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IT’S A GIRL THING

Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you—you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:
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We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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This book is dedicated 
with much appreciation 
to the big Kahuna 
for his exhaustive hours of research.
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Face of God Photographed in Clouds

There were two universal truths in Gospel, Idaho. First, God had done His best work when He’d created the Sawtooth Wilderness Area. And except for the unfortunate incident of ’95, Gospel had always been heaven on earth.

Second - a truth just as adamantly believed as the first - every sin known to heaven and earth was California’s fault. California got the blame for everything, from the hole in the ozone to the marijuana plant found growing in the Widow Fairfield’s tomato garden. After all, her teenage grandson had visited relatives in L.A. just last fall.

There was a third truth - although it was viewed more as an absolute fact - come every summer, fools from the flatlands were bound to get lost amid the granite peaks of the Sawtooth Mountains.

This summer, the number of lost hikers rescued was already up to three. If the count stayed at three, plus one more fracture and two more cases of altitude sickness, then Stanley Caldwell would win the Missing Flatlander Betting Pool. But everyone knew Stanley was an optimistic fool. No one, not even his wife - who’d put her money on eight missing, seven fractures, and had thrown in a few cases of  poison oak for excitement - expected Stanley to win the kitty.

Almost everyone in town played the pool, each trying to outdo the other and win the sizable pot. The betting pool gave the people of Gospel something to think about besides cattle, sheep, and logging. It gave them something to talk about besides tree-hugging environmentalists, and something to speculate over besides the possible paternity of Rita McCall’s brand-new baby boy. After all, though Rita and Roy had been divorced going on three years now, that alone didn’t put him out of the running. But mostly, the pool was a harmless way for the locals to pass the hot summer months while they pulled in tourist money and waited for the relative calm of winter.

Around the beer case at the M & S Market, conversation centered around fly-fishing versus live-bait fishing, bow hunting versus ‘real’ hunting, and, of course, the twelve-point buck the owner of the market, Stanley, had shot back in ’79. The huge varnished antlers hung behind the battered cash register, where they’d been on display for more than twenty years.

Over at the Sandman on Lakeview Street, Ada Dover still talked about the time Clint Eastwood had stayed in her motel. He’d been real nice and he’d actually spoken to her, too.

‘You have a nice place,’ he’d said, sounding just like Dirty Harry; then he’d asked for the location of the ice machine and for some extra towels. She’d about died right behind the check-in counter. There was some speculation on whether or not his daughter with Frances Fisher had been conceived in room nine.

The citizens of Gospel lived and breathed the latest gossip. At the Curl Up and Dye Hair Studio, the favorite topic of conversation was always the sheriff of Pearl County,  Dylan Taber, usually because the owner herself, Dixie Howe, dropped his name while chatting over a shampoo and set. She’d cast her line in his direction and planned to reel him in like a prize trout.

Of course, Paris Fernwood was angling her bait in Dylan’s direction, too, but Dixie wasn’t worried. Paris worked for her daddy at the Cozy Corner Café, and Dixie didn’t consider a woman who served coffee and eggs serious competition for a businesswoman like herself.

There were other women vying for Dylan’s attention as well. There was a divorced mother of three over in the next county, and probably others Dixie didn’t know about. But she wasn’t worried about them, either. Dylan had lived for a time in L.A., and he’d naturally appreciate someone with flash and cosmopolitan polish. In Gospel, there wasn’t anyone with more flash than Dixie Howe.

With a Virginia Slims cigarette clamped between two fingers, the light catching on her bloodred nails, Dixie settled back in one of the two black vinyl salon chairs and waited for her two o’clock cut and color.

A thin stream of smoke curled from her lips as she thought of her favorite subject. It wasn’t just that Dylan was about the only eligible man over the age of twenty-five and under fifty within seventy miles. No, he had a way of looking at a woman. A way of tilting his head back a fraction and gazing through those deep green eyes of his that made her tingle in all the right places. And when his lips slid into a slow, easy smile, all those tingling places just pooled and melted.

Dylan had never set foot inside the Curl Up and Dye, choosing instead to drive all the way to Sun Valley to get his hair cut. Dixie didn’t take it personally. Some men were just peculiar about walking into a classy studio like hers for a custom design. But she’d love to run her fingers through his  thick hair. Love to run her hands and mouth over all of him. Once she got the sheriff into bed, she was sure he wouldn’t want to leave. She’d been told she was the best lay this side of the Continental Divide. She believed it, and it was time she made a believer out of him. It was time Dylan used his big, hard body for something other than breaking up fights at the Buckhorn Bar.

There was only one potential little storm cloud in Dixie’s plans for the future, and that was Dylan’s seven-year-old son. The kid didn’t like Dixie. Kids usually didn’t. Maybe because she generally thought they were a pain in the ass. But she’d really tried with Adam Taber. She’d bought him a pack of gum once. He’d thanked her, shoved about ten sticks in his mouth, then ignored her. Which would have been just dandy if he hadn’t plopped his skinny butt on the couch between her and his daddy.

Dixie wasn’t worried about Adam, though. She had a new plan. This morning she’d heard from Dylan’s secretary, Hazel, that he’d bought a puppy for his son. Dixie figured that after she closed the shop for the day, she’d go home and squeeze her biggest assets into a skimpy halter. She’d swing by with a big, juicy bone for the new dog. That finally ought to get the kid’s attention. Just like her double D’s ought to finally get his daddy’s attention. If Dylan didn’t notice and take advantage of what she offered him, then he was just plain queer.

