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Prologue

 

 

Two years ago

 

Lori Jarret staggered through the swinging doors of the Two-Step Saloon and tried to focus on the row of cars in the small parking lot. She’d left her Mercedes SUV parked between a pickup and a small sedan, she was sure of it. But somehow all the cars kept swapping places in her line-of-sight, blurring and wobbling as she sought out the bulky Mercedes she’d driven here.

Three drinks. She’d only had three—two Long Islands and a Gold Cadillac. Before the cowboy at the bar bought her those three, she’d had a little wine, but that didn’t count. Neither did the Tequila chasers. She was plenty sober enough to drive.

Next thing she knew, she was slumped against the SUV, trying to stab her key into the lock. She couldn’t remember finding her car or crossing the parking lot to get to it. Never mind, she was here. She just had to turn the key—

At the whoop of her car alarm, she stumbled back, staring stupidly at the car. She didn’t recall setting the alarm, but then she wasn’t really sure when she’d arrived, how long she’d been here. Fumbling with the alarm button on her key, she deactivated it, slumping with relief against the car.

She didn’t even hear the man coming toward her, didn’t know he was there until he put a hand on her shoulder. She should have been scared, but she felt numb—pain, grief, despair air-brushed out of her by the alcohol. That was the whole point of drinking, anyway. Let the booze solve the problems she couldn’t.

“Lady.” The guy shook her a little. “You’re too damn drunk to drive.”

“Can drive jus’ fine.”

She tried to get a good look at his face, but it kept swimming past her, looping in a crazy circle. She caught the gleam of a badge on his chest, the deputy’s cap on his head. Her scrambled brain made out the word Marbleville on the cap before the letters all swam together.

“No way I’m letting you behind the wheel, lady.” He snatched her keys from the Mercedes and activated the alarm again. “I’ll give you a ride home.”

“Not home.” She shook her head and her world spun. “Stayin’ at a hotel.”

A strong hand on her arm, he led her to his patrol car. “In Marbleville? Or Hart Valley?”

Grief crept up inside her, despite the alcohol. “Not Har’ Valley. Daughter hates me. Doesn’ wan’ me.”

“Marbleville, then. Which place are you at?”

“Card key in my purse.”

Even with his hand guiding her, she tripped on a rough patch and her knees gave way. His grip tightened, and he pulled her back to her feet.

“Thanks,” Lori muttered, the end of the word stretching out like a hiss.

“For what?” He had a nice voice, low and rumbling.

“Kep’ me from falling.”

They finally reached the cruiser and he leaned her against it while he opened the back door. Tugging her purse strap over her head, he settled her in the back and secured a seat belt across her. “Don’t toss your cookies on my seats.”

The door slammed shut, then the engine roared to life. That surprised her; she thought he was still standing beside the car.

Then he pulled out of the parking lot, and the world spiraled out of control again. “Sick,” she gasped.

“Damn, damn, damn,” the deputy muttered as the cruiser lurched to a stop.

Lori struggled to keep from heaving in her lap. He reached her side in an instant, easing her legs out of the car, bending her head between her knees. She disgraced herself there in the gutter, barely missing the legs of her designer jeans. His hand remained on her shoulder, rubbing gently as she shuddered.

Handing her a towel to wipe her face, he produced a bottle of water. “Drink it all.”

As he seat belted her in again she trembled, clutching the water bottle as if it were a lifeline. She dozed as he drove, was vaguely aware of his support as they walked to her room. When she finally collapsed on her bed, she caught the briefest glimpse of him standing over her, a trace of sympathy in his implacable face. Then she fell unconscious again, her savior forgotten in her alcoholic haze.


Chapter 1

 

 

Hands clenching the wheel of her Honda Civic, Lori Jarret followed the twists of the asphalt-paved easement road, searching for the driveway to her friend Sadie’s lakeside chalet. The thick forest of pines, cedars and redwoods lined the road on either side, filtering the last of the day’s sunshine. Yellow beams speared through the canopy of trees, dotting the dark pavement with light.

