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      Renee Winfield climbed out of the passenger side of the truck onto Bar C land, and took a deep breath as she looked at the sprawling ranch house that had been in the Cameron family for generations. It had been a long time since she’d been here, but the place had hardly changed.

      The stately old sycamore trees seemed taller than she remembered and the riot of color in the flowerbeds that Aunt Grace had tended appeared even brighter than they had in Renee’s memories. She’d forgotten about the tinkling sound of the small waterfall into the pond on the left side of the house and the creak of the old weathered windmill in the back.

      Dust swirled on the ground and her sundress fluttered around her knees as an afternoon breeze kicked up. Her long chestnut hair rose above her shoulders. The rooster weathervane perched on top of a corner of the rooftop. It squeaked as it moved with the light wind.

      Memories flittered in her mind as if the wind was pushing them through. Running out the front door before bolting around the house. Laughing as one of the Cameron brothers chased her as they all played tag beneath the sycamores. Serving tea to her dolls on the enclosed porch as Aunt Grace brought out trays of little sandwiches and milk. Riding horses beneath the Arizona summer sun.

      Good memories. Happy memories.

      “What are you waiting for?” Jerry’s voice took her out of her trance and brought her attention to him. He stepped in front of her, blocking her view of the house. “We drove a long way for you to stand here and stare.”

      She forced a smile. “I was remembering what this place was like when I was a kid. It’s been a long time.”

      “Can I help you?” A man’s deep voice came from behind her and she turned to face a man with Cameron blue eyes and dark hair. He was broad-shouldered, his western work shirt and jeans hugging his tall frame. He was at least six-three and had a lean and muscular cowboy’s build.

      She blinked as she studied his features and a feeling of familiarity came over her. She hesitated then said, “Zane?”

      “That’s right.” He pushed up the brim of his hat with one finger. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.”

      “Renee.” She smiled as she looked at him. “Renee Winfield.”

      Surprise came over his features. “Little Reenie?”

      She nodded. “It’s been a while.”

      He took her by the hand and then pulled her into a hug before stepping back. “Damn but it’s been a long time.”

      “Almost thirty years.” She felt a little giddy at seeing her old friend. “Thought it was time to come back and see you all again.”

      “Long overdue, sweetheart.” Zane released her hand then held it out to shake Jerry’s. “I’m Zane Cameron,” he said.

      “I’m Jerry Nelson.” Jerry gave a friendly smile but Renee thought she saw a hint of jealousy in his eyes. “Renee’s boyfriend.”

      “A pleasure.” Zane released Jerry’s hand and turned to Renee. “Everyone is going to be happy to see you. Aunt Grace will be thrilled to have another one of her little chickens come home.”

      “How is she?” Renee brushed down her dress with her palms as the wind tried to raise it. “I’ve really missed her.”

      “She’s doing fine.” Zane gestured to the house and included Jerry with his gaze as he said, “Come on in. I’d like you to meet my wife and kids and do a little catching up.”

      Renee glanced at Jerry before looking at Zane and smiling. “We’d like that.”

      Jerry gave an amiable nod in agreement.

      They headed toward the house and Jerry put his arm around Renee’s shoulders as they walked, his grip possessive.

      “What took you so long to come back?” Zane asked as he grasped the handle of the screen door to the enclosed porch and held the door open.

      “Life.” Renee met Zane’s gaze as they waited for him to open the door to his home. “Before I knew it, almost thirty years had passed. I’ve thought of the Cameron bunch a lot over the years and I always knew I’d see you all again.” She glanced up at Jerry. “When Jerry said he had some business in this part of the state, I asked to tag along.”

      As they walked through the door and into the cool recesses of the Cameron family home, Renee felt like she’d stepped back in time. Some things had changed, but the overall feel of the place was the same.

      A pretty redhead stepped through the doorway that Renee knew led into the kitchen. Zane gave the woman a quick kiss before turning to Renee and Jerry.

      “This is my wife, Jessie.” He smiled down at Jessie. “And this is an old friend, Renee Winfield and her boyfriend, Jerry Nelson. Renee lived with us for a few years when we were kids. She’s like a little sister.”