Of course, she knew he wasn’t. Back in high school, Dylan Taber had been a wild man, tearing up the streets of Gospel in his black Dodge Ram, one hand on the wheel, the other on some lucky girl’s thigh. Most, but not all of the time, that lucky girl had been Dixie’s older sister, Kim. Dylan and Kim had what Dixie would call a real fire-and-ice relationship. It was either hot or cold. Nothing in between. And when it was hot, it heated up Kim’s bedroom  like an inferno. Back then, Dixie’s mother spent most of her time at one of the local bars, and Kim had taken full advantage of her absence - not that her mother would have noticed if she had been home. Before she’d become born-again, Lilly Howe had spent most of her time drinking, drunk, or passed out.

Dixie might have been only eleven at the time, but she’d known what the sounds coming from the other side of the bedroom wall meant. The choppy breaths, deep throaty moans, and sighs of pleasure. At eleven, she’d known enough about sex to figure out what her sister was doing. But it wasn’t until several years later that she could appreciate how long they’d made those springs squeak.

Dylan was thirty-seven, the sheriff of Pearl County, and he had a son to raise. He was respectable, but Dixie would bet her last bottle of blond hair dye that beneath the uniform he was as wild as ever. Dylan Taber was a big man in the community now, and the rumor around town was that he was big where it counted, too. It was time she found out for herself.

While Dixie schemed, the object of her fantasies pulled his black Stetson low on his forehead and stepped off the warped porch of the sheriff’s office. Heat rose in waves from the black asphalt and the hoods of vehicles parked up and down Main Street. The smell of it filled his nostrils.

‘The hikers were last sighted about halfway up Mount Regan,’ Dylan informed his second-in-command, Deputy Lewis Plummer, as they moved to the sheriff’s brown-and-white Blazer. ‘Doc Leslie is already on her way up there, and I’ve radioed Parker to meet us at the base camp with the horses.’

‘A trek into the wilderness just isn’t how I wanted to spend my day,’ Lewis complained. ‘It’s too damn hot.’

Usually, Dylan didn’t mind helping in the search for missing backpackers. It got him out of the office and away  from the paperwork he hated. But he’d been kept awake most of the night by Adam’s puppy, and he wasn’t looking forward to a nine-thousand-foot climb. He walked to the driver’s side of the Blazer and shoved a hand inside the pocket of his tan pants. He pulled out the ‘cool’ rock Adam had given him that morning and stuck it in his breast pocket. It wasn’t even noon yet, and his cotton uniform was already stuck to his back. Shit.

‘What in the hell is that?’

Dylan glanced across the top of the Chevy at Lewis, then turned his attention to the silver sports car driving toward him.

‘He must have taken a wrong turn before he hit Sun Valley,’ Lewis guessed. ‘Must be lost.’

In Gospel, where the color of a man’s neck favored the color red and where pickup trucks and power rigs ruled the roads, a Porsche was about as inconspicuous as a gay rights parade marching toward the pearly gates.

‘If he’s lost, someone will tell him,’ Dylan said as he shoved his hand into his pant pocket once more and found his keys. ‘Sooner or later,’ he added. In the resort town of Sun Valley, a Porsche wasn’t that rare a sight, but in the wilderness area, it was damn unusual. A lot of the roads in Gospel weren’t even paved. And some of those that weren’t had potholes the size of basketballs. If that little car took a wrong turn, it was bound to lose an oil pan or an axle.

The car rolled slowly past, its tinted windows concealing whoever was inside. Dylan dropped his gaze to the iridescent vanity license plate with the seven blue letters spelling out MZBHAVN. If that wasn’t bad enough, splashed across the top of the plate like a neon kick-me sign was the word ‘California’ painted in red. Dylan hoped like hell the car pulled an illegal U and headed right back out of town.

Instead, the Porsche pulled into a space in front of the  Blazer and the engine died. The driver’s door swung open. One turquoise, silver-toed Tony Lama hit the pavement and a slender bare arm reached out to grasp the top of the doorframe. Glimmers of light caught on a thin gold watch wrapped around a slim wrist. Then MZBHAVN stood, looking for all the world like she was stepping out of one of those women’s glamour magazines that gave beauty tips.

‘Holy shit,’ Lewis uttered.

Like her watch, sunlight shimmered like gold in her straight blond hair. From a side part, her glossy hair fell to her shoulders without so much as one unruly wave or curl. The ends so blunt they might have been cut with a carpenter’s level. A pair of black cat’s-eye sunglasses covered her eyes, but couldn’t conceal the arch of her blond brows or her smooth, creamy complexion.

The car door shut, and Dylan watched MZBHAVN walk toward him. There was absolutely no overlooking those full lips. Her dewy red mouth drew his attention like a bee to the brightest flower in the garden, and he wondered if she’d had fat injected into her lips.

The last time Dylan had seen his son’s mother, Julie, she’d had that done, and her lips had just sort of lain there on her face when she talked. Real spooky.

Even if he hadn’t seen the woman’s California plates, and if she were dressed in a potato sack, he’d know she was big-city. It was all in the way she moved, straight forward, with purpose, and in a hurry. Big-city women were always in such a hurry. She looked like she belonged strolling down Rodeo Drive instead of in the Idaho wilderness. A stretchy white tank top covered the full curves of her breasts and a pair of equally tight jeans bonded to her like she was a seal-a-meal.

‘Excuse me,’ she said as she came to stand by the hood of the Blazer. ‘I was hoping you might be able to help me.’ Her  voice was as smooth as the rest of her, but impatient as hell.