The trip from the Bay Area to South Lake Tahoe had been a piece of cake. She’d gotten out of the city by two and the traffic was sparse on Interstate 80 and Highway 50. The late spring weather was perfect, the skies clear and brilliant blue after an early morning rain.

But the closer she drew to Sadie’s chalet, the tighter the tension wound inside Lori. As she traversed the last few dozen yards it was all she could do to continue forward instead of turning tail and running.

Most people escaped to the mountains to relax. Lori had come here to confront her demons.

She finally spotted the driveway, one of three feeding from the easement road, and made the turn. The graveled drive led to a large parking area in front of the sprawling one-story cedar and glass house. A flight of stairs led up to a broad redwood deck that wrapped around the chalet. Incense cedars and Ponderosa pines surrounded the house on three sides, the fourth side overlooking the crystalline blue waters of Lake Tahoe.

Lori had been here once before, had made a fool of herself at a party on the back deck. She’d nearly upended herself over the waist-high railing, would have plummeted down the hillside that dropped sharply behind the chalet if Sadie’s husband Tyrell hadn’t grabbed her just in time.

The memory only added to Lori’s anxiety, setting off a churning in her stomach. Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all. She’d thought two weeks away from the city, beyond the pull of the old and familiar, would have cleared her mind and lightened her heart. Instead, it just seemed to remind her of the nightmare her life had once been.

She pulled up next to the pickup that no doubt belonged to the handyman Sadie said Tyrell had hired to do some work around the chalet. Sadie had intended to talk to her husband about postponing the repairs to the deck and plumbing until after Lori’s visit. Apparently the handyman hadn’t gotten the word yet—no doubt due to Sadie’s crazy hours as a surgical nurse and Tyrell’s even crazier hours as an LAPD detective.

The strap to her Hermes bag over her shoulder, Lori eased from the silver sedan and started for the stairs. Her sensible rubber-soled sneakers thudded softly on the redwood steps as she climbed them. Her lungs, accustomed to sea-level and still recovering from a decade of cigarettes, labored in the thinner mountain air.

Exhaustion lay heavily on her shoulders as she fumbled in her bag for Sadie’s key ring. She still had the suitcase to retrieve from the trunk, but simply couldn’t face another trip down and then up the stairs. She could think only of finding a bed and dropping down into it for a desperately needed nap. It seemed she spent half the daytime hours napping, trying to make up for the restless nights of broken sleep and the new demands on her body.

Pushing the front door open, Lori stepped into the spacious great room with its high vaulted ceilings and warm wood paneling. To her right, two plush sofas sat angled toward an entertainment wall complete with smart TV, Roku, and Bluetooth speakers. A woodstove with a stack of split oak beside it sat near enough to warm the conversation area.

A dining table had been set up on the other side of the room, the kitchen just beyond it. A wet bar stood in the corner between kitchen and dining area, bottles visible inside the glass-fronted cabinet. She blanked her mind before she could even think about what those bottles were filled with and turned her focus away.

Her stomach rumbled and she realized she hadn’t eaten since breakfast when she’d nibbled on rye toast. She’d intended to stop at the Safeway in South Lake Tahoe to pick up a few groceries, but when she’d pulled into town she didn’t have the energy for even that simple chore. Doubtless there were a few staples in the kitchen—some soup, maybe some crackers. But even heating a can of soup seemed beyond her. 

She slid the chain lock into place on the front door, then pointed herself toward the master bedroom. Door shut behind her, she scanned the comfortable room. A thick comforter in forest green swirled with cream covered the king-size bed. Sliding French doors led out to the deck. The last few rays of the sun gilded the gold trim on the fireplace opposite the bed. The blond oak dresser and night stands matched the four-poster. A smaller TV was installed on the wall above the dresser.

Swinging her purse to a side chair, Lori turned the thumb lock on the bedroom door. No doubt the handyman had keys to the house; Lori would just as soon the man not intrude on her privacy while she was napping.

The soft mattress, the plump pillows felt heavenly when she eased herself under the comforter. If she could keep the usual invasion of remorse and second thoughts at bay, she would be able to sleep.

But in the quiet of the room, the faint soughing of the wind outside a bare whisper, her regrets closed in, a familiar companion. The mistakes she’d made, the people she’d hurt badly. Centerpiece to her shame, the irremediable wounds she’d inflicted on her own daughter.

