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      October, 2005

      

      “Behind you!”

      Sadie dipped and turned, rolling across the creaking porch as a bullet smacked into the wall of the rustic cabin with a splintering crack. Still on her back, she lifted her pistol and took aim, but Santana leapt across the railing, grabbed the kidnapper’s gun arm, and twisted it up and back until the weapon fell to the porch.

      The first kidnapper they’d faced was already down—permanently—and Santana was handling the other just fine. Sadie scrambled up and carefully opened the front door of the isolated cabin on this Tennessee mountainside. The door squeaked loudly as it opened; she stepped to the side so she wouldn’t be a clear target for anyone waiting inside. The intelligence they’d collected told them there were only two kidnappers holed up in the cabin, but if she’d learned anything working for Benning it was that you could never take anything for granted.

      The main room was empty; the entire cabin was eerily silent. Her heart crawled into her throat. “Danny?” she called in a low, calm voice.

      The young boy had been kidnapped five days ago. His father had hired the Benning Agency to find him. The client was prepared to pay the ransom, if that was what it took. All he cared about was getting his son back safe and sound. All Sadie wanted was to be able to take the kid home, alive and healthy.

      She glanced into the kitchen. Late-morning light spilled through an uncovered window. Beyond that window all she could see was sky and evergreen trees and the gold and red leaves of a Tennessee October. The view was beautiful, but the room was a mess.

      She walked down the hallway without making a sound. The first bedroom she passed was as messy as the kitchen, and as deserted. The bathroom farther down was small and unoccupied. That left one other room at the back of the hallway. The door was closed and locked from the hall side; the key sat in the lock.

      Sadie holstered her pistol as Santana entered the hallway. She unlocked the door and opened it slowly.

      Danny sat in the center of a big bed, bound and gagged and wearing the jeans and T-shirt he’d been wearing when he’d been snatched from the sidewalk in front of his home. Tears filled his eyes and stained his cheeks. He was apparently unhurt, but terrified.

      Sadie smiled as she walked to the bed, allowing her jacket to fall over her weapon. She had a feeling Danny had seen enough guns for one lifetime.

      “Hi,” she said softly as she sat beside him and reached out to remove his gag. Duct tape. She pushed her anger deep as she began to remove the tape as easily as possible.

      “My name’s Sadie, and this is Lucky.” She nodded toward the man in the doorway. Santana was a couple of inches over six feet tall, and with his wide shoulders, big hands, and killer stare he could be intimidating. Danny would respond best to a woman, they both knew that. “Your Dad hired us to come get you.”

      When the gag was removed, Danny took a deep, ragged breath. “My daddy sent you?”

      Sadie nodded. How much had the kid heard of the struggle that had just taken place outside this cabin? It had become clear within minutes that the kidnappers were not willing to make a clean exchange. They were going to take the money, kill the kid, and kill the lackeys who’d delivered the ransom. They hadn’t counted on the lackeys being Sadie Harlow and Lucky Santana. Their bad luck.

      At the very least, Danny must’ve heard the gunshots. “We scared away the men who kidnapped you,” Sadie said calmly, “and now we’re going to take you home.” Danny nodded enthusiastically.

      Sadie reached into the pocket of her jeans. “I’m going to get a knife and cut the tape away from your hands and legs, is that all right?” She didn’t want to flash a blade without warning the boy; she didn’t know what the kidnappers had used to scare him.

      Danny nodded, and she flicked the knife open with her thumb.

      Santana backed away while she sliced at the duct tape. “I’m going to double check and make sure those bad guys are—uh—really gone,” he said, leaving so he could move the body and the bound kidnapper to a place where the kid wouldn’t have to see them.

      When the duct tape had been peeled away, Sadie slipped the knife into her pocket and examined Danny’s wrists and ankles. They were red and a little raw, but she’d seen worse. “Your daddy has been so worried about you,” she said.

      “He has?” Danny’s blue eyes were wide and still damp with tears.

      “Of course he has. We’re going to call him right now, okay?”

      Danny nodded enthusiastically.

      Sadie retrieved her cell phone from a back pocket and dialed. After only one ring, Mr. Graham answered with a frantic, “Hello?”

