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Chapter One
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“We’re okay, sweetie. Don’t worry. We’re all right.” Susanna Wright tried to steer the limping car into the soft gravel at the side of the road and almost managed to do that before the car gave its last wheeze. She heard the hint of desperation in her voice as she whispered the words to her twelve-month-old daughter, Grace, sleeping soundly in the back seat. She wanted to wish for a miracle but suppressed the desire. Miracles didn’t tend to come her way. At least, they hadn’t for a long time.

“We’re fine,” she said again. Maybe Grace didn’t need the reassurance but Susanna did. The sky had already gone dark, they hadn’t reached their destination, her phone had died, and she didn’t know what was wrong with the car. Worse than that, there didn’t seem to be much of anything out here except for a glow from one small house sitting about thirty feet off the road. Who knew what she’d find if she banged on the door of that house? And what if she didn’t like what she found there? With a broken car, a baby and two miles of seemingly unlit road between her and her destination, the town of Red Rose, Illinois, just where would she run to? Better to just lie low here in the car and wait until morning.

She had just turned from taking her sleeping daughter from the car seat and settled her into her arms when something hit the roof of her car with a thump.

Susanna shrieked and pulled her baby tighter.

Grace started to cry.

The something that had landed on her car scratched away at the cloth top and leaped off the car, hustling into the dark in the direction of the lighted house.

Almost immediately a barking and snarling began. The sound of metal clattering added to the noise, and the barking grew more frantic, deep-throated and threatening.

Suddenly light flooded the yard in front of the house. A tall man stepped outside.

“Stay, Scrap. Be still,” he said in a voice as low and calm as any Susanna had ever heard. “Let’s see what you have there.” He bent on one knee and shone a light under the porch. “Just a raccoon, Scrap, probably trying to get into the garbage can. Drive you nuts, don’t they? Come on into the house for a few minutes. It’s not going to leave until you do, and you’re not going to be quiet until it’s gone.”

The dog kept barking, the sound harsh and belligerent.

“Scrap,” the man commanded in a lower, sterner voice.

The dog whimpered once, then subsided.

In the silence Grace let out a lusty cry.

Scrap barked again.

The flashlight swung in an arc, illuminating the car, trapping Susanna in its beam. Her breath lodged in her chest somewhere, hurting her, but she couldn’t let it out.

She couldn’t see the man for the glare of the light now shining in her face, either, but she could hear his quiet command to his dog to stay and she could hear his footsteps crunching on the ground as he moved nearer. The light of the flashlight bounced a bit, but remained on her face as she finally dragged air into her lungs in a shaky breath. The windows were closed, the car doors were locked, but she remembered her first glimpse of the man when he’d emerged from the house. He was tall with linebacker shoulders. A flimsy car window wouldn’t be a match for him.

Slowly she started to edge over to the passenger seat, but she bumped up against Grace’s car carrier that she had moved there after they had stopped. It effectively blocked her way.

The footsteps came closer.

“Ma’am?” the man asked.

She didn’t answer.

“Are you all right in there?” he added.

She considered maintaining her silence, but to what purpose? If she didn’t say anything, he would, no doubt, keep moving closer.

“I—we’re fine.” She managed to get the words out. “We just stopped to rest. We’ll be going in a minute. Now, actually.” With Grace still on her lap, Susanna turned the key, praying that the few minutes of downtime had been enough to fix whatever had been wrong. She didn’t like leaving Grace unbelted, but at the moment the man seemed the larger threat to her child’s safety. She would fasten her baby in properly once they were out of his sight.

But though she tried several times, the engine would not turn over and Susanna realized her mistake then. Both she and the man knew she had no way out of here.

“I don’t think that car is going anywhere, ma’am,” the man said quietly, but she noticed that he backed away a step. The slight gesture helped her breathe just a bit easier.

She pulled the key out of the ignition and struggled for composure. “Could you—Would you be able to call a tow truck in town?”

“Not a problem.” He took out his phone and started to move forward.

“No,” she said too suddenly, not wanting him to get that close. “You—you’re from around here. You probably know the right place to call. Could you do it?”

There was a pause. She wished she was the one holding the light so she could see his expression, but he finally moved and punched in a number. He hit a button and she could hear the ringing, but there was no answer.

