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This is a work of fiction. All the characters, names, incidents, organizations, and dialogue in this novel are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. 

In Loving Memory of Dasher, my Alaskan Malamute boy who passed away on March 17 at the age of six. 

Dasher was a very special boy. He was blind, but still the happiest, most positive dog I’ve ever known. He had a distinct and expressive personality that drew people in and brought joy to everyone he met.

I adopted him at age one, and instantly fell in love with him. We had a very strong bond. He was my writing companion, my walking buddy, my soulmate, and the center of my world. I’ll miss him until the day I take my last breath, and I’ll love him from the depths of my heart for all eternity. 

Footsteps in the Dark

Lisa Perkins
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Chapter 1
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Marcus

SPRING IS COMING to an end, and summer is upon us. This is our favorite time of year. We love being outside and swimming in the pool. Most of our dinners are cooked on the grill, and there are always large planters filled with flowers on the patio and the front porch. From the looks of things, you’d never know what we went through nearly two months ago.

Marissa and I are still dealing with the aftermath of what happened here. Evan Fisher died needlessly in our side yard after a shootout with the police. If he would’ve stayed in prison where he belonged, he’d still be alive today. 

Fisher had a very unhealthy and dangerous obsession with my wife. It started a few years ago, and it led to him shooting me in the back yard of our home. That’s ultimately what sent him to prison, along with several other offenses. He was sentenced to twenty-five years to life, but was released to a mental hospital after only three years. We found it odd that his psychiatrist would release him from the mental institution after only thirty days. He clearly had severe mental issues, and needed to be there long-term. 

I just want to put Evan Fisher behind us and move on with our lives. The things he did will always be in the back of our minds, but in time, I’m hoping we’ll be able to forget. 

I walk over to the french doors in the kitchen and look out at the patio. Marissa is planting flowers in the large planters around the pool. I watch her for a moment with a smile on my face. Her beauty outshines any flower. I’ve loved her for so long that I can’t remember what it was like not to be in love with her. The moment I met her, I fell head over heels in love with her, and that love has only grown stronger over time. 

All of a sudden, my phone rings, pulling me away from my beautiful wife. I pull it out of my pocket and look down at the screen. It’s Eric Wentworth, Jordan’s boyfriend. A knot forms in the pit of my stomach. Why would he be calling me? I hope nothing’s wrong with Jordan. I swipe the screen and lift the phone to my ear.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Marcus. It’s Eric Wentworth.”

“Hey, Eric. Is everything okay?” 

“Yeah, everything’s fine.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. “Good. I was afraid you were calling to tell me something happened to Jordan.”

“I’m sorry. It never occurred to me that you might think something’s wrong.”

I walk over and sit down on the barstool at the island. “It’s okay. What’s up?”

“There’s something I’d like to talk to you about. Something to run by you, if you will.”

I nod. “Okay. Shoot.”

He’s quiet for a moment. “Not over the phone. Could we meet somewhere?”

I furrow my brow. “Sure...if that’s what you want.”

“Could you meet me at Starbucks in a few hours? I’d come to your house, but I don’t want Jordan to see my car in your driveway.”

I arch my brow. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. Why do you ask?”

“Why wouldn’t you want Jordan to see your car in our driveway?”

“You’ll understand after we talk. Can you meet me?”

“Sure. I can meet you in a few hours at Starbucks.”

“Thanks, Marcus. I’ll see you then.” He ends the call, and I lay my phone down on the island.

Marissa suddenly walks through the french doors and into the kitchen. Stopping at the island, she looks down at me and smiles.

“The flowers are all planted in the large planters around the pool.” 

I get up from the island and take her in my arms, planting a kiss on her lips. “I was watching you until my phone rang.”

“I should’ve done it sooner, but with everything that’s been going on, I never got around to it until now.” 

I give her a smile. “You don’t have to explain. You plant them whenever you’re ready. We’ve been through a lot lately, and there’s no rush.” 

She smiles. “Who called you?”

“Eric Wentworth.”

She arches her brow. “Eric? Is Jordan okay?”

I nod. “Yeah. He wants to talk to me about something...run something by me.”

She furrows her brow. “That’s strange.”

“Yes, it is. He wants me to meet him in a few hours at Starbucks. He said he’d come here, but he doesn’t want Jordan to see his car in our driveway.”

“Why wouldn’t he want Jordan to know he was here?”

I shrug. “I asked him the same question, and he said I’d understand after we talked.”