‘Are you lost, ma’am?’ Lewis asked.

She blew out a breath through those deep red lips that on closer inspection appeared to be completely natural. ‘I’m looking for Timberline Road.’

Dylan touched the brim of his hat with the tip of his forefinger and pushed the Stetson to his hairline. ‘Are you a friend of Shelly Aberdeen’s?’

‘No.’

‘Well, now, there isn’t anything out on Timberline but Paul and Shelly Aberdeen’s place.’ He took his mirrored sunglasses from his breast pocket and slipped them up the bridge of his nose. Then he folded his arms over his chest, rested his weight on one foot, and lowered his gaze down the slim column of her throat to her full, rounded breasts and smiled. Very nice.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked.


Was he sure? Paul and Shelly had lived in that same house since they’d first got married, about eighteen years ago. He chuckled and raised his gaze to her face once more. ‘Fairly sure. I was just out there this morning, ma’am.’

‘I was told Number Two Timberline was on Timberline Road.’

‘Are you sure about that?’ Lewis asked as he glanced across the light bar at Dylan.

‘Yes,’ the woman answered. ‘I picked up the key from the realtor in Sun Valley, and that’s the address he gave me.’

Just the mention of that house conjured up some wild memories in people’s minds. Dylan had heard the house finally sold to a real estate property manager, and apparently the company had found a sucker.

‘Are you sure you want Number Two Timberline?’ Lewis clarified, turning his attention to the woman in front of him. ‘That’s the old Donnelly place.’

‘That’s right. I leased it for the next six months.’

Dylan pulled his hat back down his forehead. ‘No one’s lived there for a while.’

‘Really? The realtor never told me that. How long has it been empty?’

Lewis Plummer was a true gentleman, and one of the few people in town who didn’t outright lie to flatlanders. Lewis had also been born and raised in Gospel, where prevarication was considered an art form. He shrugged. ‘A year or two.’

‘Oh, a year or two isn’t too bad if the property has been maintained.’


Maintained, hell. The last time Dylan had been in the Donnelly house, thick dust covered everything - even the bloodstain on the living room floor. MZBHAVN was in for a rude shock.

‘Do I just follow this road?’ She turned and pointed down Main Street where it curved along the natural outline of Gospel Lake. Her fingernails had that two-tone French manicure that Dylan had always thought was kind of sexy.

‘That’s right,’ he answered. From behind his mirrored glasses, he slid his gaze to the natural curves of her slim hips and thighs, down her long legs to her feet. One corner of his mouth turned up, and he fought to keep from laughing outright at the peacocks painted on her silver-toed boots. He’d never seen anything like them this side of a rodeo queen. ‘Keep driving about four miles until you come to a big white house with petunias in the window boxes and a swing set in the yard.’

‘I love petunias.’

‘Uh-huh. Turn left at the house with the petunias. The Donnelly place is right across the street. You can’t miss it.’

‘I was told the house was gray and brown. Is that right?’

‘Yeah, that’s how I’d describe it. What do you think, Lewis?’

‘Yep. It’s brown and gray, all right.’

‘Great. Thanks for your help.’ She turned to leave, but Dylan’s next question stopped her.

‘You’re welcome, Ms -?’

She stared at him for a prolonged moment before she answered, ‘Spencer.’

‘Welcome to Gospel, Ms Spencer. I’m Sheriff Taber and this is Deputy Plummer.’ She said nothing and he asked, ‘What are you planning to do out there on Timberline Road?’ Dylan figured everyone had a right to privacy, but he also figured he had the right to ask.

‘Nothing.’

‘You lease a house for six months and you plan to do nothing?’

‘That’s right. Gospel seemed like a nice place to vacation.’

Dylan had a doubt or two about her statement. Women who drove fancy sports cars and wore designer jeans vacationed in ‘nice’ places with room service and pool boys, like Club Med, not in the wilderness of Idaho. Hell, the closest thing Gospel had to a spa was the Petermans’ hot tub.

‘Did the realtor mention old Sheriff Donnelly?’ Lewis asked.

‘Who?’ Her brows scrunched together and dipped below the bridge of her sunglasses. She tapped an impatient hand three times on her thigh before she said, ‘Well, thank you, gentlemen, for your help.’ Then she turned on her fancy boots and marched back to her sports car.

‘Do you believe her?’ Lewis wanted to know.

‘That she’s here on vacation?’ Dylan shrugged. He didn’t care what she did as long as she stayed out of trouble.

‘She doesn’t look like a backpacker.’

Dylan’s gaze settled on her behind in those tight jeans. ‘Nope.’ The thing about trouble was, it always had a way of showing itself sooner or later. No reason to go looking for it when he had better things to do.

‘Makes you wonder why a woman like her leased that old house,’ Lewis said as Ms Spencer opened her car door and climbed inside. ‘I haven’t seen anything like her in a long time. Maybe never.’

‘You don’t get out of Pearl County enough.’ Dylan slid behind the wheel of the Blazer and shut the door. He shoved the key in the ignition and watched the Porsche drive away.

‘Did you get a load of those Tony Lamas?’ Lewis asked as he got into the passenger seat.

‘Couldn’t miss those boots.’ Once Lewis shut his door, Dylan put the vehicle into drive and pulled away from the curb. ‘She won’t last six minutes, let alone six months.’

‘Do you want to bet?’

‘Even you aren’t that big a sucker, Lewis.’ Dylan cranked the wheel and headed out of town. ‘She’s going to take one look at the old Donnelly place and keep right on driving.’