He dialed another number. “Ms. Woolverton, there’s a stranded lady that needs a tow out at Malone Woods,” he said. Susanna noted that he didn’t identify himself in any way, and his voice was devoid of expression. He listened for what seemed like a long time. “Then when someone is available,” he said, and severed the connection.

“It might be some time,” he told Susanna.

She took a deep breath. “We’ll be fine. I—Could I ask you—There’s a hotel in town, the Red Rose Heaven, but I couldn’t get a room when I called up earlier. Is there another place I could try?”

“No. No other place, and you’re right about not being able to get a room at the Red Rose now. The town is crawling with strangers this weekend. A festival or something. Full.”

She nodded. She hadn’t really wanted to stay at the hotel, anyway. The prices were higher than she could safely afford. None of this was working out the way she had dreamed when she had first read the reprinted story from the Red Rose Gazette on the internet. A town with lots of women and very few men, a place where she would just be another female among many, a place so different from her own big-city background that no one would think to look for her here.

Initially, her thoughts had just been musings, farfetched daydreams in which she arrived in Red Rose in broad daylight, found some way to set herself up and got a job. Any job. She hadn’t meant to actually do any of those things, but then Trent, her ex-husband, had shown up at her door. As if they hadn’t been divorced for a year. He’d been doing that a lot lately, and each time had been ugly, frightening, even though he’d never physically threatened her. This time was worse. He had intimated that he had changed his mind about never wanting Grace. He had spun several scenarios where he could coerce Susanna into taking him back, making her feel cornered, knowing there was nothing she could really do to keep him away. At least, nothing truly effective. He had the money and the influence to do lots of things. Trent knew people, and some of them might actually help him. He might try to take Grace for real, if only for spite or to force Susanna to come back to him.

And suddenly scared in a way she hadn’t been before, Susanna was throwing things in her car and heading down the road with no destination in mind until her thoughts had cleared out just a bit and she’d pointed the car in this direction. Now, here she was, in a dark, deserted place far outside the town, facing a strange man more than a head taller than Trent.

“Ma’am, your baby’s crying.”

Susanna took a deep breath to keep from crying, too. “I just have to feed her.” She relaxed somewhat when she realized that he wasn’t moving any closer to the car.

“Can I give you a lift into town, miss?” He said the words gently but without enthusiasm, as if he was as exasperated by the situation as she was.

And get into the car with a strange man? Possibly put Grace in greater danger?

“We’ll be fine,” she said, realizing that the phrase was fast becoming her mantra. “If we could just stay here in the car until the tow truck comes...”

The light bounced as if he had nodded. He didn’t bother inviting her into his house, and she wondered if he didn’t want her there or if he simply realized she wouldn’t accept. “That’s fine,” he said in that deep, gritty voice. He started to turn back toward his house. “Come, Scrap,” he said, and his tone held a note of affection. She supposed it had been there all along, but her fear had prevented her from noting it before.

“Thank you, Mr....” She hesitated. He didn’t fill in the blank. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know your name,” she said.

He stopped in his tracks, but he didn’t turn around.

“Malone,” he said, his voice clipped. Then he started walking again.

“Thank you, Mr. Malone.”

She watched him as he returned to his house. He walked with a slight limp, but an economy of movement otherwise, very straight and tall. She stared after him as he started to move inside the door. He paused, looking in her direction for the briefest of minutes, caught in the light from the house. She realized that he had short, dark hair. His jaw was clean-shaven, his nose like a blade. Everything about him was lean and hard. Except for the expression in his eyes, which was...unreadable. For just a second there, staring at this man who was the epitome of masculinity, something inherently feminine awakened and shivered through her. An unwelcome something. She had had enough of male dominance in her life. What she wanted was a rest, a reprieve before she moved on and made a place for herself and Grace far away from her roots and her past. She didn’t want to recognize whatever elemental something in this man that evoked a purely female and involuntary reaction.

And she didn’t have to. In just a minute he and Scrap had disappeared inside the house. He left the light burning, and she wondered if it was for her sake or if he’d simply forgotten to turn it off. Probably forgotten. The light didn’t quite reach the car, anyway.

Quickly she fed her baby, cuddled her close for a few minutes, then put her back into her car seat to sleep. The dark and the stress of the day overtook her and Susanna felt the world slip away.