      “Mr. Graham, I have someone here who wants to speak with you.” She handed the phone to Danny and stood. The kid gripped the small phone with both hands.

      “Daddy?”

      She stepped away from the bed for a moment to give Danny and his father some semblance of privacy. When she reached the doorway, Santana joined her. “All clear?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      A chill ran down Sadie’s spine and her arms prickled. Adrenaline crash. She was coming down as if she’d been on a powerful drug. She’d done her best to be calm and cool with the kid, but in truth her heart was still pumping too hard and her skin was flushed and overly warm. It was always that way when bullets started flying.

      She was starving.

      Sadie glanced up at Santana, who watched the kid on the bed with calm, contented eyes. He looked like he’d just stepped out of a dull but satisfying business meeting.

      The man was gorgeous, dark and fit and downright pretty. She liked him a lot as a person, and they worked together well. No matter how tempting she might occasionally find him, it was never a good idea to mix business with pleasure. Santana didn’t do emotion where sex was concerned, but she did. It was Sadie’s downfall, the chink in her armor, her Achilles’ heel. It was the reason she’d been single in every way for the past several years.

      “I’m thinking of taking a few days off,” he said. “What about you?”

      “I wish,” she said. “I got an urgent phone call from my Aunt Lillian yesterday.”

      Santana turned his brandy-colored eyes to her.

      “It’s nothing, really, just...” No way was she going to tell Santana or any of her other co-workers—all males as testosterone-laden as he—why she was going back to Garth, Alabama. “I have to go home for a few days and take care of a little family business.”

      He didn’t pry, but he did ask if she needed any help. She declined the offer, horrified at the very idea of anyone at the agency seeing her in the element she was about to jump back into.

      The Benning Agency was more than a P.I. firm. They didn’t take on seedy divorce cases or investigate insurance scams. Instead, they provided top-notch security, rescued lost or kidnapped children like Danny, and took on dangerous jobs no one else wanted. Their agents were the best of the best.

      Sadie smiled at Danny as she walked to the bed to take the cell phone.

      “It’s going to take us a couple of hours to get you home,” Sadie said as she scooped Danny’s shoes off the floor and sat beside him. “Are you hungry?”

      He nodded.

      “Me, too. I could really use a nice, big chocolate milkshake right about now. And maybe some cheese fries and a chili dog.”

      Santana lifted one curious brow. “What gives, Harlow? You only eat like that when you’re really nervous.”

      Sadie took Danny’s hand as he left the bed then sent a tight smile at Santana. “I told you. I’m going home.” And it was going to take a lot more than a junk-food binge to soothe her nerves.
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      The old saying You can’t go home again was wrong. Sadie had quickly discovered that going home was easy. Much too easy. The saying ought to be, You shouldn’t go home again. Ever.

      “Sadie,” the intrusive, whispering voice interrupted what was left of her dream.

      Sadie opened one eye, barely. The bedside clock glowed green in the dimly lit bedroom. Four-fifty—in the morning! She’d gotten to sleep about one-thirty, after unpacking, listening to Aunt Lillian’s list of troubles and cousin Jennifer’s hours of unending complaints, and trying to adjust her body to this hard, less-than-welcoming bed.

      “Go ’way,” she mumbled as she closed her eye.

      “It’s almost five. Rise and shine!”

      Rise and shine were words that should definitely be justifiable cause for homicide, especially at this hour. With a moan, Sadie rolled onto her back and glared up, that one eye drifting open again. Lillian Banks stood five foot one, weighed maybe a hundred and five pounds, and carried her fifty-seven years as if it were thirty-seven.

      “I didn’t get to sleep until after one,” Sadie said. Surely that was explanation enough, she thought as she closed her eye.

      “Sadie,” Aunt Lillian whispered.

      The dream was right there. It had been a good one, hadn’t it?

      “Sadie.” A nudge accompanied this more urgent call. The hard bed felt almost soft, she was so tired.... “Sadie Mae.”

      Sadie sat up as quickly as was possible considering her condition, and both eyes flew open. The sound of her full name usually did that to her. She didn’t know if it was early years of maternal training or the horror of the full name that made her sound like a hick wearing a pair of cut-off overalls and straw in her hair. Whatever the reason, Aunt Lillian knew the trick. “I’m up!”

