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      RISSA MATHEWS glanced into the rearview mirror and groaned when she spotted red and blue flashing lights. “Oh, great. Oh, this is just great!”

      She took her foot off the gas pedal and rolled to a stop off the road, the police cruiser following closely behind. Swearing under her breath, she reached beside her for her purse.

      It wasn’t there.

      Mouth open in panic, she leaned over to feel beneath the empty seat beside her. Had it slid in between the passenger seat and the door? “No, no, no, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Put your hands where I can see them,” a deep baritone ordered from her left. “Slowly.”

      Raising her head, she found herself staring into a pair of thickly lashed green eyes set amidst a sun-browned face and sharp, angular features. A broad-rimmed Stetson covered the officer’s head and a khaki uniform shirt stretched across his wide chest, but it was the sun’s reflection off the man’s badge that had her imagining it was laughing at her.

      She’d been pulled over by North Star’s very own sheriff. What were the odds on him letting her go?

      Rissa straightened—slowly—and immediately noticed from her higher position in the truck that his hand rested on the butt of his gun.

      “Ma’am, do you know how fast you were going?”

      “Not exactly.” Who had time to pay attention to the speed limit when summoned by an irate principal?

      “You were driving seventy-nine in a fifty-five. License and registration, please.”

      “Oh, ah…”

      “Is there a problem, ma’am?”

      Rissa looked at the empty seat beside her, her hands fisted in frustration. Why today of all days? “I don’t have it,” she admitted, her voice low. “M-my license. I mean, I do have a license, but it’s— I don’t have it with me.” Her embarrassment heightened when one of the sheriff’s eyebrows rose in response to her words.

      “I see…. Your name?”

      “Rissa Mathews.”

      “And where were you going in such a hurry in the Rowlands’ new truck, Ms. Mathews?”

      The casually posed question didn’t disguise the underlying query, and Rissa realized if she didn’t talk fast, she’d not only wind up with a ticket she couldn’t afford, but also a free trip to jail until he could determine whether the truck was stolen. Then where would her daughter be?

      Probably right beside her.

      “Do you know the Rowlands?” she asked, hopeful. “I’m Maura’s cousin—I’m staying at the Second Chance and helping Seth and Grace. You can call and confirm I have permission to drive the truck.”

      The sheriff stared at her, his gaze assessing. Maybe loosening up a little? She and Maura resembled each other, had the same hair and build passed on from their mothers.

      “I just might do that,” he drawled with a bit of a western twang, “but first tell me why you were speeding. Are you on an errand for the ranch?”

      She wanted to say yes, but she would be lying and she was a horrible liar. The Second Chance was a fully operating year-round ranch and vacation resort, one for physically impaired guests and their families. Guests could ride horses, fish, snowmobile and ski with full thought and consideration given to any special needs. Maura had made two trips to town this week to obtain something for a guest so trips into the small town weren’t unusual.

      “No, but…I’m late. I ran out of gas and had to walk back to the ranch and borrow the truck. Now my daughter’s waiting for me to pick her up at school, I’m late for appointments I can’t miss, and—” She clamped her mouth shut. If he were going to give her a ticket there was nothing she could do about it. Rambling certainly wouldn’t help, and doing so only reinforced the typical first impression most assumed when they spotted her blond hair and curvy frame.

      But pride or no pride, she couldn’t afford a ticket. Smothering a moan, she rubbed her aching temple. “Look, Sheriff, I know you’ve probably heard every excuse under the sun when it comes to people trying to get out of tickets, but I had my purse in my car when I left the house. Really. I must’ve left it behind when I switched vehicles. And I know I was speeding,” she reluctantly added, “but I had the truck under control, no one else was on the road⁠—”

      “I was on the road.”

      “And most highway speed limits are seventy now so I wasn’t driving that much over the norm.” She tried to appeal to his sense of fairness. “Surely you’ve been late at least once and driven faster than you were supposed to?”

      Her direct question earned a slight lifting of his lips at the corners, and Rissa chose to take the gesture as a sign the lawman was softening. Hope soared, and she gave him a rusty smile. Why not? Her appearance was often a hindrance to her goals, and it was definitely a hindrance when it came to her job. A female pilot in a male-dominated world, she’d often downplayed her looks. Maybe this once they would help?

      Without comment the sheriff’s gaze shifted from her eyes and face to where her arm rested along the window, his expression carefully neutral. “Give me your social security number and spell your name.”

      She did and watched while he wrote them down.

      “Keys?”

      He lifted his hand, palm open, the calluses on his skin rough against hers when they brushed together during the exchange. A tingling sensation shot up her arm.

      “Don’t move.”

      Rissa watched him in the rearview mirror, unwillingly noting the masculine grace in his long-legged stride.

      A couple cars passed, and she wanted to sink down and hide when the occupants rubbernecked to get a look. Ignoring them the best she could, Rissa leaned her head back against the seat and stared out the window up at the cloudless sky.

      She pushed aside the upset she felt at herself for making such a stupid, costly mistake, and thought about the long list of things she needed to be doing instead of sitting by the side of the road with her fate in the sheriff’s hands, awaiting what would probably be a huge fine.