She awoke with a start. Sitting in the cramped car seat, she had fallen half over, and her body jerked her out of sleep. She blinked several times as reality set in and she remembered where she was.

There was still no sign of the tow truck.

But sitting on the hood of the car was a battery- powered lantern, a pillow, two blankets and a box.

Glancing around warily, Susanna realized that it really was just her and Grace and the night out here.

She slid open the door and hauled the things inside. Flipping open the box, she found a sandwich and a thermos of milk.

“Thank you, Mr. Malone,” she whispered after she had eaten the sandwich and had done her best to make herself comfortable with the blanket and pillow. She tucked the other blanket half over Grace’s car seat.

She wondered if her Mr. Malone would come outside when the tow truck arrived so that she could thank him properly and return the things she’d borrowed.

But when she awoke the next time to the sound of an engine beside her car, it was already morning, and the man in the house was nowhere in sight.

––––––––
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AFTER HE’D SEEN THE woman take the food and provisions into her car, Brady Malone kept a vigil by the door, watching for the tow truck driver. Not that he thought Nate Fisher was going to show up anytime soon. Nate had a grudge against Brady going back eleven years when they’d both been fifteen and Brady had busted his nose for the second time. It was one of many grudges various members of the town had against Brady, most of them well-deserved. But Brady hadn’t had the heart to tell the woman that she was going to have a long wait. No doubt Nate would give her the details of his history with Brady when and if he showed up. And if she spent more than a few hours in Red Rose, she would, no doubt, be given a few details about the history of the Malones.

Absentmindedly, Brady stretched out his long legs and rubbed his right knee. There would be rain soon. The three-year-old wound was as good a barometer as any made by man. At least something slightly useful had come out of the stateside accident that had taken the life of a good man and ended Brady’s military career. He hoped the rain stayed away until the woman was gone. Looked as though she had enough trouble without mud making her ordeal in the car even more unpleasant.

“If I fall asleep and someone comes, wake me, Scrap,” he told his dog. Hearing his name, Scrap lifted his big black head, a patient look in his eyes. He probably knew as well as Brady did that neither one of them would fall asleep again tonight. Not when there were innocents to watch over.

The woman and the baby now? That might be a different story. He hoped she’d sleep. She had been beyond scared, with big green eyes framed by a mass of tousled blond hair, neither of which did a thing to make her look tough, although she’d done her best to overcome her vulnerable appearance and to mask her fear. He admired her attempt at bravery in a situation where any woman alone would feel herself at risk. She looked to be a couple of years younger than himself, Brady guessed. Which meant she couldn’t be more than twenty-three or twenty-four.

“Can’t blame her for being scared, Scrap,” he said. “Alone with a baby on a deserted road and a man peering into her car. I wonder what she’s doing here.”

Not that he was going to find out. Eventually, after

Nate had made his point that Brady didn’t order him around, he would show up to tow her car. And then the woman would disappear into the town proper.

And since Brady stayed out of Red Rose and away from its inhabitants except when absolutely necessary, he would probably never see that pretty blond lady or her baby again.

Which was just as well, all things considered.

––––––––

[image: ]


SUSANNA DIDN’T BOTHER to ask the sour-faced tow truck driver what had taken him so long to get here. It was obvious by the look on his face that he wasn’t happy to be here even now.

He looked at the black convertible she was driving and the Chicago city sticker on the windshield. “Ninety dollars gets you to town,” he said.

The town was only a couple of miles away.

But her car was completely inoperable. She mentally measured the contents of her wallet and gave a tight nod.

The man began to hook the chains to her car. “I hear Brady Malone called this in,” he said. There was no friendliness to his voice.

“Yes,” she said and sudden anger flooded her. She didn’t know why this man was so unfriendly or what was between him and the man in the house, but she knew one thing. Brady Malone had not made her feel as if she was a bother. He had made sure she and Grace had had blankets and food.

The man was almost done with the chains.

“Excuse me, I’ll just be a minute,” Susanna suddenly said. Propping Grace on her hip, she draped the blankets over her free arm and picked up the box containing the empty thermos and set off toward the house.

“Gotta be back in town in fifteen minutes,” the tow truck driver yelled. “Ain’t got time to wait.”

