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A Family Together

Here it is! The conclusion to Marilee Dupont’s trilogy.

Marilee Dupont runs her family ranch, teaches agriculture at the university, and is the stalwart anchor for any number of friends, neighbors and organizations. She’s the one everyone turns to — and she’ll be there for them.

But this fall she’s needed them. Needed them when an impetuous engagement fell through. Needed them when a wildfire threatened the ranch. And she’s learned she’s not as alone as she thought.

Now, though, she’s facing the challenge she’s dreaded. The man she loves will be returning to Boise sooner than anyone thought. If that is what’s right for him, is she strong enough to let him go?

Book 7 in the series, Small Town Secrets, about four women who know they can rely on each other, no matter what life throws at them. Slow burn, small town, romantic suspense — HEAs ahead, but love never faced challenges like these!
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Friday before Thanksgiving

Marilee Dupont walked through the horse barn, patting horse noses and crooning to them. “Tomorrow,” she told them. “Tomorrow is first day of roundup.”

She wondered if they could sense it coming. They were always frisky that first morning. She was usually frisky as well. She loved roundup. Loved being on a horse — becoming a team with her horse — as they moved the cows in from the range and down closer to the barns for the winter.

There would be a barbeque for everyone Sunday night. Her friends would come out — as soon as Gail’s play wrapped up Saturday night — and stay for the week. It was like having a slumber party for girlfriends — and to be honest? She had more fun now at those now, at 35, than she had at 15. She grinned.

But on the work side, there were 3,000 head of cattle, give or take, to move: 1,000 breeding cows with 1,000 calves to winter over. Another 500 female yearlings that would be mothers someday. And 1000 steers separate out and load up in trucks to take to market.

Dave Perez and his crew would help with the roundup, and he’d arrange for the trucks and hauling as well. Usually she was on a horse from sunup to supper. 

But it was also a gathering. There would be her friends. And their friends? She wondered if Gail was bringing Jake. If not, she was inviting him directly, because Jake was a good man to have out here working. He’d been a godsend when wildfire had threatened the ranch earlier this fall. 

Out of habit, she glanced toward the west where the fire had destroyed so many acres of forests, and a couple of farms as well. No smoke out there now. The October rains finally put the fire out completely. But she still looked.

Some of her university students who were interested in ranch management would come out and work the roundup too — there weren’t many family ranches left that did it on horseback anymore. There weren’t many family ranches left, period.

She hired a lot of the people from the nearby German Baptist community to help. Women to help with the cooking. Men to work with the livestock.

But this year would be different. She grimaced. This year, she’d do this roundup from the jeep. She had to plan for more breaks — she got tired so easily, something she’d never experienced before. It was quite alarming, actually and she wasn’t happy about it. But when she asked her doctor about riding, he’d looked at her in disgust. “Marilee Dupont,” he said. “You have more sense than that. There is no way a six-month pregnant woman should ride roundup on a horse!”

She sighed and nodded in resignation. “Just thought I’d ask,” she said meekly.

The doctor snorted.

Marilee Dupont. Single mother at 35. Owner of one of the largest ranches in the Palouse. Professor of agriculture at University of Idaho across the border in Moscow. And a good part of me is still a horse-crazed teenager, she thought ruefully. Surely, she’d be able to get in some riding?

It was freezing out tonight — one of those clear nights where the stars were bright, but temperatures plummeted. She had gone into Moscow for drinks —hers non-alcoholic, of course — with her friends, and then come home with Trent and his daughter, Bethany. She liked having them out here on weekends. And she didn’t mind staying in town occasionally at Trent’s, although she got restless if she did it two nights in a row. 

She avoided thinking about that. She’d laughingly described their current relationship as fighting four days a week, and making up three days. These were the making-up days. She wasn’t going to ruin them by thinking about what was going to eventually tear them apart.

Going to Pete’s on Friday nights always meant this last round of the barns and yard were later than usual. Usually, she liked to watch the sun set over the hills to the rest of the homestead. Tonight she could watch the stars instead.

She whistled up her two dogs, Australian shepherds named Rachel and Carson, and headed into the house. It was a large log-style house that had started out small, when the first Dupont fell in love with the Palouse and claimed enough acreage to build a ranch. As subsequent generations needed more space, they’d added to it. The house looks like the Cartwright house in Bonanza, she told people when asked to describe it.

Not that many people remembered that show anymore.