      Minutes passed, and with them her impatience grew until she spotted a bird flying high overhead in the vast sea of blue and focused on it instead. Dipping and soaring, gliding, the sight brought a smile. Some women took hot baths to relax, she liked to skim the treetops. But after being let go from her job due to cut-backs, Jake’s brand-new Dodge Ram pickup had the honor of being the fastest thing she’d piloted after selling her BMW Z4.

      “Ms. Mathews?”

      She started at the sheriff’s return, but if he noticed her reaction, he didn’t let on. Instead he studied his notepad, the broad-rimmed hat shading his face until all she could see was his mouth and chin.

      “It seems speeding isn’t new to you, and you received a ticket a little over a year ago for the same problem. Were you running late then, too?”

      Rissa straightened the hem of her light pink T-shirt. “Actually it was a family emergency. My…my husband and daughter had been in a car accident and—” she pictured Skylar lying in the ER hospital bed, cut and bloody, hysterical, screaming for her dad on the other side of the curtain “—my husband didn’t make it. My daughter couldn’t be sedated because— The hospital said to hurry so I did.” She wasn’t about to apologize for it, either.

      Silent, the sheriff shifted his weight and tapped the narrow book against his fingers twice. Finally he flipped it closed with a heavy sigh.

      Rissa blinked at him, confused, until she took in his expression and realized she wasn’t the only one who’d known loss and pain.

      “If I let you go…”

      “It won’t happen again,” she promised huskily.

      “Make sure it doesn’t. You might be running late today, but no one is hurt. Slow down and keep it that way so that your daughter isn’t trying to get to the hospital—to see you.”

      “You’re letting me off?” Relief swept through her, and she caught her breath at the wry twist of his lips she received in response to her question. It softened his angled features, made her heart do a little jump, skip and thump she didn’t expect.

      “Yeah, I’m letting you off—with a warning to slow it down or else pay the price next time.”

      “Understood. Thank you, um—” she glanced at his name tag “—Sheriff Taggert. Seriously…thank you.”

      He held out the truck keys. “Drive safely.”

      “I will.” Rissa flashed him a grateful smile and started the engine, waiting for him to step away before she slowly eased back onto the highway. Within moments the sheriff’s broad-shouldered image faded in the distance, but she had a hard time making him disappear from her thoughts. What had happened to him to put that look in his eyes? What kind of pain had he endured?

      Fifteen minutes later she still contemplated the questions to keep from having to think about her own problems—namely her daughter—when she pulled into North Star Middle School’s parking lot.

      The office was located on the other side of a vestibule, and she continued through the second set of doors, pausing when a woman heard her and raised her head. A wary, dread-filled expression crossed her face before she quickly masked the look and pasted on a smile. “Mrs. Mathews?”

      Rissa’s stomach tightened. “Yes, I’m Rissa Mathews.”

      “Delia Kline, counselor for the middle and high school students. I was away at a meeting the day you registered your daughter.”

      The woman held out her hand and Rissa shook it. “Sorry, I’m late.”

      The counselor dropped several files on a nearby desk and waved Rissa deeper into the reception area. “No problem. It gave me some time to clear my desk while Mr. Kline and I waited.”

      “Didn’t you say your name was Kline?”

      She nodded. “Yes. My husband is the principal here. This way, please.”

      Suddenly awkward, Rissa smoothed her hands over her jeans and looked around, trying not to breathe too deeply. The school smelled of bleach and artificial air fresheners, the remnants of lunch and old paper.

      Delia Kline’s matronly form led the way down a short, tiled hall past several other offices, one of which had the woman’s name written on it. Skylar was nowhere to be seen. They entered the office at the end of the hall, and a balding man in his late forties or early fifties stood, his weary expression declaring it had been a long day.

      “Mrs. Mathews, welcome.”

      Once again she held out her hand and made sure to keep her grip firm. “Mr. Kline.”

      “Please, sit down.” He indicated the two chairs across from his desk. “I’m sorry to request a meeting on such short notice, but we decided it might be best.”

      O-kay. Rissa seated herself, but wished she’d waited when Mr. Kline rested a hip against the desk in a casual pose and his wife remained standing two steps away. Both stared at her, their faces pitying.

      The principal cleared his throat. “Mrs. Mathews, let me begin by saying we realize the first week at a new school is always trying, but we do our best to make sure new students are welcomed. However, I must admit your daughter has not made this experience easy.”

      “I gathered that by the phone call.”

      “Yes, well, I don’t know how to put this other than bluntly, but your daughter’s physical appearance has proved to be a little daunting to some of our students.”

      They thought the students were daunted? A belligerent teenager had taken over and changed her daughter from the inside out. Removed her girl-next-door, fresh-faced appearance and changed it to Goth Girl, Child of the Night.

      “Moving so far away from a place where her appearance might have been accepted can’t be easy, and a period of adjustment is called for,” Delia Kline offered. “That’s why we didn’t immediately call you when she had trouble earlier in the week.”