      “Great to meet you both.” Jessie gave a brilliant smile. “How about a glass of iced tea?”

      Renee glanced up at Jerry. He didn’t like it when she made decisions for the both of them without consulting him. He gave a nod and she looked back at Jessie. “We’d love that.”

      They seated themselves around the oak table in the spacious kitchen as Jessie served sun tea over ice in tall glasses. She set a plate of lemons on the table along with a lidded sugar jar and long spoons for anyone who liked their tea on the sweet side.

      “Are the kids up?” Zane asked his wife.

      Jessie shook her head. “Just put them down for a nap not ten minutes ago.”

      He turned to Renee. “Chelsea is our three-year-old daughter and Timothy is our three-month-old son.”

      “Wow.” Renee pushed her long hair away from her face. “Zane, a daddy. I’ve always thought of you as a wild boy of eight who used to chase me around the house when we were young.”

      He laughed. “I’ve done a little growing up since then.”

      “I’ll say.” Renee looked at Jessie then Jerry. “Zane and his brothers were terrors back then.”

      “You never met our younger sister, Danica.” Zane leaned back in his chair. “She was born not long before our parents were killed.”

      “I cried for days when I heard that,” Renee said quietly. “I wanted to come back for the funeral but my stepfather wouldn’t let me.”

      “You’ll like Danica.” Zane picked up his tea glass. “She’s up north now with her husband.”

      “He’s a professional bull rider,” Jessie said. “He plans to leave the circuit in the near future to settle down and then they’ll start a family.”

      “How long will you be in this area?” Zane asked.

      “We rented a room at a bed and breakfast in Patagonia.” Renee glanced up at Jerry before her gaze returned to Zane. “We’re planning on staying three or four days.”

      Jessie smiled. “That’s great.”

      “What are the rest of the guys up to?” Renee looked from Jessie to Zane who was taking a drink of his iced tea.

      “We can plan a barbeque and get the family together and you can see for yourself.” Zane set down his glass. “They’ll be glad to see you. How does day after tomorrow sound?”

      “I’d love that,” she said, but felt Jerry stiffen beside her.

      Renee managed to keep a smile on her face when she wanted to frown. What was wrong with Jerry? He’d always been the jealous type, but it seemed like he really didn’t want her to spend time with the people who had been like family to her when she was young. He’d already said they could stay a few days during his business trip.

      Despite the fact that she felt the familiar edge to him, Jerry joined in on the conversation and came across as friendly and supportive, a real nice guy.

      A knock sounded at the front door and Zane pushed his chair away from the table and stood. “I’ll see who’s here,” he said before striding out of the kitchen, his boots thumping on the tile floor.

      A few moments later, Zane re-entered the kitchen with a large man who wore a western shirt over a T-shirt and Wrangler jeans. He was a good-looking man in a hard, sexy way, with a couple of days’ worth of stubble and an intense look to his eyes. Something about him caused a stirring sensation in Renee’s belly. He looked familiar but she couldn’t place him.

      “This is Sheriff Dan Cooper.” Zane introduced them. “You know my wife and you might remember Renee Winfield. This is her boyfriend, Jerry Nelson.”

      The moment Zane said “sheriff” Jerry tensed beside her. But she barely noticed as her jaw dropped as she got to her feet. “Danny Cooper?”

      A grin curved the corner of his mouth. “Little Reenie.”

      Renee went to him and he hugged her. His masculine scent surrounded her and as she drew away she looked into his eyes that were a beautiful shade of sea green. She grasped his biceps, which were rock hard beneath her palms, and her belly flip-flopped as he gave his sexy grin.

      The fact that other people were in the room, including her boyfriend, sent heat through her body as she realized their embrace had lasted a little too long. She hurried to step back and put a little distance between them.

      “It’s so good to see you.” She glanced to the badge on his belt before meeting his gaze again. “Sheriff Cooper.”

      “Call me Dan.” He shook his head as he braced one hand on the back of an empty chair. “Our Reenie is all grown up.”

      More heat flushed through her but she smiled. “Look at you. I can see they grow ’em big around here.”

      Dan laughed.