Susanna didn’t turn around. “You’ll be there,” she said, and kept walking. Coming up to the house, she pounded on the door. A few seconds later it opened enough to reveal Brady Malone.

She looked up and realized that he was even taller than she’d thought, a full head taller than she was. In the burgeoning daylight, she could see that his eyes were dark blue. He was frowning.

“I wouldn’t take chances with Nate,” he said. “He’d just as soon leave you here as wait for you.”

She bit her hp. “I just wanted to give you these,” she said, holding out the box and blankets. “And to thank you.”

He gave a curt nod. “You’re welcome, ma’am.”

“Susanna Wright,” she said.

“All right, then, you’re welcome, Susanna Wright,” he agreed.

“It was nice meeting you, too, Brady Malone,” she said, supplying the nicety that he had omitted.

Something that was almost a smile flitted across his lips. “I see Nate filled you in on my first name. I won’t ask what else he told you.”

“Nothing.” But she heard the tow truck’s engine rev behind her.

“Better go.”

“I’ll see you.”

He raised one brow. “You’re staying in Red Rose?”

“I hope so. Wish me luck finding a job.”

But he only gestured toward the tow truck and didn’t answer. She wondered what that meant. It occurred to Susanna as she rode into town, seated next to the frowning Nate, that she had come to Red Rose because she’d read that there weren’t many men here, and yet the only people she’d met so far had been male. One who was grumpy, she thought, glancing at the man driving the truck, and one who was intriguing. Brady Malone hadn’t seemed very pleased that she was thinking of staying in his town.

What was this Red Rose like, anyway?
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Chapter Two
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The internet was a fine thing, Brady thought later that day. He had received computer training in the army and that had enabled him to make a living designing computer software for businesses when he had returned home after the accident that had resulted in his injury. He conducted most of his business from home, dealing with small firms in St Louis and other parts of the country, never Red Rose, and he managed to make a decent living that way.

But it was the internet and the town’s message board that enabled him to keep his finger on the pulse of the area without ever having to venture into town. If he cared to take a look, that was. Most of the time he didn’t. The message board tended to be gossipy, and he had always considered gossip to be fodder for his enemies. He stayed away for the most part and only concentrated on the informational portions of the town’s website. Today, however, curiosity about his midnight visitors found him scanning the message board. Susanna Wright was a stranger to Red Rose and, in a town this size, anyone new tended to cause a stir.

Which was how he knew within minutes of its happening that she had gotten into some sort of a disagreement with Nate Fisher on the ride into town and Nate had ended up insisting that he had quoted her ten dollars more than she claimed he had. Brady felt the heat of anger rising through him at that. He and Nate were at odds, but Susanna Wright was new in town, and she had done nothing to merit Nate’s scummy ways. He resumed reading.

The posts went on with Evangelina Purcell, who ran the gas station and knew Nate’s ways better than most people, and Sunny Delavan, who knew almost everything Evangelina didn’t know, speculating on what had happened:

“Then things got worse. Nate refused to turn the lady’s car over to her unless she paid up.” Evangelina supplied that tidbit. “I thought my teeth would fall out and I don’t even have dentures.”

“The slimy son of a snake,” Sunny added. “So what did she do?”

“Well, she tried to argue at first, kind of gentle like, you know,” Evangelina wrote. “But then when a few people stopped to look, she backed off and paid him the extra ten dollars.”

“I wouldn’t have paid him,” Sunny wrote.

“Yes, well, we all know you’re capable of handling any man, Sunny,” Evangelina told her. “This woman is a stranger, and she looked kind of fragile.”

Brady agreed wholeheartedly. Susanna Wright did seem fragile and gentle. And very frightened. He wished that Nate were here in person, so he could show him just what he thought of a man who attacked a woman, and Nate’s methods definitely qualified as an attack. But Sunny was already answering. Brady read on.

“Then what happened?” Sunny asked.

“Nate told her that he ran the only repair shop in town and that she needed a fuel pump. I think he even laughed, although that might have been just my imagination. He always looks like he’s either scowling or leering, and I was just too mad to concentrate.”

“I’ll bet he quoted her some ridiculous price, too.”

