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      “I heard the sirens and everything, but I didn’t know if it was real cops. It was dark and I was by myself. You’re not supposed to pull over. You’re supposed to wait until you reach a gas station or something.” Missy explained and her boyfriend, standing beside her, nodded in agreement.

      “Did you call the police department to verify that an officer was following you?” I asked glancing around to see if the judge had come out on the bench yet.

      “No, I didn’t know I could do that.” Missy shrugged at her boyfriend.

      “Why did you speed up once you heard the sirens?” I continued.

      “Who said that?” Missy snapped.

      “It’s in the police report. It says right here,” I showed her a copy of the police report and pointed at the line I had highlighted, “Suspect sped up once lights and sirens activated, an object was thrown out of the window…”

      “Listen lady, you going to get this dropped or what?” The boyfriend interrupted.

      I turned my attention to him for the first time. He was dressed like he just woke up and rolled out of bed. Wrinkled white shirt hanging over loose-fitting greasy jeans and tucked into untied high tops. He reeked of cigarette smoke. “Were you at the scene?” I asked.

      “No, but I know what happened.” He countered.

      “Look, I only have a short amount of time to speak to Missy before the judge comes out. If you weren’t at the scene then I don’t have any questions for you and I would appreciate it if you would let your girlfriend answer my questions without interrupting.”

      He scowled but before he could say anything, someone touched my arm. I turned around to see who it was. The first thing I noticed was a police uniform stretched tightly over broad shoulders. My eyes traveled up to an amused face and sparkling eyes tilted down towards me. My eyes widened and my breath caught. Not wanting him to see the affect he had on me, I asked in a professional tone of voice, “Yes?”

      “Are you representing Melissa Koon?” He asked, tilting his head in my client’s direction.

      I tucked my hair behind my ear and said, “Yes, I am.”

      “We need to talk,” he took my arm with gentle authority to steer me out of the courtroom as he spoke.

      “You’re the arresting officer?” I asked glancing down at the police report to the part that said in block letters Sgt. Hudson.

      “That’s me. Sergeant Luke Hudson.” Once we stepped into the hallway, he held out his hand for me to shake. I placed my smaller hand into his. He had a cool firm grip.

      I cleared my throat to hide my nerves at his touch, “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Emma Ryan, the new public defender.”

      He leaned up against the wall next to the courtroom and crossed his arms over his chest. The hallway had cleared out since court was about to start.

      I stood in front of him hugging my file to my chest. He was leaning against the wall so it was difficult to determine how tall he was. Taller than me though, and I was wearing my four-inch heels today. His hair was in a longish messy style, like he just ran his fingers through it. He had piercing brown eyes and a close-trimmed beard along a strong jaw line. His gaze was intent as he waited for me to speak.

      I took a deep breath. His mere presence affected me in a way I hadn’t experienced before. Trying to remember why we were here, I took a look at my file to gather my bearings. After a quick review, I knew I wasn’t going to like what he had to say. “So what happened?”

      “I will testify that Melissa Koon was belligerent. She led my officers on a high speed chase for thirty minutes, throwing baggies out of the window. She was combative when we finally got her to pull her car over, cussing out my guys…”

      “So she was cooperative then?” I asked with a grimace. I really hated cases when the defendant was uncooperative with cops. It made my job an uphill battle.

      He looked down at me with an intensity that made me shift on my heels, but didn’t answer.

      “All right, thanks for the heads up. I better talk to the state’s attorney before the judge comes out.” I said it with a smile hoping he knew I had been sarcastic with my prior comment. Not everyone got my sarcastic humor. I turned quickly to get out of his proximity. I needed to focus on my case and his presence made it difficult.

      I glanced back over my shoulder. Luke hadn’t moved but his lips tilted up in amusement as if he knew I was affected by him. I approached the attorney at the trial table. He was tall and lean with blond hair, and when he lifted his head up I noticed his beautiful light blue eyes. “Hey, are you checking in?”

      “Yes, I’m representing Melissa Koon.”

      He looked down at his docket list and pulled a file out of his pile. “I’m Logan Gray, by the way.”

      “Emma Ryan,” I answered offering my hand for him to shake.

      He glanced down at his notes on the front of his file and shook his head, “Whew, this one. I know it’s her first offense but it’s a doozy since she led police on a high speed chase. The official charges are possession of CDS, fleeing and eluding arrest, reckless and negligent driving, and resisting arrest. I can agree to drop the resisting arrest and reckless driving charges, and I will recommend ninety days to the judge. We both know I don’t have a case for resisting arrest.” He looked at me with regret. “I have Luke breathing down my neck on the fleeing and eluding.”