      Lillian smiled widely. “Mary Beth called in sick. You’ll have to work her shift.”

      This was so unfair. “Can’t Jennifer do it?”

      A shake of a gray head was her answer. “No. Jennifer was out late, and besides, she’s got all the housekeeping to do and the last time she filled in for Mary Beth she spilt coffee on one of my best customers.”

      Sadie’s airhead cousin, Lillian’s own daughter, had spilled that coffee on purpose, no doubt to save her from such early morning abductions. Maybe Jennifer wasn’t such an airhead after all. “Five minutes,” Sadie said, drifting back toward the mattress.

      It wasn’t fair. Jennifer had gotten the normal name and the ability to weasel her way out of anything she didn’t want to do.

      Lillian tossed a dress at Sadie, a hideous, bubble-gum pink, lace-trimmed waitress uniform that actually had her name stitched over the pocket. Just plain Sadie, thank God.

      “You had this made for me?” Her heart sank. Obviously her aunt expected that these early morning duties were going to become a regular thing. Sadie asked herself again how she’d ended up here. “I didn’t come back to Garth to...”

      “If you’re going to help out until I get things in order around here, you need a proper uniform,” Lillian said. “And don’t give me that look. Waitressing is a perfectly acceptable occupation for a young lady.”

      Aunt Lillian was too embarrassed to tell her friends what had truly become of her niece. They all thought Sadie had gone to the big city and become a receptionist, suitable work for a young lady looking for a husband.

      Pushing thirty—hard—wasn’t young, and Sadie didn’t want a husband. Almost been there, almost done that.

      Lillian grinned and winked. “Hurry up. You know how early the fishermen show up for breakfast.”

      Once Sadie was sitting on the edge of the hard mattress, relatively awake, Lillian rushed from the room with a parting suggestion that her niece get crackin’.

      Sadie crawled off the bed certain that she’d been tricked. Lillian wasn’t all that desperate for help. She just needed a free waitress during the one month a year that Garth was literally jumpin’. Only three weeks to the Miranda Lake Big Bass Festival, which arrived every October complete with parade, craft fair and—of course—bass tournament.

      Since Uncle Jimmy’s death four years earlier, Lillian had managed the Yellow Rose Motel, and the cafe across the parking lot, with the help of Jennifer and a few longtime employees. One of those longtime employees had broken his leg last week, and another had gone and gotten herself pregnant a few months back. Lillian swore she couldn’t hire just anyone. It took time and patience to find just the right person for the job.

      Patience. Something Sadie did not possess.

      There were financial problems, as well as a waitress shortage. A loan had come due, and for some reason the loan officer at the bank was being particularly stubborn. Financial problems Sadie could handle, though Lillian had put her foot down where a personal loan was concerned. She just wanted Sadie to meet with Aidan Hearn and reason with him. If she didn’t know better, she’d think her staunch aunt was afraid of the man.

      She’d tried to get that chore out of the way yesterday afternoon, immediately after her arrival, but Hearn’s airhead secretary had insisted that the loan officer could not possibly see her without an appointment. It would be Thursday before he could squeeze her in. Two more days!

      Once the financial concerns were taken care of, would Lillian let her niece go? Or did she think this waitress job that called Sadie out of bed at an ungodly hour was—horrors—permanent? Why hire a stranger when Sadie Harlow was the biggest sucker this side of the Mississippi?

      The atrocious pink uniform dropped over her head. It was two sizes too big, at least. Closer inspection showed that someone else’s name had previously been in the spot where Sadie was now embroidered in red. Not only was she wearing the ugliest uniform imaginable, it was a hand-me-down.

      She opened her bedside drawer and eyed the pistol there. The sight eased her. The well-oiled weapon had a soothing kind of beauty, caught in the light of the bedside lamp. For the past five years, Sadie hadn’t gone many places without that weapon close at hand. You only had to get in a jam once to get itchy about having some sort of protection nearby. No wonder she found the small pistol beautiful.

