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			Chapter One
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			“We don’t hire people like you, Miss Sophie Parker.”

			At the mention of my name, I looked up from my resume I was reviewing. I needed this job, so I wanted to make sure I covered all the salient points in the interview. Not that there were many. I had two things going against me: a useless college major, and no marketable job skills. I hoped my ability to learn fast would get me the job at Denny Coker’s bail bondsman business. That hope quickly faded as I looked into the pinched-faced middle-aged woman wagging a bony finger at me.

			“Like what?”

			“That look like you. Or criminals.”

			I blew out a breath. The criminal comment wasn’t anything new. I’d been hearing it ever since I moved back home to Jefferson Grove, Virginia, six weeks ago. But in the few other job interviews I’d gone on and not been hired because of my family’s criminal history, I hadn’t been screened out because of my appearance. 

			I glanced at my wardrobe. Yes, my clothes were mostly used, but I bought them at the thrift shop closest to the affluent Monticello Heights neighborhood. The black, one-size-too-big skirt was Anne Klein, and the white Talbot blouse, while a little snug around the girls, wasn’t risqué. 

			“What’s wrong with how I look?” I glanced toward the very pregnant receptionist for help, but all I got was a shrug and a bored expression. 

			The woman wearing a drab olive-colored dress that hung loose over her stick-thin body glowered at me. It occurred to me that if her face was the same color as her dress, she could pass as the Wicked Witch of the West. “We run a Christian establishment here,” she said. 

			“This is a bail bondsman place. You work with criminals.”

			“They’re clients, not employees. And Mr. Coker doesn’t need a temptress like you luring him into sin.”

			I chanced a look at the pregnant receptionist and wondered if she’d lured him. Or maybe Mr. Coker was a frequent visitor to Booty Burgo, a pirate-themed sports bar where I currently worked as a wench waitress until I could find a real job. 

			“I need a job. I’ll wear baggy clothes and no makeup.” 

			“And what will keep you from robbing us blind?” 

			“I’m not a crook.” It was true, even though it wouldn’t matter.

			“The fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree. Does your brother share a cell with your father?”

			Having had this discussion more times than I could count, I stood. “Sins of the father, I get it. But I’m not sure Jesus would agree.”

			“Well!” The woman blustered. “You can’t talk to me like that.”

			“I can because you’re not the boss of me.” There was no sense in trying to be polite anymore. 

			The receptionist snickered. The muscles and veins on the witch’s forehead and neck throbbed to the point I worried she might explode. I took a step back, just in case. 

			The door opened behind the receptionist and a portly disheveled fiftyish man appeared. He had barely any hair, but what he did have, he apparently didn’t think needed care, as its greasy strands clung on his shiny head. “Ms. Parker? Ready for the interview?”

			“I was, but I don’t think I’ll be a good fit.”

			Immediately his eyes went to the old witch. “Madge, what did you say to this poor girl?”

			“You know what I said. I told you I was going to say it.”

			Mr. Coker rolled his eyes and looked toward me. “You’ll have to excuse my wife. She’s under the mistaken assumption she works here.”

			Wife. That made sense. He moved closer to me, his eyes scanning me from head to toe. Perhaps the wife was right about the temptress thing. His leering made me want to gag and take a shower. 

			“Why don’t you come into my office? We’ll talk. I knew your dad, though I was smart enough not to invest with him. There was something shifty about him. But I can see you’re not like that.”

			A tug-of-war battled in my brain. I needed this job. I didn’t want to spend my life schlepping burgers and beer in a wench uniform. But I didn’t want to work for a lecher or his mean wife, either. On the other hand, what was the difference working for a lecher versus serving them in a pirate-themed sports bar? It might be easier to avoid one man’s attempt to grab my butt versus a whole bar of them. Still, Madge was part of the deal, and I didn’t need a hostile workplace on top of everything else I had to cope with. 

			“Thank you so much, Mr. Coker. I appreciate the opportunity, but I’m going to have to pass.”

			His jovial demeanor dropped a notch. “There isn’t anyone else in town, besides the Booty Burgo, who’ll hire you. Not after what your father and brother did.”

			So far, that was true. I interviewed for the job at the local bank and, while sympathetic to my situation, Mr. Bryson couldn’t hire me. “It would make our patrons uncomfortable to have a member of the Parker family around their money.” The public school never responded to my applications as a substitute teacher and classroom assistant for the upcoming school year. Dax Hampton, the local big wig real estate broker laughed and hung up the phone when I followed up on my application for an administrative assistant position. I wasn’t qualified for the other job openings in Jefferson Grove. I didn’t have a social work or accounting degree, so that eliminated the child welfare job at the county Department of Social Services or an auditor with the County Treasurer. Going to another town wasn’t viable either. Jefferson Grove was the metropolis compared to all the tiny Virginian Blue Ridge towns surrounding it, which meant a significant commute to find work in a larger town. So, the smart thing would be to interview with Mr. Coker.

			“I appreciate your considering me. I really do.” I glanced at Madge. “But I just can’t.”

			Because I didn’t want to be talked out of it, I turned and left the bail bondsman’s office as quickly as possible. I sat in the Brown Bomber, the name of my poop brown Volvo wagon, which, at thirty, was three years older than me. It was ugly, beat up, and big enough to live in, which might be a real possibility if my luck continued to tank. 