      Rissa shifted on the uncomfortable chair, the knot in her stomach growing with every word. Skylar’s appearance hadn’t been the norm at home, either. “What kind of trouble?”

      Mr. Kline exchanged another glance with his wife. “The first was a spat, a group of girls arguing in the hall between classes. They were warned to behave, and the incident dropped. Today, however, there was a full-fledged fight.” He cleared his throat once more, his solemn gaze meeting hers. “One of our teachers witnessed Skylar throwing the first punch.”

      “As I’m sure you are aware, our duty as administrators is to protect the student body and teach them, guide them, and to set examples when confronted with bad behavior,” Mrs. Kline murmured pointedly.

      “Meaning?” The question came out soft and thready, revealing too much.

      Delia Kline’s mouth tightened. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Mathews, but along with today’s punishment, Skylar has been issued detention after school all next week. Two hours a day, all five days. We understand this might be an inconvenience for you being so new to town, but we think detention is better than expelling her under the circumstances, with the school year ending in a matter of weeks.”

      It certainly was an inconvenience. Staying two hours after school meant Skylar couldn’t ride the bus out to the ranch. Rissa would have to come pick her up, the drive nearly an hour round-trip.

      “I understand,” she murmured dazedly. What else could she say?

      “May I suggest something?” The counselor unfolded her arms and walked over to sit in her husband’s desk chair.

      The move drew Rissa’s attention and that’s when she noticed the credenza behind the desk where a collage of framed photographs on top showcased the bright, smiling faces of their family. Older kids from the looks of it. What could it hurt to get advice from people who’d survived teenagers? “Of course.”

      “Perhaps you could talk to Skylar about blending in more, easing up on the makeup and concentrating on making friends?”

      Did they think she hadn’t tried that? “Individuality⁠—”

      “Is important. Absolutely,” the principal confirmed, evidently sensing the beginning of her parental defense. “But right now and in this small community, Skylar’s individuality is a little too different. It’s frightening to some. Especially after all the news reports of school shootings resulting from teenagers thought to be outsiders.”

      Rissa stood, her hands clenched into fists. “You’ve profiled her.”

      “We’ve done no such thing,” the principal argued. “I’m simply relaying to you the thoughts of other parents. Parents who have seen Skylar this past week and are concerned. They’ve voiced their apprehension to me, and after observing Skylar with the other students, well, it appears the children are projecting the same attitudes in regard to her appearance.”

      “Mrs. Mathews, losing a loved one is difficult on anyone,” Mrs. Kline interjected softly. “We understand that, and her last counselor documented Skylar’s changes in behavior and personal appearance very well, enabling us to grasp the enormity of what Skylar underwent with the accident and loss of her father. But I’m sure you are aware not everyone retreats behind a mask, and the fact that Skylar has changed so drastically in the course of a single year…it only adds to our concern.” She glanced at her husband quickly before focusing on Rissa again. “There are professionals who might be better equipped to help your daughter.”

      “She’s seen them.” Three-hundred-dollar-an-hour shrinks who knew what they were talking about. Didn’t they? “I was told to leave her alone and let her express herself how she wants. To wait until she’s ready to talk about what happened. She simply needs more time.”

      “I don’t doubt that’s true, and a good idea in theory, Mrs. Mathews, but the reality is we must stand firm. Skylar’s behavior cannot be allowed to continue. Violence is unacceptable in our school, and we won’t allow Skylar to upset our student body—or harm them.”

      

      JONAS HAD WATCHED Rissa Mathews pull onto the highway before he’d walked back to the cruiser and climbed inside. Driving home, his mind remained preoccupied with the beautiful blonde and the information her social security number had revealed.

      He didn’t need the computer to tell him that New York City was big and bustling with too many people. Too much everything. Crime, poverty, wealth and everything in between. Everything North Star wasn’t.

      Topping twenty-plus miles over the limit and not carrying her license, he’d had no intention of letting her off with a warning. But the look in her eyes, her expression when she’d told him about the last ticket she’d received, had gotten to him. Who wouldn’t have done the same in that situation?

      You’ll probably find out later she lied.

      If that were the case, so be it. But until then, he’d give her the benefit of the doubt and keep an eye on her for future speed violations. Her record showed she hadn’t received any drug-related citations, and the standard check for alcohol and drugs turned up nothing. She was clean. Just speeding. Which is why he’d listened to his instincts and let her go. People deserved a break every now and again, and he’d given Rissa Mathews one. Just one. Nothing wrong with that.

      Jonas stepped inside his house only to come up short when confronted with Caroline’s thunderous expression. His daughter stalked toward him from the kitchen.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, the car already parked in the driveway when he’d pulled in giving him a good indication.

      “I’m not going.” Her mouth flattened into a mulish line.

      Jonas glanced over her head to the kitchen beyond before shutting the door behind him. “What is it this time?”

      “Ballet. It’s boring! Dad, please don’t make me go.”

      “Your grandma likes taking you to new places. You’ve never been to a ballet before. Maybe you’d enjoy it.”