Farm families were usually large ones. Her grandfather had 11 brothers and sisters. And they’d just built on wings to accommodate them — them and their families as they grew up. Her father had grown up here with two other families. But those days were gone. None of the cousins in her generation had wanted to ranch. The older generation moved on as well.

Now there was just her. For a while, she’d worried she’d be the last of the Duponts to live here. She patted her belly. Well at least one more generation would grow up here.

The house was too big for one person, and she rattled around in it. Her and the dogs. Really, she lived in the kitchen, a cheerful room big enough to feed 20 ranch hands, or more sometimes, like this coming week. Her bedroom — the master suite — and her study were down the hall. The living room? It had been a month or more since she’d even sat down in there. There were two wings she had closed off. The main part of the house had enough extra bedrooms for her friends when they came out. 

She admitted it was too big to herself, although she shrugged off the idea to everyone else, even her closest friends. 

Her parents retired to Arizona when her younger brother finished college and took over the ranch. Four years later he was killed in a car accident. A drunken driver blasted through a stop sign in Pullman one night. Marilee had been living in Moscow, teaching at the University of Idaho, happy with her life there. She liked teaching. Liked doing research on sustainability and climate change. Liked the cultural life of the university with its theater and music. And the social life with her girlfriends. And men friends. 

On weekends, she’d come out and ride the horses — change into her blue jeans and cowboy boots. She had figured her brother would marry, have a family, and fill the place up. And she’d be the doting aunt, maybe with kids of her own to run wild out here on the weekends.

Then poof. He was gone. Her parents informed her they were going to put the ranch up for sale. Her brother had been buying the place from them — with that income gone, so was their retirement. Marilee couldn’t stand the thought that there would be no more Dupont Ranch. Not after four generations. She came out to the ranch, saddled a horse and rode the perimeter — and 6,000 acres had a lot of perimeter worth riding —  and thinking.

Could she give this up? Could she give up other things to keep this? 

Could she run a ranch? Yes. She’d grown up here, knew the rhythms and tasks. She had the theoretical knowledge — no question about that. A PhD in agriculture should have taught her a few things, right? A lot of people expecting her to fail if she tried it on, however. And she had to face it, a lot of family ranches failed every year. But she couldn’t bear to let it go.

So she went back to the university and asked her department chair how flexible was he willing to be. With all the pieces in place, she approached her parents. She’d run the ranch. After all she had a PhD in agriculture, focusing on sustainability. She’d pick up Max’s contract and his payments to them.

Her parents flatly refused to consider it. Turned out her dad was one of those who didn’t think she could run the ranch. It had hurt. Then when Max’s will was read, they found he’d left his share of the ranch to Marilee. They needed her to agree to selling it, and she refused. So they were forced to allow her to assume the contract. 

They hadn’t really spoken to her since then. They hadn’t come home for any of the holidays — hadn’t invited her to Arizona either. Hadn’t called to check on her or the ranch when the wildfire came this direction a couple of months ago. Her father had grown up here! Her parents had lived here together for 30 years raising their family. And he’d turned his back on it rather than accept it was his daughter, not his son, who was running it.

It hurt. Marilee took a deep shuddering breath. Things like the roundup were reminders that they were refusing to be a part of her life. They should be here for this! For Thanksgiving next week. For Christmas next month. 

She let it go. They should be, but they weren’t. It was their loss, because practically everyone she knew would be out here. If not tomorrow, they’d be here by Sunday.

It was also their loss, because they didn’t know they were going to be grandparents either. Marilee hadn’t figured out how to tell them. Include a note in their monthly payment? Send out a family Christmas letter?

She was actually leaning toward that idea. She didn’t have much family locally, but there were cousins and aunts and uncles scattered about. She could tell them all at once.

There was an heir to Dupont Ranch.

A girl baby named Deborah, who was due to make her entrance to the world in February. She smiled. 

This year she would have Trent and Bethany for Thanksgiving and Christmas. And next year? She would have a daughter. She smiled with wonder. She’d begun to think that would never happen for her.

“Everything OK?” Trent Williams said from the back door. 

She started. It was so quiet out here. She’d been lost in her thoughts. 

I’m not alone, she reminded herself. It might not be forever, but tonight I’m not alone. I’ve got the father of my baby, and my baby’s big sister, and I am not alone. 