			The car had air-conditioning, crucial for Virginia’s humid summers, and it ran, most of the time. Although lately, there was a slight delay between when I turned the key to when the engine turned over. It was long enough to have my stomach clench and make me wonder if I was driving on borrowed time. 

			I steered the Brown Bomber back to the center of town. Jefferson Grove was a wonderful place to grow up but not a great place to come back to when your father and brother were doing time after running a Ponzi scheme. My mother was never arrested because she ran off with her personal trainer to Nicaragua or some South American country that didn’t have an extradition treaty with the United States. I received a postcard about a week after she left telling me she was fine, but I might not hear from her in a while. I was a daddy’s girl, but that didn’t stop the sting from being abandoned by my mother especially with my father and brother in jail. Even so, I wasn’t surprised she’d left. I’d known ever since I’d learned the word “selfish” that everyone, including her family, came second to her own wants and needs. 

			I’d grown up in the lap of luxury and, as far as I knew, all my father’s business dealings had been legitimate. But when the economy tanked, apparently so did my father’s business and he engaged in some creative, illegal, and hurtful money-making schemes. At least that was what the FBI explained when they were interrogating me about my knowledge and participation. Fortunately, being daddy’s little princess meant I knew nothing. 

			But it didn’t change the fact I was the sole non-criminal in my immediate family. Well, me and my great-aunt Rose on my father’s side, who escaped the sting of being shunned because she didn’t give a rat’s butt about what others thought. She’d been labeled a crazy mean old lady long before my father stole his first million. 

			Given the choice, I wouldn’t have returned to Jefferson Grove, but with my father and brother in prison, and my mother MIA, I was the only family left to watch over Aunt Rose, who, in her eighties, was physically healthy as a horse, but mentally, a few wires had come loose. She lived independently, but needed someone to check on her. It was a job my father had until his incarceration and he’d asked me to take over the duties since there were no other Parkers able or willing to do it. At first, it seemed like an ideal situation. I needed get my life together and how hard could it be to watch over her? But last week I came home and found piles of packages from a home shopping television show totaling nearly a thousand dollars on the doorstep. They were addressed to her, but she fussed at me for ordering so much stuff that would clutter her house. I sent them back and then blocked that channel from cable service. 

			I’d have preferred to live somewhere else and checked on her, as my father had done, but my finances were in bad straights, so living with Aunt Rose was my best option. She balked at first; worried I’d get in the way of her card parties or mess up her kitchen. She acquiesced when the situation was presented as she was taking care of me, instead of the other way around. I suppose it wasn’t far off the mark. I needed a place to stay until I could get my life in order. Plus, it gave my father some relief knowing someone was watching out for her, and I was glad to help ease his conscious about that.

			I paid rent, plus half the utilities and for all my own groceries. It was a fair deal, but the Booty Burgo didn’t pay much, so I was usually running out of money before the end of the month. Especially since I’d accumulated a lot of debt when I first became financially independent after the government seized my father’s assets and he could no longer help support me.

			Since I had no food, my next stop was the grocery store. I pulled into the parking lot of the local IGA and found a spot near the shade of a tree. Normally I shopped at the chain grocery store on the edge of town because it had a larger selection and better deals. But the IGA was having a sale on soup, buy three get two free, and I had a save seventy-five cents on three cans of soup coupon that would double to $1.50 off. If I did the math right, I’d get five cans of soup for 60 cents each.

			I opened my coupon binder to get my list and coupons. The women in my couponing group always brought their binders in the store, but I already had to suffer through the looks and snickers of the locals who knew my family members were crooks and I was broke. I didn’t want to highlight how dire my situation was by lugging around a two-inch-thick binder containing what few coupons I’d been able to gather or trade at my weekly group. 

			That had been the worst part about coming home from New York City. You wouldn’t know it now from the way people whispered and looked at me sideways, but I was once well-liked in Jefferson Grove. I had lots of friends in high school, and they weren’t just the other kids from well-off families like mine. I’d never been one of those mean girls you saw on TV and in the movies. My friends came in all sizes, shapes and socioeconomic backgrounds. I even had friends from Cooters Hollow. You didn’t get any lower on the social totem pole than that. 

			But coming home, nearly everyone forgot I’d been nice. No one wanted to hire me for fear I was a thief like my father. The few friends from high school that still lived in Jefferson Grove avoided me, except Lani Lafferty. She was the one who introduced me to the coupon group. As an administrative assistant in the local county sheriff’s department, she was about as broke as me. The coupon group was a mixed blessing because, while most of the ladies were nice enough and I was learning to shop for less, my high school nemesis, Vivie Danner, was in the group, and she was as mean as ever. 

			I put my shopping list and coupons in my Prada purse, left over from when I had money, and double checked my wallet for the twenty dollar bill I’d withdrawn from the ATM that morning. God, I hoped I’d done the math right. The coupons should cover everything but $19 and a few cents. They better, because that twenty was all I had. 

			I made my way through the store, keeping my head down as I gathered the few items on my list before going to the checkout. Once the items were scanned, I handed the young, bored-looking checkout girl my store rewards card and then my coupons, in the order the ladies in the coupon group told me to give them. 

			“Twenty-four dollars and fifty-seven cents.”

			I handed her my twenty. “Wait. What?” No, no, no! “Did you get all the coupons?”

			“Yes ma’am.”

			“Are you sure?” Panic built. The embarrassment was as bad as when my credit card was denied trying to buy fifteen dollars’ worth of clothes at the thrift store. 

