maneuver. He needed to get towed. 

With a frustrated groan, Emma crossed the street again and walked up the police station steps, hating that she was about to ruin someone’s day.  
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Chapter 5
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Since the moment he’d returned from the city, Wren had called his benefactors, explaining his situation to them individually and begging for help to retain the lawyer. While most had been willing to toss him a few bucks, only a couple had been in a position to donate larger amounts toward his lawyer’s retainer. And though Wren had gushed and thanked each and every person profusely, he knew he’d have to take the next step: asking Dovey for cash.

He relied too much on Dovey, not only for her advice, but her financial assistance. He hated going to her for cash, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and Dovey was the least desperate person he knew, and the only rich person he trusted. The radio in the background started in with that snuggle commercial, and Wren found himself humming the jingle without meaning to.  

He tugged out his cell phone, and Dovey answered with her cheerful, “Hey!”

He made some small talk, but she could tell something was wrong and immediately took him to task. He took a deep breath and admitted the reason for his call. When he asked to borrow the remainder of what he needed, she paused for long a second. “Only if you’ll come out with me this weekend and meet my boyfriend. I talked to Hawk, and he’s going to meet us there, too. With Gloria.” He heard the smile in her voice. 

“Yeah?” That was noteworthy; did that mean the ring’s machinations worked out for Hawk? “Where?”

“The Wicked Chicken, in downtown Syracuse. It’s a bar/grill.”

Wren nodded, wondering about the ring now. If Hawk was bringing Gloria along, that meant the ring had chosen correctly for both Celeste and Hawk. “Sure.” He’d need more than a couple beers in him if he was going to meet both the new grumpy boyfriend of Dovey’s and the perp his brother was dating, all while trying to wrap his head around the fact the stupid ring had chosen an evil crone for him as a perfect match. “It’s been a while since all of us have hung out.”

“That’s what I said.”

His shoulders dropped as he realized he was looking forward to it anyway. “It’ll be fun. Thanks, Sis. I swear I’ll pay you back.”

She scoffed. “When you can. Like I said, sales have been good right now. If things change, I’ll be collecting, but right now, it can wait ‘til you’re in a better position.”

A huge breath collapsed his shoulders when it left him. “Like I said, you’re my favorite sister.”

“Just remember that on Friday. We’re meeting at eight.”

“I will. See you then.”

They hung up, and Wren compartmentalized his guilt with begging for cash against his relief that the animals in his care were still safe. Then his thoughts turned to having a few beers, and how he had gone to buy beer but instead donated to a woman in need, and then he remembered the lawyer he started to research regarding that same woman. 

Her face appeared in the mirror of his mind, and he found himself smiling, wondering what it would be like to hold her, kiss her. If he was able to help her, how grateful would she be? Grateful enough to join him for dinner? And maybe afterward, a never-ending kiss?

His loins tightened at the realization that he wanted her for more than a kiss. And for a man who preached the importance of spaying and neutering all day long, he couldn’t seem to get the thought of mating out of his head. Without a doubt, he wanted Emma in his arms, and the realization shocked and excited him. It had been a while since he’d gone on the prowl. 

Like a wolf, he’d locked onto the one he intended to pursue. 

He tugged out his cell and looked up the details of consumer litigation again. What purchase could be so bad that a woman would run crying to a lawyer? Her fridge dying? Spam calls? He read all the reasons why someone would hire out this service and his eyes lingered on insurance. Was an insurance company to blame? Health? She looked healthy. Life? Death?

His ring vibrated. Automatically, Wren looked to the phone, and sure enough, it rang. He heaved a breath and let the answering machine pick up. He’d started recording the screeches on his cell so that Esther’s messages would not take up valuable space on his vintage machine, but it looked like he was still going to have to get a restraining order. Maybe he’d do that tomorrow.

His ring vibrated as another call came in. 

A beleaguered groan slipped out of him. He’d better go do it now, while he had volunteers here to cover. 

He waited until the message cut off, then he collected his answering machine again for evidence and got into his minivan heading yet again into the city. He parked at the first open meter he could find and walked the three blocks to the police station. Once inside, he asked for his brother, Hawk, only to be told he was out on a call. Another cop helped him with the restraining order, and as Wren headed out to the lobby, he saw her. 

Her! The woman he kept running into! 

She seemed rattled, and Wren immediately went to her, fighting his natural urge to gather her into his arms. “Hey! What are you doing here?”

“Oh!” Her lips trembled into a smile. “I was running an errand for my grandmother, and a truck boxed me in. I had to ask a cop to get it towed.” 

Maybe he shouldn’t hug her, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t offer comfort. He placed his fingertips on her forearm. “Are you okay?”

She nodded and seemed to relax as she scanned him. “What are you doing here?”

He removed his hand and raised the answering machine. “Getting a restraining order. Some crazy old bat keeps harassing me.”

“What a world, right?”

Wren smiled. “I know, right?”

Just then, a large, burly man charged into the station, yelling, “Why is my truck getting towed?”

Wren decided the woman must have looked guilty because the muscled dude advanced on her. “What is the matter with you? I was only there a minute.”

Wren had instinctively stepped between them, pushing her to his back, but she inched out to face the man. Amazed, Wren watched as she shored up her backbone. “You hit the car behind you. How do you think that driver’s going to feel?”

“What? I did not.”

“Then why is that car’s paint all over your bumper? And I’ve been sitting here twenty-five minutes waiting for you to be towed so I can get back to my job, so don’t lie and say you were only gone a minute.”

“My truck is my job, you little—”

“Whoa, whoa.” Wren stepped between them again, arms out to keep her safely behind him, just as four officers rounded the counter and advanced on them. Two restrained the angry brute, and the remaining two escorted Wren and the woman out of the station and directly into their respective cars. 

Well, Wren had what he ultimately came for—the restraining order. He needed to walk across the street to the judge’s office, but the cop made it clear he was to leave right now. He sniffed out his miffed thoughts and snapped his seat belt in place. He watched the woman pull out and drive off, and then waited for thirty more cars to pass before he could pull out of his spot. 

Crap. 

So close, and yet so far.

Again.
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Chapter 6
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She’d kept it, even though she hadn’t worn it since her first date with Bill, but there it was, hiding in the back of her closet. Emma wasn’t sure if the dress was smiling at her, or if it was more of a smirking mock as it hung there waiting, but as she lifted the hanger off the rod, a flood of memories assaulted her. 

Tonight was their “first-date-iversary.” Even though Emma frowned at the low-cut dress, she carried it into the bathroom, careful not to snag the material on the wet saw balancing on the edge of the sink. She hung the dress on the shower rod and backed up, only to jab her heel on the stack of ceramic subway tiles that Bill was going to install around the room. Everywhere she looked, his memories lingered. It didn’t help that she veered around most of them daily, but she didn’t have the heart to move them, let alone sell them or throw them away. They’d bought this house as a fixer-upper, and maybe, someday, she’d finish his dream for him. 

Right now, all she wanted was to be in his arms once more.

They’d met at a high-school graduation party. She and a few friends had been hanging around the pool’s edge when her friend’s rotten little brother had snuck in and dropped firecrackers into the hot coals on the grill. At the resulting chaos from the crackling explosions, Emma and a few others had gotten pushed into the pool during the mass exodus.

She had never been a strong swimmer, and as she had flailed about, Bill had jumped in and rescued her with a strong arm around her waist and calming words. He’d helped her up the ladder and had wrapped her in a beach towel until she’d dried. He taken pains to assure her that she still looked wonderful, and that the wet look was a complete turn-on for him. And for a wallflower whose own parents hadn’t bothered sticking around, having a boy’s attention was new, novel. Looking back, he was the first person who had approved of her just the way she was.

He’d gotten her number that day and invited her out the following weekend, and today was the anniversary of that first date. He’d been fixated on her boobs, so she’d gone out and sprung for this low-cut dress, which also served to raise her grandmother’s ire and accompanying recriminations. Personally, Emma hadn’t liked it much when she bought it—she wasn’t used to the style, and really, there hadn’t been much to display back then—but now that she’d gained a few pounds, she had a little more reason to wear it. 

Bill probably would’ve liked the fact her boobs had grown a bit since he’d died. Then again, maybe he would have been too busy trying to help everyone under the sun to notice. 

She quashed that thought. He had been a great friend. Everyone had said so.  

She stripped and donned the floral cocktail dress, then did her hair and makeup, trying to recall how she’d looked that day. When she carefully inspected herself in the mirror, she liked the memories she evoked. She nodded approval and high-stepped over the stacks of hardwood flooring to get to the hall closet, where she pulled out her matching pumps. Weaving through the kitchen cabinets on the living room floor, Emma opened the front door and pivoted to look back on her life. 

She’d never thought in a million years that falling into a pool at a high-school graduation party would have left her with so many unshed tears, so much anguish.

They hadn’t been old enough to drink on their first date, but tonight, she was going to run up the world’s biggest tab at The Wicked Chicken and drink herself into a bloody stupor.

––––––––
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She’d asked for a table in back, and halfway through her Long Island iced tea, she no longer noticed the overhead music pumping or the couples gyrating on the dance floor. She was able to ignore the cheers from the pool table, the jeers from the darts. Nothing mattered anymore. She didn’t care, didn’t worry, and for the first time in a long time, didn’t feel. 

A twinge in her chest felt suspiciously like grief, and she drowned it with another swallow. Today was not for crying; today was for remembering. She closed her eyes, trying to remember the happiness in Bill’s eyes. The way he would always drop whatever they were doing if someone needed a hand. Like the day they were at the beach, making out, and someone’s car needed a jump. Or when they were at the movies and his sister texted him that she’d gone into labor, how he raced out to drive Beth to the hospital, even though her contractions weren’t that far apart. 

He’d forgotten Emma had been at the concession stand at the time, but he’d been shamefaced when he’d reimbursed her for her cab ride home. And really, wasn’t one cab ride worth it to bring little Will into the world twenty-two hours later?

All his friends loved how they could always count on Bill to drop everything and lend a helping hand. They all told her how lucky she was to have such a great, reliable guy.

She took another sip, then tugged up her bra straps to make sure her boobs were the way Bill would have liked them. Her face warmed as she remembered the way he’d kept trying to glance down her dress to see them on their first date. He, in fact, was the one to suggest they marry as close to their first-date-iversary as possible. She raised her glass in his memory. 

Emma startled when a man took her to task on her actions. “What, now you’re mocking me?”

Fuzzy did not begin to describe her present mental condition. “Huh?”

He had a magazine in one hand, curled into a tube, which he brandished like a club as he pointed it at her. “You’re the one who got me towed, aren’t you?”

She blinked at him. Her truck was stuck. Stuck by a truck. Truck stuck, stuck truck. “Truck.”

He slammed his hands down on her table and snarled in her face. “You know how much you cost me? A hundred bucks to get it back, and a hit-and-run fine. I almost lost my job because of this. You owe me.”

“For a stuck truck?”

“I ain’t leaving without payback. Cash or ass; what’ll it be?”

A millisecond later, the man’s face was slammed down onto the table, mushed in place like a squishy tomato about to explode. Emma yelped in surprise even as the man’s face contorted as he yowled in pain.