      She turned to Jerry. “Dan saved me from a runaway horse when I was nine. I’d been riding along a fence line in the north pasture when a rattlesnake spooked my horse. I was barely able to hang on long enough for Dan to grab me and help me onto his own horse.” She glanced at Dan, thoughts of the terror of that moment moving through her mind. “I’ve never forgotten your saving my life like you did.”

      Jerry’s smile seemed tight when she looked back at him. “That’s a brave thing for a kid to do,” he said to Dan.

      Dan shrugged. “If any one of the Cameron boys had been close enough, they would have done the same.”

      “Why don’t we take this to the living room?” Zane gestured in that direction. “It’ll be more comfortable.”

      They all got to their feet and made their way to the front room and settled onto the couches and chairs. Jessie brought out a glass of iced tea for Dan.

      Jerry and Renee sat on a couch and he put his arm around her shoulders as if showing that she belonged to him. He’d always been possessive, but today it made her feel even more uncomfortable than usual.

      At the same time, he was engaging and fun as Renee, Zane, and Dan talked about things they’d done as kids. Zane and Dan made sure that Jerry and Jessie were included in the conversation. Renee relaxed and found herself laughing so hard at times that her belly hurt. It had been a long time since she’d enjoyed herself like she did at that moment.

      The one thing that kept her slightly on edge was her reaction to Dan. Something about the sexy sheriff and his sense of humor made her feel warm inside, beyond the fact that they’d been childhood friends. Feeling like this with her boyfriend at her side was wrong, but she couldn’t help comparing the two.

      And right now, Jerry was coming up short for a lot of reasons that she didn’t want to think about. She’d deal with those reasons later.

      “Where have you been all of this time?” Dan asked Renee.

      “Philadelphia.” She glanced out of the window. It was getting dark. “A long way from here.”

      Zane gave a slow nod. “Have you been living there all this time?”

      “Yes.” Renee slid her fingers through the condensation on her glass. “My stepfather, Henry, had a watch repair shop there. My mother died and then it was just me and Henry.”

      “What do you do for a living?” Zane asked.

      “I’m currently unemployed.” For some reason she didn’t feel like going into detail. Not today. She really didn’t want to talk about her past at all.

      Zane and the other Cameron brothers knew a little about her past, how she’d ended up living with them for a couple of years before her mother pulled her act together and married a strict man. He wouldn’t have been such a bad stepfather if he’d ever shown her, even once, that he cared for her.

      “How did you two meet?” Dan directed his question to Renee and Jerry.

      “He’s my financial advisor.” She glanced at Jerry then looked back at Dan. “We started dating not long after we met, about five months ago.”

      Jerry squeezed her shoulders with his arm. “It was love at first sight.”

      A feeling of unease went through Renee. She found herself pulling slightly away from Jerry and she felt him tense. Anger simmered beneath his calm exterior and she felt it through his hold on her.

      Something in Renee’s belly churned. At one time she’d thought she could fall in love with Jerry but lately she hadn’t been so sure.

      “So you’re a financial advisor,” Dan said. “Do you have your own business?”

      Jerry nodded. “Sure do.”

      “What kind of clients do you have?” Dan asked.

      With a shrug, Jerry said, “I have several different clients in a variety of trades.”

      Renee had wondered about Jerry’s clientele. He was always evasive and never talked about his business with her except in the most general of terms.

      Despite his claims of a successful business, his lifestyle was modest, and he never seemed to have much money. He said he invested in the stock market but she often wondered if he had been gambling the nights he stopped by her house late.

      The casinos were the only places that permitted public smoking and he would smell like an ashtray when he showed up. She learned quickly though if Jerry didn’t want to give answers there would be none. His quick temper, if pressed, would quickly silence the questions.

      When she finished her iced tea, Jessie offered to get her another glass. Renee got up from the couch, slipping out of Jerry’s grip.

      “I can get it.” She waved at Jessie to stay down. “We drove so long and so far today that it feels good to stretch my legs.”

      “I could use a little more myself.” Dan rose and followed Renee to the kitchen.