			The checkout girl, whose name tag said “Amber,” stared at me for a moment before huffing out a breath and pointing to the register screen. “They’re all there.” 

			I’d never been one to swear, but I was seriously considering taking it up. “What about the deal on the soup? That’s supposed to be buy three get two free.”

			Amber rolled her eyes, scanned the screen and then pointed. I couldn’t read grocery tallies very well, but the two items with minus $1.50 in front of them had to be the soup discount. 

			I swallowed my humiliation and lifted my chin. It was one thing to feel embarrassed. I didn’t need everyone noticing it. “I guess I’ll need to put something back.”

			Amber stared again, her expression saying, “Duh.”

			I surveyed my items, trying to decide what I could live without until I got paid from the Booty Burgo. All of a sudden, the air around me changed in a way that made my spirits rise and drop in quick succession. 

			Taking a deep breath, I turned my head and starred into the sapphire eyes of AJ Devlin. Good criminy, he was even better looking than the last time I’d seen him, which should have been impossible, because he’d been perfect ten years ago. Looking at him took me back to high school in the same way the scent of paste brought back memories of kindergarten. I swallowed as all those teenage feelings of love and lust swirled in my gut, along with mortification that made me want to run. 

			He’d never returned my feelings of love back then, but he’d been my friend. Of course, now things were different. It was possible he’d feel the same way about me and what my father and brother had done as many people in town did.

			He gave me a lopsided smile, making my belly do another looptyloo, as he handed money to Amber. “I got here just in time. I would’ve gotten an ear full later for taking money out of her wallet if I hadn’t. She always says, ‘AJ, if I ever get stuck at the store and don’t have enough money to pay the grocery bill, I’ll be so mad.’ While you’re at it, add these too.” He slid two sports drinks and two deli sandwiches toward Amber. 

			The humiliation remained, but I smiled in gratitude. He was helping me save face.

			I’d always wondered what it would be like to see my teenage crush again, now I was all grown up. In my fantasy-filled world, I’d imagined it much differently. For a long time, the dream involved him seeing me and instantly falling in love, confessing he’d always loved me and then, like a hero, whisking me away. Now that I’m older, and know fairy tales aren’t real, I knew that wouldn’t happen. Still, never in a million years had I conjured up this scenario. Then again, in many ways, even in this situation, he was my Prince Charming, rescuing a damsel in distress. Not romantic, but I’d learned firsthand from my riches to rags life that beggars couldn’t be choosers. 

			At seeing AJ, Amber’s mood improved. I couldn’t blame her. AJ was good looking, with his crystalline blue eyes and dark auburn hair he kept short, but not so short it masked the thick waves. Even more attractive, he had an amazing smile, which he turned on me and I nearly swooned. 

			I watched, unable to say or do anything as AJ paid for the difference in my groceries and his food. A part of me wanted to run and hide, but that would be bad manners. And let’s face it, it was AJ Devlin. 

			Once our items were bagged, he motioned me to the exit. 

			I picked up my bags and started toward the door. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” 

			Then I didn’t know what to say, which was crazy. I’d known him well during high school when he worked odd jobs around the house for my family. It was no accident I was by the pool when he was there to clean it, or laying in the sun on the deck when he was there to cut the grass. I’d had a crush on him from the first time I saw him as a freshman in high school. He was a junior, and if he knew how I felt, he never let on. He never showed any romantic interest in me, but he was always friendly, and by the time I’d graduated from high school, and he’d finished community college and decided to join the military, we were friends. Good enough friends that at one time, I’d have given him a hug at seeing him again. In fact, I’d probably have run and jumped in his arms. But I wasn’t a teenager anymore and nearly ten years was a long time. 

			“I didn’t know you were in town.” I managed to choke out as I put my groceries in the back of the Brown Bomber. 

			“I’m passing through.” 

			My heart sank. Coming home might not be so bad after all if AJ was around. 

			“I’m surprised you’re here.” AJ closed the hatch of my Volvo for me.

			“I had no choice. Someone needs to look after my aunt.” I opened the driver side door and got into the Bomber. I wanted to spend more time with him, but what good would that do? “Thanks again, AJ.” 

			For a minute, it looked like he might say something, but then he nodded and shut my door.

			I turned the key in the ignition and nothing happened. I swallowed and tried again. This time my stomach clutched and my heart stopped. No, no, no! Of all the times the Brown Bomber could die, this was the worst. I turned the key one more time, and when nothing happened, I did the only thing I could, I burst into tears. I don’t cry easily, but apparently, I’d hit my frustration threshold and I couldn’t stop the wail of despair.

			The door opened. “Hey, Soph?” 

			I waved my hands as if that would stop the tears. But having AJ see me cry was the last straw. “It’s just been a bad day. I’m tired and frustrated …”

			“Let me take a look. Maybe you just need a jump. My car is over there. I’ll be right back.” He turned and walked away. 

			I used the time to heave in deep breaths and pull myself back in control. He drove back in a nondescript blue sedan. It wasn’t what I would have imagined for AJ. He’d always been a country boy, so a truck would have been more appropriate. This looked like a rental or company car, which reminded me he was just visiting. Probably his mother in Cooters Hollow.

			I pushed the lever to pop the hood and got out of the car. Fortunately, I had jumper cables. When I’d visited my father in prison and told him about the car I’d bought with my last $500, he warned me to always be prepared for a breakdown. So, I’d stocked the car with tools I didn’t know how to use, along with blankets, protein bars and water.