A clear voice carried over his caterwauling. “I think you owe the pretty lady an apology.” 

Emma must have been seeing things, because the person who had reduced the big, burly man to a writhing slug was a woman. A tall, striking woman with reddish-brown hair. 

The man struggled to stand up, but the woman had him pinned by an arm behind his back. His eyes rolled around, and he snarled, “Screw you.” 

“I’m not the one who’s screwed.” The woman almost smiled at him, then addressed Emma. “I saw this man threaten you. Are you okay?”

The man wanted cash, which she simply didn’t have. Sleeping with him on her and Bill’s first-date-iversary was inconceivable, and, not for nothing, eww. She started to shake her head, but the motion made her woozy. She raised a hand to wipe her forehead and saw her drink had sloshed all over her fingers. How was she supposed to unlock all the wonderful memories if her drink was gone? “No.” 

“Well, then.” The woman called over her shoulder, “This man needs to be arrested.”

It seemed so foggy, but another man got up from a table on the other side of the dance floor and sauntered over, shaking his head and tsking as he focused on the mushy-faced man. “It’s a sad, sad day when a big guy like you gets taken down by a chick. You might want to keep that little tidbit of information from your cell mates.”

“Get her off me! Who are you?”

“Me?” The newcomer smiled at Emma like it was a funny question. “I’m just Officer Werner. You, however, have the pleasure of being Gloria’s first arrest.” His gaze pierced Emma. “He was harassing you, wasn’t he, miss?” Emma nodded once and watched the cop beam at the woman who kept the brute restrained. “I deputized this lady, like, three minutes ago. You should have seen it. We threw a party for her and everything. Nice job, rookie.”

“Glad to do my part.”

“I got it from here.” The officer took hold of the brute’s wrist pressed to his back. “You, my friend, have just won a free trip in the back of my squad car. You also have the right to remain silent. Personally, I’m a big fan of that one.”

“You can’t arrest me. This is her fault! Why aren’t you arresting her? She’s the one who almost cost me my job.”

Emma watched in silence as the plainclothes cop snapped a pair of cuffs on the man’s hands. “Not a fan of silence, huh? Too bad. You also have the right to an attorney. Should you choose...”

Emma could no longer hear the Miranda rights as the cop hauled the brute off her table and ushered him through the bar and out. 

The woman, Gloria, leaned close, her expression one of deep concern. “You okay, hon? Can I get you anything?”

All Emma wanted right now was to get back to her memories. She shook her head and waved off the question. “I’m fine.”

Gloria placed a comforting hand on her elbow. “I’m Gloria. You need me, you call. I’m right over there, okay?” 

She followed the finger to a table directly across from her, on the other side of the dance floor. Since Gloria was waiting for an answer, Emma managed a tiny nod. “Thanks.” She blinked up at the woman, noticing how the strobe lights gilded her hair in whites and blues and reds. She looked ethereal, like some avenging angel—or maybe demon—made flesh on Earth and delivered to her table. The woman nodded once and slowly turned away. 

Perhaps three seconds later, the man’s abandoned magazine unfurled with the thumping of the bass drum, but the way it stopped caught Emma’s attention. She poked at the curled pages and found a large knife concealed inside. 

Emma recoiled, and her hand shook when she realized how close she’d come to danger. And then she remembered that women had been disappearing from this section of the city. Single women. Women who were stupid enough to travel alone, get drunk alone, and walk home alone.

She could have been the next victim. While the afterlife might bring her closer to Bill, she wasn’t ready to die. Not yet. Not today of all days. Tears filled her eyes, and she stumbled out of her booth and dogged a dancing Gloria on her way back to the booth. Emma touched her arm to stop her and pointed back to her table, yelling over the music. 

“That man, he was armed. There’s a knife that—”

She didn’t even get to finish before Gloria took off, heading for the evidence.

Reality crashed into her, buffeting her with torrential force. It was too much to fathom, too terrifying to contemplate what might have happened. Nausea and fear combined into a sour ball that made her eyes burn and leak. Without looking at the dancing people surrounding her, Emma raced for the bathroom, needing time to compose herself and calm her stomach before her mascara streaked down her face and this entire night turned, well, messy, and Bill would have felt really bad if she had looked so sad and messy on their first-date-iversary.

What if she had come here to remember Bill and wound up dying, or getting abducted and raped? What if today’s despair was only the beginning of the end for her? What if this was the best she could ever hope for in life? She could see it now, her headstone, engraved by her grandmother: I told her so.

Despite the line at the bathroom door, women parted for her as she headed to the sink, sobs tearing through her and ripping open her soul. Pain she had hoped to forget erupted in full force, and she collapsed against the wall air dryer and slid down to the floor. 

A beautiful blonde immediately grabbed her arm and hoisted her upright, then tugged some tissues from her purse to dab at Emma’s eyes. “It’s okay. You’re safe here. Are you hurt? Do you need help?”

Four, five women stared at her, waiting for answers. She shook her head and avoided all the eyes, unused to so much attention. “I miss him. So much.” She held her wedding ring, recalling the day Bill had pushed it on her finger. He had been late for his own wedding, she remembered, because his buddy had had a small leak in a pipe, which turned into a major repair, and Bill had spent the entire morning fixing it, scraping his knuckles raw in the process. 

She hadn’t been able to push the ring on his finger. Not for a full week.

They’d laughed it off afterward, but tonight, the alcohol seemed to make that memory sharper than it was when it happened. 

He had cared about everyone’s welfare equally.

“Drinking to remember,” one of the gathered women explained to another.

“Doesn’t matter,” the blonde at her side replied to them before turning back to Emma. “Who’s here with you?”

“No one.”

“Are you expecting anyone?”

She shook her head. 

“Well, it’s not safe for you here alone. My brother, Hawk, is the cop who arrested that man bothering you. He’ll be at the station for a bit while he does the paperwork. You’re sitting with us now, okay?”

No, she couldn’t. It wasn’t right. She didn’t know these people. She forced her head to shake despite the wooziness. “No, I—”

“Yes, you are. You need friends right now, and we girls stick together. Right, ladies?”

The women in the restroom nodded with resolution.

Emma vacillated as she eyed the blonde like a piece of lint that could not be removed. She’d never done something like this before.

The blonde blew her hair off her forehead in a huff. “Okay, I didn’t want to say anything, but I desperately need a gal pal right now. The woman who helped you is my cop brother’s new girlfriend, Gloria, and she kind of scares me. Will you help me figure out if she’s a good match for him? I need another woman’s opinion, and frankly, I’m outnumbered at my table right now.”

Obviously, the woman was trying to make the decision easy for her. Emma couldn’t let someone who helped her down, not when she also needed help. It was the least Bill would have done, which was why so many people had loved him. Besides, this was something Emma would have offered someone had she discovered her in a similar situation. “Um, okay. Yeah.”

“Perfect! Come with me. I’m Dovey, by the way.”

“I’m Emma.” She found her arm draped around Dovey’s shoulder, not so much for support as camaraderie, and she liked how friendly this woman was to strangers. 

Her blonde savior distracted her with happy chatter as she steered Emma down the bathroom hallway and into the bar. The woman from before, Gloria, saw them and stood up, and the blonde guided Emma into their booth as she introduced them. Emma scooched all the way down and managed an awkward smile for Gloria as she joined her on the padded bench. Was she a scary person, or just a great avenger? Emma looked up at Dovey and watched as she smiled down at the man seated across from Emma, who was currently reading the dessert menu. 

And when that man lowered his menu, Emma saw it was the same man she’d been bumping into all week. 

His eyes lit up when he saw Emma, and those eyes were just as happy when the blonde sat beside him and he turned his gaze on her. 

Another pain ripped through her as she watched the two across from her. They were so comfortable with one another, completely at ease. And obviously filled with trust since the blonde just delivered a stranger to their table. They were both just nice people. The kind who simply helped those in need, like Bill would have done. Or who delivered chocolates and kind words with no expectation of reward or recognition.

As Emma forced a smile, it took her a moment to process what she was feeling.

Loneliness. Despair. Topped with a hefty shot of jealousy.

The man who had been raising her from her darkest moments this week and who had been frequenting her daydreams was dating one of the most beautiful women—inside and out—that Emma had ever seen.

The world was completely unfair.
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Chapter 7
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Well, Wren didn’t know what he did to make Dovey deliver this angel into his presence, but he had no intention of complaining. Ever. He turned his gaze on his sister, struggling to let her see his happiness without revealing the sheer effervescence he felt bubbling inside him. 

Wouldn’t do to let his sister know just how perfect her actions were; that kind of talk would simply go to her head, and then she’d be insufferable. 

Besides, this was probably another one of her deflections—bringing a stranger to their table so her brothers wouldn’t interrogate her for this grumpy boyfriend of hers no-showing for the first official meet-the-family/double-date gathering. Secretly, Wren was glad he wasn’t here; he already didn’t approve of the man, and now he had more ammunition for when Dovey inevitably asked for his brotherly opinion.

Instead of marinating on that, Wren turned his thousand-watt smile from Dovey to his fallen angel and tried not to let her obvious tears drag down his mood. He was ecstatic to see her, and he wanted to bring her up, not get taken down. She obviously needed up right now, desperately. “Hi, there. We keep bumping into each other.”

She trembled a smile at him. “I know.”

“You two have met before?” Dovey was clearly interested in the answer.

Wren opened his mouth to reply, but his angel beat him to it. “Twice. He helped me out when I was in a pinch.”

To that, Dovey patted Wren on the shoulder. “That sounds like him.”

But Wren didn’t want to talk about himself. He leaned closer but realized this woman was borderline drunk and needed to dilute all that alcohol. He upended one of the empty glasses from the center of the table and filled it with ice water from the full pitcher, then slid it across the table to his angel. “I never got your name.”

She searched both their eyes for a second, then took the cue and sipped. “Emma. Emma McWilliams.”

It was perfect for her. He reached across the table, and she glanced at Dovey for a second before shaking his hand. Her fingers were chilled, small, elegant. He wanted to hold on and warm them up, but not in front of his sister, let alone Gloria. Wren saw what she did to that mountain of a man and had no intention of giving Gloria a reason to turn her ninja skills on him. 

“Wren, is it?”

He smiled in reply, then frowned, not remembering sharing his name. 

She read his expression. “At the lawyer’s office. They called your name.”

He smiled broader, thrilled she paid attention. But then he caught onto the hidden message behind her words. “Why were you at the lawyer’s office, do you mind my asking?”

She nibbled her perfect lower lip. “It’s... my husband.”

Gloria turned on the bench to face her, instantly taut and alert. “He hurt you?”

Emma’s eyes widened as she looked at Gloria, then to Wren and Dovey. “No. He... he died. I’m fighting the insurance company to pay for his accidental death.”

Her grief slammed into Wren, and because he considered himself empathic, it felt like a palpable wall pulsing away from her, battering into him over and over again. Now he had an even stronger desire to cradle her close. But his brain engaged, making the instant connection between her tears, the lawyer’s office, the giant manly truck she drove, and the fact they kept bumping into each other over and over. 