      She smiled at him as she picked up the jar of sun tea off the counter and poured more into Dan’s glass and then her own. Lemon wedges were still arranged on the plate that had been moved to the counter and she squeezed one into her glass before adding a couple of teaspoons of sugar.

      Thoughts of their childhood, during the short time she’d been here with the Camerons, wandered through her mind. As a kid she’d had a crush on Dan, but she didn’t think he’d noticed her in that way.

      Lost in her thoughts, she spilled tea onto the counter. “Damn.” She grabbed a napkin and it slipped from her fingers.

      Footsteps came up behind her as the napkin fluttered to the floor. She bent to pick it up.

      At the same time Dan crouched to retrieve the napkin. They bumped heads hard enough that pain shot through her skull and she swayed.

      “Ow.” Renee laughed as Dan grasped her by her upper arms, steadying her.

      “That was my fault.” He smiled at her as he continued to hold onto her arms as they rose to stand.

      She looked into his gaze and felt unsteady again. This man made her feel completely off balance in an entirely different way. She found herself wanting to step closer to him and imagined the warmth of his embrace and the feel of his lips against hers.

      “What’s going on?” Jerry spoke from the kitchen doorway, jerking Renee’s attention to him.

      Face burning, she immediately took a step back from Dan who released her arms. “I dropped a napkin and Dan and I bumped heads when we both bent to pick it up.”

      Jerry had a hard look to him. “That wasn’t what it looked like.”

      Dan frowned. “That’s exactly what happened.” He picked up his glass of unsweetened tea and handed Renee her glass of tea with lemon and sugar. “We’d best be getting back.”

      She bit the inside of her lip as she looked at Jerry. She tried for a smile. “Would you like more tea?” she asked him.

      “Yeah.” He handed his empty glass to her. “That’s why I came in here.”

      Renee had the feeling that wasn’t the only reason Jerry had come into the kitchen. He’d wanted to check up on her and Dan.

      Dan headed back to the living room as Renee set down her tea and filled Jerry’s glass. Jerry narrowed his eyes. “You thinking about screwing that sheriff?” he said in a low, angry voice when they were alone.

      She shook her head as her face heated. “Of course not.”

      He gripped her by her upper arms and put his face close to hers, causing her to draw back which only seemed to anger him more. He clenched his jaw and started to say something when someone cleared his throat.

      Both Jerry and Renee cut their gazes to the kitchen doorway. Dan stood there watching them.

      “Is there a problem?” Dan said in a slow drawl that seemed deceptively calm.

      Jerry released Renee and she took a step back. She knew her face must have been a dozen different shades of red.

      “Of course not.” Jerry narrowed his gaze. “We were having a private discussion.”

      Dan studied them but didn’t move.

      Jerry picked up both glasses of tea and handed one to Renee. He put his free arm around her shoulders and guided her to the kitchen doorway. When they reached it, Dan stepped aside. Jerry ignored Dan and put on a smile before he and Renee entered the living room. She breathed a sigh of relief as they sat on the couch and tried not to stiffen as Jerry kept his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close to him.

      It wasn’t too long before she relaxed and started to enjoy herself again.

      

      Dan Cooper settled into his seat and let his gaze drift over Renee as she laughed at a story Zane was telling. Something inside of him stirred. He hadn’t felt anything like this for a woman in a hell of a long time. She was fun, intelligent, vibrant, and had a great sense of humor.

      Her beauty, charm, and demeanor had him damn near mesmerized. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She’d grown into an amazing woman and he wanted to get to know her better.

      A hell of a shame Renee was taken.

      Dan watched Jerry Nelson without looking directly at him. Nelson had joined in on the conversation and on the surface he came off as a nice guy. Yet Dan had a strong feeling something was off about him. The way Nelson had reacted when he saw Renee in the kitchen with Dan and the look in Nelson’s eyes had seemed a little extreme. The way he’d gripped Renee’s arms and had been glaring at her had been enough to make Dan want to step in and set the man straight.

      What was Renee doing with a guy like Nelson? The way he’d treated her in the kitchen was a red flag as far as Dan was concerned.

      Maybe he was envious of Nelson for having a claim on Renee. But Dan couldn’t help the feeling in his gut that something wasn’t quite right about the man. She sure as hell didn’t deserve the way he’d treated her earlier.