She didn’t think anyone knew how much she hated being alone. She loved the ranch, she did. But there were times, especially during the winter, when she went days without seeing anyone. It would be different this winter. Trent and his daughter Bethany came out for the weekends — Friday through Sunday. A local young man Mark Blessing was coming out to do the chores each day. Throwing haybales to horses was getting impossible. She didn’t even want to think about feeding cattle.

“It’s a glorious night,” she answered him. Trent Williams. Father of her baby. The love of her life. And a bank president who would be moving up and moving on. A man who wasn’t going to stay. 

Don’t think of that part, she scolded herself. She’d fallen in love with a man who had no intention of staying in the small towns of the Palouse once his daughter graduated next spring. He’d come to Moscow a year ago for Bethany’s sake. And once she graduated, he would be returning to Boise, all the more ready for promotion for having been bank president for two years.

They’d been engaged briefly last summer; she’d broken it off when she realized he thought she’d leave everything here to follow him back to Boise. How could love win with a woman who couldn’t leave, and a man who wouldn’t stay?

But learning she was pregnant changed things. And the fire, and Trent’s willingness to throw himself into fighting, it had given them a new rapport.

There were no promises. Nothing beyond right now. Sometimes she wistfully thought that if she had still been living in Moscow, teaching at the university, she might have followed him back to Boise. Sacrificed a tenured position. Left her horses. 

Maybe it was good that she hadn’t faced that choice. 

She was deeply rooted on this ranch. She wasn’t leaving. It was a part of her heritage. A part of her life. It was who she was.

That rancher woman, the guys at the feed store referred to her when they thought she couldn’t hear. It made her laugh. She wasn’t very big — well right now she looked like she’d swallowed a basketball, so maybe she should say she wasn’t very tall. She had inherited her black hair and blue eyes from that French trapper, but she’d also inherited his short stature. And maybe his fierce temper, if the stories described him accurately. She grinned.

She dressed up and wore heels to teach in — and usually that was the garb the feed store guys saw her in. She’d stop in to pick up what she needed after teaching rather than make a special trip.

But they’d all seen her grow up. They’d seen her in her jeans and cowboy boots, competing on her cutting horse. Seen her drive the wheat truck down to the mill, barely able to see out above the steering wheel. Seen her play volleyball, and date their sons. They were a part of her life — they’d known her all of her life. She smiled.

Marilee took a deep breath. Think about now. Right now. She smiled up at Trent. He was nearly a foot taller with nice broad shoulders and closed cropped dark hair. He’d shed his suit jacket somewhere, but he still had on the dark gray slacks and a white cotton shirt. She liked those shirts.

“Think you can get me warm?”

He grinned. “Happy to try,” he said.
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It felt like they were sneaking through the house, Trent Williams thought with amusement. And he guessed they were — his 17-year-old daughter had gone to her bedroom to give them privacy, but it felt strange to be conducting an affair right downstairs. He could almost see Bethany’s eyeroll if she knew he felt like that: Get over it, Dad, she’d say.

But it was also true that she headed to her room fairly early out here at the ranch compared to their in-town routines. So maybe she thought it was strange too. 

He didn’t have a clue really, he admitted to himself. Women were mysterious enough, but teenaged girls? He shook his head.

Trent had his arm around Marilee’s shoulders; she was nearly a foot shorter than he was. He forgot how small she was until they were close like this. She was a strong-willed woman and a fierce protector of the people and the place she loved.

He’d seen that this fall, and it humbled him. She’d been there for Bethany when Bethany was attacked. Brought them both out here to recuperate. Stood her ground when that bastard and Trent’s ex-wife tried to intimidate her. 

But he’d already seen that backbone, hadn’t he? During the fire, he realized that Dupont Ranch and Marilee Dupont were the anchors for the ranching community. She was a part of the volunteer fire station. When families had to evacuate, they came here, knowing they’d find refuge. And Marilee took them in. It had been a revelation.

Then he learned he was going to be a father. He’d known for two months now, but it still carried a sense of wonder. He tried not to think past this year when Bethany would graduate and he’d be applying for jobs to go back to Boise. Back to headquarters. He didn’t regret coming to Moscow. He’d learned a lot about banking by running a small-town bank.

And it had been the right thing to do — get Bethany away from her mother’s influence, where she could be who she was, not who her mother thought she should be.