      I sighed in understanding. “I get it. Let me explain the plea deal to my client and see if she will agree.” High speed chases place everyone at risk.

      “Nice to meet you Emma. I look forward to working with you,” he said with a friendly smile as I braced myself for my client’s reaction.

      I just shook my head at him, a smile playing on my lips despite myself. He was charming but my mind was still on Luke Hudson.

      I explained to Missy that the judge would not buy her explanation when there were several officers willing to testify to her speeding and general combativeness.  Leading officers on a high speed chase was frowned on by judges. Throwing drugs out of the car was the nail in her coffin. She was lucky. The amount of drugs police recovered didn’t warrant a distribution charge.

      “State vs. Melissa Koon,” Logan called out to the gallery.

      As we walked to the front of the courtroom, I veered over to Logan and whispered our assent to his plea offer.  He nodded and I turned back towards the defense table. Logan read the facts of the case into the record.

      “Counsel, is Ms. Koon in agreement?” Judge Norris asked.

      “Yes, your honor,” I answered, and then led my client through the litany for a plea agreement. I felt the usual sick feeling watching my client being led out of the courtroom in cuffs.

      As I left the courtroom, I saw a movement from my left, someone grabbed my arm and I teetered on my heels. “What the hell? Missy didn’t do nothin’ wrong.” Missy’s boyfriend’s spit hit my face with every word that flew out of his mouth.

      I flinched and tried to pull my arm back. His grip only tightened, causing pain. “Let me go!” I exclaimed. I looked around frantically for a bailiff or anyone to intervene. Court was in session so the hallway was deserted.

      “I can’t believe Missy hired you. Everyone knows public defenders aren’t real attorneys.”

      I swallowed so loud I was pretty sure he could hear it. “Listen, you can’t run from the police when they try to pull you over. It looks bad. Judges hate that.”

      “That’s not what happened and you know it,” he answered squeezing my arm even tighter.

      “It’s her word against the testimony of several police officers,” I tried to explain.

      A commanding voice came from over my right shoulder, “Hey, what’s going on here?”

      I sighed in relief, still struggling to free my arm. Before I could register whose voice it was, Missy’s boyfriend’s hand was forcibly removed from my arm. His arms were behind his back and cuffed. I rubbed my arm at the pain.

      “What happened?” Luke asked me holding Missy’s boyfriend by his cuffed arms. More people were starting to crowd into the hallway now to see what the commotion was about.

      “I just came out here and he grabbed my arm. He’s unhappy about his girlfriend’s case.”

      “She’s a fuckin’ bitch! She got my girl locked up and for nothing!” Missy’s boyfriend yelled at me and his voice echoed off the walls.

      It was then that Luke realized who he was holding. His eyes narrowed and he nodded at another officer, “Take him to lock-up downstairs until he settles down.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” The officer answered as he took him by his arms and led him away.

      “And no need to be gentle,” he whispered so softly to the other officer, I wasn’t sure I heard him right. Once we were alone, Luke asked, “Are you okay?” as he nodded his head towards my arm.

      I glanced down at my arm, “Um yeah. I might have a bruise though.”

      He placed both of his hands on my shoulders and leaned down into my space, “You need to be more careful.” He pulled back as if to go, and then stopped to say, “I don’t know how you represent those assholes.”

      I still felt the warmth of his hands on my shoulders. My eyes closed for a second remembering the vision of his face near mine. “Oh you get used to it,” I answered flippantly so he wouldn’t know the effect he had on me. “Thanks for helping me out.” Thankfully, my clients usually didn’t touch me, but I’d been called every name in the book.

      “Sure. Try and stay out of trouble,” he answered gruffly and then pulled open the courtroom doors to go back in.

      I stood there for a minute trying to get my bearings and then I picked my briefcase. I headed to my office on the second floor. On the way to my office, I popped my head into my coworker, Ashley’s office. Seeing her on the phone, I moved files from a chair to the floor and sat down to wait for her to finish.

      Ashley took off her glasses and asked, “How was court?” Her long dark brown hair was in a high bun but tendrils were starting to escape.