She was single, in need of help, fate was entangling their lives, and he wanted her—for far more than a quick cuddle. 

He responded the only way he knew how—by making an emotional connection. Despite the raging desire tightening his body for action, he affected a gentle gaze. “I’m so sorry. This must be so hard for you. Is there anything I can do to help?”

Gloria tossed her hands in the air and leaned back on the bench. “I’m out. You need a butt-kicking? I’m your gal. Legal stuff? Not my schtick.”

Dovey smiled at Gloria’s outburst, then placed her hand on Wren’s back and leaned over the table with him. “Can I help in any way? I meet tons of people every week, so I have a lot of connections.”

He nodded at Dovey’s offer and looked back to Emma. “Whatever we can do to help.”

Tears threatened, but he watched his angel blink them away. “That is so kind of you, both of you.”

He placed his hand palm down on the middle of the table as an invitation. “You let us know, okay? We’ll be happy to help.”

She managed another smile, and they all looked up as their food arrived. They pushed their glasses out of the way for their plates, and Wren pointed to Emma and addressed their waitress. “We have a newcomer. I’ll cover her tab.”

Emma opened her mouth in protest, but Wren wasn’t going to let her decline. “Whatever you want. Seriously. The food here is great.”

He watched her weigh her options, then said, “Well, maybe I can order what Bill always loved.” She ordered an item only to be told that it was no longer on the menu. Next, she asked for another item by name, only to the told the same thing. 

Wren watched her entire world crumble with that bit of news. Before the night devolved into a disaster, Wren caught her attention. “Would it help if you saw the menu?”

Tears welled as she looked at him, and he noted a flash of panic in her eyes. “Those were the only two items he ever ate here.” 

Wren had the sinking suspicion that this Bill of hers never let her make her own decisions. He’d seen that same expression in countless dogs over the years of his working with homeless animals; the panic, the flight instinct, or the riveting fear creating an inability to move. He cleared his throat. “Might I make a suggestion?”

Cautious hope filled her eyes. 

“The quesadillas here are amazing. I only eat the veggie version, but even with meat, you have got to add their guac. It’s amazing.”

“Isn’t guac fattening?”

He tried not to let his eyes drop down, but she was wearing this amazing dress that displayed just enough flesh to make a blind man stand up and take notice. He cleared his throat. “You, Oak Leaf, have nothing to worry about.”

She processed his words, flicking her eyes to Dovey’s like she needed some signal that it was okay, and nodded a second later for the waitress. 

Happy that he could help, Wren smiled at his sister and lifted the bun off his veggie burger. She plucked out his tomato slices, and then swiped his pickle spear. Dovey then lifted her plate over his, and he scooped her rice pilaf onto his plate, then gave her half of his mac salad. Hawk, he knew, would steal half of his fries, but Wren would gain half of a baked potato in exchange. It had always been this way with them, and they’d just taken it in stride over the years. 

Gloria dove into a skillet of chicken and veggies, and Hawk’s steak sizzled on his platter. Hopefully, he’d be back soon.

Feeling bad eating in front of her, Wren offered Emma some fries from his raised plate, but Dovey misinterpreted his actions because she opened the ketchup and swirled ribbons of the condiment over them. He smiled his thanks at Dovey and gave Emma an apologetic grin as she gingerly accepted his offering and plucked a steak fry from his plate. 

He wanted to know all about this woman. “What do you do?”

“Data entry.”

“Ugh, office work.” Gloria shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Shoot me.”

“Be nice.” He got that Gloria was all action, but still. No need for that. 

“And you’re a cop?” Emma asked. 

Gloria eyed her, and Wren was truly interested in her answer. “I’m thinking about it. Especially after meeting Hawk. Being a bartender has its limits when it comes to truly helping people, and at heart, I’m a people person.” 

Emma actually scoffed, and Wren and Dovey both covered their laughs as Emma faced Gloria. “I may be drunk, but you and I have very different ideas about being a people person.”

They all burst out laughing, including Gloria. 

“Well,” Gloria replied, her cheeks a little red as she looked at them, “I’m at a crossroads. I don’t like bullies, and have a hard time seeing someone, well, trapped. Especially a woman. When I do, I simply have to do something about it.”

Wren exchanged a covert glance with Dovey, thinking back to Hawk’s conversation about what this Gloria person did after the bars closed. There was helping people, and then there was taking the law into your own hands. He knew Dovey was as interested in learning about Gloria as Wren was about Emma. He was curious about Gloria, too, but he trusted his little brother to know who was right or wrong for him. Hawk must believe the magic ring brought them together, and since it had worked out for their half-sister, Celeste, Hawk apparently seemed confident that it had ultimately worked out for him, too.

Wren glanced down at his hand, wondering why the ring did nothing when he was with this beautiful angel, one who he desired to get to know better. No, it was more than that. Not only did he want to help her, he felt clear desire for her. Boy meets girl type desire. He fought the urge to look down her dress, but really, he totally appreciated what she displayed. And then he was glad she was tucked into the corner, where other guys couldn’t see how beautiful she was. What if someone had asked her to dance?

Dance! That’s what they would do, right after they ate. He really needed to hold Emma close and shelter her in his arms.

He liked her, he desired her, and he figured he could help her. So what gives? He tapped the ring on his finger, then twisted it. Maybe it needed to be woken up or activated or something? He sensed Dovey’s eyes on him, a question lurking in her raised brow, and he pressed his lips together and lowered his eyes in reply. 

She seemed equally disappointed, and Wren wondered if she secretly hoped for her own turn with the stupid thing, which likely meant she realized The Absent Grumpy was not her destiny.

With flair, Hawk dropped a chair at the end of the booth and knifed into his steak. “Perfect! Taking down baddies makes me hungry.”

“That was fast,” Gloria observed.

Hawk smiled at her, and Wren felt the love in that smile. “I pulled rank and handed him off for processing. Thanks for the additional evidence. That guy’s going down. You okay?” He looked at Emma, who nodded.

“Great.” After swallowing his bite of steak, Hawk pointed his knife at Wren’s plate. “Now, fork over those fries and no one gets hurt.”

Even over the music, Wren heard Emma gasp. “Coming from a cop, that’s pretty threatening. Don’t you agree, Gloria?”

She fluttered her lashes at Hawk and leaned on her knuckles. “Oh, I do. Sounds like excessive use of force. Maybe even bullying.”

“We know how you feel about bullies.” Emma was on a roll.

Wren liked her spark and took the cue to continue. After all, he hadn’t busted on his baby bro in years. “Definitely bullying. It’s gonna cost ya.” He indicated the baked potato on Hawk’s plate.

Hawk’s mouth slammed shut at being ganged up on. “That’s extortion.”

Wren shrugged and affected a nonchalant tone. “I’d hate to see Gloria put you in your place.”

“Mmm.” She smiled at Hawk with a sultry grin. “Maybe you can apologize. Slowly.”

“Eww!” They focused on Dovey as she pulled a face at those words and shivered with revulsion. “That’s my brother. Gross.”

But Emma laughed and leaned in to point at Hawk’s plate. “I think you should literally cut your losses and call it a day.”

Her tease prompted a happy grin from Hawk, and Wren loved that Emma came to his defense, even in play. 

Hawk looked at Emma, then scanned the faces at the table. “I like this girl. I like her. She’s got guts.”

And right now, her smile was twisting up all of Wren’s.

“So what’s this about you being a detective now?” Wren stuffed a fry in his mouth and chewed, eager to hear the answer.

“I told my boss I could solve The Man-handler case on my own, and if I did, he’d better promote me.”

“It’s solved?” Emma clearly couldn’t believe it.

Hawk and Gloria both nodded. 

Satisfaction filled Gloria’s tone. “The women are safe.”

“And the vigilante is gone.” Hawk looked at Gloria while he said this.

“Gone? You mean, arrested? Or dead?” Emma looked back and forth between them.

They stalled, and that pause told Wren that Hawk and Gloria were more entrenched on this topic than two people merely dating. “Not dead,” Hawk finally replied.

Gloria picked up where Hawk left off. “Escaped.”

Dovey leaned over the table. “So, the city’s still in danger?”

“The city was never in danger; it was the women. It’s always been women endangered.” The very question seemed to annoy Gloria, and fire filled her eyes. “Right now, though, the abduction case has been solved.”

“Anyway,” Hawk talked around a mouthful of food, “we didn’t come here to talk about the state of the city, or my awesome promotion, which I’ll be allowing photo opportunities after dinner, if you’re interested.” He directed that at Emma before raising a brow at Dovey. “We’re here to—”

Wren kicked him under the table and sent him a warning look. He didn’t want to bring up their sister’s absent boyfriend and bring down the mood. He finished the sentence with, “—Get to know these two new ladies at our table, so we should be focusing on them.”

The corner of Hawk’s mouth lifted. More like a smirk than a smile. Then he faced Emma. “So, what do you—”

“Data entry,” Wren interjected. “We’re on to bigger topics now.”

“Like, where did you learn how to pin that guy down?” Emma asked Gloria, and Wren suddenly choked on some rice pilaf. Hawk was clearly not amused. 

Gloria scanned their faces and shrugged off the question. “Self-defense classes. Also, the police academy. My brother is captain, so I get to use their gym.”

Emma’s mouth dropped open in awe, then scanned the table. “You’re the cop,” she focused on Hawk first, then moved to Wren and Dovey. “And what do you two do?” 

Dovey’s smile filled her eyes. “I’m an independent sales consultant.”

Inflated a bit, but Wren wanted to impress her, so he followed suit. “I run my own business.”

Emma scanned their attire before smiling at Dovey. “I love your dress.”

Since Dovey always dressed to the nines, Wren had gotten used to seeing her in expensive clothes and updos. Their dad always wanted her to use her brains and personality for sales, not her hands for construction or mechanics, and it looked like she had taken that to heart. Wren was just glad he had put on a nice shirt and clean jeans today.  

“It’s more of a suit than dress, but thanks! Yours is so pretty. Yellow is definitely your color. It highlights your hair.”

“You don’t think it makes me look pale?”

“Not in the least. It’s a very flattering dress.”

Emma slid her eyes to Wren, like she needed a second opinion, which he was happy to supply. “She’s right. You look beautiful.” His lips twitched with a thought, so he added, “You’re just missing one thing.”

Fear laced her eyes again, and he held those wide orbs and leaned closer. “A smile.”

That did the trick. Her lips curled.

“Perfect. As beautiful as any angel.”

She glanced down like she was shy.

“Whew. Don’t smile anymore. It might be too much for me.”

She looked up to understand Wren teased her. Her eyes crinkled as her grin turned to a genuinely happy smile. He put up his hands and turned away with a mock scream, like the sight dazzled him and was too bright to gaze upon. 

And then she laughed. 

And Wren knew he was lost in the sight of her, never to return.