‘Maybe, but I got a ten in my wallet that says she lasts a week.’

Dylan thought of MZBHAVN strolling toward him, all smooth and shiny and expensive. ‘You’re on, my friend.’
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Bloodthirty Bats Attack Unsuspecting Woman

Hope Spencer shut the car door behind her, folded her arms beneath her breasts, and leaned her behind against her silver Porsche. White-hot sun beat down from an endless blue sky, immediately baking her bare shoulders and the part in her hair. Not so much as a hint of a breeze touched her face or penetrated the cotton-and-Lycra tank sticking to her skin. The steady buzz of insects joined the whine of a my-man-done-me-wrong country song drifting from the lone house across the gravel road.

Hope’s gaze narrowed and her Ray-Bans slid down the bridge of her nose. Number Two Timberline was brown and gray, all right. Brown where the gray paint had peeled away.

The house looked like something out of Psycho and absolutely nothing like the ‘summer home’ she’d been led to expect. True, the ‘grounds’ had been recently mowed. A twenty-foot perimeter around the house and a trail to the beach had been chopped down and cleared of waist-high weeds and wildflowers. From where she stood, the lake appeared a mix of light and dark greens. Sun collided with  shadow and bounced off ripples as if bits of tinfoil floated on the surface. An aluminum fishing boat was tied to the sandy shore, rocking with the swell of gentle waves.

Hope pushed up her sunglasses and turned her attention to the rugged Sawtooth Mountains practically in her backyard. The view looked just like the postcards her employer had given her of the area. America the beautiful. Thick, towering pines and granite peaks reached straight up and touched the endless sky. She supposed the scented breeze and all that mountain majesty inspired awe in most people. Like God shedding His grace. Like a religious experience.

Hope trusted religious experiences about as much as she trusted Bigfoot sightings. In her line of work, she knew too much to trust tales of hairy wild men, weeping statues, or strychnine-drinking zealots. She didn’t believe anyone who saw Sasquatch running through the forest or who claimed they’d found the face of Jesus on a tortilla.

Hell, one of her most successful articles, ‘Lost Ark of the Covenant Found in the Bermuda Triangle,’ had developed a huge religious following and spawned two equally successful stories: ‘Garden of Eden Found in Bermuda Triangle’ and ‘Elvis Found Living in Garden of Eden in Bermuda Triangle.’

Elvis and the triangle were always a big hit with her readers.

But mostly when Hope looked at the immense mountains and wide-open space before her, she just felt small. Insignificant. Alone. The kind of alone she thought she had overcome. The kind that threatened to reach out of the dry mountain air and choke her if she let it. The only thing keeping her from feeling like the last person on the planet was the irritating tweak of steel guitar pouring from the neighbor’s radio.

Hope grabbed her Bally bag from inside the car and  headed across the lumpy dirt path to the front door. Caution tempered each step of her Tony Lamas. She’d done her research. Snakes resided in this part of the country. Rattlesnakes.

The realtor had assured her that rattlesnakes stayed in the mountains, which she figured put Number Two Timberline smack-dab in Rattlesnake Central. She wondered if Walter had done this purposefully to get back at her for the trouble she’d caused him and the paper lately.

A fine layer of dust covered the porch, and the old steps creaked a bit beneath her feet, but to her immense relief, the wood felt solid. If she fell through the porch, no one would miss her for three days. Not until her deadline passed would anyone even think to look for her, and maybe not even then.

Neither her CEO and publisher nor her editor, Walter Boucher, was very happy with her at the moment. This ‘working vacation’ had been their idea. She hadn’t produced anything good for months, and they’d strongly urged her to take in some new scenery. Somewhere that would inspire Bigfoot stories and alien articles. And, of course, there was that whole Micky the Magical Leprechaun fiasco. They were still ticked off about that one.

Hope stuck her key into the doorknob, then pushed the door open. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but nothing happened. No knife-wielding psycho dressed up like his mother, no ghosts, no wild animals to freak her out. Nothing. Just the smell of stale air and dust, and the sun behind her spilling into the entry and lighting up the room to her right. Hope found a switch just inside the front door and flipped it on. The chandelier overhead buzzed once, then cast shimmers of light into the remaining shadows.

She shoved her sunglasses into her bag, left the door open just in case, and made her way further inside the  house. To her left, the dining room was filled with heavy sideboards and an ornate china hutch. Both could benefit from a dose of lemon oil and Windex. A long table took up most of the space, and an issue of Hunter’s Digest and a block of wood had been shoved under one leg. A fine layer of dust covered everything.

While the dining room gave off the impression of neglected elegance, the living room, to her right, resembled a hunting lodge. Overstuffed leather and wood furnishings, a televison with rabbit-ear antennae, a bearskin hanging over the rock fireplace. On the hearth stood a stuffed bobcat, teeth and claws bared. The coffee and end tables were constructed of antlers and topped with glass. And on the walls, more antlers, and dozens of impressive animal heads with huge racks were nailed above the wainscoting. Hemingway would have loved it, but Hope thought it looked like an accident waiting for a victim. She could imagine walking through this room at night and impaling herself.

Her bootheels echoed in the empty house as she made her way to the kitchen. Except for the past three years, Hope had always lived with someone. Her parents, college roommates, and then her ex-husband. Now she lived alone, and while she much preferred it, for the first time in a long time, she wished she had a big strapping man walking in front of her, shielding her from the unknown. A man she could curl into and hide behind. A man the size of the sheriff she’d met earlier. Hope was five-seven, and the sheriff had easily been half a foot taller - all broad shoulders, hard muscles, and zero body fat.

