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CHAPTER



1


Wednesdays were slow at the Last Chance Around Antique Mall. So Sabina Grey was alone. She sat behind the checkout counter surfing the Internet while the morning sun slanted through the front windows of what once had been a Woolworth five-and-ten-cent store.


Sabina was using this rare moment of inaction to daydream about the grand European tour she planned to take one day. She was flipping through images of the Parthenon and thinking of handsome, dark-eyed Greek men.


“Hey there.” The voice wobbled like an ancient phonograph recording.


Sabina looked up with a start to find Miriam Randall blinking at her through her thick trifocals. Miz Miriam had to be eighty-five and, bless her heart, she was starting to lose her mind. Today she was wearing a house dress that might have been a nightgown or a robe. Her white hair looked a little lopsided, as if she’d had trouble putting it up in the crown braids she always wore.


“Hey, Miz Miriam, what brings you to Last Chance Around this morning?” Sabina stood up behind the point-of-sale counter to get a better look at the old woman. Oh, good Lord, Miriam was wearing a pair of bedroom slippers. Had she walked all the way into town dressed like that?


This wasn’t good. Sabina picked up her cell phone and started punching in the numbers for Miriam’s niece Savannah. But before she could finish, Miriam leaned both elbows on the counter. “Honey, I need to talk with you.”


Sabina’s insides went all weightless like they did on the first dip of the big roller coaster at Six Flags Over Georgia. “You want to talk to me? What about?”


“What do you think it’s about? I have some advice for you.”


Advice? Oh, boy. This was unexpected. Before she started losing her mind, Miriam Randall had been Allenberg County’s premier matchmaker. Not that Miriam actually matched people up. She was really more of a soothsayer or something. She would hand out vague advice, like the kind in fortune cookies. And danged if her advice always turned out to be true.


So if you were single and pining away for love, it was a red letter day when Miz Miriam darkened your door. “I, uh, well, I’m surprised.” Sabina’s breath chose that moment to go on vacation. Too bad the rest of her couldn’t tag along.


“You didn’t think you were going to end up a spinster, did you?”


“Well…” In fact she was kind of starting to worry about that.


Which was truly sad, since her high school had voted her the girl most likely to require a shotgun wedding. An honor that was not really true then, but definitely out of the question now.


Events had changed the silly, boy-crazy girl she’d once been. And while she’d been maturing, all the eligible bachelors in her age group had gotten married or moved away. So the soulmate pickings in Allenberg County were slim at best, that was for sure. Besides, her activities with the Altar Guild, the book club, the Chamber of Commerce, and the new Discover Last Chance Association didn’t give her much time for romance.


Miz Miriam spoke again in a voice as ancient as faded parchment. “I declare, you young people are so impatient. Well, you listen up now. I came over here to tell you that your soulmate will arrive just as soon as you set your mind to helping your sister tie the knot.”


Well, that was sort of a letdown. For one glorious moment, Sabina had thought this visit was about her. But of course it made total sense that Miz Miriam would consult her about Lucy.


And yet, unwanted envy pricked Sabina like a lance. “Miz Miriam, I do appreciate this advice. You’ve made my day.” The stiff, brittle words felt sour in Sabina’s mouth.


“I have?” The old lady’s white brows arched. “I would have thought you’d be annoyed with me, since I’m asking you to think about someone else.”


Sabina’s composure crumbled. How could anyone accuse her of not caring about Lucy? “I love my sister, Miz Miriam. I would do anything for her.”


“If you love her, girl, then get out of her way. Let her discover the truth.”


“The truth?”


The old woman gave her a stare so penetrating, it probably could have pierced the vault at Fort Knox. It was hard to believe that Miriam’s mind (or eyesight) was going when her look was so keen. “Yes, the truth. You don’t ask a fish about the water, do you?”


“Huh?”


“You know, a fish doesn’t see the water. It’s right there in front of his eyeballs. It’s the God’s honest truth that people never notice what’s right in front of their faces. Your sister is like that. And I think you’re part of the problem.”


“I am? How?”


Just then Momma came striding through the front door, dressed in her usual shabby chic ensemble composed of a hand-sewn flowered skirt, a sleeveless jean jacket, and a vintage lace blouse. Momma also wore a pair of blinged-out cowboy boots she’d picked up in San Antonio last year on one of Daddy’s business trips. Momma was trying hard not to grow old.