			I handed the jumper cables to AJ. He connected the cables, started his car and then told me to start mine. I waited a minute, giving a silent prayer, and then turned the key. The Brown Bomber roared to life. Hallelujah!

			AJ exited his car and removed the cables, tossing them in the back of the Bomber. Then he came over to me. “You should get a new battery.”

			I wondered if there were coupons for car batteries. 

			He reached out and pushed away a piece of dark hair that had been plastered to the side of my face with sweat and tears. It was a gesture he’d made once before on my eighteenth birthday, the day before he left for boot camp. I’d always wanted it to be romantic but, in reality, I was like a goofy kid sister to him.

			“Thank you. Again.” I sighed and reached to pull the door shut.

			“Wanna go flying?”

			“Huh?”

			He grinned. “I’m delivering a plane for a friend of mine. It’s at Twin Oaks airfield.”

			AJ had always had a fascination with planes, so I wasn’t surprised to hear he was a pilot. I wondered if he flew jet planes in the military. 

			“Where are you taking it?”

			“Richmond.”

			“How will I get home?”

			He shook his head in amusement. “I won’t leave you stranded, Sophie.”

			“I know, but I have a thing tonight at seven. Will I be back?” A part of me told me to forget my couponing meeting that night. After all, AJ Devlin had invited me to fly with him. But if the incident in the store had taught me anything, it was that I had a lot to learn about couponing. 

			“You used to love adventures.” He grinned, the cocky one that had me forgetting everything. 

			So, of course, I was going flying. 

		


		
			Chapter Two
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			An hour later I’d changed out of my interview clothes into white capris and a sleeveless top, and I sat on the back of the hideaway bed in my room at Aunt Rose’s watching out the window for AJ. He’d said he had one more errand to run and then would pick me up at home. He also told me to watch for him because there was no way he was coming up to Aunt Rose’s door. 

			I couldn’t blame him. Aunt Rose was cantankerous with her strong opinions about life and people, but she could be especially scary on her canasta days. She was currently ranting to her card buddies about her no-good crook of a nephew and how difficult it was to take in his daughter. I worked hard to stay out of her way. In fact, unless you looked in my bedroom closet, there was no indication I lived in the house or even in the guest room. Every day I closed up the hideaway bed and put away my personal effects. 

			I considered going over my coupons and failed shop, except I’d recalculated all the numbers twice since returning home and I kept getting the same answer. I wasn’t a numbers genius, but you didn’t get into college with remedial math. The only way I was able to get Amber’s sum was if I didn’t double my coupons. But why didn’t she double them? They were less than a dollar. My “Coupon Rules” guide Lani created indicated the IGA doubled coupons up to ninety-nine cents. Did Amber rip me off? Was she pocketing the extra few dollars? Eventually I gave up, determining I could ask the more experienced ladies of my coupon group later that evening. 

			Instead, I pulled out the leather-bound book of Grimm’s Fairy Tales AJ had given me the last time I’d seen him on my eighteenth birthday. I’d always loved fairy tales and, even though I already had a copy of Grimm’s tales, the edition AJ gave me was the only one I’d kept after having to cull my book collection when I moved back to Jefferson Grove. 

			My eighteenth birthday had been my favorite one ever. And it wasn’t because of the bash my parents had thrown that would have rivaled any debutante ball. It was because AJ had surprised me by showing up. Although I was clearly in the friend-zone with him, my crush had never quite gone away. So, his surprise arrival fed all my teenage fairy tale fantasies. 

			He hadn’t actually come to the party but sent a message to me through one of the caterers that he was on the back terrace. The dark late summer night was illuminated by lightening bugs and round paper lanterns. The humid warm air was cooled by a light breeze that ruffled AJ’s wavy hair. The cicadas chirped in a symphony. 

			He’d given me the book and touched me, pushing my hair back when the breeze loosened a tendril. In my memory, he looked at me in more than a friendly way. It was my fairy tale come true. The next day he was off to boot camp and a week later, I left for college. 

			People never know quite how to respond when they learn my bachelor’s degree is in Folklore. I love a good story, but as it turns out, it isn’t a great major when you needed a job in a small rural town in Virginia. Aunt Rose said my father should have put more sense and practicality into me, and on that point, I agreed. Although, if I hadn’t come home to watch over her, I could probably live somewhere else and get a job that didn’t require wearing a wench uniform. Unusual degree or not, a liberal arts education was useful. Still, there wasn’t a vast array of jobs that required knowledge of Celtic Folklore or Russian fairy tales. 

			I loved my father. He was the best dad ever, except for the Ponzi scheme, and his lack of guidance on encouraging me to studying something practical. We’d never discussed what I might do with a degree in Folklore. I pursued it because I loved fairy tales and folklore, and my father supported me in studying something that gave me meaning. He had me believing I could do or have whatever I wanted because the money would always be there. Except, it wasn’t. 

			For a time, I thought I’d continue my education and get a master’s in folklore. With that I could teach at the college level. But as graduation approached, I needed a break from academics. Instead, after college, I moved to Sleepy Hollow, New York, where I volunteered with the historic society, living off an allowance from my father. Two years ago, I moved to New York City and took my first real job with two of my former college classmates, who were developing a new video game and needed me to develop its mythology and lore. In hindsight, I think they expected me, or more accurately my father, to invest in their fledgling gaming company, but by then, things were going south for my father. The company failed, my father went to jail, and now I was hiding in my great-aunt Rose’s guest room.