Stupid ring knew nothing when it came to love. 
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Worst hangover ever. Why did people get drunk, anyway? As Emma sat upright in bed, she reached for the rolling toolbox serving as her nightstand and almost missed the metal corner, rocketing her heartrate into survival mode as she flailed not to fall. She realized that could have been a fatal miscalculation, because she might have lost her balance and gashed her forehead on the box holding the new ceiling fan and bled to death in the middle of her bedroom. She tottered to her feet and maneuvered between the long tubes of wall-to-wall carpeting and foam carpet padding, wondering if the channel between the two somehow shrank overnight. Was it always this difficult to leave her bedroom in the morning? A fleeting reminder of Grandma’s admonition that Emma’s house was going to be the death of her did not improve her mood.

She eased down the stairs, gripping the handrail for all her worth so she didn’t trip on the packages of drop cloths and new curtains stacked along the edges. She scraped into her dark kitchen and shuffled a clear spot on the counter to make a pot of coffee. 

It was going to be a straight-black, two-mug kind of morning. 

If she was going to die today, it would not be by any means that would prove her grandma right.

While the water heated, Emma automatically flipped on the radio, set to Bill’s favorite station, but her company’s stupid commercial was blaring, and the sound set her teeth on edge. She fumbled with the switch and turned it back off. Ahh, silence. She dropped into the only kitchen chair not covered with light fixtures and allowed her mind to wander back to last night. How had she come across to them? She remembered making them laugh, but was it with her or at her? 

Probably didn’t matter since she wasn’t likely to run into them ever again. The offer had been empty, after all, since no phone numbers had been exchanged, and Gloria had driven her home, not Ren/Renford/René, and Hawk had followed in Bill’s truck so that she’d have it in the morning. 

Besides, Dovey had had a meltdown, and Ren had dropped everything to console her. Just seeing his tender concern for Dovey had driven home the fact that Ren was not hers. Period. Ren had likely consoled away whatever it was that had upset Dovey, and they had probably driven off into the sunset, smiling at each other afterward with little stars in their eyes and making passionate love once they got home. 

Once her mind went there, she couldn’t drop the image. She had fixated on Ren’s lips all night, wondering what type of kisser he was. Based on his actions to date, she bet he would be gentle, considerate, and probably the same type of lover. 

Man, what she wouldn’t give to find another guy like that. 

Bill had been her first and only love, so she had no experiences to compare and contrast, but she had overall enjoyed her naked time with Bill. Maybe not the fact it was always missionary style and under cover of darkness, but the act itself had been mostly pleasant. 

Was Ren the type of man who only liked sex in the dark? Were most men that type of man?

Her coffee stopped brewing, so Emma rose slowly to her feet, fingers on the kitchen counter edge so she didn’t bump into the boxes of linoleum flooring. She had far too many scars on her legs from all these boxes already. She poured her coffee, then went into the living room and grabbed a bowl out of one of the cabinets sitting on the floor, and then headed for the fridge on the back porch for the milk. Once her fingers gripped the handle, though, nausea bubbled inside her, and she snatched her hand back and slammed shut the door. Breakfast was going to be dry, she decided, as she took a box of crispy rice cereal out of a wooden crate on the floor before returning to perch on her kitchen chair. What she wouldn’t give to have this house put together! 

Really, though, what could she expect? According to her grandmother, Emma lived the same way her black-sheep parents had—in squalor. How many times had her grandma told her not to expect too much out of life, based on the tainted stamp of her parental genes? How many times had she struggled to rise above, only to be told not to bother? Despite that, she'd found a man who was kind to her, devoted, revered by all who knew him. She’d graduated both high school and college with a great GPA. She'd even talked herself into a great job at a chemistry lab, one that wasn't even hiring. Sure, she’d lost it after Bill died, but she'd made some good contributions in her brief time there.

Now that, too, was gone.

No wonder her life was such a mess.

She skipped the bowl and grabbed a handful of cereal from the box to chew, then washed it down with a sip of harsh coffee, thinking back to last night. What she remembered was the way Ren looked at her. The way he made her feel special. He was such a nice person that he probably made everyone feel that way, especially someone who had claimed his heart, like Dovey obviously had. 

The thought made her sad. She was happy for them, truly... just, well, crushed. This was the kind of moment she wished she could call her mom, but her mom had chosen drugs and freedom over parenthood, and since she hadn’t been around in over ten years, Emma swiped left on that thought. Her dad was either in jail or rehab or dead, who knew, which only left her judgmental grandmother. While Esther had stepped up and begrudgingly taken care of her, the woman was clinically incapable of any emotion beyond simmering rage. 

Emma had ruined everyone's life. Not that anyone had said as much; it was simply implied in every glower, every missed birthday, every overlooked accomplishment. Those were the facts of the matter. She’d gotten so used to being ignored her entire life that she knew no other way. Part of her realized her marriage followed that same pattern, but what more could Emma really expect out of life? This was simply how love worked. 

No wonder Emma’s best friend was a ray of golden sunshine—somebody in her life needed to be a beacon of hope. But Emma wasn’t ready to reveal her emotions to Sarah just yet. Doing so would invite too many untamed emotions, and Emma wasn’t ready for that. 

She was just hungover enough to make some bad decisions, so she picked up her cell and hopped back onto social media and tried searching for Ren again, this time starting with his brother, Hawk. No such luck, so she tried Gloria, but the only Glorias were like, eighty years old. Dovey came up blank, too. 

She gave up and logged into her work webpage to check her emails. She found one that seemed promising: the new drug that her company was working on, Primitol, needed test subjects for the control portion of the drug study and they were looking specifically for single, unmarried people interested in snuggling. Not overtime, but double-time.

She read that again and confirmed that was the case. An overwhelming amount of staff had already signed up. Description was to snuggle with a stranger for one hour in a safe and monitored room in the former sleep study center on Emerson, which had moved last year to a larger facility. Blood samples would be taken before, during, and after to monitor for cortisol and oxytocin levels. Her company’s goal was to try to create a drug that would replicate the feelings of love and happiness found in oxytocin to target those who lacked physical and social benefits of touch, like those on the autism scale, or sociopaths, or criminals. 

Personally, Emma believed it was to target those with drug dependency, since deep down, Emma wondered if her grandmother blamed herself for how her daughter turned out. 

She continued reading and learned other positions offering double-time pay were data entry, video monitoring, and then a lot of positions in the lab.

Well, data entry was now her life, and Sarah had already signed up for one of those slots for next Sunday night. If Emma signed up, too, at least she’d be there with her friend. And who knew, maybe she’d take a bit of her earnings and hire to get one portion of her house assembled. Just one. As she glanced around, she knew she’d start with the kitchen. 

While Bill had wanted to do all this himself—citing his scores of friends would help—it was completely out of Emma’s wheelhouse. She couldn’t even hammer a nail without bending it over. 

She finished her mug of coffee and got up to pour another. Majoring in chemistry had been fun. When Bill had decided to buy a fixer-upper, Emma assumed they would take the money from flipping this house and use it as startup for Emma’s own business. She’d had her finger on the pulse of environmental concerns and had some ideas to combat pollution, global warming, and climate change. But without a lab and equipment, her hands were tied.

Bill, however, had wanted a four-bedroom so that they could start their own family. He’d told her as he’d lugged his tools inside the living room on moving day that he’d want his sons to follow in his footsteps and be contractors like him.

That had kind of shocked Emma, since they’d never discussed having kids, and seeing as how she had no parental role models, the thought terrified her. She’d had no idea this unwieldy house was supposed to be permanent, and as she’d figured she’d need financial assistance getting her company going, flipping this residence would have accomplished that. Her grandmother had, after all, practically disowned Emma once she’d made it clear she intended to marry Bill, so Emma had had to come up with a Plan B for her life. 

Plan B sucked. 

She was only glad Bill hadn’t pushed to have kids right away. She never would have been able to cope, let alone raise them in this dangerous situation. Looking around at the mess, though, solidified a Plan C. She could remortgage her house and use the extra funds to assemble it. Then, she could either sell it, or maybe sell off Bill’s tools—

No. She wasn’t ready to part with his memories or his dreams just yet. 

Maybe she could get Plan C’s ball rolling, though. After finishing her dry breakfast, Emma squeezed into the desk in the corner of the living room and opened her laptop. She pulled up her search engine and considered her words, then began researching home improvement loans versus remortgaging. 

A part of her brain acknowledged that she was a woman in need, and then she smiled when she realized Gloria would be proud of her taking steps to rectify the situation. 

But a larger portion, somewhere near her heart, was focused on a different person who had sat at her table. One with kind eyes, a great smile...

And lips she still longed to kiss. 
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He never got her phone number.

What kind of idiot forgets to get a girl’s phone number?

Wren had been so wrapped up in their discussion, so dazzled by Emma’s wit and, well, lips, that he’d let the night’s laughter get away from him, and suddenly Dovey was crying over a breakup text from Grumpy, and when Wren consoled her, Emma acted weird and woozy and then Hawk stood up and pulled rank and stated he’d see Emma safely home and just like that she was out of his life again. 

Maybe the ring was right; maybe Emma wasn’t intended to be his match, not if he couldn’t keep her in his sights for more than a couple hours. Speaking of... he tapped the ring, noticing it hadn’t vibrated all day. Did that mean the Medusa had given up calling? He got out of bed and got dressed and headed down to the dingy kitchen he shared with the old man who owned the house and the two college boys who leased the other available rooms. They were a residence of men who didn’t know each other and seemed to prefer to keep it that way.

Whatever. Wren opened the fridge and reached for his shelf, grabbing a baked egg and slice of cheese and slapping it on a toasted English muffin for breakfast. After eating, he showered and headed out to the shelter, feeling guilty for unlocking five minutes after his usual arrival. The dogs went nuts hearing him, and he hurried to their building and let them outside to potty. 

He worked his way around the farmlands, tending the horses and chickens before working his way inside to the cats. This routine worked in all weather for him—if it was hot, he’d step into the A/C. Cold, he’d get to warm up. Rainy? He’d hop into his old bathroom to dry off and change into a backup set of clothes. 

He checked his answering machine and found only two messages from normal people. One was reporting a missing Doberman, and one was a volunteer who was trading shifts with another. 

No potential adopters, though. He pulled out his phone and played with the cats, guiding them into adorable poses to photograph and post on his social media page. Then he saw it was after nine, so he called Dovey. He hadn’t found out what happened last night. 

She answered on the first ring. “Hey.”

“Hey, Sis. How are you?”

He heard the waver in her tone. “Fine, I guess.”

He held his breath a moment, giving her time. “Want to talk about it?”

“What’s there to say? My friend saw my boyfriend out at a dance club, kissing another girl. I texted him that I knew where he was and who he was with, and he dumped me.”

“Dove, I’m so sorry.”

He heard a shaky breath carry over the lines. “He obviously wasn’t the right one. Maybe the ring will find someone for me like it has the rest of you.”

“Well, don’t hold your breath.”

“What are you talking about? I saw how you and Emma looked at each other all night. You should ask her out.”

“Which would make the ring wrong. It only vibrates when that Evil Esther calls.”

“What? Nothing around Emma?”

“Nada.”

He could practically hear her gears spinning. “Well, it worked for Celeste and now Hawk, so that’s two for two. It’s your turn to find your perfect match.”