      One thing he was certain of was that Nelson had a jealous streak in him. The man hadn’t moved his arm away from Renee from the moment she’d taken her seat beside him. It was as if Nelson thought of her as a kind of possession.

      That thought didn’t sit well with Dan. Not one bit.

      He studied her as she interacted with everyone. Her long brown hair fell down to her waist and he imagined how it would feel, running his fingers through the silken strands. It was a rich chestnut color with gentle red highlights and her eyes were a beautiful cinnamon brown.

      Her skin was smooth and fair, like she didn’t get a lot of sunshine. He thought about the young girl with skin golden from the summer sun as she played tag with the boys long ago. She was a petite package and the gentle swell of her breasts gave way to a small waist.

      A baby’s cry jerked Dan from his thoughts. The conversation stopped as the cry caught everyone’s attention.

      “That’s Timothy.” Jessie got up from the couch where she’d been sitting just as her daughter, Chelsea, came into the living room.

      The little redhead went straight for her daddy and climbed into his lap. She rubbed sleep from her eyes with her fist. If Dan remembered correctly, she was a few months or so over three.

      “Timothy was your father’s name, wasn’t it?” Renee asked in her soft, sweet voice as Jessie left the room to get the baby. “And Chelsea was your mother’s middle name.”

      Zane gave a nod. “Mom never liked her first name, Maria, so we picked her second name.”

      Jessie walked into the room holding Timothy against her shoulder. She had the glow of a proud new mother and Zane had the same proud daddy look about him.

      “Can I hold him?” Renee asked.

      Jessie smiled and carried Timothy to Renee. “He might get a little cranky. It’s about time for him to eat.”

      Renee took the baby into her arms and cradled him. She made soft cooing sounds and he waved his hand and grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled, causing Renee to laugh.

      The moment Jessie transferred Timothy to Renee, Jerry removed his arm from around Renee’s shoulders and distanced himself by a few inches. He didn’t seem to want anything to do with the baby.

      Renee didn’t appear to notice as she smiled and cuddled the baby close to her.

      “That’s my baby brother,” Chelsea said in a clear voice. She slid out of her daddy’s lap and went to Renee and Timothy. The girl stroked the baby’s hair. “He is only three months old.”

      Renee looked at Chelsea and smiled. “I bet you’re a really good big sister.”

      Chelsea nodded. “I help Mommy and Daddy all the time.”

      “When I was a little girl, I had tea with my favorite dolls right out there on that porch.” Renee inclined her head in that direction. “Do you like to play with dolls?”

      Chelsea gave another vigorous nod. “Mommy makes us sandwiches or cookies and tea. Sometimes Daddy will sit and have tea with me and my dolls.”

      Renee flashed a smile at Zane. “Funny, but you never had tea with me and my dolls when we were kids.”

      Zane laughed and shook his head.

      Renee held Timothy close as she paid attention to Chelsea and talked to the girl about her favorite things around the ranch.

      Dan leaned back against the couch as he watched Renee with the little ones. Judging by the way she cuddled with the baby and talked to Chelsea, it was obvious Renee would make a good mother.

      On the other hand, Nelson didn’t seem to be the least bit inclined to have anything to do with kids. He wore a fixed expression as if he was trying to look engaged when it was the last thing he wanted to do.

      Timothy started to fuss and Jessie took him from Renee. “Time to feed you, little man.” Jessie sat in a rocking chair and put a blanket over her shoulder, obscuring the baby and her breast from view. She rocked and made soft sounds to Timothy as she fed him.

      “Why don’t you join us day after tomorrow?” Jessie said, as she looked at Dan. “We’re putting together a barbeque for the bunch of us in honor of Renee’s visit.”

      Dan gave a nod. “Sounds good.”

      Renee’s gaze met Dan’s and they held eye contact longer than they should have before Renee turned to watch Jessie feed Timothy. The longing in Renee’s eyes caused Dan’s gut to tighten.

