
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Taking a Risk

			Police officer Jo Forsythe thinks she could find the love and family she’s been longing for with Kayla McCall. Kayla’s focused on running her business, and if she was looking for love, it wouldn’t be with Jo. Can Jo win the hearts of both Kayla and the small town that’s so protective of her?
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			Valentine Memories


			Is it corny to say that my wife and I are not the kind of couple who needs Valentine’s Day to know how we feel about each other? Yes. But it’s true. In fact, most years, we barely celebrate it at all. The most romantic moments in our life together seem to happen in small flashes—a day on the beach in P-town, a sweet kiss in the darkness of our RV while we’re on a new adventure together, or the inexplicable way I feel when I make her laugh.

			But when I think of Valentine’s Day, two occasions stand out in my mind.

			In 2009, the first year Christina and I celebrated the holiday, we were a new couple, just barely dating for two months. We stayed in, at her house. But she didn’t have a kitchen table (long story), so we spread a blanket on the floor instead. We dimmed the lights, lit some candles, and shared two courses of fondue—cheese and chocolate. To this day, those are two of my favorite food groups.

			I was already in love with her, but on that day, I couldn’t have even conceived of all we had yet to share. I wasn’t capable of understanding that I would love her more than I’d ever loved anyone before.

			A decade later, we spent Valentine’s Day with three of our closest friends. Again, we were eating fondue, this time at the Melting Pot, because as much as I like those guys, eating with them on the floor in our dimly lit kitchen would have felt very strange. This memory also makes me smile because these three guys, two of whom have known Christina since her twenties, have now become a part of my family. I’m thankful she knew them then, and I’m so grateful to have them in my life now.

			I love a good rom-com and all that it romanticizes. I do write romance, after all. Reading a story that moves me emotionally makes me come back for a reread. And that’s what I aspire to write with every book. Having Christina in my life has enhanced my feeling about the idea of happy endings because I now know that it’s everything that comes after the happily-ever-after that matters most.

 

			Erin Dutton

		


		
			
    
            Chapter One





			“I know we talked about expectations during your interview, but I want to reiterate. We may be a small-town department, but I hold everyone to high standards. It’s no longer the era of good-ole-boy policing.”

			“Yes, sir.” Jo Forsythe followed her new boss, chief of police Paul Cade, through the lobby of the Harbor Springs Police Department.

			He was the epitome of so many officers she’d worked with before. Tall, with a solid physique, he had a torso that looked even more barrel-shaped because of the ballistic vest under his uniform shirt. But she knew better than to assume anything about him personally or about his leadership. During her research for this job, she’d learned that he was ten years her senior and, two years ago, at the age of forty-five, was the youngest man ever named chief in Harbor Springs.

			He swiped an access card and led her into the area restricted from the public. He had conducted her interview by videoconference, so this was the first time she’d been inside the building.

			Several desks dotted the open area of the main room. They were modern in style and appeared quite new, as did the ergonomic desk chairs pushed up behind them. A no-frills desktop computer and monitor occupied each one.

			“These desks are for paperwork, interviewing witnesses, and such. You can just grab a free one when you need it. They aren’t assigned. I encourage my officers to spend their down time patrolling and interacting in the community, not lounging at a desk in the office.”

			“Makes sense. You’ve already got nicer equipment than my old department did. They used crappy, uncomfortable furniture to encourage us not to lounge. That and nonstop calls from dispatch.”

			He nodded. “The idea of the big-city agencies with the cutting-edge design and tech portrayed on television is misleading, isn’t it?”

			“Sure is. Big city just means big government and complicated budgets too lean to cover all the corners.”

			“Public money can be as hard to come by around here as well. But last year, we caught the guy who had been vandalizing Mrs. Beacon’s flowerbeds. To show her appreciation, she endowed the department directly with a big chunk of her departed husband’s money. So, the officers got new ballistic vests and body cams, and the bullpen got a much-needed makeover.”

			“Flowerbeds, huh? Serious business.”

			“It was to her and her azaleas.” He resumed walking toward the back of the building. In a room to the left, through a large window, she could see a woman seated at a workstation with several monitors. “That’s dispatch.”

			Jo tried not to compare the lone employee with the large communications center at her old department. She’d known this move would be a change, and comparing every component of her new life with her old would wear her out quickly.

			“Mrs. Beacon’s botanical caper had more intrigue than you’d expect.” He glanced over his shoulder with a grin. “Turns out the guy had a grudge against the late Mr. Beacon for a business deal he felt he was screwed out of—one that made the Beacons a ton of money and left his widow quite comfortable.”

			“And flower vandalism was his chosen form of retaliation?”

			Cade shrugged. “I grew up with him—knew him practically all our lives—and he’s so low-key I’m surprised he even had that in him. I know it’s not the kind of action you’re used to—”

			“That’s okay.” She glanced around the room, already happier than she’d been in months in the city. “This is exactly what I was looking for.”