Turned out Moscow wasn’t far enough away from his ex-wife. He resolutely turned his thoughts away from that. He had every intention of making love with Marilee as soon as they got to the master suite. He wasn’t going to get all riled up about Claire again. Even though Claire’s problems weren’t over, and he needed to talk to Marilee about it, he wasn’t going to tackle that tonight.

He wanted to talk to her about the bank as well. He’d found she was a good listener, and she knew the Palouse and all the major players. Her advice and insights were invaluable. But, not tonight.

She looked up at him now with that glint in her eyes that he adored. A half-smile promised good times ahead. There was nothing coy or shy about this woman. He bent over and kissed that smile, tasting her, feeling the softness of her lips, and then as she parted them, the textures of her mouth.

She smoothed her hands over his chest, and he shuddered a bit. It felt good to be touched, even with layers of clothes between them. That was something he could fix, wasn’t it?

Trent wished he could fix the problems that lay between them as easily. He refocused on the woman standing so close to him. He unbuttoned the silk shirt Marilee had on, running his hand over her belly, delighting in the changes he felt there. Her breasts were heavier, her belly getting round. She was such a petite thing! He didn’t think Claire had showed this much this early with Bethany. But that had been 18 years ago.

He pushed off the shirt, a blue that matched her eyes, and then undid the clasp of her bra. He laughed a bit at the sigh of pleasure she always made when she got out of her bra. 

“What?” Marilee demanded.

He shook his head, and kissed her again. She pulled back, and grinned at him. “I like that as a way to avoid a question.” She tackled the buttons of his dress shirt, and he held her, rubbing his hand over her bare back. She shivered. He didn’t think it was because she was cold. 

When she got the shirt unbuttoned, she slid her hands inside it and under his T-shirt, and smoothed the palms of her hands over his chest, down his abdomen, and then around his sides to the muscles in his back. She leaned her face against his chest and sighed again, a different kind of sigh, just holding him.

Trent held her close, savoring the feel of her. Just for a moment, however, before she demanded, “Off with this T-shirt, and everything else too.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, teasing her. “And you’ve got too many clothes on.” 

She laughed and started to remove the rest of her clothes, and he paused to watch her. Arousal certainly, but also, that was their child she was carrying. She raised one eyebrow and he grinned, and pulled his T-shirt off over his head. She ‘helped’ by pulling his belt through the belt loops and she started to reach down to take off his shoes. She stopped.

“Nope,” she said ruefully. “You’re on your own.”

He kicked them off, and then stripped the remaining clothes off, folding the trousers neatly on a chair. She laughed at him. “Hey,” he said defensively. “One less trip to the dry cleaners matters.”

She reached up and pulled his head down so she could kiss him, and he reveled in it. “Bed, woman,” he ordered. She pulled him along with her.

“Love me, Trent,” she whispered, and she pulled him on top of her. “Love me.”

He kissed her, taking his time, arousing her, arousing them, and then he was inside her, and God, it felt so good. He felt the climax building, and building, and then the release.

As he coasted down in satiated sleep, he heard her murmur again, sleepily, “Love me, Trent. Love me.”

God help me, I do, he thought. “I love you,” he whispered although he wasn’t sure she was awake to hear it. “I do.”

He held her close, and she made sleepy satisfied noises that soothed the ache in his heart. “I love you,” he whispered again. 

As he fell asleep though, he heard a cynical voice in the back of his head, do you love her enough to stay? Because she doesn’t love you enough to leave.

It’s not like that, he told the cynic defensively. It’s complicated. And it was. But bottom line? That’s how it was. She wasn’t — and maybe she was right, that she couldn’t — going to leave the Dupont ranch. Shouldn’t leave the tenured faculty position at the university. She was deeply rooted here, and she couldn’t be easily transplanted to somewhere else. She would wither and die, he feared. And, he seen how vital she was to the community during the fire. Someone else couldn’t easily be planted in her place either.

So, could he stay?

He wasn’t sure it was even going to be a choice. He was picking up vibes that said the bank was considering closing the Moscow branch. There was pressure from within the bank to make that happen too. Personal gain overruling what was good for the community, he thought, but what did he really know about what was good for the community?

And that was what he hoped to talk to Marilee — and maybe Jacob Blessing — about this week. 

Amidst 3,000 cattle. A dozen horses. A couple dozen people. He shook his head.

Sleep, he commanded himself. Sleep. 