      I looked around her office and answered, “My crazy client’s boyfriend grabbed my arm after court. He wouldn’t let go.” Everyone had two long desks in their office configured in an L-shape, and a window overlooking the front of the courthouse. Ashley’s degrees were framed on the side wall and Ravens and Orioles bobbleheads sat on her desk, which was piled high with files.

      Ashley looked over at me with concern, “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, a little shaken up. Sergeant Hudson intervened, thankfully.” I didn’t mention that I was equally shaken up by my encounter with Luke.

      “Luke? Is this the police chase case?”

      I sighed deeply, “Yes that’s the one.”

      “I guess she was surprised she got jail time?”

      “Yup, she got ninety days. She tried to say she didn’t know she was being pulled over,” I said rolling my eyes.

      “You would think the multiple police cars chasing her with lights and sirens would have clued her in.”

      I snorted, “It clued her in enough to throw her drugs out the window.”

      “Why do we get the crazy clients?” Ashley sighed. “They expect us to work miracles.”

      “I know. I was hoping my clients would be tamer here than in the city.” When I left my hometown I vowed never to live in a small town again. I’d grown up in my parents’ footsteps. They were the golden couple in my high school, popular and social. I was the opposite, quiet and studious. It baffled my parents, the teachers and the gossips in town. I left for College and never looked back. In the city, I could blend in. Then my boss transferred me here. With a population of five hundred, it was small. A new resident was a curiosity and I felt the stares as I walked through town. It reminded me so much of my childhood, I was anxious to return to the city.

      “You would think. Hey, did you talk to Samantha about renting the apartment above the bakery?”

      “No, but I need to. I can’t stay at the Inn for three months.” This was the other issue with a small town. No apartment buildings so there were few options for short term rentals. I was filling in for a coworker who was out on maternity leave so I needed to survive the next three months. Then I could go back to the city.

      “I’ll walk over with you after work to talk to her. Okay?”

      I nodded in agreement as she picked up her ringing phone.
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      I pulled the glass door with the Sweet Treats Bakery sign open. The three-story yellow-sided building had maroon shutters and a glass storefront with cupcakes painted on both windows.

      A bell signaled our arrival and a tall willowy blond woman came through the swinging door from the back of the shop, calling out, “May I help you?” Then she noticed Ashley behind me, “Oh, hi Ashley, how are you?” She smiled at Ashley and moved her questioning glance back to me.

      “Hi Samantha,” Ashley said and gestured towards me, “this is Emma, she’s the new attorney at my office.”

      Samantha walked around the counter to shake my hand, “Nice to meet you, Emma.”

      “Nice to meet you too,” I responded with a smile.

      Ashley started to peruse the display cases full of pastries and chocolate candies. “She’s the one I told you about who needs a place to stay for a few months.”

      Samantha turned her head back to me, “Oh, that’s right. I don’t own the building, but I can talk to the owner and see if she would be willing to rent it just for a few months. You never know with Bev.” Samantha rolled her eyes as she said her name, “Want to take a look around to see if you would even like it?”

      “Sure,” I agreed. I was staying at the Chestertown Inn, which was historic and beautiful but I really wanted to be in my own space with a kitchen. Eating out was getting old.

      “Okay, let me grab the key from the back and then I can show you around,” she said.

      As Samantha went to get the keys, I looked around the bakery. Cupcakes, cookies, and candies filled a display case, and small tables lined the wall to the right. White wainscoting on the bottom half of the wall gave way to pink paint on the top. The shop smelled divine. I definitely didn’t think through having an apartment above a bakery. I would have to start working out again to counter all the pastries I would be consuming. I hadn’t seen any gyms in town, either. I glanced out the window toward the quiet street, so different from the busy city streets I’d left behind.

      “Are you ready?” Samantha asked, interrupting my thoughts as she held open the shop door. Ashley and I preceded her outside onto the sidewalk as Samantha flipped the open sign to closed and locked the front door. “Where did you move here from, Emma?” Samantha asked with curiosity as she led us around the building to the stairs at the rear, which led up to the apartment. “We don’t get too many outsiders here, except for the college students, of course.”

      “I was transferred from the Baltimore City office,” I answered.

      Samantha opened the door and led the way in.

      “Chestertown is about as different as you can get from the city,” she said.

      “That what I’m afraid of,” I explained as I ran my hand over the chipped countertop. “It’s going to be an adjustment, that’s for sure.” The finishes weren’t top of the line, but they were functional. In the kitchen, a breakfast bar led to the living room, and down the hall I found a bedroom and the bathroom. The place was small, but it was just what I needed to live comfortably. The furniture appeared to be in decent shape. I walked around, noting everything I would need to buy to live there. Without a Target nearby, Amazon would have to do.