      He had to stop thinking about having kids of his own and how attracted he was to a woman he couldn’t have.
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      “What the fuck was that all about?” Jerry snarled as he and Renee drove from the Cameron home. “You treated me like you’re better than me the whole time we were there.” She shook her head but he went on, “And you’re thinking about screwing that sheriff.”

      Renee flinched. Jerry wouldn’t hit her, but his words always cut right through to the bone. “Of course not.” She held her hand to her belly as it gave a sick swoop. “Dan is an old friend. That’s all.”

      “Don’t give me that crap.” Jerry’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the steering wheel and glanced at her. “I saw the way you and that bastard looked at each other.”

      Renee’s scalp prickled. “That’s not how it was.”

      “We’re not going to spend any more time bullshitting with that bunch of hicks,” Jerry said as the truck hit a pothole and the lights bounced off the grass and bushes. “We’re not going to any goddamned barbeque with more of them. It was bad enough having to sit through that crap.”

      Her eyes widened. “I already told them we’d go.”

      “You didn’t ask my permission, did you?” Jerry glared as the truck shimmied down the dirt road.

      Renee straightened in her seat. “You said we could visit for a few days.”

      “I changed my mind. And as long as you’re with me, you’ll do whatever I tell you to do.” Jerry ran a stop sign as he headed toward the freeway.

      Well, maybe I shouldn’t be with you, she thought but couldn’t get the words out.

      “Damned kids.” Jerry’s scowl deepened. “I hope you’re not thinking of having any screaming brats because we sure as hell are not.”

      Renee’s lips parted as she tried to absorb what he was saying. First, they’d never talked about a future together beyond dating. Second, she’d had no idea that Jerry didn’t like children until this moment. She’d noticed that he’d withdrawn when she’d held the baby and talked with Chelsea, but she had just figured that he was uncomfortable around children because he wasn’t used to them.

      She couldn’t find any words, couldn’t think of what to say. He could be so cruel sometimes when she did something to upset him, yet he was so attentive the rest of the time. Mostly he would get upset because he was jealous of another man. She’d never given him any reason to doubt her but he still became angry if another man even looked at her.

      Jerry had prevented her from making a bad investment with the half million she’d inherited, plus what she had made when she sold her stepfather’s shop. He’d been kind and attentive, and had increased her portfolio by ten percent within two months.

      She’d never been so excited sexually as she was with Jerry. At least at first. She had let the intimacy form what she had thought was a bond between them.

      Things had been changing over time. Looking back, she realized that he had caught her at a lonely time and she had ignored the obvious signs because she liked his company and attention. He was becoming more and more demanding, possessive, and jealous, and he’d grown almost violent at times. He didn’t trust her any longer and was always calling or dropping in on her to make sure she was where she’d said she would be. She had never done anything to violate that trust and would not.

      She didn’t have the slightest idea what to do about any of it. She’d hoped the trip would bring them closer together again, but that wasn’t turning out to be the case.

      Trapped. She felt utterly trapped.

      Another stop sign flashed by as Jerry pulled onto the highway. The truck’s tires squealed on asphalt as he gunned the big motor.

      At the last minute she saw oncoming lights and she shouted, “Watch out!

      “Fuck.” Jerry yanked the wheel to the right and the truck swerved.

      Renee’s stomach swerved with it, terror ripping through her.

      The tires slid off the side of the road. The truck tilted to the side.

      Flipped over. Rolled.

      She screamed as the truck flipped over and over. Metal crunched. Glass shattered. Momentum tossed her like a rag doll. Her seatbelt held her tight but her body slammed against the door and roof.

      Everything happened so fast. Her mind spun. She couldn’t stop screaming.

      The truck came to a hard stop. Renee blinked, dizzy and disoriented, and realized that she was hanging upside down. Blood rushed into her head.

      Her heart pounded and she heard ringing in her ears. Each breath came hard and fast.

      A groan from her left told her that Jerry was alive. Her head ached as she looked at him. He was upside down too, but the steering wheel pressed against his chest. The airbag on his side had deployed and was now deflated over the wheel.

      “Jerry, are you okay?” Her voice shook as she spoke.

      He scowled at her. “What the hell do you think?”