But even as he fell asleep, he could hear Marilee’s haunting words, “love me, Trent.”

He closed his eyes to the unexpected pain, and sought refuge in sleep.
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Bethany Williams was upstairs in her room at the Dupont Ranch. She liked it here. For one thing, she felt safe. She grimaced. She needed to talk to her father about that soon, but not this weekend. Here, she was safe. That talk could wait until Monday morning on their way back into town.

She heard her father say something at the back door to Marilee. She smiled. Watching those two was sweet. A bit weird, maybe, because it felt like they were sneaking through the house when it was supposed to be the teenager who did that. And she wasn’t sneaking anywhere.

She was texting Mark Blessing, however. He was her best friend. That was a bit weird too. Or maybe people’s lives were weirder than she’d been led to believe?

That could be it, she decided. Her mother had a very narrow view of what life was supposed to be like, especially for a woman. She was so glad that her father had rescued her from that. She hadn’t even known she’d needed to be rescued!

Her mom believed the only way to be secure and happy in life was to have a man. Bethany frowned; she wasn’t sure why her parents had broken up in the first place. She’d been 8 years old. But since then, her mother spent a lot of time working to catch another man — or to get her dad back, but that wasn’t going to happen. And her mom been determined that Bethany learn how to catch and please a man.

But her mother was slim and blonde and pretty. And Bethany? She took after her father, and no amount of dieting was going to make her look like her mother. She was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair. She had hated all of that. 

And then Dad came to pick her up for the weekend and found out how she was living with her mother, and he’d been furious. She hadn’t realized how furious at the time, but she knew him better now. That had been three years ago. They’d lived in his Boise condo for two years, but her mom wouldn’t leave her alone. Wouldn’t leave Dad alone. So he’d moved them here.

Small town, USA. She had just been sure she’d hate it. 

But she didn’t hate it at all! The kids were friendly. She went out for soccer, and people praised her athletic ability. And she and her father started having these talks about, well, all kinds of things. 

Ironically, the person who had taught her the most about accepting her own body as beautiful was Marilee Dupont, a tiny, pretty woman, who had been wearing high heels her mother would have died for the first time Bethany had seen her. She snickered even now thinking about how outraged her father had been when Marilee had turned out to be a rancher.

Marilee thought she could do anything, even as small as she was. She actually envied Bethany’s height and strength — she had told her she hoped her baby would take after her father and look like her. It had made her tear up. 

Made both of them tear up.

Her phone pinged. She glanced at it. A message from Mark: You have to tell him. He needs to know, Bethany. And not on Monday. He needs to know now.

She snickered, and texted him back: I think he’s a bit busy right now.

Bethany pictured Mark blushing at that. Mark was 19, and her father had a problem with that — or he would if he knew how important Mark was to her. But Mark was also part of the German Baptist community here on the Palouse. They were a lot like the Amish, she’d decided, after talking to Mark about the church and the community. They were very devout. 

Mark was too. He’d never kissed her. Never even held her hand. But they talked. A lot. And they used their phones to text each other. She never felt like she was alone, because he was just a text away.

Dad had had the talk with her anyway. It embarrassed him, and made her giggle. But he’d struggled gamely through waiting until you’re sure you’re ready. About birth control. All of those things. It made her feel cared for that he’d done it, rather than asking Marilee to do it, she acknowledged.

Although Marilee had had her own chat with her. “Mark Blessing is not going to marry outside the German Baptist faith,” Marilee had said matter-of-factly. “He might find someone equally conservative when he goes to Northwest Nazarene University next year, and she could convert. Unless you think you could convert to their church, you need to accept that it’s going to be just friends. And it wouldn’t be fair, Bethany, for you to tease him into wanting something with you that would hurt him. You know that, right?”

Bethany hadn’t thought about that before. That Mark could be hurt by their friendship, because he might want things he knew he shouldn’t want with her. She was too young for one thing, but also, because his church taught no sex outside of marriage. None. People were practically engaged before they were left unchaperoned or held hands even.

Marilee told her about a wedding she’d gone to where the minister had announced at the end of the ceremony, “And now the bride and groom would like you to stand in witness to their commitment to each other, sealed with this kiss, their first.”

Bethany’s eyes got wide. “She was marrying a man she’d never even kissed?” she had asked.

Marilee made one of her screwy faces. “I know, right? And I think they meant the first person they’d ever kissed, not just each other.”