			A flash out the window distracted me. AJ’s car pulled up to the curb. I put my book in the closet, checked the room to make sure Aunt Rose wouldn’t be upset about anything being out of place and then headed up the hall toward the front door, where I hoped to escape unnoticed.

			“Where are you running off to, Sophie?” Aunt Rose had never had children, but she still had eyes in the back of her head. 

			“I’m meeting a friend.”

			“What friend? Since when do you have a friend?” Aunt Rose stood from the card table where she and her friends played cards, drank watered-down bourbon, and ate peanuts. Like all Parker women, Aunt Rose was petite with thick curly hair. At one time, her hair had been dark like mine, but now it was really cool shade of purple-tinted silver that had help from a bottle on her once a week trip to hairdresser for a wash and style. She wore pink Capri pants with a matching floral top, accented by a string of pearls that all southern women of a certain age seemed to wear.

			“Sit down, Rose. It’s your go.” Fiona Simpson waved her cards impatiently at Rose. 

			My aunt ignored her and made her way to the front window. I glanced outside, hoping AJ would stay in the car. No luck. While he wasn’t meeting me at the door, he was leaning against the car, waiting for me. 

			Aunt Rose’s brows knitted together. “Who’s that?”

			“Just an old—”

			“Is that a Devlin? You’re not taking up with him, are you?” Aunt Rose thought everyone with Ginger hair was a Devlin. She was usually wrong, but, of course, in this case, she was right. She pursed her lips and turned her disapproving scowl on me. Aunt Rose might have been small woman in stature, but her personality filled the room, and to be honest, she intimidated me. 

			My dad told me she was more bark than bite, so taking a chance, I blew out a breath and explained. “He’s an old friend who’s in town for a day.”

			“It doesn’t help your situation, Sophie, to waste your time with people from the Hollow.”

			“Great day.” Tilly Watson drew out the southern expression of dismay. “Rose, let her go and play cards.” 

			Aunt Rose planted her fists on her hips as she turned her attention toward Tilly. “I’ve been charged with taking care of Sophie, and clearly, she needs direction. It’s hard enough to get any respect in this town after what your father did. What are people going to think?”

			“Since when do you care what people think, Rose?” Betty Bealeton finished off her drink then standing, she walked over to my aunt’s 1950s bar cart to refill her glass.

			“Well, I don’t. But Sophie does. At least she should.” Aunt Rose turned back toward me.

			“It’s just an afternoon.” I felt like I was a teenager again.

			“Let her go, Rose. We aren’t getting any younger.” Betty carried her drink back to her seat.

			When Aunt Rose turned her head to glower at her card buddies, I saw my chance to escape and hurried out the door toward AJ. As I approached the car, I saw he wasn’t alone. In the backseat sat a hulk of a man.

			“I was beginning to think she had you locked up in there.” AJ opened the passenger side door for me.

			“Would you have come to save me?”

			“I’d send Bull.” AJ nodded to the man in the backseat. “Bull, this is Sophie Parker. Sophie, this is Bull.”

			Sitting in the front seat, I turned to say hello to Bull. He was the size of a tank and looked like a biker, with a faded metal band T-shirt, a leather vest and tattoos from his neck down to his wrists. 

			“Sophie.” Bull’s voice was deep and scary. “Gordo isn’t gonna like you bringing along a friend.”

			“I’m doing him a favor, so he’ll just have to accept it. Besides, he doesn’t have to know.” AJ strapped on his seatbelt. “Bull is taking the car back after we get the plane.”

			“I see. Was he at the store with you?”

			“Nah, Bull had me drop him off at the florist.” AJ sent Bull a teasing grin through the rearview mirror.

			“Florist?” I turned back toward Bull, wondering if he was a wise-guy extorting protection money from local mom-and-pop businesses. It wasn’t that far-fetched. During the 1920s, Jefferson Grove was filled with organized crime types running moonshine to Washington, D.C., and north. In fact, many moonshiners continued the tradition. Some of them were AJ’s kin in Cooters Hollow.

			Bull scowled at AJ.

			AJ ignored him. “It’s his mother’s birthday.”

			“Oh. That’s nice.” I smiled at Bull. 

			His scowl lessened, reducing the scary factor. 

			“My mom had a birthday not long ago, but I didn’t send her anything.”

			“Why not?” Bull frowned. “Mothers are important.”

			“I don’t know where she is. She ran off with her personal trainer.”

			Bull’s features softened into sympathy. It made him look a little like a teddy bear.

			“Besides, Sophie is more of a daddy’s girl.” AJ pulled the car from the curb into the quiet residential street. “Did you get your dad a present?” 

			“Yes. I made him lemon bars.”

			“Where’s your dad?” Bull asked.

			“Prison.”

			Bull’s eyes widened. “Your pop’s doing time?”

			I nodded. “Along with my brother.”

			“No kiddin’? Would I know them?” 

			AJ shook his head. “White collar crime, Bull.”

			“Oh. What do you do, Sophie?”

			“I’m a waitress at Booty Burgo.”

			“What?” AJ’s head turned so fast it was a wonder it didn’t fly off.

			“It’s the only place that will hire me.”

			“Why? You went to college.”

			“You smart?” Bull asked.