       “I think you will find that it is quieter here,” Samantha smiled warmly, and continued, “We don’t get much excitement.”

      I sighed in disappointment, “I used to live in Canton, close enough to the action to walk to trendy shops and restaurants.” I didn’t mention that I rarely went out. My caseload at the public defender’s office kept me busy. I brought work home often.

      “Well, at least you can walk to work here,” Ashley offered with a smile. She was right. Both the Inn and the apartment were only a few blocks from the historic Kent County Courthouse where my office was located.

      “That’s true,” I acknowledged. The tree-lined brick sidewalks of the historic downtown area did make for a nice commute.

      “So, what do you think?” Samantha asked nodding at the apartment.

      “It’s perfect for the few months I’ll be here,” I said.

      “Great, let me talk to Bev to see if she’d be willing to rent it out for a short time,” Samantha offered as we exited the apartment. She locked the door and we walked back down the stairs.

      As we rounded the front of the building, Ashley nodded to the one-story brick building adjacent to the bakery, “At least you’re right next door to a bar. See? It’s just like home.” She gave me a teasing smile.

      The black sign with gold lettering above the bar’s door read, The Pub, with black lights hanging down over it which would highlight the name at night. Next to the Pub was a café, with a green sign with white lettering, The Lime Café. There were lights strung between the two buildings to create ambiance and the seating area was covered in potted plants.

      “I hope it’s not too loud with the Café and Pub next door,” I said.

      “The good thing is that nothing is open too late around here. Come by tomorrow and I can let you know if Bev wants to rent it out,” Samantha said as she unlocked the bakery door.

      “Sure thing, thanks for showing me the apartment,” I said. “It was nice meeting you.”

      “You too,” Samantha said as she pushed open the door. “Bye Ashley.”

      “See you later Samantha,” Ashley replied as she turned back to me. “Well it’s back to work for me,” She said as she pointed across the street towards the courthouse.

      “Really? It’s 5:30.” I asked incredulously, glancing at my phone. I shouldn’t have been surprised. In the short time I’d known Ashley, she seemed like a hard worker, always staying to work after the office cleared out at 4:30 p.m.

      “Yeah, I have a ton of cases to catch up on,” Ashley explained.

      I nodded and waved goodbye to her.

      Across from the bakery, there was a park surrounded with trees and bushes. A cast iron three-tier fountain featured prominently at the center. To get a closer look, I wandered across the street and through the park. The fountain was topped with a woman pouring water from a pitcher into a cup, which overflowed into a shell, spouted out of four swans’ mouths into a second shell, and finally flowed out of the lions’ heads into the pool on the bottom. The plaque on the bottom indicated that the fountain was presented as a gift to the town in 1899. The statue was the Greek goddess of youth, Hebe, the cupbearer to the gods.

      As a history major, the historic elements of Chestertown intrigued me, as much as I missed the hustle and bustle of the city. Reluctantly, I turned out of the park down the sidewalks which wound through the park and walked down High Street in front of the courthouse to The Chestertown Inn where I had been staying for the past few weeks.

      Luke Hudson leaned against his patrol car, which was parked in front of my Corolla. His head was bent over a little black book as he scribbled something. I had a moment of panic when I saw him rip off the paper and tuck it under my windshield wipers. I glanced around for a parking sign to see if I had parked there for too long. I jogged the last few steps to Luke and placed my hand on his arm, feeling a little spark of electricity, I pulled my hand back in surprise. Something intense flared in his eyes as he turned his attention to me.

      “Sorry, am I not supposed to park here?” I asked, nervously licking my suddenly dry lips.

      “It’s only four-hour parking,” Luke answered tipping his head towards the parking sign in front of his vehicle.

      I cringed when I saw the sign, “I’m sorry, I didn’t even see that. I don’t use the car much either.” Everything in Chestertown was within walking distance.

      “There’s a lot behind the courthouse you can use for extended parking if you want,” Luke offered, helpfully pointing in the direction of lawyers’ row. Next to the courthouse, there was a line of one-story attached buildings housing one law firm after another. At the end of the street, I could see a lot.

      “Okay, thanks,” I pulled the parking ticket off of my window. I knew there was nothing I could say to get out of the ticket now that he had written it. I didn’t read it because Luke stared down at me with eyes piercing right through me. His presence was overwhelming.