He didn’t think she was truly changing the subject, but he still took her to task. “You’re remarkably okay with this whole being dumped thing, considering yesterday was supposed to be a meet-the-fam situation.”

She surprised him by not deflecting. “He kept telling me I was too good for him.”

He nodded. “Obviously, you are.”

“He kept saying he didn’t deserve me.”

“He was right.”

“That I should be with someone smarter, or richer, or better looking.”

“Never met him, but I completely agree.”

“Will you stop being so, so, supportive about this?”

Her outburst had Wren blinking in confusion. “What, you want me to yell at you? Make you feel worse?”

Tears choked her words. “I know you’re dying to say I told you so, so just get on with it already.”

“Dovey.” Her agony pained him. “We’re not kids anymore. He hurt you. I’m your brother, and I’ve always got your back.” Listening to her cry clawed into his chest, and when she made no reply, he tried again. “I’m sending you the world’s biggest hug.” He heard what he hoped was a laugh. After a second, he asked, “Are you going to be okay?”

She sniffled a few times. “Yeah. He obviously wasn’t the right guy for me.”

As Wren struggled to come up with something insightful and tender, his mind blanked. He tried to recall song lyrics, or poems, or motivational sayings, but all his mind came up with was a tune. It took a second for him to link it to the commercial, but when he did, it made perfect sense. “So, there is this study for a new drug, have you heard the commercial? It’s to find a way to replicate the feeling of security found in being cuddled.”

“Yeah. They play it, like, every twelve seconds.”

“Well, it’s going on this weekend, and they’re looking for snuggle volunteers. I was thinking of going; you interested? It’s for a great cause.”

“You want me to cuddle up with a complete stranger?”

“It would benefit children.”

“What if I get groped?”

“The rooms are under video surveillance. I doubt you’d get groped.”

She considered it for a moment. “You really want to do this?”

He shrugged. “It would help kids. I know how important oxytocin is to people with pets; I can't imagine how hard it must be for those lacking the ability to bond. Because of that, I was thinking of going.”

Silence stretched for a moment while Dovey considered. “Maybe I could meet a single guy there.” And she tittered a laugh. “Maybe Emma would be there.”

“I highly doubt Emma would be there. She’s still pining over that husband of hers.”

She must have sensed his discontent. “What do you mean?”

Wren wasn’t one to speak harsh thoughts, and he tossed a jingle ball for a kitten before turning away. “It was the look in her eyes.”

“You mean, the goo-goo eyes she kept making at you?”

He certainly liked the sound of that! But he doubted Dovey saw what he did. “I’m pretty sure that was only the alcohol. Seriously, it was like her late husband was going to reach out from the grave and chastise her if she didn’t do exactly as he would have wanted. I don’t like it. I’ve... seen it too many times with animals to not recognize it.”

“You think he hurt her?”

“I don’t know. But her loyalty to him is blind, and that’s never good.”

He listened to Dovey take and release a deep breath. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing the ring didn’t match you with her, then.”

He didn’t like that, either. “But, she needs somebody to help her get over him.”

“And you need somebody who will love you with everything she’s got. Even if she’s ninety and evil.”

"Ugh. I’m hanging up now.”

“Maybe your Elegant Esther will be at the snuggle factory.” She teased him with kissy sounds.

“You are the world’s worst sister.”

“I’ll do it. Sign us up. I want to watch you fall in love with a shriveled old crone.”

“You’re a complete jerk. You know that?”

“See you at the Snuggle Inn.”

“I’m going to the lawyer, see if I can divorce my sister.”

“You can’t. You’re stuck with me. See you at snuggle-thirty. Bye.”

His lips twisted as he hung up the phone. “Stinker.” But a part of him wondered if Emma would ever do something like join a cuddle study group. 

And a huge part of him knew an hour of holding her would never be enough. 

He needed her number. 

And Hawk was the only man Wren knew who was able to get it. 
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Chapter 10
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As Emma watched her grandma’s nostrils flare like a bull about to charge the red flag, she knew she’d have to lie her way out of this, and once the lie circulated, Sarah would be on her like white on rice for all the gritty details. Luckily, it was the end of the workday, so she’d have until tomorrow to come up with a fallback strategy. “Yes, Grandma, of course I’ll be at the picnic.”

“And who are you bringing?”

“A guy I’ve been seeing.”

“How did you meet him?”

“I went on a double date with a girl I know.” Well, she had met Gloria first, which led to meeting Ren.... “He’s her date’s brother.” But Emma knew Ren wasn’t Hawk's brother; Hawk had been there with his sister, Dovey. 

“Would I approve of him?”

Well, Ren was sweet and kind but unfortunately taken, and temperamentally completely Grandma’s opposite so, no, but he also didn’t have facial piercings or green hair or pointed teeth, so, “Of course.”

She sniffed out her thoughts on the matter. “See that he’s dressed appropriately.”

“It’s a picnic, not a fundraiser.”

“I’m not asking you to wear a gown, missy, but I do expect you to look professional.”

She locked eyes with her grandma and thought about Ren’s eyes glowing with desire if she dressed up for him. “Absolutely.”

She harrumphed and brushed Emma out of her office. 

Emma swung by Sarah’s cubicle, catching her as she swung her purse over her shoulder on her way out. “Got time for a tree meeting?”

“Ooh, gossip?”

Although it technically wasn’t gossip, Emma tipped her head side to side in reply. “It will be.”

A delighted squeal fled Sarah’s lips. “Can’t wait!”

They retreated to the tree at the far end of the company parking lot, where both their cars were. No one ever bothered parking out this far, so Emma and Sarah had claimed these spots as their own private location. 

“What’s going on?”

Boy, this was harder than Emma realized. She needed a moment to collect her thoughts so stalled by offering a stick of gum to Sarah. “Something’s happened, I guess. I’m sorry I’ve kept it from you this long, but now I need your help and I hope you won’t be mad, or worse—” Emma stopped. What was the opposite of angry? Having Sarah throw Emma at Ren’s feet and demand he dump his perfect girlfriend? “I... I need advice.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” Sarah pushed up her glasses and placed a comforting hand on Emma’s wrist. “What’s wrong?”

Oh, how she hated the onslaught of fresh tears. They never ended, no matter how much she wished otherwise. “I... I met someone.” Her hand flung up to stop the delighted expression on Sarah’s face from spreading. “I mean, I keep bumping into him. He’s dating someone, so don’t go there, please. I just need to talk this out.”

Emma watched her friend gather up all those hopeful thoughts dancing in her head and crumble them into a ball to toss out. “Of course. I’m listening.”

The words tumbled out of Emma in a never-ending string of agony. She shared how she first met this man, Ren or Renford or René, at the fuel pump, and then again at the lawyer’s office, and how he gave her candy each time. Then the tears welled anew as she recounted how she’d dressed up and gotten drunk at the bar in recognition of her first-date-iversary and how Gloria had saved her and how her dream man’s girlfriend had dragged her to their table and how completely perfect this couple was even after Dovey’s breakdown and how Emma had just totally screwed up everything by lying to her grandma a few minutes ago and saying she was bringing this man to the picnic even though she had no way to contact him. 

Instead of looking up after sharing this, Emma plucked a long piece of grass from the dirt and wrapped it around her finger, avoiding whatever expression Sarah wore right now. When she finally did lift her eyes, Sarah seemed deep in contemplation. 

“How do you feel right now?”

Jealous? Lonely? Despairing? One by one, Emma discounted those until she reached the one that was the most difficult to admit. “Like a betrayer.”

“Betrayer? For what?”

More stupid tears filled her eyes, and she looked everywhere but Sarah’s face until she could blink them out of her sight. “Bill and I met and fell in love and got married and then lost each other during this seven-day stretch. How can I possibly be thinking of another man right now?”

A soft sigh whooshed out of Sarah, and she flipped her long blonde hair off her shoulder and shoved her glasses into place. “Bill might not have liked another man noticing you when he was alive and you two were married, but you’re not married anymore, Em. You’re a widow. The rules are different now.”

She unwrapped the grass on her finger and wrapped it around another one, then slithered it around all her digits. “I know.”

“Do you?” Sarah gently squeezed her wrist. “Don’t you think Bill would have wanted you to move on?”

“No, I don’t.”

The hand on her wrist didn’t move. After a moment, Emma braved Sarah’s gaze. 

“So, you’re saying you think he would have wanted you to be miserable for the next sixty years? Crying every day and unhappy?”

That stopped her.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but Bill seemed to pride himself on you being the perfect wife.”

Her throat swelled, and she nodded as she sniffled. “He liked me looking perfect.”

“Being perfect. He always bragged to his friends about how he had the most understanding wife on the planet.”

She nodded with more vigor. “Yes.”

Sarah leaned back and narrowed her eyes at Emma. “Well, if you really want to honor his memory, maybe you should find a way to remember him that won’t drive you to tears. Maybe, and don’t hate me, you can call our HR department? See if they can recommend a grief counselor?”

What? Dumping her emotions on another complete stranger, like the lawyer? As Emma’s eyes lifted to Sarah’s, her friend tossed her hands in the air in surrender. “Like I said, don’t hate me. I just think you should be at a point where you can think about Bill and not cry over him anymore.”

For some reason, Emma couldn’t wrap her head around spending an entire day not crying over her husband’s death. She made no reply as she considered her best friend’s words. Three years really was a long time to still be grieving, although the information she’d read about grief and loss said there was no specific timeframe and that everyone was different. But something Sarah had said did resonate: Bill would not have wanted her crying all the time. Not only would it have made him feel bad, but it would have made people question what type of husband he was, and he’d always prided himself on being there for everyone. 

She thought of the mess in her house, and how it had paralyzed her all these years. She had been stuck in the depression phase for as long as she could recall. The next—and last—step was acceptance. “Would...” she cleared her throat and tried again. Man, she didn’t think it would be this hard. “Would you... maybe... be willing to help me... go through his things? Maybe... I don’t know... we can donate them or something?”

A supportive smile crossed Sarah’s face as she slapped her thighs and stood. “Let me go feed my cats, and I’ll be right over. I’ll even order us a pizza. A Buffalo chicken wing pizza.”

“Bill didn’t like—”

“No, but you do. You always did. Breadsticks, too. I’ll be right over.” Sarah gave her a hard hug followed by a no-nonsense look and then got into her car.

The speed with which Sarah had agreed to help had Emma’s mind spinning as fast as her friend’s tires as she pulled out and drove off. Panic flared inside her as the momentousness of her question took root. She leaned back against the tree and forced herself to rationalize the need to expunge. A tiny green helicopter blade twirled off the overhead tree and landed in Emma’s lap, earning a sad smile. Bill once told her, as a kid, he’d glue these to the tops of his matchbox cars and pretend they could fly to the clouds.

She took it as a sign he was up there, flying free.

Emma had always had the feeling Sarah never liked Bill, but Emma never understood why, especially when they were both people who were willing to drop everything to do something that only a true friend would do. 

It made absolutely no sense. 