      He watched her cross her arms over her flat chest, then did a double take when he suddenly realized she wasn’t so flat anymore. When had that happened?

      “You’ll go, too?”

      “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “Uh-huh. That’s what I figured.”

      Jonas ignored Caroline’s put-out tone and listened to the sounds of his ex-mother-in-law’s weekly visit. The dishwasher was running in the kitchen, the washer and dryer were on in the hall, and the sweeper sat out in the living room.

      He frowned. “Did you tell her we’d⁠—”

      “Yeah. Do you think she thinks we did anything right?” Caroline rolled her eyes. “The dishes had a film on them,” she informed him sourly, “the clothes are too wrinkled and she saw a speck of dust on the floor.” She shook her head. “Like, how hard is it to clean? It’s not calculus.”

      Jonas took his hat off and hung it on the peg by the door. “I’ll talk to her. Anything happen at school today?”

      “No.”

      It was the same answer he’d received every day for a while now. The same look. What happened to the little girl who used to burst into the house talking ninety miles a minute?

      “There you are. Caroline, why didn’t you tell me your father was home?”

      His daughter made a face her grandmother couldn’t see, and headed down the hall toward her room.

      “Dinner’s in⁠—”

      “I know!”

      Marilyn shook her head at Caroline’s response. “Jonas, really, you need to take her in hand. She’s rude.”

      “Trust me, you don’t know rude until you’ve seen and dealt with some of the kids out there.”

      “Still, there’s no time to waste. She’s getting to an age where…”

      Jonas tuned out while he sorted through the mail lying on the entry table. Sweepstakes, credit card application, credit card bill, electric bill, mortgage. Marilyn droned on, and he kept flipping. Water bill⁠—

      An acrid scent reached him and he paused, sniffing. “Is something burning?”

      Marilyn stopped mid-rant. “The bread!”

      Grimacing, Jonas followed her into the kitchen, and winced when he spotted the smoky haze filling the air.

      Marilyn grabbed a pot holder and yanked open the oven door. Smoke billowed out. “I told her to watch the bread. One little thing she could’ve done to help me, but did she? Now it’s ruined. Ruined!”

      As though waiting for the climactic moment, the fire alarm went off at the height of her cry, and Jonas waved one of the envelopes beneath it to clear the smoke.

      Caroline reappeared in the doorway. “Grandma, I’m sorry! I forgot the bread.”

      “How could you forget? It was one little thing!”

      The alarm sputtered, squawking twice more before ending. Jonas tossed the mail aside, opened the patio door and motioned his daughter to his side.

      “It’s okay, Marilyn. It’s not ruined, see? A little black on the bottom. We’ll peel it off, and eat the middle and top.”

      “Like we always do, right, Dad?”

      He chuckled, wondering if they’d hold the record for the most burnt ready-made biscuits if it were ever added up. “Right.”

      Marilyn wasn’t amused. “It took me all day to make this bread. To prepare it and for it to rise, and—look how unappreciative you are!”

      “Grandma, I’m sorry I forgot.” Caroline battled back tears until her face brightened. “I know! Maybe we can get you a breadmaker for Christmas.”

      “A what?” Marilyn’s self-pitying expression turned to one of horror.

      Jonas squeezed Caroline’s shoulder and locked his jaw to keep from laughing—and arguing. Every week the same scene played out in one form or another. If not because of burnt bread, then for spilling something after Marilyn had finished cleaning or not eating themselves sick to prove they wouldn’t starve. There was always something.

      “We’re very appreciative,” Jonas murmured, feeling guilty at his thoughts. Since Lea left, Marilyn tried hard to help out. And he was grateful. He just hated feeling like Marilyn’s generosity was an anvil held over his head, a reminder that he’d done wrong by not being exciting enough for her daughter to hang around.

      “Grandma, we love you.”

      “Yeah,” he added when Caroline nudged him. “What would we do without you?”

      His mother-in-law’s eyes filled with tears and she held open her arms. Glancing at him quickly, Caroline stepped forward into her embrace.

      “I love you, too, Caroline. I’m just in a mood today since your grandpa’s business trip was extended. All’s forgiven. And I’m so looking forward to our evening out, aren’t you? I knew the ballet would make a wonderful birthday gift. Of course, I’d rather it be us, but I understand if you’d like to bring one of your little friends along.”

      “Wellll—”

      “That’s very generous of you, Marilyn. I’m sure Caro would love to invite someone.”

      Marilyn smoothed her hands over Caroline’s unruly red hair and smiled. “This is going to be so much fun! We’ll have to hurry, though. There are only two months left to find an appropriate dress, but I know the perfect color—pink!”
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      STAY HERE.”

      “Why can’t I come in? I’m thirsty.”

      Rissa ground her teeth together. Her daughter acted four instead of fourteen. “Skylar, I need this job. Seth and Grace are being very gracious by letting us stay in the old cabin in exchange for housekeeping help, but we have no expendable income until your father’s life insurance check comes through. I’m not buying a soda at double the price we can get it from home.”

      “It’s only a buck or so.”