“That’s very strange. I’m anxious to hear what he wants to talk to you about. I hope he’s not planning on breaking up with Jordan...especially after moving in with her a little over a month ago.”

I furrow my brow. “I never thought of that. I sure hope not, baby. I’m not going to be very happy with him if that’s the case.”

She nods. “None of us will be.”

“I guess I’ll find out in a few hours. I have to admit, I’m not looking forward to it. The fact that he wants to meet me at Starbucks to talk to me tells me it’s not going to be good.” I shake my head at the thought.

She leans in and plants a kiss on my lips. “You’ll just have to wait and see when you meet him. I hope I’m wrong about it.”

I nod. “I hope so, too, baby. The last thing Jordan needs is to get her heart broken again by someone she loves.”
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Marissa

––––––––
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MY FAVORITE TIME of year is here again. I love late spring and summer. Relaxing on the patio is my favorite thing to do after a busy day at work. We spend most of our free time outside in the spring and summer. The back yard and patio are our escape from the world. 

I’m still dealing with what happened nearly two months ago with Evan Fisher. I can still see him falling backwards onto the grass in our side yard with blood pouring from his chest after being shot by the officer he fired shots at. The thought of it still rattles me. 

The thing I’ve struggled the most with is the fact that he planted cameras in our bathroom and bedroom. It still gives me the creeps to think about him watching me in the tub, and in bed. He watched me sleeping and making love to my husband. I still feel uneasy every time I get in the jacuzzi.

His obsession with me went on for three years, and it ended in his demise. If he would’ve gotten the help he desperately needed, he would still be alive. Being institutionalized isn’t always a bad thing. I’m trying to put it all behind me, but it still haunts me at times. 

On a positive note, Daddy is now being commissioned to do paintings for individuals, in addition to the paintings he does for Tim’s gallery. People love his work so much that they’re hiring him to do paintings for them outside of the gallery. It’s definitely keeping him busy. 

With a container of leftovers on the passenger seat, I turn into Daddy’s driveway and pull around to the front of the house. Marcus went to meet Jordan’s boyfriend at Starbucks, so I thought this was a good time to drop off the leftovers from dinner for him. 

I turn off the engine and get out of the car, heading to the passenger side. Opening the door, I lean in and grab my handbag and the container of leftovers from the seat, then close the door. As I’m walking up to the porch, the front door swings open and Daddy opens the storm door for me.

“Hi, pumpkin. Come on inside.”

“Hi, Daddy. I brought you some leftovers from dinner.” I step into the entryway, and he closes the door behind me.

“They smell great. Is it Chinese food?”

I nod. “Yes. Lo mein noodles with sesame chicken, and a side of rice.”

“That sounds delicious. I’ll reheat them for dinner in a  bit. Let’s go into the kitchen.”

I follow him through the house and into the kitchen, handing him the container of leftovers. He takes them from me and puts them in the refrigerator. 

“Do you have time to stay for a bit?” He walks over and sits down at the table, and I follow suit.

“Sure. I can stay for a little while.” I slide the chair out and sit down, setting my handbag down on the other chair. 

“Where’s Marcus?”

I arch my brow at him. “He went to meet Eric Wentworth at Starbucks.”

He furrows his brow. “Oh? What’s the occasion?”

“Eric called him and said he had something to talk to him about. He wanted Marcus to meet him at Starbucks.”

“Why didn’t he just come to your house?”

I snicker. “He said he didn’t want Jordan to see his car in our driveway.”

His eyes widen. “That’s odd.”

I nod. “Very odd. I’m afraid he wants to break up with Jordan, and he’s meeting with Marcus to ask him how to let her down gently.”

He wrinkles his forehead. “I certainly hope not. The kid just moved in with her about a month and a half ago. That would be very cruel.”

“Yes, it would. If things fall apart with them, she’ll probably never trust another guy.”

He shakes his head. “I thought he was a good guy.”

“He seems to be. I could be wrong. We probably shouldn’t jump to conclusions. It’s just the feeling I got when Marcus told me he wanted to talk to him.”

He nods. “Okay. We’ll give  him the benefit of the doubt until we hear otherwise. And in that case, I might have to give him a piece of my mind.”

“I think we’ll all want to give him a piece of our minds if he does that to Jordan.”

He snickers. “That’s for sure. Not to change the subject, but I saw someone looking at the Fisher house today as I was driving by. The realtor was showing them around the front yard and the garage. It was very eerie seeing activity there after...well, you know.”