      She swallowed. Somehow that was more painful than every ache she had at the moment from the wreck. He didn’t ask her how she was. Instead he’d given her a sarcastic response when she’d asked him if he was all right.

      The sound of voices came to her over the tick of the hot engine.

      Someone knelt and peered in through the passenger door window frame, that no longer had glass. She recognized the voice the moment he spoke.

      “Renee?” Dan said with concern. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.” Her chest hurt as she spoke.

      “We’re going to get you out of here, Reenie.” The endearment almost made her sob, even though she had no idea why.

      She blew out her breath. She was alive, Jerry was alive. Help was here.

      Her head felt like it was going to explode as blood rushed to it. She braced one hand on the top of the cab and worked her seatbelt buckle with her other hand.

      “Don’t move. Just hold on and we’ll get you out,” Dan was saying as he brushed away glass from the broken window so that no jagged edges were sticking out. “Don’t do anything or you could injure yourself more. We don’t know if⁠—”

      The catch released and she dropped hard into the midst of crumpled metal and shards of glass.

      Pain shot through her and she cried out.

      “Are you all right?” Dan’s professional demeanor cracked a little as he reached through the window and caught her hand. She could see him as he looked through the window now that she wasn’t hanging upside down any longer. “Reenie, I said don’t move. You could have a serious injury and we don’t want to make it worse.”

      Her whole body ached and stung, and she wished she would have listened to him to begin with.

      “I’m okay.” Her voice barely made it out in a harsh whisper. “I just want out of here.”

      “We’re working on that now.” He drew back and next she heard the sound of someone trying to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge. At the same time, she heard people working on Jerry’s door and talking to him.

      Dan peered in again. “The door is jammed. We’re getting the equipment down here and will get you out, Reenie.”

      She eyed the mangled opening. She was small and it shouldn’t be too hard to wriggle her way out. “I can make it.”

      “I told you to wait.” He spoke firmly in a way that told her he was used to dealing with uncooperative accident victims.

      She sucked in air and let out a harsh breath that hurt her chest. “Okay.”

      Blood slid down her jaw and she touched her cheek and winced. Emergency strobes continued to briefly illuminate the terrain with every flash.

      They were far out in the San Rafael Valley, a good distance from the closest emergency services. It would take some time before paramedics and deputies from the sheriff’s office arrived.

      Dan told her he’d left the Camerons’ home not long after she and Jerry had headed off for the bed and breakfast they were staying at in Patagonia.

      He spoke to her in a soothing voice, calming her racing heart as every ache and pain made itself known. She had a hard time focusing on his words, wanting to fall asleep but making herself stay awake.

      Sirens sliced through the night, coming closer and closer. The sirens went silent as the trucks arrived, leaving only more flashing lights and the sound of powerful engines.

      “Hold on, Reenie.” Dan squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

      It wasn’t long before Dan returned. Emergency personnel set to work on her door, metal grinding on metal.

      When the door was removed, she was again told to remain still as she was carefully moved onto a flat stretcher.

      “I’m okay.” She tried to sit up but a firm hand held her in place by her shoulder. She met Dan’s gaze.

      “Listen to me this time.” He squeezed her hand. “Do your best to relax, Reenie. You might have internal injuries and you could have hurt your spine.”

      She squeezed his hand in return and let the paramedics carry her up the rise on the stretcher.

      When they reached the top, she saw blue and red lights flashing from Dan’s official sheriff’s department SUV and the headlights from two other parked cars—one of which was likely the vehicle they’d almost hit. Two people stood and watched while three others continued to work on opening Jerry’s door.

      “Are you all right?” Dan looked her over

      “I feel fine.” She worked to keep her voice steady. Her hair was in her eyes and she pushed it out of the way. “Just shaken up. Jerry’s the one who needs help right now.” She glanced down the embankment. “Was anyone else hurt?”

      “Thank God no other vehicle was involved.” He took a blanket from a paramedic and covered her with it. “Lie here and don’t move. Understand?”

      She nodded as he gave her one last concerned look then headed down the incline to where the truck had settled after its roll.

      Everything had a surreal feel to it as the SUV’s red and blue lights flashed off of the other cars and the truck, illuminating everything. Someone shone a bright light onto the driver’s side door as they worked to get the door off.