      “Fine. You want one—pay for it yourself.”

      Skylar’s black painted lips turned down. “Geez, Mom, chill.”

      Chill? Chill? Staring at the creature who used to be her baby girl, Rissa inhaled deeply and fought the urge to scream until she couldn’t scream anymore. Her daughter’s long blond locks were gone, chopped short and dyed jet-black in a page-boy cut. Chalky powder hid her skin, and black eyeliner, black blush and black lipstick lined her eyes, cheeks and lips accordingly. A tiny black teardrop adorned her cheek below her left eye. Dressed from head to toe in yet more black, Skylar looked like an extra from a vampire movie.

      “We’ll discuss your behavior when we get home. I can’t do this now, not when I’m going in there for an interview.”

      “It’s a freakin’ diner. Why do you want to work there, anyway?”

      “Watch your language,” she ordered automatically. “And for the record, I don’t want to wait tables, but since I haven’t found a pilot’s job yet, what do you think I should do? We have bills to pay or have you forgotten?”

      Skylar’s eyes widened. “You’re blaming me for the bills?”

      “Only the one you made. Now for the last time, stay here.”

      “Whatever.” Skylar slumped in the seat and lifted her booted feet onto the dash, the decorative chains rattling. “It’s not like there’s anywhere else to go in this stupid town.”

      Meaning the mall or other forms of entertainment. North Star had been a surprise. It remained quite old-fashioned despite the modern conveniences available in the nearby state capital.

      Simple was good, though. No mall meant no more surprise shopping sprees. No more thousand-dollar credit card charges racked up by a daughter who had slipped out of the house one morning a young girl and come home a vamp smart enough to rip the tags off so nothing could be returned.

      Rissa slammed the truck door closed and ignored Skylar’s glare. “It’s a freakin’ diner,” she muttered, using one of Skylar’s favorite adjectives. “You’ve flown in treacherous winds, rescued flood victims and kept your cool while SOBs tried to put the moves on you midair. Waiting tables again will be a breeze.”

      Ignoring the voice in her head snickering at her pep talk, Rissa made her way down the block and into the diner on the corner. It was six-thirty and already the dinner crowd had thinned. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. The ad specified evening hours. Thin was good.

      And so were tips.

      “Can I help you?”

      She pinned a smile to her face and tried not to fidget. “I’m Rissa Mathews. I spoke with Porter earlier today about an interview?”

      The older woman nodded, her mile-high hair bobbing up and down in sync with her chins. “Porter, she’s here!”

      A door separated the kitchen from the counter and dining area, and Rissa jumped when a hand slammed against it. An older man emerged, his bushy eyebrows rising high when he saw her.

      Without greeting or comment, he took in her appearance of jeans and a T-shirt, his mouth pursed. Maura had told her to dress casually. Bad advice?

      The man glanced at the waitress standing by the cash register. “What do you think?”

      “Her looks and newness to town will sure draw ’em in, but…you got any experience, honey?”

      “A little. I waited tables in high school.” For three whole days before she got fired for dumping a plate of spaghetti on a patron’s head after he’d groped her behind.

      “You’re hired.” Porter nodded at the waitress. “Charlotte’ll get you an apron and things. Be here at five-thirty sharp. You’ll stay until we close at ten and then help clean up. Weeknights are slow. We’re usually out of here by ten-thirty or quarter ’til. That a problem?”

      “I—” Rissa wet her dry lips. “No, not at all.” Except next week she wouldn’t have time to pick Skylar up after detention, drive her back to their cabin at the Second Chance and make it back here on time.

      Four hours in a car unattended? Her daughter was a walking, talking disaster waiting to happen.

      “You don’t seem too sure,” the waitress added suspiciously.

      “Oh, I’m sure. I want it.” She nodded firmly. After all, it was only a week. “I’ll be here. Thank you, Porter…Charlotte. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Head held high, Rissa gave them a cheerful wave and left, ignoring her nerves, the sick twist in her stomach and her aching head. But halfway down the block she spied a bench out in front of the barbershop and her body refused to take another step. She dropped down onto the weathered surface and buried her face in her hands, not caring who saw her looking so utterly pathetic. She needed a moment of peace, a chance to regroup.

      She’d gotten the job. When added to the fairly steady tips she received by working at the ranch as the temporary housekeeper, and what money she’d managed to put back from liquidating everything before their move, she should be able to make all her payments with some creative timing. But while the job ended one worry, she dreaded the night—the next week—to come.

      The Klines’ comments resonated in her head, and a self-indulgent moan sounded, followed by the sharp sting of tears.

      Larry, what happened to her? What did you do?

      Blinking away the moisture, Rissa shoved herself to her feet and retraced her steps to the truck, her gaze zeroing in on Skylar once she was close enough to make out her daughter’s dark form.

      Before her Goth change, Skylar had looked like the best of both her parents. Her daughter had gotten her blond hair, blue eyes and curvy figure from her and had taken after her father when it came to his height, bone structure and blinding smile. An anchorman for the local television station, Larry attracted attention with his wide grin and jaw-dropping looks the camera loved. Sadly, it hadn’t taken too many trips through the sky flying Larry to and from the special assignments he covered with him murmuring outrageously flirtatious comments into her headset for her to agree to his whirlwind proposal.