She wouldn’t cry. She’d manipulated her world with tears and tantrums for far too long and it had led her to one disaster after another. Everyone who had given in to her, from her parents and sister to her ex-husband, had done her no favors. There was no one here to catch her, and it was time she stopped expecting someone else to break her fall.

Breathing deeply, she did her best to wash away the guilt, turning her focus briefly to the eighth step. Become willing to make amends... If there was any way to make amends, if she hadn’t burned those bridges completely.

As she finally drifted off, a vaguely familiar scent in the room triggered a distant memory. A man holding tight to her arm, guiding her, keeping her from stumbling into darkness. She hadn’t thought of him since that night. Too many days soaked in gin and whiskey intervened between then and when she’d finally crawled toward the light. But somehow, his nearly-forgotten face swam in her mind’s eye a moment before she let herself slide into sleep.

 

* * * *

 

Gabe Walker stopped along the mountain trail, Lake Tahoe reflecting the setting sun behind him, and repositioned the fishing pole on his shoulder. He switched the stringer of fish to his other hand, glad he’d left the tackle box behind at the chalet. He’d packed everything he’d needed into his fishing vest, leaving both hands free. 

He hadn’t expected to catch his limit of trout so quickly. Less than an hour after his first cast into that private little cove below Sadie and Tyrell King’s chalet, he’d maxed out on rainbows. But it was such a pretty afternoon, he’d dunked the stringer of fish back into the water and just sat back against a boulder to drink in the quiet.

Only his second day at the Tahoe house and he’d already released some of the ever-present tension he’d brought with him. It wasn’t in him to ever completely relax, but the soothing brilliant blue of the lake, the mid-week quiet rarely broken by a passing motorboat, had eased the worst of the knots inside him. He had a lonely night to get through, but maybe he’d see if the Kings’ satellite dish could pick up the Giants game.

An unexpected stab of pain stopped him in his tracks. He’d always intended to take Brandon to a Dodgers game, had just about counted the days until his son would be old enough to appreciate the finer points of baseball. They’d watched the games on TV, Brandon cheering when Gabe cheered, even when the toddler hadn’t a clue what was happening on the screen. Gabe kept telling himself, one more year and Brandon would be old enough. One more year.

Gabe pushed aside the memories and continued the serpentine climb up the hill toward the chalet. His rapid pace had him gasping for breath. He was fit enough, but the thinner air still didn’t do his lungs any favors. Marbleville and Hart Valley, where he patrolled as deputy sheriff, were only about fifteen hundred feet elevation. He was nearly a mile higher here. It didn’t help that the shoulder holster for his semi-automatic constricted his chest with each breath.

By the time he reached the clearing where the chalet stood, his heart thundered in his ears. Grateful to be on level ground, he crunched across the thick pine needles carpeting the sparse back lawn. 

The deck steps groaned and squeaked under his hiking boots, the sound reminding him of one of the myriad of chores he’d promised Tyrell he’d get to during his two week stint here. He’d given himself permission to be lazy the first couple days, only taking a cursory look around to see what needed doing. Starting tomorrow, he’d have to dig in.

Leaning the fishing pole against the back door, Gabe dug in his jeans pocket for the keys Tyrell had given him. Despite the six years Gabe had spent in sleepy little Hart Valley in the Sierra Nevada foothills, he still had the instincts of a San Francisco cop. He’d never quite been able to bring himself to leave the doors unlocked when he left his house. 

Even here where the nearest neighbor was invisible behind a cloak of trees. Hell, the chalet itself was so far off the beaten path you’d have to be lost to find it. Even so, he’d made sure the front and back doors were secure.

Shucking his fishing vest, he left it and the fishing pole outside. He flipped on the light by the door, then carried the stringer into the kitchen and dropped the gleaming trout into the sink. As he tried to remember where the knives were, his gaze strayed briefly to the great room beyond. He froze as his senses registered something amiss.

The chain lock was in place on the front door. The door to the bedroom he’d used last night was shut. He knew damn well he hadn’t shut that door or used the chain—he knew better than to trust its false security.