      Luke looked over at the Inn, “Are you staying here?”

      “Yes, just temporarily,” I answered.

      “Do you need some help to find a place?”

      “Oh no, Ashley from work referred me to Samantha. She has an apartment over the bakery,” I explained pointing in the direction of the bakery and suddenly feeling stupid. Surely he knew there was an available apartment above the bakery. It was a small town, after all.

      “Okay, good. Let me know if you need any help with anything since you’re new to town.” He placed a hand on my shoulder and turned to go. His brief touch caused an involuntary shiver through my body.

      I was used to doing things for myself and not relying on anyone, but I liked his concern. Luke was already walking towards his vehicle and pulling open the door when I called after him, “Thank you for the offer though.” I gave him a small smile.

      He nodded and his lips twitched with the beginning of a smile. He nodded at the paper I still clutched in my hands, “Don’t forget to take care of that.” Then he got into his car and pulled out into the street. I watched him go and then I glanced down at the paper, which I had forgotten about until he mentioned it. I open the folded paper which looked like a parking ticket on the back, but instead of my information written out on the front of the ticket, there was a hand drawn picture.

      I looked at it more closely to find it was a drawing of a woman with long flowing hair, large expressive eyes, and full pouty lips. She was wearing a suit that emphasized her curves and sky-high heels. She was facing a tall man in a police uniform who was leaning nonchalantly against a wall. His hair was messy, his arms were crossed over his chest, and he wore an appreciative smile as the woman appeared to be talking to him and waving her arms to express herself.

      Was this supposed to be me? Is this how he saw me? This woman was beautiful. I always thought of myself as plain, or cute at best. I was on the shorter side at five foot two, with an athletic build, long brown hair and blue eyes. I couldn’t help the smile that lit up my face as I took one more look at the picture, tucking it into my pocket, and turned back to the Inn.
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      The next day, I stopped by the bakery to pick up the keys to the apartment from Samantha. The bell rang above the door when I entered. It was evening, and it looked like the shop was closing soon. There were no customers. Samantha came out of the back as soon as she heard the bell.

      Her soft voice greeted me, “Emma, hi. So good to see you again.” Samantha was wearing a summery dress with strappy sandals.

      “Hi, just wanted to stop by for the key. Are you closing?”

      “I was getting ready to, but let me grab that key for you first.” She said and then walked to the back.

      I looked at the display case while she was in the back.

      “Did you want something to eat?” Samantha asked as she came through the swinging door.

      I pointed at muffins on a cake pedestal on the countertop. “Do you have blueberry?”

      “One left. Lucky you,” she said as she grabbed the muffin and put it on a plate. “Please have a seat. Would you like water? I already cleaned the coffee machine.”

      “Yes, that would be great. I don’t need any more caffeine today.” Samantha grabbed a bottle of water from the case and handed it to me. I sat down at one of the little tables and she placed the key on the table for me.

      “The owner didn’t mind the short-term rental?” I asked remembering how Samantha said she needed to get permission.

      “Well I wouldn’t say that,” Samantha hedged. “Bev wasn’t happy about it, but it’s sitting there empty.” She continued sweeping up the floor, “Bev is the owner of the building and the bakery. I started working here in high school. She taught me everything I know.”

      “Oh wow, you didn’t go to culinary school?” I asked surprised.

      “No, I didn’t. Bev is older now and can’t get around as well as she used to. Her son deals with the rental and the building issues more now. I run the store for her.” She looked up as Ashley walked into the shop.

      Before I could answer, Ashley greeted us, “Hey guys! Glad you are both here.”

      “Hi Ashley,” we said.

      “Stella wants to meet at Annie’s Wine Bar tonight. Are you closing up soon?” She directed her question to Samantha.

      “Yes, just finishing up now.” Samantha answered.

      Ashley looked at me.

      “Oh no, that’s okay. I don’t feel like going out tonight.” I answered. I much preferred to hang out at home with a good book. Navigating social situations was nerve wracking.

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. You’re definitely going out with us,” Ashley said. When Ashley wanted something she usually got her way. I sighed in defeat. There was no point in arguing with her.

      As we approached the wine bar on the corner, I took in the teal siding, chocolate brown shutters, and bright yellow umbrellas over the outdoor seating area. It was quaint and cheery.

      “You want to sit outside?” Samantha asked.  “It’s a beautiful night.”