			She didn’t want him to feel he had to apologize for the size or pace of the town, or to think that she was judging his department in some way. She’d come here seeking a quieter life, wanting to feel like she belonged someplace.

			“My office is back here. But when I can convince Miss Freda to handle the paperwork part of my job, you’re as likely to find me out around town as in here.” He smiled warmly at a woman who approached and handed him a cup of coffee. “Miss Freda, this is our newest officer, Jo Forsythe.”

			“It’s nice to meet you, Officer Forsythe.” The crinkles at the corners of Freda’s kind eyes and the perfectly set style of her silver hair reminded Jo of her grandmother, who’d had a standing weekly appointment at the salon. She was slim and neatly dressed in a knee-length skirt and matching cardigan.

			“Please, call me Jo.” She’d learned a long time ago, when it came to chiefs, it often mattered more how she treated their administrative assistants. No doubt Miss Freda kept the place running smoothly.

			Cade took a sip of his coffee, then waved a hand toward the front of the room. “I’m going to have you riding with Brianna Willis. But she took some personal time today to drive one of her kids to the doctor. So, you’ll be with me until tomorrow.” He didn’t wait for her response before striding off toward the front of the building as if on a mission. “Miss Freda, we’re heading over to McCall’s Sporting Goods. You can get me on the radio if you need anything.”

			Jo lengthened her stride to keep up as they passed through the lobby and out the front door. In the parking lot, Cade climbed behind the wheel of a marked SUV.

			“Is there a problem at the sporting-goods store?” Jo barely got the passenger door closed before he began backing out of his parking spot.

			“No. We’ve got an ammo order in, and since you’re here, I could use an extra pair of hands picking it up.” His measured tone contradicted his hurried motions. He spoke as if every word had been carefully considered, even when communicating the simplest phrases. On the other hand, he drove like he was responding to a hot call.

			“You order the department’s ammo from a sporting-goods store? Wouldn’t you get a better deal using a bigger supplier?”

			“Maybe. But I like to support our local businesses. And Kayla gives me the best deal she can swing while still making a little bit of money.” He glanced at her. “Don’t worry. I’m not cheating the taxpayers. It’s all listed in the budget. The people of this town want to take care of their neighbors.”

			Another big difference between her new life and her former one. She didn’t even know her neighbors in Atlanta, let alone consider their welfare beyond the basic life necessities.

			♥

			The only car in the lot of McCall’s Sporting Goods, a bright-blue Mini Cooper, was parked several spots from the building, indicating it likely belonged to an employee. As Cade circled and pulled into a place near the front, Jo spotted an equality sticker on the back window of the Mini Cooper. Interesting. And not at all what she expected to find in rural Georgia.

			Ever since she decided to leave Atlanta, she’d been preparing herself for the chance she might not be accepted here. But maybe she’d been too quick to judge, letting her own assumptions about small-town life dictate her emotions. She needed to be as open-minded as she wanted everyone else to be.

			Whereas the businesses on the opposite side of the street lined up, sharing walls and competing for shoppers with window displays and colorful signs, McCall’s stood alone, a large square, brick structure with little in the way of architectural interest, unless you counted the forest-green awning over the row of front windows.

			Inside, the mood changed. A creatively designed display, including a flickering LED campfire and a huge, realistic-looking stuffed bear holding a marshmallow stick, greeted shoppers as they entered the store.

			“Good morning, Chief.”

			Jo turned away from the bear and toward a woman who stood next to the one cash-register counter. She was pretty—in a natural, I-roll-out-of-bed-looking-great way. Soft waves of dark hair curled under just a bit as they touched her jawline. The cut of her jeans and the tailored fit of her red flannel shirt made her appear as if she’d stepped off the cover of an L.L.Bean catalog. The same outfit would make Jo feel more like the Brawny paper-towel man—minus the stubble. She lifted a heavy-looking box, and Jo squelched her urge to step forward and help—somehow feeling certain she wouldn’t welcome the implication that she couldn’t handle the weight.

			“Kayla, how are you?” Cade’s deep voice suddenly flowed like warm maple syrup, and a smile born of deep affection transformed his expression.

			“I’m doing good, Chief.” She placed the box on the counter and faced them both. “You caught me at the perfect time—it’s the weekday-morning lull. I’ll go get your order from the back.”

			“Kayla, this is my newest officer, Jo Forsythe. You’ll be seeing her around, training on the evening shift with Brianna.”

			“Nice to meet you, Officer Forsythe.” Kayla’s tone was polite, but her expression seemed tight, and she barely glanced in Jo’s direction, her icy-blue eyes flicking away quickly behind rectangular-framed glasses.

			“Please, call me Jo.”

			She nodded and turned away. “I’ll be right back.”

			“She’s super friendly,” Jo muttered sarcastically when Kayla had disappeared down an aisle and through a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.

			“Be careful now. This town is pretty protective of Kayla and her wife. Folks won’t abide you saying anything negative about her.”