Someone else was in the house. Rifling through the contents of the bedroom, no doubt, hoping the chain-lock and the closed bedroom door would slow Gabe down. An escape onto the deck through the bedroom slider would be easy, the door plenty big to allow a thief to carry out the television and the fancy speaker system in there. Likely, Tyrell’s wife Sadie didn’t keep jewelry here, so the thief’s take would be limited to the electronics in the one room.

Maybe they intended to come back out here for the bigger television and speakers in the great room once they got the bedroom cleaned out. They wouldn’t follow through on that plan now that he was here.

Moving quietly across the great room in the dimming light, Gabe pulled his 9mm free as he reached for the bedroom door. Ear pressed against the hollow core wood surface, he listened. Silence. Maybe the thieves had been here and gone. They could have had a lookout watching for his return.

Edging silently toward the front window, he caught a glimpse of a silver Honda before returning to the bedroom door. They were still here. With any luck they hadn’t heard him come in and he could surprise them.

The damn door was locked. He tried to turn the knob again just to be sure. It didn’t budge. The hollow core door with its substandard thumb-lock would be easy enough to break down, but there was an easier solution—a small key kept on the lip of the molding above the door.

He’d discovered the special purpose key when he’d first arrived. He’d never quite shaken the mindset that every room could be a potential crime scene and he habitually swept any new space with a quick once-over.

Reaching for the slender key, he fitted it into the lock and quietly released it. The knob gave way and he eased the door open slowly. Still no sound from inside. He opened the door wider, the Glock ready in his hand, but the room appeared empty.

Until he opened the door far enough to see the bed. Curled up under the covers, her silky hair spread across the pillows, was the most gorgeous blonde he’d ever seen.

 

* * * *

 

One moment Lori Jarret was so deep in dreams she would have thought she was lost to the world. The next she was wide awake, heart stuttering in her chest.

A prickling sensation crept down her arms and she knew someone was in the room with her. The fears and confusion that had driven her to the Tahoe chalet faded to insignificance as she experienced true terror. She had to force herself to turn, to see who stood beside the bed. Then he turned on the light on the nightstand and she had to squeeze her eyes shut a moment to adjust to the glare.

When she opened her eyes again, she thought her heart would jump from her chest. Oh my God! He’s got a gun! The weapon filled her field of view, she couldn’t see anything else. Even the hand holding it was out of focus. The enormous barrel gaped at her.

She could barely get enough breath to speak. “Please don’t hurt me.” She risked a quick glance up at his face and could swear guilt flickered briefly in his hard green eyes.

He kept the gun steady on her. “Let’s see your hands.”

Shaking, she pulled her hands free of the comforter and held them aloft. “Whatever you want, take it and go.”

She felt nearly sick with horror when he reached for her, groping her under the covers from the waist down. Then she realized there was nothing sexual about his impersonal touch.

He was patting her down for a weapon. She’d suffered that indignity only once when she’d been stopped in San Francisco. The officer had been just as impersonal and more than apologetic when he’d realized whose daughter she was.

Apparently, the man was satisfied she wasn’t packing heat and his gun vanished. Now that the object of her terror was gone, she could shift her gaze higher to the man who had held it. She took in broad shoulders in a long-sleeve heather-gray Henley, a pale brown leather holster criss-crossing his well-muscled chest, and a day’s worth of beard on a roughly handsome face. There was something familiar about those stark cheekbones, those sharp green eyes, but recognition eluded her.

He leaned in closer. “Now suppose you tell me what the hell you’re doing here.”

She wasn’t about to respond to his demand until he answered her question. “Why do you have a gun?”

“I’m a cop.” Impatiently he reached in his back pocket. The Marbleville County Deputy Sheriff’s badge he flashed tickled another memory that Lori couldn’t quite grasp.

She sat up, scrunching against her pillow. “Then you’re not the handyman.” She brought her knees up, instinctively wanting to protect her abdomen. “Have you seen the handyman? Tyrell was supposed to tell him­—“

“How do you know Tyrell?”