The thought of it sends chills down my spine. “That house gives me the creeps. I try not to look at it as I’m passing by. I still see him falling backwards onto our side yard when he was shot that day.”

He shakes his head. “That must’ve been very traumatic for you, pumpkin. I hate that you had to see it.”

“It all happened so fast. One minute, they’re about to cuff him and take him out of the house, and the next, he’s stealing the officer’s gun and running out of the house to escape. Bill and his officers had a shootout with him right in front of the house. He was determined to get away.”

“I showed up after the fact, and saw him lying face up on your side yard. The sight of it rattled me. I couldn't believe what I was seeing.”

I nod. “It certainly leaves a lasting impression. Okay...I don’t want to talk about him anymore. Did you finish your commissioned painting?”

He gives me a sympathetic smile. “I’m still working on it. It’s almost finished. Between the paintings I do for Tim’s gallery and the commissioned work, I’m keeping very busy.”

I smirk at him. “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“It’s a very good thing. I love what I do, and it’s fun doing it. The more paintings I get to do, the better.”

I smile. “That’s good. I’m proud of you, Daddy.”

“Thanks, pumpkin.”

I slide the chair out and get up from the table. “I’d better get going. I want to be home when Marcus gets back from his meeting with Eric.”

He gets up from the table and slides in his chair. “I’ll walk you out. Let me know what he wanted with Marcus. It had better not be what we suspect.”

He walks me to the entryway, and I swing the door open. “We’ll give him the benefit of the doubt for now. But if it turns out we’re right, then we’ll be angry.”

He nods. “It’s a deal. Thanks for the leftovers, pumpkin. I’ll go reheat them now.”

I step out onto the porch and wave to him. “Enjoy them.”

He smiles. “I sure will. Be careful going home.”

I start heading to my car, then turn and look back at him. “I’m only going a few houses up.”

He chuckles. “I know...but you still need to be careful.”

I open the door and set my handbag on the passenger seat, then turn to look at him. “I’ll call you later.”

He waves to me as I’m getting into the car. I start the engine, then shift the car into gear and slowly drive away. I see him close the front door in the rearview mirror as I’m driving down the driveway. It’s time to go home and see what Jordan’s boyfriend wanted with Marcus. I hope it’s not what I think it is. If so, she’s going to be heartbroken all over again.
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Randy

––––––––
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“DO YOU HAVE any exciting plans after work?” Ruby asks, leaning back in the chair in front of my desk.

“I’m going out to the movie set and surprise Robin. I was planning on grabbing some fast food for dinner and eating alone at home, but I changed my mind.” 

She nods. “What made you change your mind?”

I shrug. “I haven’t seen her much since she started working on the new movie, and I miss her. They have catered meals on the set, so I can go spend her dinner break with her, and have a good meal at the same time.”

She laughs. “It sounds like a win/win.”

I chuckle. “Absolutely. You have to think outside the box, Rubes.”

She gives me a goofy grin. “I guess so.”

“What about you? Any big evening plans?”

She shakes her head. “Not really. Don wants to grill hamburgers and hot dogs for dinner, then we’ll take Milo for his evening walk around the block.”

I nod. “Sounds like a nice evening to me.”

“We always have a nice evening together.”

I give her a smile. “I’m so happy for you, Rubes. You deserve a good husband who treats you right...and a cute dog to boot.”

She gets up from the chair with a smile on her face. “Thanks, Randy. I’d better get back to work. I’ll see you before we leave.”

I nod. “Yeah, you will. Later, Rubes.”

I watch her walk out the door, then pull out my phone to see if I have any text messages from Robin. Nope...not one. That’s odd. She usually texts me on her breaks. Oh, well. She’s probably busy. I’ll see her later on for dinner. I lay the phone down on my desk and get back to work.

***
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I walk across the movie set to Robin’s trailer. As I start to open the door, I notice it’s locked. That’s strange. Maybe she went to get some food. I turn and start heading toward the food tables. Looking around the area, I don’t see any sign of her. Perhaps she got her food and she’s on her way back to her trailer. We must’ve just missed each other.

As I’m about to head back to her trailer, I spot her standing next to another trailer talking with her co-star. They’re laughing and standing close together. I arch my brow and watch them. After a moment, she touches him on the arm, then waves to him and walks away. I slowly approach her, and her eyes widen when she sees me.

I sidle up to her with my arms folded. “I’ve been looking for you.”

Her face is filled with guilt. “I’ve been around. I didn’t know you were coming.”