      But there was no good place to conceal the weapon in the bubble-gum-pink uniform and thigh holsters were so damn uncomfortable. Maybe she didn’t need to have her pistol within reach, for a change. There was nowhere on the planet safer than Garth, Alabama. The small town was quiet. Peaceful. Dull. Which is why Sadie had been so anxious to leave her home town eleven years ago.

      She left her pistol in the bedside drawer and settled for a pocket knife, which sat heavily in a deep, very pink pocket.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Sadie muttered as she walked down the stairs, again with only one eye open. That slit between tired lids was just enough to see where she was going as she made her way down to the motel lobby where Conrad Hudson—who helped out a couple days a week and much preferred working nights—manned the desk. He’d been there last night, when Sadie had finally gone to bed. He greeted her in an annoyingly energetic voice. She grunted a surly good morning and stepped into the parking lot.

      The Banks family lived above the front office and lobby, and had for as long as Sadie could remember. Right now only Jennifer and Lillian lived there, but in the old days the apartment had been crowded. Aunt Lillian and Uncle Jimmy, cousins Jennifer and Johnny. And then Sadie had come along to make everyone uncomfortable and to crowd the conditions even more.

      She’d hated coming here after her mother’s death. Orphaned, grieving, and different, she’d realized right away that she didn’t fit in well. Little Jennifer and her big brother Johnny had been blond and happy, good students who had lots of friends, while Sadie had barged in with tangled dark hair, shell-shocked by her mother’s sudden passing and filled with an anger she couldn’t explain away.

      It had been just Sadie and her mother for so long, since Peter Harlow had died when his only child was a baby. To be thrust into family life was an additional shock all its own. Aunt Lillian had done everything possible to make the new member of her family feel like this place was home. And it had been, for a while.

      But Sadie had left Garth as soon as possible after high school graduation. Had she been running away? Sure she had, though she hadn’t known it at the time. She’d run from the family who’d taken her in, certain that somewhere out there was a place for her. A place where she didn’t always feel different. A place where she fit. She’d dedicated herself to college for a few years, though she’d never found an area of study that she could fully embrace. She’d about decided she’d be a career student, always at loose ends.

      Then Spencer Mayfield had come along, with his slick ways and his “friendship” and his smooth seduction.

      She’d come so close to actually marrying Spencer. The wedding date had been a mere two months away when she’d discovered that she wasn’t his only “friend.” Just as well. She really didn’t want to go through life as Sadie Mae Mayfield.

      The only men she trusted these days were her coworkers—Santana, Mangino, Cal, Murphy… even the Major. It had taken her a long time, but she’d finally found a place where she felt as if she truly fit in. She didn’t need anything else. The fact that she was the only female in a group of difficult men didn’t faze her.

      Sadie walked across the parking lot, yawning as she went, her white tennis shoes shuffling on the asphalt. Even though her coming here years ago had been sudden and tragic, in an unexpected way Garth still felt like home. Lillian and Jennifer were family. She’d put down a few delicate but deep roots in her time here, but that didn’t mean she wanted those roots to grow stronger and tie her to the place.

      This afternoon she’d visit the bank without an appointment and have a word with Hearn about extending the loan. After that, she’d hire at least two new employees and see them settled in. And then, if she was very lucky, someone else would get themselves kidnapped and she’d be called away on urgent business.

      Three days, tops, and she’d be outta here.

      Why were so many people actually awake at five in the morning? Dressed and disgustingly cheerful, the patrons of Lillian’s Cafe smiled and talked and… ugh, was that guy flirting with her? Did he have something in his eye or was he winking at her? She was in no mood. Maybe that was the customer Jennifer had spilled coffee on. Sadie hoped so.

      She moved from booth to booth to table, pouring coffee without spilling a drop. She scribbled breakfast orders on a notepad and quickly squelched any unwanted overtures. The place was packed. Aunt Lillian worked behind the counter, and Bowie Keegan, a thin, short-haired young man who was the latest in a long line of short-order cooks, worked the grill. Sadie was the one who ended up scurrying from one end of the room to the other, trying to take care of all the tables while Lillian handled the counter and some of the cooking. Sadie did the best she could. If someone didn’t get exactly what they ordered, well, they did get fed. At this ungodly hour, they should be grateful.