She stepped into the kitchen and turned on the light. Gold. The linoleum, the countertops, and the appliances - everything except the wrought-iron pots-and-pans rack hanging above the stove. She pulled open the oven door  and discovered a dead mouse lying prostrate on the broiler pan. She let go, the door slammed shut, and she again thought of the sheriff and of how sometimes men did have their uses.

Before he’d reached for his sunglasses, Sheriff Taber’s deep green eyes had studied her from a face more suited for the silver screen than the wilderness of Idaho.

He wasn’t pretty-boy handsome. Pretty boys lost their looks in middle age, and there was no way anyone would ever mistake the sheriff for a boy. He was all man, a towering hunk with a smile that could easily turn a no into a yes, make a weak woman stand a bit straighter, stick her chest out a bit farther, and want to flip her hair. Hope didn’t consider herself a weak woman, but even she had to admit that she’d checked her posture several times during the course of their short conversation.

She didn’t know what she’d expected the law enforcement to look like in this part of the world. Maybe like the pencil-thin deputy, or maybe like Andy Griffith. A ‘gee, shucks’ country bumpkin. But behind those green eyes and that easy smile was an obvious intelligence that could never be mistaken for a hayseed.

Hope made her way back through the living room to the stairs leading to the second floor. She flipped the switch at the bottom of the step, but nothing happened. Either the light didn’t work or the bulb was burned out. She stood for a moment gazing up into the deep shadows of the second floor; then she forced herself to walk up the darkened stairs, her heart pounding in her ears.

Sunlight spilled into the hall from four of the five open doors, and a faint smell of something slightly familiar from the edges of her childhood, like a long-forgotten memory, penetrated the hot air. Hope walked to the first room and peered inside. The heavy drapes were shut against the light  from outside, but she could make out the shape of the bed and the dressers covered with drop cloths. She could see the outline of an old wardrobe, the doors thrown open. The smell intensified, bringing with it the recognition of ammonia and the faint memory of the summer of ’75 - the one and only time she’d attended Girl Scout camp.

Hope reached for the light switch next to the door. There were spots on the floors and drop cloths like dried mud, and she recognized them for what they were a split second before she heard the telling squeak, the sharp, scratchy nails, and the flutter of wings from within the wardrobe.

Two shadows swept toward her, and just like she was ten again, standing in the doorway of her cabin at Camp Piney Mountain, she opened her mouth and screamed. But unlike that time twenty-five years ago, she spun around on the heels of her boots and ran like hell. This time she didn’t wait for the slap of bat wings against her cheeks or the tangle of bat claws in her hair.

She flew down the stairs, past the wall of antlers, and out the front door. She was still screaming when she jumped off the porch, her feet in motion even before she landed. Her heart pounded faster than her boots, and she didn’t stop until she was safely hidden on the far side of her car. Her chest ached as she crouched on her knees in the dirt, sucking hot air into her lungs.

‘OhmyGod-ohmyGod-ohmyGod,’ she wheezed and placed her hand on her throat. She saw spots in front of her eyes, and beneath her fingers she felt her pulse pounding at warp speed. If she didn’t slow it down, she would pass out, or have a heart attack, or burst something vital in her head. She didn’t want to die. Not in the dirt. Not in the wilderness of Idaho.

Hope took a deep breath and stuck her head between  her knees. She was going to kill that realtor. Just as soon as she caught her breath, she was going to jump in her car, drive to Sun Valley and mow him down. She thought of the realtor’s face, and she heard laughter - real laughter - for the first time.

Hope lifted her gaze and glanced to her left at two young boys doubled over. Both were shirtless. Both wore blue nylon shorts and brown cowboy boots. One pointed at her while the other held himself as if he were trying not to wet his pants. They were having a real good time at her expense. She didn’t care. She could practically feel an aneurism bursting in her head and was way beyond feeling remotely humiliated.

‘You-you-you,’ the one pointing at her stuttered before he collapsed in the road, laughing so hard his bony shoulders shook.

Hope raised herself enough to peer over the rear of her car toward the house. ‘Did you see bats fly out after me?’ she asked above their high-pitched laughter.

The boy holding himself shook his head.

‘Are you sure?’ She stood, then dusted off the knees of her jeans.

‘Yep.’ He giggled and finally dropped his hands to his sides. ‘Just saw you fly out.’

She reached for her sunglasses in the purse that was no longer on her shoulder. She placed a hand on her brow to shield her eyes and looked across the dirt yard. No Bally bag. No sunglasses. No car keys. She’d obviously dropped the purse inside. Probably upstairs. By the bat room.

‘Do you boys want to earn a few bucks?’

At the offer of money, the boy on the ground jumped to his feet, although he couldn’t quite control his laughter. ‘How much?’ he managed.

‘Five dollars.’

‘Five dollars!’ the boy who’d been holding himself gasped. ‘To share or apiece?’

‘Apiece.’

‘Wally, we could get a bunch more darts for our guns.’

For the first time, Hope noticed the neon-orange pistols and matching rubber darts stuck in the waistbands of both boys’ shorts.

‘Yeah, and candy, too,’ Wally added.

‘What do we gotta do?’

‘Go in that house and get my purse.’

Their smiles fell. ‘In the Donnelly house?’

‘It’s haunted.’

Hope studied the faces before her. The boy named Wally had copper-red hair and was covered with freckles. The other kid looked at her from big green eyes and a face framed by short dark curls. He had a missing front tooth, and the new one was growing in a bit crooked. ‘Ghosts live in there,’ he said.