      “Sure,” we agreed.

      “Where’s Stella?” Samantha asked.

      “Oh, you know her. If she shows up she will be late.” Ashley said rolling her eyes. Ashley was still in her suit. I was sure she worked late again and came straight to the bakery afterwards. She turned to me as I took a seat, “Stella will suggest meeting somewhere and then inevitably forget about it. Or she shows up really late and full of apologies.”

      “That sounds annoying.” I said, and then worried I had offended them with my comment. I didn’t know Stella, but she was their friend.

      “You would think so, but you can’t stay mad at her. You’ll see if she ever gets here.” Ashley said, and looked around to see if she was on her way down the street. Not seeing her, she turned back to our table. “So, how’s work so far?” Ashley asked me as a waitress dropped the wine list in front of us.

      “Pretty much the same as in the city I guess. Caseload is a little smaller though.” I answered looking down at the menu. I liked the excitement and fast paced nature in the city. I had so many cases I rarely had a chance to breathe when I was in court. I liked the challenge it brought. I was worried I’d be bored here.

      Once the waitress took our order, Samantha asked, “Why are you here temporarily though?” At my questioning look she added, “You only needed the apartment for three months.”

      “Oh right,” I nodded in understanding. “The prior attorney is on maternity leave, so I’m here to fill in,” I explained.

      “Yeah, you remember Penny Shaw, right?” At Samantha’s nod, Ashley continued, “She had her baby.”

       “Oh, ok. She was a few years ahead of us in school?” Samantha asked.

      “Yes, I think she was in Jack and Luke’s class.” Ashley said.

      “Luke Hudson?” I asked.

      “That’s the one,” Ashley answered.

      “Oh my gosh guys! I’m so, so sorry!!! I completely forgot about meeting up with you until the last second,” said a tall curvy woman with red curly hair as she plopped into the empty seat at the table. She wore a short flowered dress, flats, and a red chunky necklace around her neck. She hung her canary yellow tote on the back of her chair and turned to me, “Hi! Are you Emma?”

      “Yes,” I answered not sure what to make of Stella yet.

      “I’m Stella. I’m so excited to meet you. Don’t you just love Chestertown?” She asked looking around.

      “It’s nice to meet you too. I like it here so far,” I said. I wasn’t sure I liked it at all. It would be impolite to say anything negative about their hometown though.

      Stella was practically bouncing in her seat, “Did you guys see that Luke is running for sheriff against that prick Brad Campbell?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued, “Sheriff Robinson is retiring.”

      “Stella works at the paper so she hears everything first,” Ashley offered by way of explanation.

      “I saw the signs going up around town this afternoon,” Samantha answered. “Brad’s not so bad.”

      “You’re too nice, Samantha. Brad is an asshole.” Ashley said.

      “You don’t like him because you can’t talk him out of a ticket,” Samantha said with a smile.

      “That’s true. He’s the only one who follows through with giving me tickets. It’s maddening,” Ashley complained.

      I laughed at that. Ashley was definitely used to bossing everyone around.

      “It’s more than that though,” Ashley continued. “A sheriff should at least be seen in the community to know what the issues are. Since he became Chief Deputy, no one even sees him around town.”

      I noticed Luke walk down the street, his eyes scanning the street. When his eyes rested on mine, he came to a stop at our table, “Good evening ladies,” Luke greeted.

       He was in uniform so he must have been out on patrol. His lips were turned up in a knowing smile, which made me wonder if he was thinking about the drawing he’d given me. I blushed in response and hoped no one noticed.

      “Good for you running for sheriff,” Ashley said. “We hope you win instead of that asshat.”

      Luke turned his gaze to Ashley, “Thanks for the vote of confidence. You know if you’d slow down you wouldn’t get so many tickets.”

      Ashley groaned in frustration. “Why does everyone keep saying that? It’s not just that. That guy’s a jerk.”

      “It should make for an interesting race. Sheriff’s races can get downright nasty,” Stella explained.

      “Stella loves drama,” Samantha said to me by way of explanation.

      “I hope it doesn’t get nasty,” Luke said. “There are things I’d like to change, but as Chief Deputy, Brad has put a stop to any suggestions of change. We need to do more about the opioid and heroin crisis in this county. It’s the root cause of so many other issues. Unfortunately, Brad’s pretty old school. He doesn’t see the value in getting to know the youth in the community and heading off issues before they start. That cops should be approachable and well liked, not feared. There should be a community approach to policing. I think if we had that, we could circumvent some of these issues before they started.”