      “Sadie?”

      She glanced down at the customer in the booth, a man in a sharp khaki uniform, a deputy who grinned widely at her. That smile was familiar, in an odd way. Wicked and cocky and… Truman McCain. Please, not now.

      “No,” she said as she poured Truman a cup of coffee. “No Sadie here.” She wore no makeup, was draped in a hideous pink waitress uniform that was two sizes too large, and she had a terrible case of bed-head. This was no way to run into the guy she’d had a crush on during her impressionable fifteenth and sixteenth years. Not that Truman, who’d been her cousin Johnny’s best friend since they were five, had ever given Sadie the time of day. “You must have me confused with someone else.”

      He pointed at her breast. “It says Sadie right there.”

      “Borrowed uniform.”

      “You look vaguely familiar,” he teased.

      “I get that from a lot of people. Are you ready to order?”

      Truman just smiled. Why did he have to look so good? A good three years past thirty he still had all his hair, which was a lovely warm brown that curled a little at the ends, just as she remembered. His eyes remained undulled by time. They were a fabulous shade of blue—not too dark, not too light—that seemed to see right through her. He was bigger, wider in the shoulders and maybe a little taller, though it was hard to tell with him sitting in the booth that way. He just seemed... larger than she remembered.

      The man who’d provided her with the most humiliating moment of her life should not have aged so well. It just wasn’t fair.

      “Do you need a few more minutes to decide?” she asked.

      He ordered the special and she walked away, too aware that his eyes were on her legs that needed shaving, her too-big uniform, and her tangled hair. Her ill-advised return home was not getting any better.
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      Truman’s smile faded as he watched Sadie walk away. He hadn’t thought much about Sadie Harlow, at least not recently. She must’ve had a rough time of it. Poor thing, she didn’t look so good. She was pale and there were circles under her eyes. She must’ve lost weight. That dress hung on her.

      The legs beneath that dress were not so bad, though, he mused as his gaze landed there.

      He knew damn well she hadn’t forgotten him, even if it had been more than eleven years since he’d seen her. If nothing else, the sheer terror in her eyes when she’d recognized him had given her away.

      She delivered his breakfast without looking him in the eye, letting the heavy white plate laden with eggs and grits and biscuits land on the table too hard. His check followed, slapped onto the table near the edge. He mumbled a polite thanks and let her walk away. Whatever happened to forgive and forget?

      Truman took his time with his breakfast, watching the sun come up. It would be another slow day, he imagined. Most of his days as a deputy for this small Alabama county were. There was crime here, there just wasn’t much of it. And it was minor stuff, usually. Some days he felt more like an errand boy than a deputy. He changed tires, picked up prescriptions for a couple of the old folks who didn’t—or shouldn’t—drive, and kept kids out of trouble. He broke up the occasional fight, and had driven home more than his share of drunks. It wasn’t the life he’d planned for himself, but he liked it. Most days.

      Breakfast finished, he slid out of the booth, taking care with his right leg as he always did. His limp had improved so it was barely noticeable. Or maybe he was just getting used to it. He dropped a bill on the table.

      As he approached the counter, his check and a five-dollar bill in hand, Lillian gave him a wide smile. “’Morning, Deputy Truman,” she said brightly. “Was everything all right?”

      “Wonderful as usual,” he said as he handed over his check, waiting as she opened the register and counted out his change. Behind Lillian, Sadie wiped furiously at the counter and kept her head down and her back to him. On purpose? Surely not. While Lillian placed his change in the palm of his hand Sadie escaped, taking the long way around the counter and wiping down recently vacated tables. She put an awful lot of energy into cleaning those tables, Truman noticed as he headed for the door.

      “Have a nice day, Miz Lillian.” Truman pushed against the glass door and glanced over his shoulder. “You, too, Sadie Mae,” he said, casting a grin at her back.

      He was still grinning when she flew out the door, not ten seconds behind him. “What is this?” she asked.

      He turned around to find Sadie waving a five-dollar bill in his face. She didn’t look so tired and worn out anymore. There was color in her cheeks, fire in her eyes, and instead of being simply tangled, her dark hair looked sexy and wild. He liked it. It struck him at that moment that Sadie Harlow had grown up quite nicely.