			“Only about some things. It doesn’t matter in this town, though. Everyone who has a job opening is afraid I’ll rob them or probably they’re just getting back at my dad and brother.”

			“People suck.” 

			I was beginning to like Bull. “Today, the wife of Denny Coker, the bail bondsman, said she couldn’t hire me because I was a crook and a temptress.” I shook my head at the ridiculousness of that. “I’m too short to be a temptress.”

			“Height has nothing to do with it.” Bull spoke with authority. “Do you know how to dance? I know a club in Richmond looking for a dancer.”

			“Really?” I craned my head to look at him.

			“It’s exotic dancing, Sophie.” AJ cast a warning glance back at Bull. 

			I rolled my eyes. I might not be worldly, but I wasn’t completely naive. “I know what he meant. Do you think I’m pretty enough?” 

			“Well, sure,” Bull said. “You remind me of the old cartoon bombshell, what’s her name … Betsy …Bessy …”

			“Betty Boop.” AJ snorted.

			“Yeah. That’s her.”

			It wasn’t the first time I’d been compared to Betty Boop, but it had been awhile. During my freshman year of college, I considered growing out my short, dark curls, just so the comparison wouldn’t be made. The problem was, the longer my hair got, the more unwieldy it became. Plus, there wasn’t much I could do about the round cheeks and wide eyes. Now I wondered if maybe I could turn this small annoyance into an asset. “Does dancing pay well?” 

			“The girls I know do pretty well.”

			“Sophie.” AJ’s voice was tight. “Men will leer and grab at you.”

			“They leer and grab at me at the Booty Burgo, but they don’t give good tips.”

			“You got that right,” Bull agreed.

			“You’re not seriously considering dancing?” 

			I glanced at AJ, curious to his negative reaction. What did he care what I did? “No. Although I might have to if Aunt Rose kicks me out for seeing you.”

			“Your family is messed up,” Bull said.

			AJ shook his head. “Why not go to Charlottesville? There are more jobs and less people who care about what your father did.”

			“My father asked me to watch over Aunt Rose. Plus, I’m broke and I’m not sure the Brown Bomber would be able to make the drive on a regular basis.”

			AJ snickered. “You named your car?”

			I glowered at him. “Yes.”

			“So, you’re going to live with Aunt Rose and serve burgers and drinks at the Booty Burgo the rest of your life?” 

			My heart thumped hard in my chest because more and more I was afraid that was exactly what was going to happen. “I don’t know. I hope not.”

			“Well, if you change your mind about the dancing, let me know. I’ve got an in with the manager.” 

			“Thank you, Bull.”

			AJ passed the entrance to the small county airport sitting in the middle of rural Virginia. 

			“Where are you going?” 

			“I want to drive the perimeter to see where the plane is.”

			“Might be in a hanger.” Bull scanned the airport from his window in the backseat. 

			AJ made a left and drove along the side of the airport.

			“Oh, wait, there’s a Cessna. That might be it.” Bull’s bulky arm pointed between the two seats out the front window.

			“That’s good. It’s out.” AJ slowed as the car neared the plane.

			“Not a lot of people around, either,” Bull added.

			Why does that matter?

			AJ made another left and drove along the backside of the airport. It was all very odd. 

			“What’s back here?” Except for a car and a truck parked along the chain link fence encircling the airport, there was nothing. Just road, airport and, on the other side, the woods. 

			“Just looking.”

			About a half-mile in, the pavement gave way to gravel. AJ turned around and started back.

			“Do you suppose that red Audi is him?” Bull asked as we approached the car and truck.

			“Yes.”

			“Him who?” I craned my neck to look at the car. It did seem odd to have such a nice car parked in a place that would make it easy to strip or steal. Jefferson Grove was a nice town, but that didn’t mean there weren’t bad elements.

			Neither AJ nor Bull answered me. Instead, AJ drove to the front of the airport, pulling the car into the lot and parking in the farthest spot from the building entrance. 

			“Let’s go.” AJ exited the car as did Bull. 

			“I thought you were taking the car back?”

			“I am. But I help AJ check the plane. Don’t want to fly something that won’t stay airborne.”

			I hadn’t considered any danger. I assumed AJ knew how to fly, otherwise, why invite me. I knew it had been his dream to fly planes in the military. But now, as I walked with the two men toward the plane in question, I had an unsettling feeling deep in my belly. The military flew jets or cargo planes, didn’t they? Did AJ know how to fly other planes?

			As if he knew what I was thinking, he said, “If it can get airborne, I can fly it, Soph. Don’t worry.” He took my hand. “It’ll be fun. Like old times.”

			We’d never flown during our old times, but I liked that he was holding my hand and decided not to mention it. 

			“Yep, that’s her.” Bull pointed to a set of numbers on the tail of the plane. 

			AJ opened the door to the plane and motioned for me to board. He followed me in. “Take a seat while Bull and I check her out.”

			The plane was narrow but had comfortable-looking leather seats. Despite my family having money while growing up, I’d never flown on a private plane before. When we traveled, we flew commercial first class. 

			I sat in one of the lush seats and was reminded of two perks of being rich. Comfort and luxury. AJ sat in the cockpit, poking at buttons, flipping switches and every now and then calling something out to Bull. 

			I settled in to enjoy the flight until AJ let out an expletive, left the cockpit and headed out the door. “You stay here.” 