‘I didn’t see any ghosts,’ Hope assured them and turned her gaze to the front door, still standing wide open. ‘Just bats. Are you afraid of bats? I’d understand if you are.’

‘I’m not. Are you, Adam?’

‘Nope. My grandma had bats in her barn last year. They don’t hurt you.’ There was a pause before Adam asked his friend, ‘Are you scared of ghosts?’

‘Are you?’

‘I’m not if you’re not.’

‘Well, I’m not if you’re not. And besides, we got these babies.’

Hope turned her attention back to the boys and watched them load their plastic guns with rubber darts. Personally, Hope would prefer a legion of ghosts to one lone bat.

She glanced from one boy to the other. ‘How old are you two?’

‘Seven.’

‘Eight.’

‘You are not.’

‘Almost. I’ll be eight in a couple of months.’

‘What are you going to do with those toy guns?’ she asked.

‘Protection,’ Adam answered as he licked the suction end of the dart.

‘Wait, I don’t think that’s a very good idea,’ she said, but neither boy listened as they took off across the yard. She followed them to the foot of the porch. She’d never really been around children, and it occurred to her that maybe she ought to get permission from their parents before she sent them into a bat-infested house. ‘Maybe I should talk to your mothers first before you go inside.’

‘My mom won’t care,’ Wally said over his shoulder as the two climbed the steps. ‘’Sides, she’s talkin’ on the phone with Aunt Genevieve. Probably be a couple hours before she’s off.’

‘Can’t call my dad. He’s workin’ on the mountain today,’ Adam added.

The bats were probably long gone and her bag was probably just inside the door, Hope reasoned. The boys probably wouldn’t get attacked and die of rabies. ‘If you get scared, you run back out. Don’t worry about the purse.’

They paused in the open doorway and looked back at her. Wally whispered something about ghosts, which prompted a short-lived punching match. Then he asked, ‘What does your purse look like?’

‘Bone leather with burgundy alligator accents.’

‘Huh?’

‘White and reddish brown.’

She folded her arms and watched the boys - guns raised - slowly move into the house. Lifting a hand, she once again  shaded her eyes from the piercing sun and saw them move first to the left and then cross the hall into the living room. They were gone maybe half a minute before they ran back out, Hope’s purse in Adam’s free hand.

‘Where was it?’ she asked.

‘In the big room with the antlers.’ He handed her the bag and she reached inside for her sunglasses. She slipped them on, then slid two five-dollar bills from her wallet.

‘Thank you very much.’ In Hope’s line of work, she’d slipped money to doormen, doctors, and dwarfs. But this was a first. She’d never paid little kids for a favor. ‘You are the bravest guys I know,’ she said as she handed them the money. Their eyes lit up and their smiles turned mercenary.

‘If you need us to do anything else, we will,’ Wally assured her as he stuck his pistol into the waistband of his shorts.

 



The dinner rush had hardly slowed by the time Sheriff Dylan Taber entered the Cozy Corner Café. The tint on the windows let a person see out, but from the street, they looked like silver foil wrap. If the sun hit them just right, they could burn a hole through your corneas.

On the jukebox next to the front door, Loretta Lynn sang about her Kentucky roots while Jerome Fernwood called out a pickup order from behind the grill.

The smell of fried chicken, gravy and coffee assaulted Dylan’s senses and made his stomach growl. He tried to keep fast-food nights at his house to a minimum, but tonight he was tired and covered with dust and the last thing he wanted was to cook dinner. Not even hot dogs and macaroni and cheese, Adam’s favorite.

Finally off duty, he wanted to eat, take a long shower, and fall into bed. The shower was easily managed, but bed would have to wait for several more hours. Adam had a  T-ball game in forty-five minutes, which always wound him up tight as a ball of string. Between the excitement of the game, the new puppy, and the ‘cool box’ Adam had bought that afternoon for his special rock collection, Dylan doubted his son would nod off before eleven.

When he’d checked in with Adam earlier, his son had told him a strange tale of bats and ghosts and a woman in ‘bird boots’ paying him five bucks to find her purse. If Dylan hadn’t already met the woman in question, he probably wouldn’t have believed Adam’s story. Adam had a tendency to make up a lot of stories, but not even Adam could have made up those boots.

‘Hey, there, Dylan,’ Paris Fernwood called out as she rushed from behind the counter, her arms filled with plates of food.

‘Hey, Paris,’ he returned and reached for his black Stetson. He took it off and ran his fingers through his hair. As he moved toward a vacant stool, he exchanged ‘heys’ with several locals.

‘What can I get for you, Sheriff?’ Iona Osborn asked from behind the counter.

‘The usual.’ He took a seat on the red vinyl stool and placed his hat on his knee.

Iona grabbed a hidden pencil from the ten-gallon pile of wispy gray hair on her head and wrote down his order. Then she clipped it to the stainless-steel ticket wheel. ‘Two fries and two cheeseburgers to go,’ she yelled, even though the cook stood just on the other side of the half wall. ‘One with everything, one plain with mayo only,’ she added.

Without missing a turn of his spatula or looking up to see who’d placed the order, Jerome said, ‘I’ll get that right out to you, Sheriff.’

‘I’d appreciate it.’

Iona reached for a big gray tub and began to clear the counter of dirty plates and glasses. ‘So did ya find that flatlander?’

Dylan didn’t even bother asking how the waitress knew police business. In Gospel, everyone just knew. Not only did Iona have the distinction of having the biggest hair in town, she was also the biggest gossip, which in Gospel was quite an accomplishment.