      “Your tip?”

      “Your entire breakfast didn’t cost five dollars,” she said, still thrusting the bill in his direction. “I didn’t even refill your coffee!”

      “Yeah, I noticed that.”

      “Take it back,” she ordered.

      “No.” Truman leaned against his patrol car.

      Sadie took a single step toward him. “I’m warning you, McCain.”

      “Are you threatening an officer of the law?” he teased.

      “Just take it!” She took another step forward. “And don’t you ever, ever, call me Sadie Mae.”

      “Let’s make a deal,” he said. “I call you whatever you want me to, and you keep the tip.”

      “I don’t want you to call me anything,” she said, her voice softer as she came closer. “And I certainly don’t want your… your pity tip!”

      He couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “Pity tip?”

      “Well, what else would you call it? I gave you lousy service.”

      On purpose, he was sure. “Yeah, but I figure you have potential. One day you’re going to be a great waitress.”

      “Bite me,” she said, stepping forward to slip the five-dollar bill into his breast pocket.

      “When did you get back?” he asked before she could make a quick escape.

      “Yesterday.”

      “How long are you going to stay?”

      He saw the not very long in her dark eyes, but she answered, “A few days. The family just, you know, needed some help.”

      “Johnny couldn’t make it?”

      Sadie rolled her eyes. “My hot-shot cousin is much too busy to be bothered. Since I was available...” She shrugged. “Here I am.”

      Sadie was surly, she was not happy to be here, and still there was something about her that made Truman want to smile. “Working lunch today?”

      “Not if I can help it. Sorry if I was rude,” she added, turning around slowly to return to the cafe.

      Truman took the five from his pocket and rolled it up tight between his fingers. “Sadie?”

      She obediently turned around, and he stepped forward to drop the bill down the front of her too-big uniform. If his aim was even halfway decent, it would get caught in her bra. “Have a nice day.”

      Sadie sputtered and went in after the five, but by the time she had it in her hand Truman was behind the wheel and backing out of the parking lot.
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      Things could not possibly get any worse. All she wanted was a nap. Half an hour. Maybe forty-five minutes. Jennifer leaned over the bed. “I am not cleaning up that mess,” she whined.

      Sadie didn’t bother to argue with her cousin. Arguing with Jennifer was always a waste of breath. No matter how logical the argument, Jen refused to lose. “I thought this was your regular job,” Sadie said as she left the bed.

      “Yeah, but I have to draw the line somewhere,” Jennifer whined. “Room 119 is a mess.”

      “You already said that,” Sadie grumbled.

      “And it stinks.”

      Jennifer was an apparent afterthought, eight years younger than Sadie, a full eleven years younger than her brother, Johnny. Lillian had always claimed that she’d been too old when she’d had Jennifer. She hadn’t had the energy to handle a difficult child. From the outside it had always looked to Sadie as if it had become easier for Lillian and Jimmy to let Jennifer have her way than to discipline the brat.

      At the moment, Sadie couldn’t even remember what it was like to be twenty-two. And she had never been spoiled the way Jennifer had.

      Johnny was the only Banks son, the eldest, the responsible one. He was a real-estate bigwig in Dallas, and made it to Garth only slightly more often than Sadie did. Jennifer was the baby, pretty and pampered, coddled by the entire family. Why should she leave? She had it made here. Sadie was still the oddball, caught in the middle and never quite feeling like she was part of the family, even though they’d all done their best to make her feel like one of them.

      “You’ll do it?” Jennifer practically wailed.

      “Yes, I’ll do it,” Sadie said. At least she’d traded in her pink waitress uniform for something more palatable, jeans and a plain white T-shirt. Of course, over this she added an apron with several pockets, deep pockets that held cleansers, plastic bags, and rags for wiping down counters and desktops. Not exactly her dream outfit.

      “You’ll help, right?” she asked, just as Jennifer turned in the opposite direction.

      “No way,” Jen yelled. “That room stinks.”

      “Great. It stinks.” Sadie glanced across the parking lot to the busy Lillian’s Cafe. A county patrol car was parked near the door. Truman’s? Surely not. There were other places in Garth to eat lunch. Not many, but a few.