“He did,” Evangelina agreed. “I’m sure it was his ‘you’re-from-out-of-town’ price. That poor young woman’s face turned paper-white. She looked as if she might faint.”

“Well, can you blame her?” Sunny wrote. “Nate’s a first-class jerk, and he acts like a double-first-class jerk to those people who live outside this town. He figures they’ve got no choice but to do business on his terms.”

“And it’s true,” Evangelina typed. “Without a repair, that poor woman’s car was just another dead rust bucket. What could she do?”

“So she went along????” Sunny asked, the words appearing on Brady’s screen, the extra question marks obvious signs of consternation. Brady remembered Sunny as a woman of action. She probably hated not being able to do anything about this situation.

“Sure, she went along. Then Nate, the lowlife, told her he’d put her car into the lineup, and you know what that means.”

Sunny keyed in a frowning icon. “Yeah, I know darn well what it means. It means she’s going to have to wait, probably hours, even if Nate, the mean old coot, doesn’t have any other cars to fix. Wouldn’t you just like to smack him with his own tire iron? That poor thing is going to have to cool her heels while Nate plays high and mighty, or my name isn’t Sunny.”

At that point, Delia Sable, who worked at the flower shop and had “just checked in for a second to see what was going on,” joined the posting.

“That Nate doesn’t even deserve to be called a man,” she wrote. “We should just kick him out of town, the meanie.” Which were pretty fierce words for a woman who was known to be a shy and gentle soul.

Brady pondered what he had just read as the women moved on to other topics. He clicked off the site. No doubt Susanna Wright was already sorry that she’d ever even heard of Red Rose.

Which would mean she would be leaving soon, a fact that shouldn’t mean a thing to him.

Except Evangelina’s description of the woman’s white face and sick expression hit him right in the gut. She didn’t deserve that kind of treatment. It reminded him that her car, though it had once been expensive, was also getting up there in years. Even by flashlight, he had seen that there were a few dents and a fair amount of rust and that the tires were going bald. She wasn’t a woman who could afford to throw money away. And she had that baby to care for.

Brady considered the possibilities. He hated going into town and avoided it whenever possible.

But man, he really didn’t like Nate Fisher. There was nothing like getting even with an old enemy.

With a long, slow movement, Brady flipped off the computer and rose to his feet. He called Scrap and the two of them headed out to the truck.

––––––––
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SUSANNA SAT ON ONE of the two hard-plastic orange chairs at the repair station and ran her fingers over the chipped-away edge of the seat. She held Grace who was kicking her feet and seemingly happy. But then Grace hadn’t had to deal with that awful man.

“Well, at least there’s one good thing, sweetie,” Susanna said. “I had his number from the start.” Susanna’s poor batting average with men was a sore spot with her. Starting with her father whom she had unsuccessfully tried to please until the day he died, and continuing on through Trent who had wanted to cut her off from the rest of the world, she had always had this terrible habit of thinking the men in her life were more noble than they really were. That tendency had left her heartbroken and disillusioned one too many times. At least with Nate Fisher, she had known he was a stinker from the first moment she’d met him.

“This isn’t exactly what I’d planned, Grace,” Susanna whispered to her babbling daughter as she peered out the window and saw Nate Fisher disappearing into what looked to be a drugstore of some sort. “I just wanted a safe place to rest and to hide before we moved on. This seemed a likely haven.”

Trent, with the surly attitude he’d developed the past couple of years, had driven away the few female friends Susanna had made. Red Rose, with its seeming deficiency of males, had seemed like a good place to settle and to fix what had gone wrong with her life. She had wanted to see how other women lived. Instead, she had yet to meet even one female. She wasn’t going to count the ones who had witnessed her distressing experience when Nate Fisher had charged her extra for the tow and then explained that she was dependent on him to fix her car.

Where on earth was she going to get the money to live on once she had paid the bill for this car repair? She had thought she had enough to make a start, to find a job at least, but already this new emergency had cut into her meager savings. Maybe she shouldn’t have told the lawyer that she didn’t want to argue money during her divorce. She had just wanted to be free of Trent and his bullying ways, and adding money and support payments would have meant having to deal with him for a great many years. It would have given him power over her, and her ex-husband’s love of power was what had driven her away. No matter. What was done was done. She was left with very little money.
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