––––––––
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When Sarah arrived forty minutes later, Emma found herself pointing out all the trip hazards in the living room as she guided Sarah to a recently-vacated chair in the kitchen, where lines from the light fixture’s box had left a permanent impression on the seat cushion. Emma had already pulled dishes and glasses from the cupboards in the living room and had moved the toolbox off her table and set it on the stove for now. She watched Sarah’s eyes as she scanned the kitchen, but Sarah was focused on eating and problem solving, not judging.

“Remind me: there’s no pattern to when you bump into this guy?”

Thinking of Ren brought such happy feelings into Emma’s chest, filling her with sad hope that maybe, just maybe, she’d find happiness again. “No. I also ran into him at the police station, which I don’t think I told you. He defended me from the man who later threatened me at the bar.”

Sarah’s eyes flew open. “He did?”

She nodded and ticked them off on her fingers.  “So, that’s a gas station, a lawyer’s office, a police station, and a bar.”

“Well, then that means there’s a good chance you’ll run into him again. Next time try, I don’t know, the laundromat. Or the grocery store. Maybe even the car wash.” She smiled with promise.

While Emma considered that, Sarah added, “Let’s light a candle.”

Their eyes met. It was one of Emma’s sayings, and she tended to light one whenever she needed hope. She got up and lit the nearest one, this one on the kitchen sink. As she watched the wick glow and spark to life, Emma felt her hopes spark, too. Something about candles always seemed so positive. They brought light to darkness. They helped other candles come to life without diminishing anything of themselves. 

After every fire, new life emerged, and therefore, new possibilities flourished. 

“Before we start,” Sarah came to her feet and picked her way to the sink to drop off her dishes, “we’re going to need to clear a pathway. Let’s move the cupboards, okay?”

It would be the first time anyone besides her and Bill had touched these items, and Emma balked for a moment. 

“Em, think about it. You want to donate some things, right? Those bags are going to be hard to see around, and how will you feel if I fall and hurt myself trying to help you?”

Her tense shoulders lowered. “You’re right. I’m being ridiculous.”

“Hardly.” Sarah didn’t elaborate, merely pointed to the living room. “Let’s start in here.” She picked her way to the door and rolled her shoulders before placing both hands on a cupboard. “What if we move some of these closer to the kitchen? Would that be easier for you?”

She sucked in a breath, almost closing her eyes with bliss. “Actually, yes.”

They moved a few cabinets, then shoved the rest of the items against the walls to clear an aisle in and out of the house. While the quantity of Bill’s belongings remained unchanged, the simple fact Sarah had helped her move them felt kind of good. Sarah had even stacked the cupboards a bit, though haphazardly, with pots and pans on the bottom and the dishes on top. They were still in the living room, but now, just outside the kitchen.

Once that was done, Emma led Sarah upstairs and into the master bedroom. While Sarah obviously couldn’t miss the giant rolls of carpet and padding, she pretended to ignore them and focused on peeling a black trash bag from the box. She shook it open and looked to Emma. “Where do we start?”

Again, she balked. “I... I don’t know.”

“Okay, let’s think this out. What items will you never use? His underwear? Socks? Are you a crossdresser? What about his work boots? You’re certainly not a size thirteen.”

Those were easy, and Emma almost smiled as she sent an irritated look to her bestie. “No, I’m not a crossdresser.”

“Okay, so, point me towards his undies. Man, that’s not a sentence I’ll ever be repeating. Hope you logged today’s date and time. That’s a once-in-a-lifetime moment, gal pal.”

Her friend’s gentle banter made this easier, and when Emma’s hands shook trying to open Bill’s top drawer, Sarah guided her to the bed and had her sit down. “I got this.”

Emma watched as her friend grabbed handfuls of tighty whities and tube socks and t-shirts and dropped them into the black bag. Once those drawers were empty, Sarah knotted it and slung it Santa style over her shoulder. “I’m going to pop this into my car. Be right back.”

She vanished, leaving Emma to stare at the chest. Funny, it didn’t look any emptier, but, like her, she knew it was hollow inside. 

The footsteps bounded back upstairs, and Sarah shook open another bag. “Work boots?”

Without meaning to, Emma pointed at the closet. Sarah hopped over the box of wires and tugged open the door. As soon as she bent down to pluck up a pair, Emma had to stop her. 

“Wait.”

Sarah looked up.

“One of those pairs is brand new. Can... can that stay?”

“Of course, hon.”

“What about his blue button-up shirt? And the red flannel one? And his ballcap.”

Sarah swiveled on her haunches to face Sarah. “Why don’t we leave five things here, okay? Five articles of clothing as mementoes. We’ve got four so far.”

She tried to think of something else he always wore. “There’s a pair of blue jeans with a rip in the right knee. He loved those.” She didn’t; she secretly thought he only wore them because she’d mentioned a contractor should be better dressed. Her memory might be faulty, but it seemed he wore them all the time, citing they were his favorite pair, given to him by a friend. 

Sarah riffled through the hangers and found that pair, then moved that and the shirts to the end. “Okay, these are all saved. Permission to proceed, captain?”

She took a deep breath. “Permission granted.”

Lickety-split, the bags were filled and tied and removed from view. 

A few minutes later, Sarah was flapping open another bag. “Where next?” She reached for another drawer, but Emma wasn’t fast enough to stop her. 

“Playboy magazines?”

Trying not to let her shame show, Emma looked away.

"You let him read these?"

She shrugged and lied to cover her guilt. “He liked them.”

“Of course he did. What man doesn’t like seeing pictures of naked women? I just can’t believe you liked him reading those, since in high school you were pretty outspoken about the media objectifying women.”

No point telling Sarah those had been her idea, hoping to get Bill to be a little more adventurous in bed. She’d read enough romance novels to know that lying on one’s back in the dark was Boring, capital B. But that was how Bill liked it, and that was the way it got done.

Secretly Emma had hoped to try other positions, in other rooms, in sexy outfits, anything to fill this vacancy in their relationship. But after two stagnant years, Emma had come to realize that love was not like it was in the stories. Love was more of the I’ll-fit-you-in-when-I-can variety, not the burning-up-and-can’t-function-without-you kind. 

She forced out the breath she’d been holding.

“I’m assuming it’s okay to donate these? Or burn them?”

So much for hoping for change. “Yes.”

Sarah dispatched them with extreme prejudice and had the drawer empty in under a minute, which hurt more than it should have. Before Sarah tied it shut, though, Emma stopped her. She made her way to the closet, tugged the ripped jeans from the hanger, and dropped them into the bag. Without even looking up, Sarah knotted it and hauled the bag down to her car.

About two hours later, Emma felt as empty as the chest and closet. Although appreciative of all the help, the knowledge that Bill’s belongings were in Sarah’s car and slated for donation hit her hard. Perhaps her expression gave her away, because Sarah joined her on the bed and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, swaying with her as they weathered this solemn occasion. 

“It’ll be okay, Em. I promise.”

Someone else said the same thing to her, outside a gas station, just last week. Two people couldn’t both be wrong, right? “I know.”

“Letting go is hard, but it’s also the first step to healing.”

She forced her head to nod. For the first time, Emma wanted to cry, but no tears emerged. 

“Hey, maybe next weekend, I can get my boyfriend over here once he’s done with the VA, and we can help get your bedroom in order, yeah?”

The thought of another man in her house, let alone her bedroom, freaked her out. “No. I can’t. I don’t want anyone else seeing the house this way.”

They locked eyes. Then, Sarah evaluated the room. “Well, what if I come back Saturday morning? Just me? If we can get the mattress off the bed, we should be able to move that into the hallway. Once we do that, we can lay down the padding and carpet. Get your room nice and warm before fall gets here. I remember you said you hated how cold the floors were in here.”

They’d have to move the bed, the chest, the dresser, the rolling toolbox, the ceiling fan box, the wires, the box of new bulbs, the floor lamp, and her grandfather’s cane chair. “It’s going to be a lot of work.”

“It’s going to be totally worth it though, right? I know how carefully you painted this room before you moved in, and I bet it’ll look amazing once it’s assembled. Were those new curtains I saw on the stairs slated for this room?”

She looked at the mismatched drapes that Bill had picked up from yard sales before their house closing had finalized. “Yes. I measured and picked them out. Those and the rug.”

Sarah got up and peeled back a corner of the carpet. “Hunter green, your favorite.” 

She nodded. 

She looked at the walls, then evaluated the room with fresh eyes. “This will look amazing against the soft green paint. You have such an eye for color. Do you still have that framed painting? The one of the forest?”

The compliment warmed her as her brain processed the question. “Yeah. It’s around here somewhere.”

“That should go over your headboard.”

“You think?”

“Yup. And that green vase you had in college, the giant one, would look great in that corner.”

Sarah’s excitement was infectious, but Emma tempered it before it got out of control. “Would it be weird to have some giant sunflowers in it?”

“That would be awesome! Big, fake ones that won’t shed all over your new carpet.”

Now Emma started to see it, too. “And I have a set of frogs from when I was a kid. My grandpa bought them when he was in the service. They were hand carved in Africa. They might look nice in here.”

“The colorful ones? Oh, yeah.” Sarah nodded like crazy. “Right here, on top of the chest. We just have to move all these boxes. What’s in these, anyway?”

“Mostly wedding photos.”

“Oh, can’t lose those. But!” Sarah’s expression was one of triumph. “We now have space in the closet for them.” She lifted the boxes one by one from the chest and stacked them neatly up in the closet, for which Emma was grateful. Maybe someday she’d want to look at those again. 

Now Sarah blew across the chest and brushed dust off the top with her fingers. “I’ll bring some cleaners, too. We’ll have your bedroom together in no time. For now, though, chickie,” she glanced at her phone, “it’s time to wrap up. Can’t believe it’s almost ten. But we got a lot done, didn’t we?”

“You did. I just sat and watched.”

Sarah came over and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You did exactly what you needed to do.”

They locked eyes for a moment. “I didn’t think this would be so hard.”

“I know, hon. But I’m here for you.”

Now Emma stood and hugged her friend for all she was worth. “Thank you for helping me. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“That’s what friends are for. Now, why don’t you make a nice cup of chamomile tea and think about how you want to arrange your bedroom. I’ll be here at 8 AM Saturday to help.”

Now the tears fell. “I’m so afraid if I change anything, I’ll forget what he looks like.”

Without replying, Sarah opened up the closet, removed a box of photos, and set it on the edge of the bed. She gave Emma another hard scrunch, released her, then spared a cautious nod before heading for the door. 

“Good night, Em. See you tomorrow.”

“You’re the best.”

“Goddesses always are.”

Emma managed a laugh and walked her friend out, then turned out the lights and made her way back into the bedroom. She stared at the box of wedding photos but made no move to open it. 

Tonight, for once, she wanted to envision another set of arms holding her tight. 

Tomorrow, she’d have to focus on finding a single, acceptable man who’d be willing to join her for a company picnic. 

Or, she could focus on leaving the planet. 

That might be the easier option.  
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Chapter 11
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All week long, Wren had tried reaching Hawk, but all they’d managed to do was play phone tag. The good news was that Evil Esther’s annoying calls had finally ended, so Wren had been able to answer his phone with confidence that he wasn’t going to get screamed at, and those calls had ended with three pets getting adopted, along with receiving a hefty donation from a horse lover who had heard about his two Welsh ponies. 