      If she hadn’t known better, she would’ve thought he’d been flirting with her this morning. Ha. Even if he had been, it was a waste of time. He’d had his chance, and he’d blown it. She took some small measure of comfort in knowing that she could kick his ass, if she wanted to.

      Not quite fourteen years ago she’d offered her virginity to Truman, and he’d turned her down. In retrospect, she’d been a kid and he probably hadn’t wanted to go to jail, but still… he shouldn’t have laughed. The rejection had been humiliating enough, but for him to laugh at her when she’d been so in love and decidedly serious about seducing him, that was just wrong.

      She wasn’t sixteen any more, and she wasn’t a lost little girl clinging to what she thought was love. But the truth of the matter was, she still found Truman just a little bit too attractive. Her childish infatuation had died a long time ago, but she still had a soft spot for the guy. The last thing she needed was to get involved with a man from Garth. She’d never escape. She’d be effectively and completely sucked in. Instead of quick trips where she stayed a couple of hours, tops, she’d be forced to remain here for days at a time.

      Like now.

      Best to avoid Truman as much as possible, Sadie decided stoically. Aunt Lillian would just have to find someone else to take the morning shift if Mary Beth called in sick again. Sadie was desperate. If she had to spill coffee on some poor unsuspecting customer to get out of waitress duty, so be it.

      Even better, she’d hire a new waitress ASAP.

      The cart laden with towels, toilet paper, and cleaning supplies was still parked outside room 119. Sadie knocked, shouted, and then used her master key to open the door. The room was, as Jennifer had said, a mess. The covers on the bed had been torn off, drawers were opened and one was even on the floor. A bottle of wine had been emptied… all over the floor and the bed. Crackers had been crushed and scattered, too, and so had what looked to be cubes of cheese.

      Jen hadn’t been kidding when she said it smelled. Oh, what was that? The cheese? Sadie leaned over the bed and sniffed at a cube. Yikes, that was part of it.

      She snapped on a pair of latex gloves. Trash can in one hand, she walked around the room picking up offensive garbage. Food, mostly, along with the occasional wrapper or empty bottle. She couldn’t believe that there were people in the world who didn’t pick up after themselves in the most basic way. What slobs.

      A bottle of spray cleaner and a soft rag worked wonders on the nasty surfaces. Still, there was only so much a good scrubbing could do. She stripped off the sheets, being very careful that only the latex gloves came into contact with the linens. Yikes. No matter how bad her life got from here on out, she could always be assured that there were women out there who had it worse.

      Linens stripped, Sadie snagged her trash can once again. As she neared the bathroom, the smell that had hit her as she’d walked into the room got worse. Holding her breath, she leaned over a small trash can just outside the bathroom, expecting to find a stack of nasty diapers. Nothing.

      A knock on the open door made Sadie jump and turn. She squinted. A shadow filled the doorway, cutting off the sunlight. A tall, broad-shouldered shadow.

      Truman leaned against the doorjamb and grinned. “A woman of many talents,” he teased.

      Sadie walked toward the door. She was in no mood... “What are you doing here?”

      Truman stepped back as she exited 119. Fresh air had never smelled so sweet.

      “I thought I saw you head into this room,” Truman said.

      “Please tell me you’re not stalking me,” she responded casually, not looking him in the eye.

      “Of course not. That would be illegal.”

      She’d had enough. “Truman McCain, what the hell do you want?”

      Most men would take the hint and retreat. Sadie had gotten very good at telling a man to back off with nothing more than a look. Most of them didn’t just back off, they slunk away with their gaze pinned to their shoes.

      But not Truman. He held his ground. His smile didn’t go away. Not completely. “Dinner,” he finally said.

      A date. He was actually asking her out on a date. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Nope. I never kid about such serious matters.”

      Sadie didn’t beat around the bush, not anymore. She didn’t give lame excuses, she didn’t worry about hurting any man’s feelings. Did they have feelings? She thought not.