      They’d been the perfect couple. The one people talked about when they entered a room. But it had all been a sham—looks were deceiving—and even before finding out proof-positive about his affair, she’d suspected his infidelity for years. Nearly from the beginning.

      Rissa climbed inside the truck and waited, wondering if Skylar would comment. Seconds passed. Skylar ignored her, didn’t ask if she’d gotten the job. Unbelievable. Rissa stabbed the key into the ignition, more than a little tired of Skylar’s indifference.

      The accident had done some major damage emotionally, she knew that, but something had to give soon. Otherwise she feared she’d lose Skylar forever. And a big part of herself.

      

      JONAS KNOCKED on Caroline’s bedroom door and waited until she said he could enter. She’d already showered and now wore a T-shirt and gym shorts, her long red hair twisted into a sloppy knot atop her head.

      “Didn’t we wash your pjs?”

      She shrugged. “They’re getting too small.”

      Already? When he added that comment to what he’d noticed earlier in the evening, he knew he’d been given the perfect opening to discuss…things.

      “I, uh, talked with your grandma before she left about taking you shopping.” He cleared his throat, the sound emerging louder than he’d intended. “For some new under—uh…things.”

      “Dad, you didn’t!”

      He walked over to stare out the window, easily able to imagine Caroline’s face blazing with embarrassment, much like his probably was at the moment. “She’ll do fine.”

      “She likes old stuff. Can’t I go by myself?”

      “You’re too young.”

      “I’m almost fourteen!”

      Like he didn’t know that? Wasn’t reminded of it every time he looked at her and remembered the moment she’d been placed in his arms mere seconds after she was born? “If your mother were here⁠—”

      “But she’s not.” Caroline stomped over to her dresser, her head down. “And I am old enough. There’s a store by the grocery now, and they have stuff like that. Couldn’t you wait in the car while I went in? That would work, wouldn’t it?”

      He’d forgotten about the little shop that opened up a year ago, The Blooming something. But what did his daughter know about shopping for bras? What did he know about it?

      Jonas ran a hand roughly over his face. “I thought since you and Marilyn had to go look for a dress, you could get some things then.”

      “Grandma will order one before we ever get a chance to go shopping. She thinks if she buys things, I have to wear them.” She released a drawn out sigh and removed her earrings. “Dad, you know how she is, she wants me to wear pink! I’ll never get a dress I like.” Caroline stomped back across the room, and the bed squeaked when she flopped on it.

      “Whatever you get will look great.”

      “Uh-huh. You don’t have to wear it and look like a redheaded bag of cotton candy. Everybody knows red hair and pink dresses only work for movie stars.”

      He rubbed the muscles in his neck in a poor attempt to ease the tension. The teenage melodrama was getting to him. “Look online for a few dresses you like and then send her some suggestions. Your Grandpa Dave can print them off at work and give them to her.”

      “Why can’t we do that with the other stuff? Just order something?”

      “You’ll need to try things on, sweetheart. To, um…get the right size.” Jonas felt his face heat again and cursed silently. There were some things dads weren’t meant to discuss with their daughters. That’s where mothers came in. Knowing your little girl was growing up and having to follow the process firsthand through underwear sizes was just cruel.

      “But if it’s wrong, we could send it back and order something else.”

      “Sweetheart, the answer’s no.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. Disappointment clouded her face. Against his better judgment, he thought of a compromise. “I guess if you really want to go to that store by yourself, I could call and ask one of the saleswomen to help you.”

      She covered her face with her hands. “That’s even worse!”

      “Why?”

      “Because! Everybody knows about Mom leaving us and if you call for help and I go in to buy that stuff, they’ll give me those funny looks people give us sometimes.”

      He knew exactly which looks she meant. Pity, curiosity. Thoughtless scorn that they’d driven their small-town princess away. Jonas turned to face her and found Caroline watching him. Her gray eyes revealed the same thoughts, the same doubts about herself. Insecurities they’d both gained from Lea’s desertion.

      “We’ll do all right and get things taken care of, Caro. Don’t worry.”

      Once again she left the bed, but this time she padded over to where he stood, sliding her freckled arms around his waist and laying her cheek on his ribs. Jonas hugged her tight and kissed the top of her head like he had nearly every day since her birth.

      “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      “For what?”

      “That you have to do this stuff. Maybe Mom would’ve stayed if⁠—”

      He squeezed her to silence her. “No, honey. She wouldn’t have stayed. Your mom wanted to leave North Star long before we ever got together, before she got pregnant with you. Some people are meant to live in small towns, others aren’t. It’s as simple as that.” He kissed her hair again, then her forehead. “You did absolutely nothing wrong, you hear me?”

      She nodded, but the movement lacked substance and belief.

      “Sweetheart, no amount of helping around the house or extra good behavior would’ve changed things. She didn’t leave you, honey, she left me.”