The bad news was that without reaching Hawk, Wren had no idea where Emma lived, or how to get in contact with her. He’d never felt so stalkerish in his life, and it freaked him out a bit how badly he wanted to see her again. And he’d tried hopping all over the city, too, since that seemed to have worked last time, but no such luck this week. 

By Friday, Wren had gotten a little stir crazy, so when Hawk finally returned his call, Wren had a tough time holding back. “Geez, man, where’ve you been all week?”

“Dude, I’m working a crime scene. Do you know how much paperwork is involved with that? Add in the fact it seems to be related to another one, and my caseload tripled.”

The admonishment settled him down. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have snapped at you. How’s the case going?”

“I think we’re close to nailing him. We found his DNA at both scenes, so we’re watching his house. I’m hoping to close this case soon.”

“That’s good. One less monster on the streets.”

“Yeah. I like my new position. I’m good at it. Mostly.”

Wren smiled. 

“So, what’s up? You called me, like, a dozen times.”

The truth of that made Wren grimace with guilt. “Man, I’m sorry. Hope I didn’t freak you out.”

“I figured if it was important, you would’ve left a message, which you didn’t because I checked. So, again, what’s up, bro?”

No point stalling. Wren took a deep breath and spit it out. “I wanted to know if you could get me Emma’s phone number.”

“Seriously, dude? That’s like, a complete violation of police protocol.”

“I know.”

“As in, I could lose my job over something like that.”

Guilt wracked Wren, and he closed his eyes. “I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“That’s right, man. Do you know how close they’re monitoring me after The Man-handler case? I take one step out of line, they have a bear trap ready to snap off my foot.”

“I’m sorry. Forget I asked.”

“I sneeze wrong, they’re gonna smack me with a box of Kleenex.”

“I get it.”

“One false move and I go directly to jail. Do not pass go; do not collect two hundred dollars.”

Monopoly reference. “Got it. Forget about it already.”

In the ensuing silence, Wren stewed in self-doubt and despair, an unfamiliar state for him. Hawk had been his only chance to connect with Emma, but he wouldn’t do anything to risk his brother’s career. 

“You like her, huh?”

“Yeah. A lot.”

“You never got her number?”

“No. My stupid brother pulled the cop card and drove off with her. Never even gave me a chance to drive her home.”

“You’d been drinking.”

“It was Coke!”

“No rum in it?”

“No. Plain Coke.”

“Oh. My bad.”

The apology caught Wren’s attention. “Yeah. So? What are you going to do about it?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Nope. And technically, Gloria drove her home, not me.”

Well, there was nothing more to say then. “Okay, man. Nice chatting.”

“That’s it? You’re hanging up?”

Wren almost threw his hands in the air. “What more do you want, man? I’m trying to reach her, and I can’t find her on social media. I don’t know where she works. You were my last chance to find her, so unless I miraculously bump into her again, I’m stuck.” He waited while his entreaty sunk in, and then his ring vibrated, and he closed his eyes in doom.

“Sorry, bro.” After a prolonged silence, Hawk cleared his throat. “You working tomorrow?”

Wren shook his hand to dull the tingles. “I run a farm. I work every day.” 

“Oh, duh, right. Hey, I could use your help tomorrow morning for something, maybe an hour, max. I was hoping I could count on you.”

Typical. Hawk couldn’t help Wren, but he expected help in return. Whatever desperation and latent enthusiasm he’d been harboring left, leaving his voice flat. “Sure, bro, what is it?”

“I left something important at an ex-lover’s house, and I need you to get it back for me.”

“And, for some reason, you’re unable to ask for it back yourself?”

“Seriously? Have you met Gloria? I go sniffing around some chick’s place, she’ll hack off my nuts and wear them as a necklace.”

Maybe this stupid ring was wrong, between Hawk’s reaction to his new girlfriend, and how it vibrated only when that Evil Esther called. “If you’re so scared of her, why are you dating her?”

“You kidding? She’s the hottest thing on two legs. Best thing that ever happened to me. I’d be an idiot to let her go. Anyway, I need you to follow me to this chick’s place and ask for my stuff back. I’ll meet you at the house, um, your shelter, around eight tomorrow. Okay?”

Hope dwindled to nothing in Wren’s chest. “Sure, man. See you then.”

“Later.” 

Though the ring stopped vibrating, Wren was right back to square one. 

––––––––
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He was just closing the latch on the horse paddock when the sound of tires on gravel caught Wren’s attention. Hawk pulled in, driving his regular car and not his black and white, and Wren waved to him as he made his way back inside. He’d headed into work earlier than normal knowing he’d be out helping his brother, so he didn’t want to skip any chores, or leave too much for the volunteers, especially where medications and supplements were concerned. Wren preferred to monitor and administer all medications on his own. 

By the time he got to the front door, Hawk was seated on the steps. He looked up, a little smile dancing on his lips. “Hey, man.”

“Hey. Give me a minute to wash up.”

“No prob.”

Since Wren had no idea what he was going to be asked to do, he thought it best if he wore nicer clothes than usual, so he swapped out his jeans and t-shirt for khakis and a polo. He brushed and then gathered his unruly hair into a neat man-bun again and updated all his Saturday morning volunteers on the sudden change of plans. Then he met Hawk on the porch. “Let’s roll.”

Hawk headed to his car, but Wren stopped him. “What, exactly, did you leave at this woman’s house?”

When Hawk looked over at him with a suspicious smile on his face, Wren thought better of it, knowing his little bro was a champion playboy. Whatever he’d left might be disgusting and disease-ridden by now. “You know what? Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

To that, Hawk laughed, likely having followed his thought pattern. “You’ll know it when you see it.”

“And this person knows what was left there? Will know what I’m looking for?”

“Yup. One hundred percent.”

He shook his head and reached for the passenger door, but Hawk stopped him. “You’re... gonna need your own wheels. I... might have to take off in a hurry. You’ll understand once I get it back.”

Nerves jangled Wren’s spine. “Are you stealing something? Seriously, man?”

“No. Follow me.”

Wren trudged into his work minivan and waited while Hawk turned around, then followed him down the driveway and onto the main road. They went maybe a dozen miles before Hawk slowed and pulled onto the shoulder next to a driveway. The house was big, he’d guess twenty-three, twenty-four hundred square feet. Brown and two storied, from here it looked like the roof needed replacing, and a few bricks had fallen out of the chimney. Hawk popped the car into park and leaned out the window, so Wren parked behind him and got out to talk. 

“Good. Car’s here.”

Wren’s stomach clenched as he saw an SUV parked behind an even bigger pickup truck slightly visible inside the open garage door. This ex-lover of Hawk’s probably had some burly dude over here. No wonder Hawk didn’t want to show up unannounced. A small case of nerves hit him. “And what, exactly, am I supposed to say? ‘Hi! You have some nasty sex object from my brother, Hawk, and I’m here to collect it?’”

He chuckled. “Just go ring the bell, wuss.”

He didn’t want to drag his feet and kick stones all the way to the front door, but man, Wren really felt like he should do exactly that. The driveway wasn’t terribly long, but the grass was overgrown and dotted with seedling trees, and the curving sidewalk ensconced landscaping in dire need of maintenance. He frowned into the shrubbery. Was the gutter lying on the ground? Correction, three gutters sat there, not connected to anything. He went to ring the bell and saw the unit dangled from its wires, so instead of getting electrocuted, Wren opened the screen door and knocked on the inside panel, then closed it and waited. 

A few minutes later, a blonde woman wearing glasses tugged open the door. “Can I help you?”

Normally not one to snoop, Wren found his eyes drifting over her head and into the living room. It looked like moving day. Boxes filled the room, stacked high. He saw boxes of tiles and rolls of laminate flooring. Tools everywhere, big ones, like the table saws and a shop vac, plus three others he couldn’t identify. He realized he was being rude and blinked back to her face. “Hi. So, um, I guess you know my brother, Hawk? He said he left something here and would like it back.” He pointed down the driveway to Hawk’s car. 

She followed his gaze and frowned. “I’m sorry, I don’t know anyone by that name.”

That was unexpected. “Hawk, the cop? Hangs around McGillicuddy’s Bar?”

She pushed her glasses into place and stared at the car again. “Sorry. I don’t do the bar scene. Wrong house.” She started to close the door.

Wren considered the two cars in the driveway. “Wait. Are you, um, the only one here?”

The woman hesitated as she studied him, then looked back into the house. Her voice dropped. “No, but I can guarantee you that this Hawk person never stepped foot in this house. My friend, well, she’s not, um, looking, if you get my drift.”

Hawk tooted the horn, and Wren looked back at him and shrugged, not knowing what to do now. “Sorry, I guess he really wants his stuff back. Any way I can ask your friend if she knows what I’m talking about?”

“Sure, I guess. Let me get her.”

“Thanks.” Wren didn’t want to keep staring at the mess inside the house, so he turned his back on the screen door and shrugged again at Hawk, who shook his head and jabbed his finger at the front door, like he knew one hundred percent his stuff was inside there and he needed Wren to get it back. 

The door opened again, and Wren’s mouth dropped open. 

“Wren?”

His mouth dangled wide, and it took him a moment to realize Hawk had truly come through for him. “Emma?”

“What are you doing here?”

His smile grew bigger and bigger the longer he stared at him. “Hawk told me he left something here, but now I see he was really bringing me to you.”

She simply stared at him, so he held her eyes and smiled. Best. Day. Ever. “May I come in?”
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Chapter 12
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Worst. Day. Ever. As Emma stared at Ren waiting on her stoop, part of her wanted to break into song that he was standing here smiling at her, and that the cop who she couldn’t find on social media had brought them together before waving as he drove off. The other part wanted to cry at the fact that her house was a disaster area, and Sarah was here to help her close a painfully old chapter in her life, and Ren looked so amazing and kissable and stupid head, he was taken! 

Life was totally unfair. 

As she stared at him, lost in the tangled string of her thoughts, Ren gave a polite cough. “Emma? May I come in?”

She squeezed out the doors and closed them behind her, wedging herself between him and the jamb. “I usually don’t have people over.”

“This is your house?”

She half nodded.

“Wow. It’s really big.”

She half nodded again. “Four bedrooms. Bill wanted to start a family.”

He looked down at her and frowned. “Bill did?”

Now she felt self-conscious and didn’t want to respond to that, so she said, “What are you doing here?”

Now he grinned, and it was the most beautiful smile in the entire world. “I’ve been trying to find you.”

Her heart raced, and she hated that a man she had no right to be interested in had that effect on her. “You were?” 

“Of course. I said I’d do whatever I could to help. Dovey and I both will, but you left so fast I had no way to contact you, and it took Hawk all week to get back to me.”

Her heart hammered away faster and faster. Geez, at this rate, she’d break into a sweat simply staring at him. 

Man, if Bill were alive, he would be miffed. 

Perhaps Sarah sensed Emma’s issue, or maybe she simply needed help upstairs, but the inner door swooshed open and there she was. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.”

Sarah looked back and forth between them. “You know him?”