I arch my brow. “Obviously.”

She frowns at me. “What does that mean?”

“It means that it’s obvious you weren’t expecting me. I came out to have dinner with you...if you haven’t eaten already, that is.”

“No, I haven’t. Let’s go get some food and take it back to my trailer.” 

We turn and start heading to the food tables. “That sounds like a plan to me.”

She furrows her brow. “Is something wrong? You seem different?”

I shrug. “Different...how?”

“I don’t know...distant, maybe.”

“I’m not distant. Maybe you’re just paranoid.”

We each grab a plate and start filling it with food. A guilty expression spreads across her face as she looks at me.

“Paranoid? Why would I be paranoid?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Maybe because you’re wondering if I saw you cozying up to your co-star.”

Her eyes widen. “Aidan? I wasn’t cozying up to him. He’s my co-star. We were just talking.”

“It looked pretty cozy to me.”

She shakes her head. “Stop. We were just talking. Come on...let’s go to my trailer and have dinner.”

I nod. “Okay. Sorry I showed up here unexpectedly. I just wanted to surprise you.”

“It’s okay. I’m happy to see you. It was a nice surprise.”

We walk away from the food table and start heading to her trailer. On the way, I notice Aidan talking to another actor while keeping his eye on Robin. He watches us all the way to her trailer. It’s obvious the guy is attracted to her. 

She unlocks her trailer and we go inside. As I’m closing the door behind us, I see him looking in the direction of the trailer. I definitely need to keep an eye on this guy. Clearly, he’s interested in my wife. But more importantly, is she interested in him? I guess time will tell.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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Tim

––––––––
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IT’S BEEN A busy day at work. I added a new artist to the gallery. He’s a sculptor, and his work is amazing. I’m happy to have him onboard. He spent the morning setting his work up in his spot in the gallery while I took care of the paperwork. 

After having dinner at my desk in my office, I start preparing for tomorrow evening’s art exhibition. We always have a large crowd in the evenings, so I’ve decided to incorporate refreshments in the exhibition. I’ve hired a small catering company to serve hors d'oeuvres and drinks at the exhibitions. It’s the extra touch the gallery needed.

As I’m about to get up from my desk and prepare to close the gallery for the night, one of my artists walks up to the door and knocks. It’s Jed, one of my painters. I smile and gesture for him to come in.

“Hi, Jed. How can I help you?”

“Hey, Tim. I wanted to talk to you about something.”

I nod. “Of course. Have a seat.”

He sits down in one of the chairs in front of my desk. “Thanks.”

“What’s on your mind?”

He shifts in his seat and looks me in the eye. “I’d like to talk to you about my spot in the gallery.”

I furrow my brow. “Okay. What about it?”

“I was wondering if I could get a new spot.”

“Why do you want a new spot?”

He lets out a sigh. “Because my spot is in the back corner. I don’t get much foot traffic back there. I feel like it’s keeping my work from being seen.”

“I don’t think that’s true at all. I’ve seen a lot of people checking out your work. Location has nothing to do with it.”

He shakes his head. “With all due respect, I think location has everything to do with it.”

I lean back in my chair and look at him. “What spot would you have me move you to?”

“I’d like to have a spot near the front of the gallery where I could actually get some foot traffic.”

I let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, Jed. I can’t move you near the front.”

He furrows his brow. “Why not?”

“Because those spots are for my biggest sellers. You have to earn a spot like that.”

He snickers. “You mean they’re for your favorite artists.”

I lean forward in my chair and rest my arms on the desk. “That’s not true.”

“Hunter McArthur has a spot near the front, and I know he’s a good friend of yours.”

I raise my brow. “It’s true that Hunter and I are good friends, but that’s not why he has a spot near the front of the gallery. He’s the biggest selling artist in the gallery. His work sells more than any other artist. He earned that spot.”

He snorts. “Oh, please. We all know why his work sells out like it does. He was a famous actor. His fans come into the gallery and buy up all his paintings. And if it’s not his fans, it’s his friends or associates from the business. If I were a former actor, I’d sell lots of paintings, too.”

His words make me angry. “That’s not true. Hunter is a very talented artist. One of the most talented artists I’ve ever had in the gallery. I’m sorry you’re unhappy with your spot, Jed. But you have to earn a spot near the front of the gallery. You need to sell a lot more paintings before I can move you.”

His face is suddenly filled with anger, and he raises his voice. “Maybe I could sell more paintings if I weren’t shoved in the back corner of the gallery where no one can see my work.”