      “You want to feed me?” she said sharply. “Fine. But I am not sleeping with you. Not now, not ever. So if this is your slick country-boy way of trying to worm your way into my bed, forget it. You had your shot, and you blew it.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Truman didn’t seem at all offended or dismayed. “I thought we could have dinner and catch up. That’s all.” He leaned slightly toward her. “I don’t want to sleep with you, either, Sadie. You’re a lousy waitress, and you smell like something nasty I stepped in down by Ted Felton’s farm last week.” His smile never wavered. “Literally. Seven o’clock? I’ll pick you up.”

      Oh, she was going to regret this. Quickly, she reasoned that if she was out for a few hours, she couldn’t watch the desk, field phone calls, or dish up grits and coffee. Besides, deep inside she wasn’t entirely opposed to dinner with Truman.

      “Seven-thirty,” she said.

      Business done, she turned and walked away from Truman McCain. No, that was not a little bubble of excitement in her chest. There was nothing to get excited about. They’d eat, she’d ask questions about what had happened to him in the past eleven years—like she didn’t already know—and if Truman did dare to make a move she’d put him in his place so fast he wouldn’t know what hit him.

      Sadie was actually smiling when she opened the bathroom door, but the smile didn’t last. The stench hit her so hard she reeled back a split second before she realized what she was seeing in the bathtub.

      She backed away from the half-open door, her eyes on the body in the tub. A part of her mind logically catalogued the details. Male. Naked. Definitely dead, probably for hours. She didn’t recognize him, but then... would she, even if she knew who the man had once been? The face was distorted, and the neck, what was left of it… was… oh...

      Another part of her mind screamed silently. Run.

      After a few seconds, Sadie listened to that command. She turned and ran to the door. Truman wasn’t even halfway across the parking lot.

      “McCain!” she shouted.

      He stopped and turned, a half grin on his face. “You didn’t change your mind already, did you?” His smile faded, and he walked toward her with that slight limp that still surprised her, even though she knew what had happened. “What’s wrong?”

      Sadie moved back, clearing the doorway so Truman could step into the room. “You need to call somebody,” she said softly. “There’s a dead man in the bathtub.”

      His eyes snapped in that direction, and he moved past her. “Stay here,” he ordered.

      As if she had to be told. She’d seen enough, thank you very much.

      A glance was all Truman needed. He backed away, took Sadie’s arm, and led her outside. Grabbing the two-way radio that hung from his belt, he alerted dispatch of the situation. That done, he looked down at her without a smile, without even a speck of that McCain charm.

      “Did you disturb anything?”

      “Hell, Truman, I cleaned the room. All but the bathroom. I disturbed just about everything.”

      He muttered the word that was very much on Sadie’s mind, a word that would’ve shocked Aunt Lillian out of her orthopedic shoes.

      “I didn’t vacuum,” Sadie said. “And all the garbage I collected is in one bag.”

      “Good.”

      “Did you recognize him?” she asked, curiosity pushing aside her early revulsion.

      “No, but then I didn’t take a really close look.”

      “I understand completely,” Sadie said honestly. Already she heard approaching sirens.

      People didn’t get murdered in Garth, and from what little she’d seen she was pretty sure the man in room 119’s bathtub had not committed suicide. He’d been murdered, in a very ugly way.

      Truman leaned slightly forward as the first patrol car pulled wildly into the parking lot. “I’ve always wanted to do this,” he whispered.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “Sadie Mae Harlow, don’t leave town.”
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      After stripping out of the outfit she’d been wearing when she’d found the body and then showering vigorously, Sadie had gladly changed into clothing she was more comfortable in. A pair of black pants that had a little stretch in them, sturdy boots, a leather jacket and a shoulder holster, where her pistol now rested. After what she’d seen today, she needed her weapon close.

      She was still tempted to head down to the bank and insist on seeing Hearn. Two days was a ridiculous amount of time to wait to see a loan officer at a small-town bank. There had been a framed photo of the man hanging in the outer office, where Sadie had done battle with the receptionist. Hearn was sixtyish, with a full head of gray hair and pale-blue eyes. Not bad looking for an older man, but he had that cocky smile that men who consider themselves better than everyone else can’t seem to wipe from their faces, no matter how hard they try. He was a VP, or some such, which didn’t mean much in such a small bank. He couldn’t possibly be booked until Thursday afternoon.
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