			I nodded and looked out the window. A lean, well-dressed man with silver hair stalked toward the plane. His mouth moved, but AJ had shut the door so I couldn’t hear what was being said. Even so, it wasn’t hard to tell the man was angry. His red forehead bulged with veins along his tanned temple. Every now and then spittle shot from his mouth. His hands flailed through the air, occasionally making a threatening gesture. 

			Where’s Bull? I worried the man would attack AJ, even though AJ didn’t act worried. He approached the man with his hands up and out, as if he was being robbed at gunpoint. Although he’d taken a surrendering stance, AJ never the let the man pass him as he tried to get to the plane. After several attempts, the man grabbed AJ and then just as quickly backed off as Bull finally entered the scene. AJ held a hand up toward Bull who, with both meaty fists up, appeared ready to flatten the angry man. Instead, Bull stood, looking like a bouncer, as AJ talked to the man.

			What’s going on? I was dying to find out but didn’t dare exit the plane. Bull had said someone wouldn’t be happy AJ was bringing me along, so I stayed put. Still, that initial unsettled feeling when we were skulking about was growing. It was like in high school, when I dated Randy Danner for a week and he took me up to Jefferson Lake. There was something about the gleam in his eyes that should have had me saying, “No,” and breaking up with him then and there. But in the middle of such situations, it’s hard to tell if the this-isn’t-a-good-situation vibe is legit. I should have listened to my intuition then. Fortunately, AJ had taught me how to protect myself. After a quick knee to Randy’s groin, I called AJ on my cell phone to come pick me up and Randy didn’t ask me out again. 

			But AJ wasn’t Randy. I had so few friends, and AJ was right, I could use a little fun. So I sat, watching the strange altercation out the window.

			Eventually, the angry man’s fists rested at his sides, and his head dropped as he shook it side to side. Then he turned and started back toward the hanger. AJ said something to Bull, his head gesturing toward the plane. Bull nodded and AJ followed the man into a door to the right of the larger hanger opening.

			I hoped Bull would check on me so I could ask what was going on, but he disappeared under the plane. I glanced at my watch, wondering how much longer AJ would be and if he was in danger. It seemed like eons, but a quick check of the time when AJ emerged from the building showed it had only been ten minutes. He strode toward the plane, carrying a large white binder. Just outside the plane, he met Bull. They shook hands and then Bull left in the direction of where we’d parked the car. The door of the plane opened and AJ entered the cabin. 

			“Let’s fly.” He put the binder in a cabinet between the cockpit and cabin. “Come up here.”

			“In the cockpit?”

			“Sure. You don’t have to do anything. It’s a nicer ride up front.”

			I shrugged to act nonchalant, but inside my brain was screaming in excitement. I followed AJ to the cockpit, climbing into the seat, careful not to bump any of the gadgets on the center console. “Why was that man so upset?”

			“Just a misunderstanding.” AJ poked a few buttons and made a few marks on a checklist. Then he turned to me. “Get your seatbelt on.” He reached over to help me. “Ready to roll?”

			“If you are.” I couldn’t help the silly grin that bubbled up from the excitement inside me. 

			He flashed a smile that reminded me of when we were teenagers and he was getting ready to fly into Jefferson Lake with the help of a rope swing. 

			“Here, put this on.” He handed me a headset. “It gets loud. We’ll be able to talk through these.”

			When he turned his attention back to the instruments, his features became all business. I felt the vibration of the plane as it whirred on and then settled into a loud purr. The plane rolled, turning enough so I could see Bull getting into the car in the parking lot. Then AJ turned the plane again, and my body was pressed back against the seat as the plane picked up speed. 

			“Let’s fly, Sophie.” His voice came through the headset. 

			My stomach did a looptyloo as the speeding plane lifted from the ground. This time I laughed in delight as the ground dropped away. 

			I turned to AJ. “You did it. Your dream was to fly and here you are. This is real.”

			“As real as it gets. I’m glad you like it.”

			“I love flying.”

			We flew for several minutes, the ground getting farther away. The plane turned, and we headed back toward the way we’d just come. I could see the airport underneath us as another car pulled up behind the two vehicles already parked there. I craned my head to see what was back there that had so many cars parking in that spot, but we moved too quickly for me to watch what the driver would do.

			We continued parallel to the road to Jefferson Grove. The car I suspected was Bull’s looked like an ant as it drove toward the town where he’d be able to catch the main highway east to Charlottesville. From the sky, Jefferson Grove was an idyllic town with its tree-lined streets, centuries old brick buildings lining the main town and spire of the Baptist church towering over it all. It was the type of town that showed up in Norman Rockwell paintings and that many people escaped to for friendly neighbors and a slower way of life. 

			As Jefferson Grove drifted out of view, AJ took one hand off the controls to point out the window in front of me. “Look there.”

			My gaze followed the direction of his finger. The lush Blue Ridge Mountains sloped and curved like a blanket across the ground. In between two ridges sat a lake. “Is that Jefferson Lake?”

			“Yep.” 

			Immediately, all my memories of spending time with my friends at the lake rushed back. We swam, water-skied and tubed and, of course, made out. All the things teenagers did. The lake disappeared, as the hills gave way to the piedmont. The James River flowed below us, and I remembered tubing and kayaking with my family and friends during summers there as well. The memories were bittersweet now that my life was upended. 

			He said something into his radio. The response was a code I didn’t understand.

			“Is everything okay?”

			“No worries, Sophie.” The plane’s direction shifted slightly as we headed east. We flew a few moments before AJ said, “I was sorry to hear about your dad.”