      “But she didn’t leave until after⁠—”

      “Trust me,” he ordered, anxious to drop the subject before she became upset. “I know what I’m talking about, and you aren’t to blame. Now…homework done?”

      “Almost. I can’t believe we get homework on the weekend. It sucks.”

      He chuckled. “Finish it up tonight then and be done with it so you’ll have the rest of the weekend free.” He loosened his grip, but she held tight, her nose pressed into his chest, her forehead hot pink.

      “Dad…think maybe we could go to The Blooming Rose tomorrow?” Her words were muffled against his shirt. “Things are kind of tight.”

      Which meant she hoped to get her things before school on Monday, with or without help. Jonas sighed and rubbed her back. “I’ll take you on my break, how’s that?”

      “And I can do it by myself? Please, Dad?”

      “I guess you can’t get things too wrong.”

      “Really?” She hugged him again. “Thank you!”

      “I love you, baby. Don’t worry so much about things, okay?”

      Caroline nodded, not looking at her dad when she released him and walked over and seated herself on the bed. She grabbed a pillow to hold in front of her, and waited for him to close the door behind him, smiling when he looked through the space one last time before he pulled it shut.

      A second passed. Two. Tears filled her eyes, but she didn’t let them fall.

      Her dad was a good guy, the best. People liked and respected him. Came to him for advice. She knew he only said those things about her mom leaving because he was trying to make her feel better.

      She dropped to her side and grabbed the photo album next to her bed, stared down at the proof right there in the album.

      Newspaper clippings and photos, announcements. All the stuff her grandma had collected over the years. Her mom had danced, cheered or played sports every season of the year from grade school to high school. She was pretty and popular, a model for local TV and print ads. She’d worn the latest styles, always looked neat and clean and great. Always had a cute boyfriend. Wrote words like “smooches” and “kiss-kiss” in her notes.

      Caroline rolled over onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. How many times had her mom told her she was a mess? Complained that her hair was too wild, her teeth too crooked, her freckles too dark? She didn’t stand right, didn’t walk right, always looked weird because she stood out. The only redhead in her class and smart, too.

      Sniffling, she pulled her hair out of the messy bun and looked at the frizzy split ends. Why couldn’t she have been pretty like her mom? Like Mandy or the other girls in school?

      She swung her feet off the bed and padded over to her computer desk, wishing she’d win a trip to one of those makeover shows. Now that would be an awesome birthday present. She bit her lip and found her mouse, clicking on the box to maximize the screen, and going back to what she’d been reading online before her dad had come in. She told herself to forget about it, but she had to know what they said about her. Every day.

      Inhaling deeply to get rid of the lump in her chest, she read to the bottom of the chat-room posts, and this time she couldn’t hold back the stupid tears no matter how hard she tried. Caroline slumped in the chair and hugged her knees up to her chest.

      Her mom definitely hadn’t left because of her dad, she’d left because of her. Because of how embarrassed she was to have such an ugly loser for a daughter.

      Everybody thought so.

      

      DON’T YOU walk away from me!”

      “He’s a moron!”

      “He’s your principal,” Rissa countered, “and he says you’ve got to get your act together or⁠—”

      “What? He’ll expel me? I hope you told him to go for it,” Skylar taunted gleefully.

      Rissa strove for calm, for patience, knowing without a doubt Skylar would like nothing better than to be expelled from school. Permanently. “What about your future? What happened to becoming a lawyer?”

      “Lawyers suck.”

      “Lawyers are our only chance at winning this lawsuit, Sky. They play an important role in the world—just like your principal and your teachers and you. Regardless of what you do when you grow up, you can’t survive unless you’re able to support yourself. Why are you throwing your education away?”

      “Because it’s not important! What’s it all matter if you get nailed in a car crash or—or get a disease? What good is it then?”

      “That’s just an excuse to live your life in fear. Skylar, the last thing your dad would want is for you to blame yourself for what happened or throw your life away!”

      Skylar rolled her eyes and whirled around. She stomped out of the small living area into the even smaller kitchen, her boots thudding every step of the way.

      Rissa watched her for a moment before she tossed her purse—found in the passenger seat of her car exactly where she’d left it—and keys onto a table, wishing she could sling them across the room into a wall. But to do so wouldn’t quite portray the calm, patient example she needed to set.

      “Can we please talk about what happened today without it turning into a shouting match?”

      “But we do it so well.” Skylar’s lip-curling sneer was back in place once more.

      It took two deep inhalations and a count to ten, but Rissa managed to ignore the expression. “You punched a girl and now have detention. Why?”

      “She deserved it.”

      “Why? What happened?” Skylar didn’t respond. “Sky, I need you to hear me—to talk to me. Tell me what’s going on so I can try to help you.”

      Her daughter glanced over her shoulder, her black gaze flat. “Help me? You just want to control me! That’s why you moved us to the middle of nowhere.”

      “You need control in your life, and if you washed your face and wore your regular clothes, you’d be more readily accepted and you know it.”

      “Why should I change? I like me this way! It’s not my fault you don’t.”