“I’m a friend of Sadie’s.” Her hands trembled and she locked them together across her shins. A familiar craving bubbled up inside her, but she pushed it aside. “Look, I appreciate you coming to check on things here, but you can leave now.“

His jaw worked and his face grew harsher. “Is that right?”

She knew him, she was certain of it. On the heels of that realization came the anxiety that had haunted her every time she woke from a blackout—that she might have been intimate with a man during her drunken fugue and would have to face that man later. Could this be her nightmare come true? But if it was, wouldn’t he recognize her?

It didn’t bear thinking about. “Look,” she told him, keeping her tone level despite her incipient fear, “Sadie invited me up here for a couple weeks. She said Tyrell had arranged for a handyman to do repairs, but that she’d have Tyrell call the man and reschedule. So if you saw a man working around the house, that was him and he’s gone now.”

His gaze narrowed on her. “Do I know you?”

As horror washed over her, she had to resist the impulse to bury her face in her hands. “I don’t think so,” she said, the words faltering.

Two fingers under her chin, he tipped her head up, studied her face. His touch was gentle enough, but as impersonal as when he’d searched her. Still, the human contact felt good, too good.

She shrugged away from him. “I have one of those faces. I’m sorry, but I’d really like you to go now.”

“Then we have a problem here.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Tyrell promised me the chalet for two weeks. So if anyone’s leaving, it’s you.”

 

* * * *

 

The blonde kept looking his way as she spoke on his cell phone, her brown eyes accusatory. As if he’d done a damn thing wrong pulling his gun on her. 

How the hell was he supposed to know she was a friend of Sadie’s? And although what he saw on the surface—a woman who seemed so delicate he could have snapped her in two—indicated she wouldn’t be armed, he’d been fooled enough times as a rookie cop in the LAPD that he’d learned to never make assumptions. Better to search and find nothing than be deceived and dead.

He hadn’t liked the terror in her eyes when she first woke to see him standing over her or her shudder of fear when he ran a hand over her body. He was one of the good guys. People turned to him for help. Her expectation that he was going to hurt her put a bitter taste in his mouth.

She glanced his way again as she paced across the great room from the breakfast bar to the sofa. In the pale yellow light from the table lamps he’d switched on, her skin was an impossibly creamy shade, begging him to touch.

Thank God they’d left the bedroom, had come out here to neutral territory, so to speak. Warm and sleepy in her bed, golden hair tousled—even fully dressed, the blonde was a threat to his equilibrium. He wasn’t a saint by any means and it had been a long time since he’d been intimate with a woman.

And to have a woman as hot as this one appear out of the blue—it was like manna from heaven as far as his body was concerned. If he’d had any interest in a quick, anonymous fling, that is. He could imagine that silky blond hair trailing across his skin, those rich brown eyes sparking into flame with the slightest touch.

But he liked to think he had more sense than that. While Lori Jarret didn’t exactly look needy, there was something in that cool distant expression that sent up warning flags. Watch out—strings attached. Beware—this one has baggage.

He knew those warning flags well enough—they’d clamored long and loud when he’d first met his ex-wife, Krista. Except he’d been too busy listening to his body’s cravings to listen. Look at the hell that had led him into.

His gaze strafed the willowy blonde again, from her pale silky hair to the designer shoes on her feet. Lori Jarret—even her name sparked a vague memory. He’d met her before, he was sure of it. Likely it was a traffic stop, long enough ago that even a woman as beautiful as her had left only a faint impression.

Even so, when he met her gaze as she flicked another glance his way, there was something deeper there that urged him to explore. He slammed the door on that temptation.

She hung up his cell and held it out to him. “Thanks. I didn’t realize my battery was so low.”

He took the phone and clipped it back on his belt. “So?”

She leaned against the breakfast bar, crossing her wrists in front of her. Her hands rested against her abdomen. “There was a mix-up.”

“I’d say so.”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Sadie misunderstood when Tyrell said he’d arranged for a handyman. I guess the two of them have been playing telephone tag for a couple days and it wasn’t until this morning they spoke face-to-face.”

He’d shut off his own phone this morning, just wanting for the moment to be cut off from his life. That in itself had been a huge step for him. 