I feel a frown forming on my face. “I don’t care for your tone, Jed. People see your work. You sell paintings. I’ve seen lots of people checking out your work. Maybe if you branched out a bit and painted something a little different from time to time, you might sell more.”

He gets up from the chair and stands in front of my desk, glaring at me. “Are you suggesting that my work isn’t good, and that’s why I don’t sell more?”

“I’m not suggesting that at all. Obviously, your work is good or it wouldn’t be in my gallery.”

He puts his hands on his hips. “What gives you the right to tell me what to paint? Who the hell do you think you are?”

I look him straight in the eye as I speak. “I wasn’t telling you what to paint. It was just a suggestion. And I’m the owner of this gallery...that’s who the hell I think I am. If you’re not happy with your spot, or you don’t like the way I run things around here, then maybe you should take your work and leave. I’m sure there are lots of other artists who would love to have your spot in my gallery.”

He stares at me for a moment before speaking. “The favoritism around here is so unfair. If an artist is your friend, they get a prime spot in the gallery.” 

His words make me angry. “I’m not going to apologize for being friends with Hunter McArthur. We go way back to high school, and our friendship has nothing to do with his spot in the gallery. His location has everything to do with the fact that he’s a top seller in the gallery, and he’s very talented. When you achieve that status, you can be moved to a spot near the front.”

He snickers. “That will never happen, because I’m hidden away in the back of the gallery.”

“Mr. Hawkins, I suggest you turn and walk out of my office before I remove you from the gallery. If you’re not happy here, then kindly take your paintings and leave. This conversation is over. If you say one more word, I’m removing you.”

He stares at me for a moment, then turns and storms out of my office. I shake my head. He has some nerve coming into my office and speaking to me that way. So many artists approach me wanting a spot in the gallery, and I have to turn them away because there are no spots available. I’d love to give his spot to an artist who would appreciate it. If he doesn’t want to lose his spot in the gallery, he’ll keep his opinions and complaints to himself. Otherwise, I’d be more than happy to show him the door.
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Bill

ONE MORE PASS across the lawn with the mower, then I’m finished. It’s hard to keep up with the yard work and do my job at the same time. That’s why I’ve decided to hire a lawn service to take care of the lawn for me. That way, I won’t have the tallest grass in the neighborhood anymore.

I shut off the mower, then push it over to the driveway to hose off the grass before taking it to the shed in the back yard. Walking over to the side of the house, I unroll the hose and drag it over to the driveway to hose off the mower. As I’m about to turn on the hose, Betty Lyons walks out the front door of her house and steps down off her porch. She starts heading in my direction, so I hold off on hosing down the mower.

“Good evening, Bill,” she says with a smile as she approaches me.

I return her smile. “Good evening, Betty. How are you this evening?”

“I’m fine, thank you. And you?”

I chuckle. “I’m tired. I worked all day, then had to come home and mow the lawn. Thankfully, this is the last time I’ll be doing it.”

A worried look spreads across her face. “Your last time? You’re not planning on selling the house, are you?”

I chuckle. “Absolutely not. I plan on staying here until I die. I love this neighborhood.”

“Then why is this the last time you’ll be mowing your lawn?”

“Because I’m hiring a lawn service to do it from now on. With the hours I work, it’s hard to find the time to mow the lawn myself. I always have the tallest grass in the neighborhood. A lawn service can mow it once a week and keep it nice and neat.”

She nods. “That’s a good idea. It’s less for you to have to do. I know being police chief takes up most of your time.”

I give her a smile. “Yes, it does. The lawn service starts next week, so I won’t have to worry about it anymore.”

She flashes me a smile. “That’s smart. So...how’s your friend doing? Hunter? I haven’t seen him around here in a while.”

“Hunter’s doing well. He’s actually my best friend. He’s been busy with his painting, but we meet up for dinner and talk on the phone daily. We play golf whenever we have some free time.”

She nods. “It sounds like his life is as busy as yours.”

“It is. Not only are his paintings displayed at the Brooks Art Gallery, but he’s also doing commissioned paintings now, too. It keeps him busy.”

“That’s good. He was such a nice man when I met him that day on your porch. When I didn’t see him around here anymore, I was worried that you two might’ve had a falling out.”

I shake my head. “No. Not at all. We get along very well. We’ve just been busy.”

Her cheeks turn a bright shade of crimson. “That’s good. I’m glad to hear it. He’s a very nice man, and he’s easy on the eyes.”