      “I love you no matter what, but you can’t blame me or the school officials for not understanding why you’ve changed so much! All it took was one look at your old school pictures and grades from New York, and it was obvious to the Klines that you need help.”

      “Help, huh?” Skylar shut the refrigerator door with a slam, the force causing a box of cereal on top to fall over. “Go ahead and say what you really think—I’m a freak!”

      “I think you’re hurting,” she snapped, her tone not as sympathetic as it could have been due to Skylar’s belligerence. “I think you’re confused and angry and lashing out, and I’m trying to understand why, but that’s hard to do when you act like this! You won’t talk to me!”

      “Like you talk to Grandpa?”

      Oh, her daughter knew how to push her buttons. And then some. Her dad’s marriage to a much younger woman had rocked her, angered her to no end coming just four short months after her mother’s death.

      “Of the two of us, trust me, I’m the one you want to deal with. If your grandfather ever saw you looking the way you do⁠—”

      “Screw this, I’m going to bed.”

      “We’re not finished!” Rissa hurried to get to the stairs before Skylar, wondering how she’d stop her. Her daughter might be similar in weight, but Skylar topped her in height by a couple inches.

      Thankfully, Rissa made it there first, her arms outstretched to bar the way. “I know how different North Star is from New York City, but I know if you’d only try⁠—”

      “You don’t know anything!”

      “Then tell me.” Rissa focused on the psychiatrists’ advice to be supportive, open, willing to listen. Nonjudgmental. No matter what it took, she’d do it. Somehow. What choice did she have? “Tell me,” she ordered, her voice hoarse with pent-up emotion. “Tell me about the clothes, about the paint. Tell me why you should be held accountable for something you couldn’t have prevented.”

      Skylar’s mascara-layered lashes lowered, nearly brushing the tiny black teardrop drawn on her pale cheek, before flicking up again and piercing her with a pained glare. “It’s not paint,” she said dully. “This is me, Mom. When are you going to get it?”

      “It’s not you.” Rissa kept her tone just as soft. “Somewhere under that mask you’re wearing is the real you. Look at me,” she urged when Skylar turned away yet again. “Sky, why are you doing this to yourself? I miss your dad, too. We didn’t always get along, but⁠—”

      “Dad was such a jerk for cheating on you! If he hadn’t cheated and run around on us then⁠—”

      Skylar broke off and Rissa opened her mouth to comment, but just as quickly closed it, her focus gone. What could she say? Her very handsome husband was a jerk, along with quite a few other foul descriptives she could think of, but dead or alive, she wouldn’t bad-mouth him to their daughter. Skylar had witnessed her father’s infidelity firsthand, she didn’t need to hear her mother spouting anger and pain on top of it. Not doing so was a promise she’d made to herself from the beginning, a way to maintain what dignity she’d had left after learning the truth.

      Skylar needed her to be strong. And now that she had finally emerged from her year-long, drama-induced daze, she focused on the task at hand, that of treating Skylar like the child she was instead of the adult she resembled.

      “Baby, we’ve talked about this. You aren’t to blame for your dad and I not getting along. We had problems, but they weren’t your doing, and telling me about the affair had nothing to do with the accident. Don’t feel guilty—it wasn’t your fault.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” Skylar turned to face her, every muscle in her body, her stance, her expression, challenging. “What if he did try to commit suicide with me in the car because he hated me for…screwing things up?”

      Oh Lord, help her. She hated that Skylar carried that doubt in her mind. Hated that she thought her father so angry over their marital situation and separation he’d want to kill her.

      Rissa walked toward her. She wanted to hold her, comfort her, but Skylar distanced herself again, the couch now between them. She stopped, her hands at her sides, her arms empty and aching for the little girl who used to snuggle up with her every day.

      “It’s not true, Sky. Your dad wasn’t perfect, but if he’d had any thoughts of suicide, he certainly wouldn’t have endangered you. He understood why you told me. He did. You were hurt and angry and confused, but he understood! Let it go. Please. Try to remember what Jake said about the inquiry being normal, and stop blaming yourself. The policy was a large one, and the delays… It’s the company’s bureaucratic way of holding onto their money as long as possible, that’s all.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Beneath the steady weight of Skylar’s stare, Rissa faltered. And prayed she’d say the right thing, find the missing piece. “Because your dad was a lot of things, but first and foremost, he was a father. For all his faults, he loved you like no one else. You were his princess, daddy’s little girl. He loved you so much he’d have died⁠—”

      Skylar flinched.

      Rissa clamped a hand over her mouth, regretting the words the instant they left her lips, unable to believe she’d said something so insensitive in her rambling explanation. She held out her hands in apology. “Oh, I didn’t—Skylar, I’m sorry! That came out wrong. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      Skylar made a break for the stairs leading to the tiny bedroom loft. Rissa turned, but knew she didn’t have a chance of stopping her this time. “Skylar, I’m sorry!”

      She kept going, her boots loud on the wooden treads.

      “Skylar—”

      “God, just leave me alone! Leave me alone!”
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