      She shivered and held the blanket as she watched the men. Despite Dan’s orders, she pushed herself to a sitting position. She felt fine considering the accident they’d just survived.

      Metal crunched and then the door was jerked away. A few moments later, Jerry was being helped out of the truck.

      “We need to put you on a stretcher, Mr. Nelson,” one of the paramedics was saying.

      Jerry shook off the men. “I can walk,” he said.

      “You could have some serious damage to your neck and spine,” Dan broke in. “We need to have you lie down.”

      “No.” Jerry sounded surly and pissed off. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

      Dan glanced at Renee and saw her sitting up and frowned as he approached. “It’s not smart to be sitting up after being in an accident like that.”

      “I feel fine.” She gripped the blanket tighter. “Really.”

      “That’s the adrenaline talking.” Dan stood beside her. “You’re going to feel it real soon.”

      “Don’t worry so much,” she said as she looked at him.

      “Something tells me that I’ll never be able to stop worrying about you,” Dan said then frowned like he’d said something he hadn’t intended to.

      She felt warmth in her belly. His concern for her was so different from Jerry just thinking about himself. Jerry clearly hadn’t cared whether or not she’d been hurt.

      “Think you can make a statement now?” Dan asked.

      Prickles ran up and down her spine. She hadn’t thought about having to make a statement and what that might mean. The accident had been Jerry’s fault. How could she tell the sheriff that Jerry had run the stop sign and swerved into oncoming traffic?

      How could she not?

      She cleared her throat. “I’m not sure what happened. It all went so fast.” She rushed her words. “I saw oncoming lights and then we were rolling.” That was the truth. She just hadn’t mentioned the running the stop sign part of it. As long as no one else was hurt, then who needed to know?

      Dan studied her. “You’re leaving something out.”

      She lowered her gaze before looking at him again. “That’s what happened.”

      He gave a nod. “I need to get Nelson’s statement now.”

      The paramedics returned to Renee after rescuing Jerry. She had a cut on her cheek along with barely noticeable burns on her face and arms from the airbag deployment. Overall she was amazed that she had come out of the accident intact and with only a few scratches on her arms and legs that were hardly noticeable.

      She was also likely to be bruised from being tossed around and from the seatbelt. The paramedics wanted to take her to the hospital in case she had internal injuries, but she declined.

      Jerry refused to go to the hospital, too. He made it to the SUV where she was now sitting and he eased onto the tailgate beside her.

      “What did you tell the sheriff?” he asked.

      She swallowed and reiterated what she’d told Dan.

      “That’s it?” Jerry asked.

      She nodded.

      “I need to see your driver’s license,” Dan said to Jerry as he came up to stand beside them.

      Jerry scowled. “You don’t need to see anything. We were in an accident and no one else was involved.”

      “You lost control of your vehicle and you were in a serious accident.” Dan had a hard look in his eyes. “You had a passenger who could have been killed or another vehicle could have been involved. If you don’t give me your license, I’ll have to take you in.”

      Jerry hesitated then slipped his hand into his back pocket and brought out his wallet. With a glare he pulled out his license and handed it to Dan.

      Renee frowned. What was the big deal about giving the sheriff his driver’s license?

      Dan gave a nod as he took the license before leaving and going to the front of his SUV. Jerry had his arms crossing his chest.

      A few moments later Dan returned, his expression grim as he looked at Jerry. “There’s a warrant out for your arrest.”

      Tingles prickled Renee’s skin and her eyes widened. A warrant for his arrest?

      Dan handed Jerry his driver’s license. “Looks like you’ve got over a hundred unpaid parking tickets.”

      Jerry shrugged. “Just haven’t gotten around to paying them.”

      “Law says I have to take you in,” Dan said.

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Jerry folded his arms across his chest again.

      “One way or another you’re heading down to the county jail,” Dan said. “Either you come willingly or I add the charge of resisting arrest.”

      Jerry’s glare intensified. Dan studied him with an unflinching stare.

      The whole time Renee watched the interaction, she couldn’t believe what was happening. First, an accident that was entirely Jerry’s fault, and now this?
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