Bethany thought that was just plain weird. She could see Marilee agreed. Well, of course, she did, Bethany thought with a giggle. She was having a baby out of wedlock. She suspected Marilee had kissed a number of men. And she was pretty sure she and her father were doing more than holding hands right now.

OK, not going there, she told herself, because that would be weird to think about.

So, Bethany was careful with Mark’s feelings. She didn’t tease, as Marilee had called it. She knew what she meant. She saw it at the high school. Heck, she did it at the high school. You flirted with the boys, and they flirted back. And you teased them a bit. Got them a bit flustered.

Some of the girls went further than that, but Bethany knew she wasn’t ready for more. And that made Mark a perfect friend too. 

But she also liked Mark because he thought about things. He was mature, her father said. Mark thought about politics and religion, about agriculture and climate change, and all kinds of things — sometimes, she had look things up to see what he was talking about. 

And he was protective of her. Of all women. He treated her with respect. And he was scared spitless of Marilee Dupont! Bethany grinned at that. But still, Mark felt like he needed to look out for Marilee too. 

He felt that way about his sister and his cousins, especially Deborah Blessing. Bethany had followed all that conflict from afar through Mark’s texts. She had met Deborah; she didn’t seem like a strong-willed woman, as Mark called her. She wore the long dress and the bonnet that all the women did. But she was fierce enough to stand up to the church for what she believed.

Mark dressed differently too. She wasn’t sure why suspenders, no belt. And his pants were made of heavy cotton instead of jeans like she wore — like everyone she knew wore. His shirt buttoned up to the neck.

And he really needed a better haircut.

Her phone pinged again. She glanced at it.

Mark: Promise me, you’ll tell your father at breakfast. Or I will.

She sent back indignantly: You will not! This is between me and Dad. 

Mark: He’s not going to be happy that you waited, Bethany.

She flopped back on her back on the bed. Well, he had her there. Dad would probably want to know why she’d waited this long.

Fine, she texted him back. Going to sleep now. See you at breakfast.

Mark was right Dad wasn’t going to be happy she hadn’t told him. Even Mark didn’t know the full story really.

It had started two months ago, when her mother had tried to kidnap her and take her back to Boise. And she had enlisted some guy here to help her. Fine, some guy she was sleeping with. A guy named Marcus? Something like that. When Bethany had argued with her mother — she wasn’t going back to Boise! — Marcus had hit her. Knocked her down, wrenched her knee, gave her a black eye. She’d spent the night in the hospital, and then Marilee had insisted they come out here.

Bethany had been so relieved to be out here. She didn’t have to keep looking over her shoulder. And she didn’t have to explain a black eye and crutches to her friends at school. But eventually, the black eye faded and her leg healed. Dad said they needed to go back to town.

She thought there were problems at the bank. He wasn’t talking about it — not with her at least. She hoped he was talking to Marilee or maybe Mark’s father. Her father respected Mr. Blessing a lot.

She would have been happy to stay out here and continue to do her work online. But basketball tryouts were starting, and she wanted to play. As tall as she was? Hell, yes, she was going to play!

The good news was Marilee and her dad had patched things up while he was out here, and so they came out every weekend. She didn’t think they’d gotten everything figured out — they weren’t engaged again or anything — but they were together again.

She giggled. ‘Together’ was one word for it.

The cops had arrested that Marcus dude, and her mother too. She wasn’t happy about that part of it. Marcus sure. He was a scary, angry man, and from what she’d heard Marilee tell her father, he’d beaten up women before. WTH? He should be in prison!

But he was waiting for trial for what he’d done to her, and she’d have to testify. She didn’t want to. But she would. Nobody else was going to be hurt like she had been because she had been afraid to testify.

Both Marcus and her mom were supposed to stay away from her. There was a restraining order? Was that the right term? That nice attorney, Mr. Briggs, had helped them. Marilee had to get one too, because her mother and Marcus had yelled at her after classes one day. Amazing what you learned when you eavesdropped.

But things were quiet for a couple of weeks, and Bethany had started to relax. She brushed off questions about why she’d missed school with a riding accident — as if she’d fall off a horse. Really? And she’d made the varsity basketball team — which was really cool.

But it was also the problem. She thought she’d spotted her mother a couple of weeks ago, sitting in a car outside the high school gym when she came out after practice. She’d quickly caught up with some friends, and when she looked back the car was gone. 
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