‘We found him on the lower east face of Mount Regan. He saw all that snow and decided to do a little skiing,’ he said and hooked the heel of one boot on the stool’s metal rung. ‘In his shorts and tennis shoes.’

Iona dumped the last glass in the gray tub, then reached for a washcloth. ‘Flatlanders,’ she scoffed and wiped down the counter. ‘Most of ’em traipse off into the wilderness without so much as a first-aid kit.’ She worked at a ketchup spot and got to the important question. ‘Well, did he bust anything? Melba’s bet on a heap of fractures this year.’

He knew about the Flatlander Pool, of course. He didn’t play, but he figured it was all pretty harmless. ‘Broke his right ankle and tore some ligaments in his knee,’ he answered. ‘Has quite a case of exposure, too.’

‘Right ankle, you say? I bet on a sprained right ankle. Don’t suppose I could claim a break as a sprain, though.’

‘No, I don’t suppose you can,’ he said and tossed his hat on the cleaned counter.

The front door to the diner opened, setting off the cowbell tied to the knob. Loretta sang her last note, a plate broke somewhere in the rear, and Iona leaned across the counter and spoke in a loud whisper. ‘She’s back!’

Dylan glanced over his shoulder, and there, standing by the jukebox, looking as fresh as a peach, was MZBHAVN herself. She’d changed out of her tight jeans and into a little summer dress with little straps. She’d pulled her hair up in  the back and put away her boots in favor of flat sandals that crisscrossed over her feet.

‘She was in here around noon,’ Iona said beneath her breath. ‘Ordered a chef’s salad, dressing on the side, asking all sorts of questions.’

‘What kind of questions?’ He turned and watched Ms Spencer walk right past him, eyes forward, as if she didn’t notice the attention she attracted. Through the thick odor of grease and the evening’s blue plate special, he could swear he almost smelled the scent of peaches on her skin. The hem of her dress flirted with the backs of her thighs as she moved to a booth in the back. She slid across the worn red vinyl to the corner and reached for a menu. A lock of her blond hair fell across her cheek, and she raised a hand and swept it behind her ear.

‘She wanted to know if everything in her salad was fresh and she asked about available men.’

‘Available men?’ Hunger curled deep in the pit of Dylan’s belly, and he wasn’t positive it had anything to do with food this time.

‘Yeah, available young men to clean out the Donnelly house. At least that’s what she says.’

He turned back to Iona. ‘And you don’t believe her?’

The waitress’s lips pursed with disapproval. ‘I called Ada over at the motel, and sure enough, the woman checked in there. I guess she made a long-distance call from the lobby. Ada says she made a big stink, yelling and cursing and carrying on about weeds and dirt, and I guess the place is full of bat—you know what, but she didn’t say “you know what.” Ada says she has a foul mouth and a bad temper. Ada also said the woman started right away asking about available men, even before the ink was dry on her paperwork. She isn’t wearing a wedding ring. So she’s probably divorced, and she told us if we knew anyone  interested in helping her that she’s staying at the Sandman Motel for a few days. Sounds to me like she’s lookin’ to start things up out there again.’

Which Dylan figured was one of the dumbest things he’d heard in a while, but it didn’t surprise him. Even after five years, people in town still loved to talk about Sheriff Donnelly and the things he’d done in that old house. The unsavory details of the sheriff’s personal life had been the biggest shock to hit town since the earthquake of ’83. ‘Sounds like she just needs help cleaning up bat droppings. Nothing wrong with that.’

Iona shoved the tub below the counter, then folded her arms across her ample bosom. ‘She’s from California,’ the waitress said, as if no further explanation was needed. She gave one anyway. ‘Ada said that when the woman was in the motel, her jeans were real tight. She didn’t have a detectable panty line, so we figured she’s obviously wearing thong underwear, and the only reason a woman would ever wear something that uncomfortable is to show off for men. Everyone knows those California women play fast and loose.’

Dylan looked over his shoulder and watched Paris take the blonde woman’s order. Ms Spencer pointed to several different places on the menu, and by Paris’s pained expression, she was obviously one of those pain-in-the-ass ‘on the side’ girls. Ms Spencer looked like trouble, all right, but not the kind Iona meant. Dylan unhooked his bootheel and stood. ‘I guess I better go ask her about those panties,’ he said. ‘Can’t have a woman walking around in a thong and me not knowing about it.’

‘Sheriff, you’re bad.’ Iona giggled like a teenager as he walked away, across the red-and-white linoleum, to the booth in the back.

When Ms Spencer didn’t look up, he said, ‘Hello, there, heard you’ve had a real rough day.’

She gazed up at him then. Looked at him through the clearest blue eyes he’d ever seen. Blue the color of Sawtooth Lake. So clear he could see the bottom.

‘You heard about my problem?’

‘I heard about your bats.’

‘I guess good news travels fast.’

She didn’t ask if he’d like to sit, and he didn’t wait for an invitation. He slid into the seat across from her. ‘My son is one of the boys you paid to retrieve your purse.’

Her gaze moved over his face and she said, ‘Then Adam must belong to you.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ He settled back in the bench seat and folded his arms across his chest. Her expression gave nothing away. Purposely smooth, this woman was in control.

‘I hope you don’t mind that I hired your son.’

‘I don’t mind, but I think you overpaid those boys just to get your purse for you.’ He made her nervous, which didn’t really tell him anything. His badge made most people nervous. Could mean she had unpaid parking tickets and nothing more. It could also mean she was hiding something, but as long as she stayed out of trouble, she could keep her secrets. Hell, he understood about secrets. He had a big one of his own. ‘I also hear you’re looking to hire young men to help you clean out that house.’