I chuckle. “He is a very nice man, and I have to agree with you.”

She moves her eyes away from me and turns to look toward her house. “Well, I’ll let you get back to what you were doing. I’ll talk to you later, Bill.”

I nod. “Talk to you later, Betty.”

She waves to me and starts walking across the lawn to her house. As she’s going inside, I turn on the hose and rinse off the mower, then return it to its reel at the side of the house. I wheel the mower to the back yard and put it into the shed, then close and lock the shed door. 

Well, that task is done for the last time. Next time, I won’t have to worry about it. Bradford Lawn Care will take over the task. 

As I’m walking around the side of the house to the driveway, a smile spreads across my face. It appears that Betty Lyons has a crush on my best friend. I thought I sensed it when I introduced her to Hunter that day. I think it’s cute that a woman in her eighties would have a crush on someone. She’s a sweet lady, and Hunter is a good-looking man. I'll have to tell him about her crush the next time I talk to him. He’ll get a kick out of it.

It’s time to go inside and take a shower. I worked up a sweat. The next order of business will be to go pick up something for dinner. It’s nice to have the evening off for a change. As much as I love my job and working long hours, it is nice to have the evening to myself. And I have to admit, the lawn looks much better since it’s been mowed. 

I walk across the driveway to the garage and go inside, pressing the button to close the door. I need something cold to drink before I take a shower. There’s Coke in the fridge waiting for me, and I must drink it. I swing the garage entry door open and step into the kitchen.
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Marcus

AFTER GRABBING MY chai tea at the counter, I walk over to the table next to the window and sit down. Eric follows suit with his latte in hand. I’m anxious to get this over with. I’m worried he’s going to ask my advice on how to end things with Jordan, and I’m not ready to have that conversation.

“Thanks for meeting me here, Marcus. I know it’s strange having drinks at Starbucks shortly after dinner, but this was the best place I could think of to meet.”

I take a sip of my tea, then set the cup down on the table. “What’s this all about, Eric?”

He looks me in the eye with a worried expression on his face. “I need to talk to you about something important.”

I nod. “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”

He shifts in his seat and takes a drink of his latte. “Jordan. To be more precise, our future.”

A knot forms in the pit of my stomach. This is just what I was afraid of. He wants to end the relationship, and he wants my advice on how to break it to her gently. My little girl is going to be heartbroken again.

I furrow my brow and look at him. “What about your future?”

He inhales deeply, then looks me in the eye. “I want a future with her. I want us to grow old together. I knew from the moment I met her that she was the one. We’ve been living together for a little over a month now, and things are going very well. We make a great team. Marcus, I want to ask her to marry me.”

I raise my brow at him. “You want to marry her?”

An uneasy look spreads across his face. “Yes. I’m sorry if you don’t approve, but I really love her. I think I have since the day we met.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “I approve. I thought you wanted to talk to me about ending things with her.”

He furrows his brow. “Are you kidding? I’d never want to end things with her. I’m crazy about her. I just wanted to run the idea by you and see how you felt about it.”

“I think it’s great. Jordan loves you, and as long as you make her happy and don’t hurt her, I approve.”

A smile fills his face. “I’m glad you approve. That’s a relief. I’d never hurt her. All I want to do is spend the rest of my life making her as happy as she makes me.”

“Then what did you need my advice about?” I take a sip of my tea and set the cup down on the table.

“I wanted to know if you thought she might think it was too soon. I know her last marriage ended badly, so I don’t want her to think I’m moving too fast. But if you know, you know.”

His words make me smile. “I can’t speak for Jordan, but I know she really loves you. What you said is true.”

He arches his brow. “What’s true?”

“If you know, you know. You said you’ve loved Jordan since the day you met. That’s how it was for me with Marissa. I fell in love with her the day I met her. I knew she was the one right away.”

He smiles. “So, you asked her to marry you?”

I shake my head. “No. She was with someone else. Then she married Travis Channing. I never told her how I felt about her. I was afraid to, so I kept my feelings to myself for years. I ended up marrying a woman I didn’t love, and we had Jordan and Cassidy.”

“How did you finally end up with Marissa?”

I arch my brow. “It’s kind of a long story. But the short version is that she finally divorced Travis, and I divorced Gail. I finally got the nerve to tell her how I felt, and it turned out that she had feelings for me, too. After that, we were inseparable. I asked her to marry me a little over a week after we started seeing each other, and we were married two months later.”