      “You sound like a sheriff already,” I said approvingly.

      Luke smiled at the compliment, “Now I just need to win. I know Brad has more experience, but I have the backing from a lot of the businesses already.”

       “See? I said you were better liked. You’re in charge of patrols now right?” Ashley asked.

      “Yeah, my official title is Patrol Commander. I’m technically one rank beneath Brad. I’m sure he will use that to his advantage.” His phone rang and he answered it, “Hudson.” He listened intently for a minute and then said, “Sure thing. I’ll go there now.”

      He placed his phone back in his pocket, “Well I’d better get back to work. A call went out that kegs have gone missing at the Pub. I need to go supervise the investigation. Have a good night, ladies. Don’t get into any trouble.” He winked in my direction and walked down the street towards the Pub.
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      I sat down on the bleachers in time for the first pitch. Ashley had called this morning telling me to get to the park for a baseball game between the fire fighter/EMT workers and the police officers. The park was a green space near the Chester River and the marina. I could hear the sails on the masts clinking in the breeze.

      With her eyes on the game, Ashley said, “Hey, right on time.”

      “This had better be good. I’m not really into sports,” I replied sitting down next to her and Samantha on the metal bleachers. “I didn’t even watch sports in high school or college.”

      “Really?” Ashley asked turning her head to get a good look at me. “Not even football games?”

      “No, I wasn’t exactly social in high school or college. I think I exasperated my parents. They were the popular kids and never understood why I wasn’t,” I explained. Sometimes I had wished it could be different. It wasn’t that I didn’t dream of being on the homecoming court. Every girl probably does, but I didn’t have that it factor that my parents had. I overheard them discussing my lack of popularity with their friends. It never failed to make me feel insecure.

      “I think most women are here to admire the view,” Samantha said pointing to the men on the field.

      I turned my attention to the field and observed Luke taking some practice swings in the batter’s circle. He was facing away from me in his batter’s stance so I had a perfect view of his tight butt. “You might be onto something, Samantha,” I said smiling back at her.

      “I told you. The only thing that would be better is if they were in those tight baseball uniforms,” she said. It was a fundraiser for their respective departments so they were wearing their department issued T-shirts and sweatpants.

      After the game, some of the guys wandered over to talk to us. I didn’t really know many people yet. I didn’t have much of a social life to begin with. I went to work and then went back to the Inn. I still needed to move my things into the apartment.

      “Emma, this is Jack Perry. He works at his dad’s marina and he’s a firefighter,” Ashley said, touching my arm to get my attention.

      I looked over at the guy leaning on the railing in front of the bleachers. He was tall with lean muscle, sharp cheekbones, brown wavy hair and brown eyes. He definitely had the boy-next-door image. “Nice to meet you, Emma,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you,” I answered.

      Luke came over to stand next to him. “Morning Emma,” his eyes raked boldly over me.

      I flushed at his attention, and said, “Morning Luke.”

      “You move into that apartment yet?” Luke asked as he leaned over the railing.

      “No, I was planning on moving in tomorrow. I just need to move a few boxes from the Inn,” I said.

      “We can help. I have a truck,” Luke offered.

      “Really?” I asked surprised. “That’s a really nice offer Luke, but I can do it. It’s not that many boxes.”

      “We’re helping you tomorrow. We’ll come by in the afternoon with my truck,” Luke insisted, not letting me argue.

      “Don’t you have bad guys to arrest or something?” I asked sarcastically and tilted my head sideways to consider him.

      “Nope. I’m off tomorrow. So I’m all yours,” Luke countered.

      “I can help out too. If I get a fire call I might have to leave though,” Jack offered. Chestertown operated solely with volunteer firefighters. I could not wrap my head around this idea even though I had grown up in a small town.

      “Okay thanks, that’s really nice of you guys,” I acquiesced finally. Luke was pretty insistent so I didn’t think I could continue to refuse without sounding rude. Growing up, I didn’t want my parents to worry so I pretended everything was great. As long as I handled things on my own, they left me alone. It was a habit I’d continued.

      “We’ll come by and help you unpack your boxes afterwards,” Ashley offered with a smile.

      “Yeah, the bakery is closed on Sundays,” Samantha agreed. I’d noticed that most of the shops were closed on Sundays here. Another thing I wasn’t used to.