‘I didn’t specify age. Frankly, I’d welcome your great-grandfather if he’d kill those damn bats for me.’

Dylan stretched his legs and his foot bumped hers. He’d crossed the boundary of her personal space, and as he suspected she would, she immediately drew her feet back and sat a bit straighter. He didn’t even try to hide his smile. ‘Bats won’t hurt you, Ms Spencer.’

‘I’ll just take your word for that, Sheriff,’ she said, then glanced up as Paris set a glass of iced tea and a small plate of sliced lemons on the table.

‘They don’t get any fresher than that.’ Paris’s thick brows lowered over her brown eyes. ‘I just sliced them.’

The corners of Ms Spencer’s lips turned up in a very insincere smile. ‘Thank you.’

Dylan had grown up with Paris. Played Red Rover and kickball with her in grade school, been in most of her classes in junior high, and listened to her valedictorian speech on graduation night. He’d have to say he knew her pretty well. She was usually pretty easygoing, but somehow, MZBHAVN had managed to irritate the hell of Paris.

‘Ms Spencer here is our newest citizen,’ he said. ‘Appears she’s going to be staying out at the Donnelly place.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

Growing up, he’d always felt a little sorry for Paris, and he’d always gone out of his way to treat her nice. She had beautiful long hair that she usually wore in a braid. Shy, she didn’t talk much, and while a man could appreciate that sometimes in a woman, she also had the misfortune of being built like her father, Jerome, tall, big-boned, with man-hands. A guy could overlook a lot of physical imperfections in a woman. A big nose and linebacker shoulders were one thing, but wide hands and beefy fingers were something a man really couldn’t overlook. They ranked up there with a mustache. A guy just couldn’t get himself excited about kissing a girl with facial hair, and there was absolutely no way he ever wanted to look down and see man-hands reaching for his Johnson.

‘Can I get you something while you wait, Dylan?’ she asked.

‘Nothing, thanks, honey. I’m sure my burgers are just about up.’ And it probably didn’t help that Paris’s mother was only slightly more feminine than her father.

Paris smiled and threaded her fingers in front of her stomach. ‘How did you like that raspberry cobbler I dropped off the other day?’

Dylan hated any sort of fruit with little seeds that got stuck in his teeth. Adam had taken one look at it, declared it looked ‘all bloody,’ and they’d thrown it out. ‘Adam and I ate it with ice cream,’ he lied to make her happy.

‘Tomorrow’s my day off and I’m making up some Amish cakes. I’ll bring one by.’

‘That’s real sweet of you, Paris.’

Her eyes lit. ‘I’m getting ready for the fair next month.’

‘You planning on winning a few blue ribbons this year?’

‘Of course.’

‘Paris here,’ he said, focusing his gaze on Ms Spencer, ‘wins more blue ribbons than any other woman in the county.’

Ms Spencer raised the glass of tea to her lips. ‘Oh, how thrilling for you,’ she murmured before she took a drink.

Paris’s brows lowered again. ‘My next order is up,’ she said and turned on her heel.

Dylan tilted his head to one side and chuckled. ‘You’ve been in town less than twenty-four hours, and I see you’re already making friends.’

‘This town hasn’t exactly sent out the Welcome Wagon.’ She set the glass on the table and licked a corner of her lips. ‘Of course, it may have come but I wasn’t home. I was standing in the lobby of the Sandman Motel, getting abused by a woman in sponge rollers.’

‘Ada Dover? What’d she do?’

Ms Spencer leaned back and relaxed a little. ‘She practically needed my entire family history just to rent me a room. She wanted to know if I’d been convicted of any crime, and when I asked her if she wanted a urine sample, she told me I might not be so ornery if my jeans weren’t so tight.’

Dylan remembered those jeans. They’d been tight, all right, but there were several women in town whose Wranglers were downright painful to look at. ‘It’s probably  not personal. Ada takes her job too serious sometimes. Like she’s renting out rooms at the White House.’

‘Hopefully I’ll be out of there by tomorrow afternoon.’

His gaze lowered to her full lips, and for a brief moment he allowed himself to wonder if she would taste as good as she looked. He wondered what it would be like to eat the lip gloss from her mouth and bury his nose in her hair. ‘You still planning on staying for the whole six months?’

‘Of course.’

He still had his doubts about her lasting more than a few days, but if she planned to stay, he figured he should let her know exactly what she was in for. ‘Then let me give you some advice that I’m sure you don’t want, and I’m equally sure you won’t take.’ He raised his gaze and put an end to his mind’s wanderings before he embarrassed himself. ‘This isn’t California. People here don’t care if you’re from Westwood or South Central. They don’t care if you own a Mercedes or an old Buick, and they don’t care about where you shop. If you want to see a movie, you have to drive to Sun Valley, and unless you have a satellite dish, you get four television stations.

‘We have two grocery stores, three gas stations, and two restaurants. You’re sitting in one. The other is down the street, but I would advise you not to eat at the Spuds and Suds. They were shut down twice last year on account of health violations. We have two different churches and a large Four-H Club.

OEBPS/rach_9780755353101_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/rach_9780755353101_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/rach_9780755353101_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/rach_9780755353101_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/rach_9780755353101_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/rach_9780755353101_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/rach_9780755353101_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/rach_9780755353101_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
LixtLe 62:*. dress

BOOK

Rachel Gibson