He never liked being too far from his phone, didn’t want to risk missing that one crucial call that might put his life back together. It had been ten years, but sometimes miracles happened. Or so he’d been told.

“So, now what?” he asked.

She sighed, a world of discouragement in the sound. But when she met his gaze, nothing in her face betrayed weakness. “I’ll head back home. You were here first, had the first invitation.”

He could see the weight on those slender shoulders, had felt the same unbearable heaviness nearly every day of the past ten years. He desperately needed this brief sanctuary and shouldn’t feel the slightest trace of guilt sending this woman back down the mountain.

And yet he did.

A noble impulse surfaced inside him—to defer to her, to head home and let her have the chalet. It wouldn’t be a complete waste—he could take a couple days catching up with his own chores at his modest cabin in Hart Valley. He’d had a standing invitation with Tyrell for years and could always arrange another time to return to the chalet.

He knew full well he wouldn’t, though. It had been hard enough persuading himself to take these two weeks.

She kept staring at him as if she was waiting for him to be the gentleman. As if she was used to crooking her little finger and having the world fall at her feet.

Damned if he would.

“Look, lady, I’m not the kind of guy who does favors for beautiful women.”

Her mouth tightened. “Just as well. I don’t need any favors.”

Temptation bubbled up to stroke his thumb across those lips just to see them soften again. “Needy women tend to send me running in the other direction.”

Color rose in her cheeks. “I’m not...” She turned away from him and headed toward the bedroom. “Just let me get my purse.”

Something goaded him into going after her, stopping her. He put his hand on her shoulder and she felt even more frail than she looked. “You don’t have to be in such a damn hurry.”

Her gaze fell to his hand, then she shot him a look that told him there was an underpinning of steel beneath that fragile frame. “Let go of me.”

He dropped his hand. “Sorry. I only meant...” 

What the hell had he meant? With her heat still lingering on his skin, he couldn’t seem to clear his head. A sudden impulse to keep her here closed in on him, had him speaking before he could think.

“It’s dark already. The roads aren’t the greatest.”

Her brown gaze narrowed. “I’m a careful driver.”

Good, she gave him an out. He’d just leave it at that.

But the gremlin impulse kept pushing him. “Why not stay the night, leave in the morning?”

She stared at him, as if digging into his soul. “I don’t think so.”

Okay, fine. What did he care if she ran her car off one of the twists and turns of Highway 50? He stepped back and she moved away.

Before he could stop them, the words leaped out of his mouth. “The chalet has two other bedrooms.”

She turned. “I don’t think—“

“I’ll move my gear into the one at the far end of the hall, use the other bathroom.” He took a step back, wanting to give her the space, wanting it himself.

Still she hesitated and he grew impatient. “Look, lady, I don’t care what you do. But if you’re going to head home, you’d better get on the road now, before it gets any darker.”

She tipped her head up. “If I stay...” He could see the movement of her throat as she swallowed. “You can’t touch me again.”

“I never meant to—” Except he couldn’t quite forget the feel of her under his fingers. “I won’t.”

Finally she nodded. “I’ll stay the night. Leave in the morning.”

He stepped around her toward the bedroom. “I’ll clear out my stuff.”

As he edged past her, he caught another glimpse of her soft brown gaze and in an instant, the memory came clear. He remembered thinking at the time her pain must have been bone deep for him to see it so plainly in her alcohol-fogged eyes.

He looked back at her over his shoulder, trying to connect the waifish blonde of today with the blowsy drunk of two years ago. He couldn’t quite overlay the images, maybe because a part of him didn’t want to. That woman from the parking lot of the Two-Step Saloon had never quite left his consciousness. Seeing her cold sober and in the flesh, he’d likely never forget her now.


Chapter 2

 

 

He remembered her.

Lori saw it in Gabe Walker’s face when he turned to look at her over his shoulder. His recognition triggered her own. 

That night at the cowboy bar in Marbleville. Her almost too drunk to walk, let alone drive her SUV. Him steady and sober keeping her from killing herself or someone else on the road.

A shadow of the agonizing pain she’d felt that night still lingered, the relentless hurt alcohol never could quite dull. She could still see the disappointment in her daughter Jessie’s face, remembered the weary wisdom in those young eyes at being let down once again by her mother.