			I turned to gauge the sincerity of his expression. It appeared genuine.

			“Why? He broke the law.”

			His lips twitched upward slightly as if amused by my comment. “Well, I feel bad what his being gone has done to you. I know you’re close to him and being forced to move back here after what he did and to watch over your aunt can’t be easy.”

			“I’m doing alright.” I wasn’t going to have much time with AJ. I didn’t want to waste it lamenting over my downfall.

			He slanted a look at me, as if gauging my sincerity. I smiled. He shook his head slightly as he turned his attention back out the window. “What’s the deal about the coupons?”

			“I’m broke and have to save money.” 

			“Do they really work?”

			I shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

			He laughed. “Then why do it?”

			“My coupon group says it works, but so far I haven’t had much luck. It’s harder than it seems.”

			He glanced at me, one auburn brow arched in a “you can’t be serious” expression. “What’s so hard? Fifty cents off. It’s basic math.”

			“No, it’s not. It’s more like algebra. There are a lot of variables. There are manufacturer coupons you can stack with store coupons. There’s the face value plus whether or not the store will double it and if it will double both a manufacturer coupon and store coupon in the same deal. Plus, you have to match the coupons to sales so you can get them for free—”

			“Free?”

			“I haven’t managed that. Vivie said she has, but I’m not sure I believe her.” 

			Vivie was the queen of one-upmanship. 

			“Are things that tight?”

			I groaned inwardly. Hadn’t I just decided he didn’t need to know my woes? “Actually, I kind of like the challenge.”

			“So, going from rich to poor hasn’t been hard?”

			“No, it’s been hard, but the money isn’t the thing that has been the most difficult change. In some ways, I’m glad because it’s forcing me to learn to take care of myself, although some days it’s harder than others to see the self-reliant silver lining.”

			He laughed. “No doubt. But good for you looking at the world as a glass half full.”

			My glass was nearly empty, but at least I had a glass and I was hopeful I’d fill it someday. “Where are you stationed?” In the military, he had to have travelled to interesting places. 

			Before he answered, there was static from the radio and someone spoke to AJ in a code I didn’t understand.

			He responded back and then there was a slight change in the plane as it began its descent.

			“That’s it?” I looked at my watch. It seemed like we’d only just taken off but, in fact, we’d been airborne for nearly fifty minutes.

			“It’s not that far to Richmond.”

			I tried not to appear disappointed, but it was hard. Not wanting to distract AJ, I turned my attention back out the window and watched the city of Richmond get closer and closer. 

			“Strange,” AJ said, after rattling off several words and numbers in his radio.

			“What?”

			“Different runway than expected.” But he didn’t seem concerned, so I watched as the runway sped toward us. There was a bump and bounce of the wheels hitting the ground and pressure on my seatbelt as AJ applied the brakes. About halfway down the runway, the plane slowed enough that AJ was able to turn it toward the area for private planes. 

			Movement ahead had me squinting out the window. Several police cars with lights flashing sped toward us. 

			The excited feeling in my belly quickly dissolved. “What’s that about?”

			AJ blew out a breath and swore. “Probably a misunderstanding.”

			“Probably?” That was the same thing he’d said about the man who nearly punched him. “What’s going on?”

			AJ stopped the plane. “Put your hands up where they can see them, Sophie.”

			AJ’s hands were already up, but I was a step behind. Why were the police treating us like criminals? And why was he acting like this wasn’t the first time the police were after him? 

			“Up, Sophie!” 

			I jumped in my seat. “Yeah, okay. Can you tell me what’s going on?”

			“When they get here, just do what they say. Don’t tell them anything.”

			“What if they ask me something?”

			He shot me an annoyed glare. “You don’t know anything, so you don’t have anything to tell them.”

			My heart rate shot up. What didn’t I know? What had he gotten me into? After my disastrous job interview and failed couponing attempt that morning, I didn’t think the day could get any worse. Clearly, I’d been wrong.

			Policemen exited their cars. A few had their guns drawn. They demanded AJ and I get off the plane. It took a few minutes, but then I was following AJ down the few steps of the plane.

			“I have all the paperwork—” AJ started.

			“Down on the ground!”

			“Okay. But I have the paperwork. I’m in control of this plane—”

			“You too.” One of the cops waved at me. I looked at the dirty, oily pavement. I wanted to tell them I couldn’t afford to ruin my clothes, even if they were secondhand cropped pants and a tank top, but decided they’d remedy that by giving me an orange jumpsuit if I didn’t listen.

			“Ooh ouch!” The ground wasn’t just oily and dirty, it was scorching hot too. 

			AJ was already prone on the ground. “Check the plane. All the repossession paperwork is there.” 

			Repossession? From the hot asphalt, I craned my head to where AJ lay a few feet away. “Repossession? You repoed a plane?” 

			“Quiet.” The cop assured my silence by grabbing my arms behind my back and restraining them with plastic ties. 

			I’d watched a video on YouTube once on how to get out of this type of restraint but decided now wasn’t a good time to test it. When the cop was done, he rolled me over and helped me sit. AJ was already sitting and trying to get the attention of the cop who was searching the plane.

			“Hey!” A burly cop that could give Bull a run for his money kicked at AJ’s shoe. He squatted down and looked AJ in the eyes. “We don’t care about your repo. We’re here about the murder of Joseph Cullen, the man you just repoed this plane from.”
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