      In the city, I worked and then went home. The pace in the city wasn’t conducive to forming deep relationships with people. In Chestertown, it was the opposite. Help was freely offered and connections to people seemed more meaningful. I didn’t want to move when my boss transferred me. But the aspects of a small town I used to find annoying were becoming more attractive. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I was supposed to be counting down the days until I could leave.

      Jack turned his head in the direction of the food cooking. “I think it’s time to eat. Want to join us, ladies?”

      We stood in line to get our food and sat down at a table with our hot dogs, fries, and nachos. Luke sat down in the chair next to me, his leg came to rest against mine. I could feel the muscles in his leg and it felt so good, I didn’t move away from him.

      The talk turned to the upcoming race for sheriff. Sheriff Robinson’s retirement did not come as a surprise since it was all he talked about for the past year apparently, but it had been a long time since the town had seen a race for sheriff.

      “There’s Brad Campbell. He’s the one running against Luke for sheriff,” Ashley leaned over to me and whispered. I followed her gaze to a balding man with a belly overhanging his pants. He looked to be in his fifties, or his general lack of health was making him look older. I couldn’t tell. He was talking very loudly to a few people from the police department.

      “Yeah, I’m a shoo-in for the sheriff’s position. I’ve been with the department for over twenty years. No young guy is going to win over me. Hudson wants all of the patrol guys out on bikes talking to kids. It’s a waste of time if you ask me.”

      I couldn’t hear the response, because his colleagues weren’t talking as loudly as he did. I looked over at Luke to gauge his reaction. He must have heard because his mouth was tight and there was a tick in his jaw.

      “Don’t worry about it, Luke,” I told him, resting a hand on his forearm. His eyes softened but the muscles under my fingers tightened at my touch. I couldn’t look away.

      “Yeah, you’ve done all of those extra classes on leadership and management training. You took that class at Quantico. It shows you’re motivated despite the fact he’s been with the department longer. Plus your ideas are fresh and just what the town needs,” Jack added with conviction.

      Luke eyes broke away from mine, and he said, “I’m not worried, man. Thanks for the vote of confidence though. Brad seems content to skate by on his years of service.”

      I looked around quickly to make sure no one else noticed the intimate moment between us. No one seemed aware of it, so I turned my attention back to my hot dog.

      “Plus everyone loves you. Didn’t you say the small businesses are backing you?” Ashley asked.

      “Yes, I just talked to the CEO of Archer Metal Recycling and he offered its support to my campaign.” He answered proudly. He’d finished eating, so he stretched his legs out in front of him and placed his arm around the back of my chair. I found it difficult to breathe, much less eat.

      “See, you have nothing to worry about,” Ashley said.

      “What about Bev Moore?” Jack asked looking at Samantha. “Bev is the owner of Samantha’s building and the bakery. Her family owns half of the buildings and businesses in town. Her son, Justin, is a bit of a pain though.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if she sides with Brad. He probably promised them his support on any building permit or zoning issues they have,” Samantha said carefully. Samantha seemed reluctant to say anything negative about Brad or anyone really.

      “Justin will just brow beat whoever is in the position to get what he wants anyway. Don’t you have the support of the farming community as well since your dad was a farmer?” Ashley asked.

      Luke directed his answer to Ashley, “I’m certain the farmers will support me since they are long-time friends with my dad. I worked the farm all through high school and college so I know what their concerns are too.” Then he turned to Jack, who was seated across the table from him and said, “I feel like this is something I have to do. I can really make a difference, especially if the department connects with kids before they turn to crime and drugs. Other small communities have been very successful with the community policing approach. I’ll have my guys out walking and on bicycles in the community. There will be more school resource officers and maybe even a program for kids to get a taste of what it’s like to be a police officer. It would be similar to the fire fighter volunteer program for the high school kids.” When Jack nodded in understanding, Luke continued, “It provides good role models for the kids and keeps them busy, out of trouble.”

      “That’s very honorable Luke,” I said. I was impressed with his determination and motivation.

      “That’s why I became a police officer. I wanted to make a difference in the community.” Luke studied my reaction as he spoke.

      I felt like I was getting a feel for Luke and the town today. Luke was so excited and proud of his views and plans for the community. I certainly wasn’t contributing anything to society. My job was to keep criminals out of jail. It wasn’t the same thing at all. Sure, I provided representation to indigent people, but how many were truly innocent? Everyone deserved representation, but it definitely wasn’t something I was proud of. The funny thing was it had never bothered me before.
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