			Jo couldn’t deny a twinge of disappointment that Kayla had a wife. But she was still happy to discover a lesbian couple about her age in town, potential friends to hang out with. Six months ago, her ex, a fellow police officer, had gotten most of their friends in the split. She’d fed them lies about how Jo ignored and neglected her, when, in fact, she’d been the one who stepped out. Jo was over the loss of the relationship. And the isolation from those she once considered friends had helped make the decision about moving even easier. So, after Christmas, she’d packed up her belongings and resolved to start over someplace new.

			♥

			“Mint mocha latte, please.” Jo gave her order to the young barista behind the counter of her new favorite coffee spot.

			“Yes, ma’am.” He glanced at Brianna, Jo’s training officer, and said, “Black coffee.”

			Brianna gave a small nod, and he grabbed two to-go cups from a stack next to the register before turning away.

			“You weren’t kidding about being a regular here.” During the week Jo had been shadowing Brianna, they’d visited Beans to Brew nearly every day. So far, all the employees knew Brianna’s coffee order without asking.

			“Since I refuse to patronize the chain-coffee-which-shall-not-be-named that just opened on the edge of town, yes, I am a loyal customer. Been coming here since I was eleven.”

			“You were drinking coffee at eleven?” That explained a lot. Brianna seemed to have endless amounts of energy, despite having a full-time job and three kids at home. She gave off a no-nonsense vibe, from her short hair to her minimalist makeup. She worked efficiently but also took time to greet people and ask after their families.

			“It was hot chocolate back then. Coffee started at sixteen, I think.”

			As they waited for their order, a chime indicated another customer entering. Through the window, Jo noticed the distinctive Mini Cooper from the McCall’s lot now parked beside the curb. Interesting.

			“I’ll be right with you.” The barista didn’t look up from preparing Jo’s latte.

			“I’m not in a hurry.”

			Jo recognized the pleasant tone as the one Kayla used with Chief Cade, not the cooler one she leveled at Jo. Kayla didn’t seem interested in seeing who else was inside, instead swiped through something on her phone screen. Jo took the opportunity to observe her unnoticed. Today’s flannel was blue, shades of light and dark, and appeared so soft that if Jo were closer, she might be tempted to touch it. That would be inappropriate.

			Kayla glanced up, caught her, and scowled. Stung, Jo looked away and directly into Brianna’s narrowed eyes. Damn.

			Brianna shook her head. “Don’t even look that way, friend.”

			“I know. Cade told me she’s married.”

			Brianna’s brows drew together. “He said that?”

			“Well, he mentioned her wife.”

			“Oh.” Brianna bit her lip.

			While the end to their conversation felt awkward, Jo let the subject drop. A minute later, as they picked up their order and headed for the door, she snuck a glance at Kayla and found her staring back at her. She gave Kayla a welcoming smile, hoping to quell whatever animosity Kayla felt. In a town this size, they were sure to run into each other occasionally, and even if they wouldn’t be friends, Jo preferred to at least be cordial.

			♥

			Kayla watched Jo Forsythe follow Brianna out the door, already hating the spread of warmth in her stomach when Jo smiled at her. She’d been rude when they met. She was adult enough to admit that, just not enough to do anything about it. The polite thing would have been to go over just now and apologize, but she hadn’t left her place in line.

			She didn’t want to acknowledge that just the sight of Jo in her uniform when she walked into McCall’s with Paul Cade had shaken her. She moved with the too-familiar swagger that a lot of women in uniform had, as if they inherently knew they had something to prove. Luckily, the coil of tawny hair pinned in a bun just at the nape of her neck didn’t feel reminiscent. Nor did the golden color of her tanned forearms or the peek of paler skin on her bicep when her short sleeve rode up slightly.

			She wasn’t surprised she noticed so much about Jo physically. For over a decade, she’d lived with the most observant woman she’d ever known. Surely she’d taken on some of that attention to detail. But she didn’t just take in Jo’s physical attributes. She’d also seen how her friendly expression had shut down when Kayla responded so coldly. And just now, she’d felt Jo reaching out, tentatively, from across the room. But that was ridiculous, wasn’t it? She couldn’t have sensed the emotions of a woman she’d barely met and felt them so acutely, so certainly.

			She’d seen a quiet exchange between Brianna and Jo and wondered if it had something to do with her. If Brianna had been alone, Kayla would have gone over to say hello. But Jo’s presence had her keeping her distance.

			Shaking her head, she retrieved her coffee order and headed for her car, ignoring the blueberry muffins that also called out to her from the display case. Neither those muffins nor Jo Forsythe would be good for her.

			Instead, she should be focusing on the to-do list sitting on the desk in her office. Her two part-time employees would return to college for the spring semester soon, and she’d be mostly on her own at the store. She didn’t mind working alone though. Her customers kept her company, coming in to browse or buy, and some, it seemed, just came in to chat or check up on her.

			She had plenty to keep her busy at work, but lately she’d been thinking she might be ready to make some changes in her personal life.
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