His eyes widen. “Wow. That’s great. And I can tell you guys are still deeply in love with each other. You proposed a week after you started dating?”

I nod. “Somewhere around there. But I had waited for her for many years before we got together. She was always with someone else and in love with them. It took a while for the timing to finally be right.”

He nods. “I think that’s great. I just hope I have the same luck with Jordan. In your opinion, will she think it’s too soon? I don’t want to overwhelm her or scare her away. I’d die if I ruined things between us.”

I think it over for a moment. “Whose idea was it for you to move in?”

“Hers. She said she wanted me around all the time, and she wanted to share her home with me.”

I rub my chin with my hand. “Well, you guys haven’t been together that long, but she asked you to move in with her. That tells me she’s ready to move your relationship forward. That’s a big step for her, considering what she went through with Brad Baker.”

He’s quiet for a moment before speaking. “That is a good sign. I’ve started looking at rings, but I wanted to wait until I talked to you to buy one. Did you pick Marissa’s ring out yourself, or did she pick it out?”

The thought brings a smile to my face. “I picked it out, with the help of Jordan and Cassidy. The three of us went to the jewelry store and picked out her bridal set  together.”

He smiles. “My girlfriend helped you pick out Marissa’s wedding rings. I love that. And now, I feel confident enough to start looking for the perfect ring for Jordan.”

“I wish you the best of luck. We’d love to have you as a member of our family.”

He extends his hand to me, and I shake it. “Thank you, Marcus. That means the world to me. I love your family, and I’d be honored to be a part of it.”

I finish my tea and glance down at my watch. “I’d better get going. I can’t wait to tell Marissa what you’re planning.”

We get up from the table and toss our empty cups into the trash. He quickly pulls his phone out of his pocket to check for messages as we’re walking out the door. 

“Thanks for meeting with me, Marcus.”

“No problem.” 

I suddenly remember something he said about meeting with me as I’m walking to my car. “Oh...why didn’t you want to come to our house? Something about not wanting Jordan to see your car in our driveway.”

He snickers. “Yeah. I thought if she saw my car at your house, she’d suspect something. I don’t want her to know what I’m planning. I want it to be a surprise.”

I nod. “I see. That makes sense. Well, good luck to you.”

He opens the driver’s side door of his car and starts to get in. “Thank you, Marcus. And thanks again for meeting me. I appreciate it.”

“It was my pleasure.”

He waves to me then gets into his car as I’m opening my car door to get in. I get in the car and start the engine, then he slowly backs out of his parking space and drives away. I follow his lead and back out of my space, then slowly drive out of the parking lot.

I have to admit, I’m relieved that he wasn’t planning on ending things with my daughter. She would’ve been devastated and heartbroken. I’m not sure how she’ll feel about a marriage proposal, but it’s definitely better than a breakup. Jordan bounces back from things quickly, and she seems to have put her marriage to Brad behind her. 

Eric is a good guy, and I know he’ll be good to her. I’ve never seen her as happy as she’s been since she and Eric got together, so I think she’ll accept his marriage proposal. I know she loves him and wants to share her life with him, or she wouldn’t have asked him to move in. We’ll just have to wait and see how things play out. But I have to admit, I’m rooting for the guy.
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Chapter 7
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Marissa

AS I’M UNLOADING the dishwasher, Marcus walks into the kitchen from the mudroom. Judging from the look on his face, he doesn’t appear to be angry. I’m dying to know what Eric wanted to talk to him about. 

He walks over to me and plants a kiss on my lips. I stop what I’m doing and give him my undivided attention. 

“Hi, beautiful. Did you just get home from Hunter’s house?”

“I’ve been home for a little while. I’ve just been tidying up in the kitchen.”

He gives me a smile and walks over to the island. Sliding the barstool out, he sits down at the island and I walk over to join him. I lean against the island with my arms folded and look down at him.

“What happened with Eric? What was so important that he wanted to talk to you about?”

He looks up at me and smiles. “It wasn’t what we thought. He wants to ask Jordan to marry him, and he wanted to know if I thought it was too soon.”

My eyes widen. “He’s going to propose to Jordan?”

He nods. “Yeah, but he was worried it might overwhelm her or scare her away because of what happened with Brad.”

I arch my brow. “Do you think it will? It took her a while to trust Eric in the beginning, remember? She even thought he was the Peeping Tom.”

“But she’s gotten to know him since then, and she really loves him. He said it was her idea for him to move in. That tells me she’s ready for a deeper commitment.”