Not as well as she wanted to, but Emma nodded. 

A suspicious smile curled Sarah’s lips. “Just curious: are you the guy from the restaurant last week?”

Now Ren’s smile grew into the most brilliant thing she’d ever seen, and he knew, darn it, that she’d been talking about him. “We did share a booth, yes. Emma told you about that?”

“She did. Why are you here?”

Emma relaxed. Sarah had this under control. 

“I’ve been trying to reach Emma all week.”

“Well, you found her, but we’ve got a lot of work to do, so, unless you’re here to help move furniture....?”

“I can do that.”

They both snapped their eyes to him. Emma came to her senses first. “What?”

“I can help you move things.”

Despite telling her eyes to behave, Emma’s gaze travelled up and down Ren’s frame. He was tall and lanky, not unlike Bill, and Bill had been pretty strong from working out. “You don’t have to do—”

“Hey. I said I’d help, and I’m here to help. What needs moving?”

“The entire bedroom.” Sarah looked at Emma while she said this. 

No, Emma wasn’t remotely ready to have another man in her house, let alone her bedroom. “We’re fine. Really. We got this.”

But Ren looked at Sarah, not her, almost in challenge. “I can help. Really.”

Sarah’s tone and manner turned coy, and Emma’s mouth dropped open as she purred to Ren. “Are you strong?”

He laughed. “Yeah.”

“How strong?”

He looked at Emma like he needed to prove himself. “I grew up on a farm. There’s not much I can’t lift or move. That includes animals and machinery. I think I can handle a few pieces of furniture.”

“He’s got my vote.” Sarah started to swing the door open for him, but Emma blocked the way.

“No! You don’t understand. When Bill died... when Bill died....”

He stood before her and tipped her chin up to meet his eyes. “Something inside you did, too.”

Hot tears slipped from her eyes. Her mouth scrunched as she tried to keep her emotions from tumbling out. 

“I get it, Angel. I know what it’s like to lose someone you love. The world keeps turning, and even though your feet are on the ground, it feels like everything around you is spinning out of control.”

That was exactly it. She nodded, and then nodded some more.

He looked over their heads into her house. “I’m guessing he wanted to fix up a lot of things here, huh?”

She forced herself to nod again.

“Well, Dovey’s more the hands-on person, but I can certainly schlep things for you. Now, where do you need me? And don’t you dare tell me no.”

She felt rooted to the spot, and though her feet couldn’t move, everything around her spun out of reach and out of focus. She’d be mortified to have this secret crush of hers in her house, absolutely mortified. But his sweet and honest expression and desire to help was so foreign after the last few years of struggling alone that the mere thought of being cared for brought waves of panic and paradoxically, relief. 

He still stared, patient and waiting for her answer. Her eyes widened as her pulse raced. “I shouldn’t. It’s not—”

His hand flung up with an interrupting sound to halt her refusal. “It’s an honest offer, Emma. Now, are you going to let me in, or am I going to have to beg your friend here to get you to accept my offer?”

“I’m Sarah.” She rammed her hand out the door, physically shoving the storm door into Emma’s backside hard enough to hurl her into Ren’s chest. 

Ren rescued her with a hand on her lower back, smiling once to her as he pulled her snug to his side, and then broader still as he reached out and shook Sarah’s hand. “I’m Ren.”

It was the first time Emma had been up close and personal with a man’s chest since Bill died. That brought her lifetime tally to a whopping two. And Ren wasn’t releasing her. With her one palm on his pectoral and the other on his waist, Emma found herself suspended in time. His polo had three white buttons on it, with the tiniest smudge near a buttonhole. The swell of his chest was tangible if not visible under his clothing. And his scent... oh, Lordy, his scent. He smelled like soap and horses and something earthy and minty, not toothpaste, but more like wild spearmint. Her fingers had spanned to brace her fall, and now she curled them, capturing a bit of his shirt in the process. 

Her eyes raised up to Ren’s like she’d downed half a bottle of bourbon, lining him with sunlight and making him all blurry and dreamy around the edges. Perhaps he knew where her thoughts were, or perhaps he felt the same way, because he continued to smile down at her for what she thought might have been hours.  

“Hey, Em, you gonna let him in or what?”

What? 

Sarah’s cocksure smile broke the mood, and Emma snapped out of Ren’s embrace. “You’re... you’re not dressed for moving stuff.”

But now Ren must have realized Sarah was his accomplice, because he looked to her for approval, and Emma watched her not-so-subtle friend wave off Emma’s concern. “It’s just furniture, Em. He can always take his shirt off if he’s worried it’ll get dirty.” She shot a playful look Ren’s way, complete with waggling eyebrows, like that was his endgame. 

He looked down at Emma, and she felt cold everywhere their bodies had touched. How long had she been in his arms? How long since she’d been in anyone’s arms? Both answers seemed to hover somewhere around the eternity mark. 

Now he placed both hands on her shoulders and turned her toward the door. “Let’s get this done.”

Sarah flung open the door for him, and Emma found herself being ushered through her own house, the Merry Matchmaker waving them along as she took a few steps deeper into the dangerous living room, smiling every time she looked back to make sure they followed. 

Argh! Emma put on the brakes and grabbed Ren’s hands off her shoulders as she turned to face him, horrified of what he must think of her after seeing her place. “Seriously, you don’t need to help. We got this.”

“Yeah, yeah.” This time, Ren didn’t grab her shoulders to steer her. 

No. This time, he grabbed her and swung her up into his arms!

Blood rushed to her face as she found herself pressed against the hard swell of his strong chest. Panic and embarrassment forced her voice up three octaves. “What are you doing?”

“Like my dad used to say, ‘You’re either part of the problem, or part of the solution.’” He jostled her a bit good-naturedly and started up the stairs, smiling. 

“I always heard it as, ‘You’re either part of the solution, or part of the precipitate.’” 

He frowned and smiled at her. “Is that... a chemistry joke?” 

She grinned that he got it. “It is.”

He grinned back. “You, my sweet, need to learn to accept help when it’s offered.”

Looking downstairs from this perspective messed with her equilibrium. “Don’t drop me.”

“Not on your life.”

“That’s what I mean.”

He laughed, and she loved the sound of it. “You’re funny.”

“She is.” Sarah bubbled as she ran up the stairs ahead of them. “She just doesn’t know it.”

“Then I will make sure she hears it often.”

The promise in those words soothed her, a delightful blanket to keep her warm on cold nights. They gained the top floor, and Ren hoisted her higher against his torso. His gaze locked on hers as he released her knees. In slow motion she slid down his chest, electrifying every nerve ending in her body until her nipples jutted painfully into her bra. He held her for the most amazing seconds of her life once her feet hit the floor. 

Their eyes remained locked as she stood in his arms. Her heart raced so fast she felt a little woozy. He looked fuzzy again, ethereal. Blood zipped throughout her body, heightening her awareness of him in every tantalizing tingle of touching skin, every shallow breath she took.  

“Well.” Sarah balled up the duvet and sheets as she peeled them from the mattress, then hurled the wad right at them. “I guess it’s a good thing we’re starting in the bedroom, huh?”

The implication snapped Emma out of La La Land, and she leapt out of Ren’s reach like two magnets equally charged. “That’s not funny.” She gathered up the laundry and threw it into the hallway. 

It wasn’t quite a smile, but Sarah said, “I thought it was freaking hilarious.”

As Emma watched Ren gaze around her bedroom, she felt utterly naked. This man would never be able to see her in the same light after this. He’d see her and think she was a basket case, and then he’d go tell his Darling Dovey what a train wreck Emma was and how glad he was that he wasn’t dating someone as messed up as her, and then they’d make passionate love with little stars in their eyes, and they’d—

Argh! She seriously had to stop torturing herself like this. 

She licked her lips as Ren scanned the room, and it took Emma a moment to realize he was formulating a game plan. After walking in and out of the room a few times to measure the hallway with his arms spread, he came in and nodded. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.” 

Emma listened with half an ear, mostly because she couldn’t stop looking at his lips. Thankfully Sarah paid attention, though, because they both headed for the large half-empty chest and began stacking the drawers on top of the stripped bed. Painful memories at seeing the empty units stacked before her morphed to sheer horror when Sarah dropped the one with her bras in it right under her nose.

“What are you doing?” She hurled her body over the box, hiding her multi-colored bras from Ren’s gaze. 

He totally played it cool. “Women wear bras. It’s not like I’ve never seen them before. Relax.”

A rainbow of thin material filled this drawer, and matching ones were in the drawer Sarah was about to tug open. “Stop!”

They stopped, and Ren raised his hands in peace and backed up. “By all means.”

She stomped up and pointed out the window, and Ren turned a gentlemanly back while Emma pulled out the drawer of her secret, sexy, costume-y underthings and placed it in the empty closet. She grabbed her bra drawer and added that one in there, too, then closed the door, barring it with her arms crossed. 

He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Can we get back to work now?”

She muttered something he took for yes. 

He and Sarah dragged the wooden carcass into the hallway, then he rolled her toolbox/nightstand out, and then the remaining items followed. Without meaning to, Emma found herself watching him work. His body moved fluidly, and she sensed his confidence in every muscle, every gesture. Except for that stunt on the stairs, he wasn’t cocky, just self-assured. He knew what his body was capable of and simply did it. She watched Ren and Sarah converse easily, asking introductory questions and getting to know one another. 

When they reached for the mattress, Emma realized she’d done nothing to help so far. “Here, we got this.” She tried to wave Ren off, but instead, he took Sarah’s spot, locking eyes with Emma. It wasn’t so much a challenge as a partnership, and she suddenly wanted to be the one helping. 

“On three.”

She hefted the straps on his cue, and together they moved out her mattress and box spring, and then dismantled the bed frame and lugged that out into the hallway, too. In the few minutes it took to move the bed, Emma looked up to watch Sarah enter, shielding a jarred candle with one hand to keep the flame from sputtering. She crossed the room and set it on the windowsill, taking a moment to meet Emma’s eyes.

A candle. 

Lit for hope.

Something inside her chest fluttered in time to the flame, and she fast blinked to keep her eyes from watering.

“New beginnings,” Sarah whispered.

Ren looked at them with bright eyes, then he pointed to the carpet pad. Did he understand the momentousness of this? Together, they unrolled the pad and shimmied it into the corner. Then Ren flipped open his pocketknife and cut it to fit. Together, they taped the seams, then all three of them unrolled her forest green carpet. 

It was a bit too big, but Emma remembered they’d left that thing in here for this exact reason. “Don’t move. I know where the thingy is.”

“Good. I definitely need a thingy.”

“Don’t guys come equipped with thingies?” The words had spilled before she could stop herself, and Emma’s found her hands snapping over her mouth as her face flamed from the blatant sexual reference.

Sarah exploded with laughter. “That’s my girl!”

Ren’s eyes danced between the women at Emma’s taunt. “Men definitely come equipped with thingies.”

Before the situation went too far, Emma licked her lips and settled herself. “I don’t know what possessed me to say that. I’m sorry.”

“I’m not.” Ren beamed at her. “You’re funny, Oak Leaf. Don’t change.”
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