Lori had taken Gabe’s rescue that night as her due—hadn’t men always stepped in to save her from herself? But since then she’d learned a little bit about personal responsibility.

He slipped out of sight into the bedroom, leaving her stomach roiling as it always did when she encountered people from her old life. She’d left that environment behind her, and the people in it. She knew she wasn’t strong enough yet to keep to her program when faced with reminders of how she’d been. Besides, most of them were still drinking, still hitting the bars.

Gabe reappeared with a canvas duffel bag slung over his shoulder. “All yours.” He took a step toward the hallway.

“Gabe.”

He turned, looked at her expectantly. Not a clue in his face as to what he was thinking. The knot in her stomach gripped tighter.

“I remember too,” she said softly. “When you helped me...when I...” She looked away a moment, then back. “I’m not doing that anymore.”

For a moment he just stared, then he nodded. “Okay.” Just that one word, his tone neutral. Yet she heard his skepticism all the same.

She couldn’t blame him. Who ever believed an alcoholic who says she’ll never drink again? “I just wanted to acknowledge...” Her throat felt dry and she ached for just a sip. “To thank you—“

“I didn’t do it for you.” His steady gaze stripped her bare. “I did it for who you could have hurt.”

He might as well have stabbed her in the gut. It wasn’t anything more than she deserved. She mustered a ghost of a smile. “Thank you anyway. For that.”

Another brusque nod then he headed down the hallway. She felt utterly exhausted by the stew of emotions inside her, coupled with her body’s wrenching changes. Her mind dulled by the turmoil, she had to push herself out the front door to get her own things from the car.

The light on the front deck reached as far as the stairs, faded to near blackness by her car. She felt her way to the Civic’s front door, opening it to pop the trunk. The dome light gave her enough illumination to safely make her way to the rear of the car.

Hidden by the open trunk lid, she sagged onto the Civic’s bumper, overwhelmed. Maybe she ought to just go home now, curl up in her own bed. Self-examination had never been her strong suit, had more often urged her to take a drink than to improve herself.

Gabe’s presence, even for just one night, only made matters worse. Facing someone who knew what she’d been, what she could still be if she strayed even the slightest bit from her program, added an excruciating edge to an impossible task.

She stared out into the darkness to where the driveway disappeared into the shadows of barely visible trees. She’d never liked driving at night, particularly on an unfamiliar road. 

Weighing the option of making her escape on a dark mountain road against confronting whatever demons Gabe’s presence summoned, staying the night was clearly the correct choice. With any luck, he’d keep his distance and she would barely notice he was there.

But there was no luck left in her life. Just as she rose and leaned into the trunk for her suitcase, he appeared beside her. Startled, she jumped back and hit her wrist on the edge of the trunk.

“Sorry,” he said, those green eyes as neutral as ever.

“No problem.” She rubbed her wrist, trying to soothe the sting away. 

His gaze was still steady on her, appraising. He was only a couple inches taller than her five-ten, no muscle-bound bodybuilder, but powerful nonetheless. He’d removed his shoulder holster, soothing that terror she’d felt facing his gun. That made the temptation to let him make things easier for her that much stronger.

Why did he have to be so good-looking? He wasn’t pretty like the drop-dead gorgeous rat that had gotten her into her current fix. Even so, with those green eyes, good cheekbones, and wide shoulders, his appeal tugged at her. He made it hard to think about all the reasons that had brought her here.

Still rubbing her wrist, she edged around the back of the Civic. “Was there something you wanted?”

“You need help carrying in?”

Of course she did. Women always needed men to take care of them. She shook her head. “I only have the one suitcase.” 

And the stack of books inside the car, books she’d just as soon he not see. She had nothing to be ashamed of, but that was one conversation she would just as soon not have with a stranger she wouldn’t see again after tonight.

But before she could protest, he’d grabbed her battered Louis Vuitton. She ought to tell him no, but he was already halfway up the stairs. As tired as she was, she was grateful not to lug the heavy suitcase up the stairs. But she shouldn’t have let him do it, should have made it clearer she didn’t need his help.
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