I nod. “That’s true. I hope it works out for them. And I’m very happy he wasn’t planning on ending the relationship. I couldn’t stand the thought of Jordan getting hurt again.”

“Neither could I, baby. He really loves her. He said he has since the moment they met. It reminded me of us, and how I loved you from the moment we met.”

I tilt my head and smile. “Aww. I’m sorry I took so long to return your feelings. My taste in men back then was awful. It took the car accident to knock some sense into me.”

He furrows his brow. “Stop. It just wasn’t our time to be together yet. You were definitely worth the wait.”

I smile. “We were worth the wait. I should probably give Daddy a call tomorrow and let him know that Eric didn’t want to end things with Jordan. He wasn’t very happy about the idea.”

He chuckles. “I think we were all unhappy about the idea. I’m glad we turned out to be wrong. He really loves her and wants to share his life with her.”

The thought of it warms my heart. “I know she feels the same about him. They’re going to be very happy together.”

“If she accepts his proposal. I hope she doesn’t think he’s moving too fast and breaks it off with him. He’ll be devastated.”

“I can see them living happily ever after together.”

He smiles. “Just like us.”

I nod. “Just like us.”

“We should go upstairs and change into our night clothes. It’s been a long day, and I’m tired.” He gets up from the barstool and slides it under the island. 

“That’s a good idea. I’m tired, too.” 

He reaches down and takes my hand, then we walk out of the kitchen and through the house to the staircase. As I’m climbing the stairs, the image of Marcus and Evan rolling down the stairs as they were fighting pops into my mind. I shake it off and walk across the upstairs hallway to the bedroom. I’ve been having a lot of flashbacks lately from that day, and it’s very unsettling.

We walk into the bedroom and head to the en suite bathroom. Marcus flips on the light, then turns to look at me.

“We should get in the jacuzzi for a bit. Those jets and the hot water would feel great.” 

I glance at the jacuzzi and remember that Evan watched me while I was in there from his hidden camera. It creeps me out all over again. I haven’t been able to get in the jacuzzi since I found out about the camera. 

“You can get in there if you’d like. I think I’ll pass.” 

He looks at me with a furrowed brow. “I don’t want to get in there without you. You haven’t gotten in the jacuzzi since...” He stops himself before he finishes his sentence.

I walk away and head to the walk-in closet. He follows behind me and watches as I take off my shoes and put them in their place on the shoe rack.

“Riss...what’s wrong?”

I turn to face him. “Nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to take off my shoes.”

“Why have you stopped getting in the jacuzzi?”

I let out a sigh and look him in the eye. “Because I can’t. At least not right now.”

“You don’t like the jacuzzi anymore?”

“It’s not that. I just can’t bring myself to get in it right now. I feel like he’s still watching me. It was horrifying to discover that he was watching me in the tub through a hidden camera in our bathroom. It’s hard to get back in it after that. I just need some time, Marcus.”

He walks over and takes me in his arms. “It’s okay. I understand. I just don’t want you to turn against our home or the things we love here because of Evan Fisher. They didn’t find any other cameras hidden, and he’s gone. He can’t bother you anymore.”

I rest my head against his chest. “I know. I could never turn against our home. I just need a little time to feel comfortable getting in there again. For now, I’m fine with taking showers.”

He kisses the top of my head. “I understand. You do whatever you need to do. I just want you to feel safe in our home again.”

I slowly move out of his arms and look up at him. “I do feel safe here. I’m just not comfortable getting in the jacuzzi yet. I will in time. I promise.”

“Take all the time you need. I didn’t mean to pressure you.”

I look up into his beautiful blue eyes. “You didn’t pressure me. It’s just something I need to work out.”

He leans in and presses his lips to mine. “I’m so sorry he put you through all that, Riss. I thought we’d never have to see him again, then he suddenly reappeared and wreaked even more havoc on us than he did the first time.”

I nod. “I know. But one thing’s for sure...he’ll never do it again.”

He gives me a weak smile. “That’s for sure. Come on...let’s get changed then go out and sit on the patio for a while before bed.”

I nod. “Okay.”

He walks over to his side of the closet and starts getting changed. I follow his lead and start changing my clothes. I just can’t understand why Evan’s attorney fought so hard to get him released from prison. If she would’ve left well enough alone, we wouldn't have gone through what we did with him, and he’d still be alive. But I have to admit, I’m relieved that I won’t ever have to deal with him again.
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