“Oh, hey, Miz Miriam. What brings you to Last Chance Around?” Momma’s high-pitched voice sounded as young as she wished she still was.


“I came to give your daughter advice.”


Momma lit up like the Vegas Strip at midnight. “You did? How wonderful.”


“Well, maybe not.” Miriam turned and gave Sabina another pointed look. “You need to give your sister space, you hear?”


“Space?” Momma blinked in befuddlement.


“That’s what I said, isn’t it? I always say what I mean.”


That was a debatable point, but Sabina was not about to get into an argument with Miriam Randall. Not when she was delivering marital advice.


But Momma had been waiting a long, long time for Miriam to darken one of her daughters’ doors. So as usual, Momma blundered ahead like a blind horse. “What did you tell her, Miriam?”


“I told her that she needed to make sure of her sister’s happiness before she can ever find her own.”


“Well, that’s good news, isn’t it?”


Before Miriam could say another word, Dash Randall came striding into the store. “Aunt Mim, what are you doing here in your house dress?” he asked.


Miz Miriam pulled herself up straight. “I had urgent business here.”


Dash cast his gaze from Sabina to Momma and back again. “’Morning, ladies. I think I should caution you that Aunt Mim hasn’t been herself the last few days.”


He gave them both a charming, lopsided grin and then gently took his aunt’s arm. “Come on, now. You need to get dressed for the senior center, and then there’s the Purly Girls meeting later.”


“I was helping them, Dash.”


“I know, Aunt Mim.” He nodded then looked up at Momma and Sabina. He gave them a little wink and a shrug.


And with that, Dash guided Miz Miriam out of the antiques mall.


“Well, isn’t that something?” Momma said, looking after them with a glance that had gone all wistful. “Honey, we need to put our heads together and figure out a way to get Ross off his lazy backside. What in the name of all creation is he waiting for? Maybe I should tell him he’s standing in the way of your happiness.”


“Oh good Lord, Momma, I don’t think that’s a good plan. You heard Dash. Miriam hasn’t been herself lately. I think we should keep what just happened here to ourselves. I don’t think it means one thing.”


“You don’t? Well I have more faith in Miriam Randall than you do, I guess. I want my girls to be happy. And right now I’m sick to death of the way Ross has been dragging his heels. He needs to propose to Lucy. Sooner rather than later. And Miriam has just given us the leverage we need.”


Momma turned and headed toward the door. “Don’t you worry now, honey. I’m going to talk to Elsie, and we’ll figure out a way to light a fire under Ross.”


Oh, no. This was bad. Very bad. Sabina didn’t want Ross to think that he stood between her and happiness. It was embarrassing. Once a million years ago—before the fire that had scarred Lucy—Sabina had been the Davis High Homecoming Queen. She could have had her pick.


But she didn’t want Ross thinking she was desperate. And she didn’t want to be used as leverage against him, either.


“Momma, don’t you dare tell the Altar Guild about this,” Sabina said. “You tell Elsie Campbell what happened here this morning and the whole town will know about it before nightfall. You can’t do that to Ross and Lucy.” Not to mention herself. She was going to look pathetic, which was actually kind of true.


“I can’t? You just watch me.”


Chief Ross Gardiner sat in his small office at the Last Chance firehouse preparing the annual budget for the volunteer fire department. He was the only paid member of the force and the only member who had professional firefighting experience. Which explained why he got to do all the paperwork and deal with the county bureaucracy.


Budget time always made him grumpy. And this year, the county had imposed deep cutbacks. Ross supposed these might be popular with taxpayers, but the funding reductions were making it darn hard to provide fire and emergency medical services.


He was just thinking about ditching the paperwork and heading over to the doughnut shop for a cup of coffee when Matt Jasper, the lone officer of the Allenberg County Sheriff’s Department K-9 unit, came through the open door. Matt’s partner, Rex, a big German shepherd, trotted at his side.


“I come bearing the elixir of life,” Matt said, holding up two paper coffee cups. “And this is good coffee, I bought it at the Garden of Eatin’.”


“How did you know my caffeine tank was running on empty?” Ross said as he took one of the cups.


Matt sank into the ugly, 1960s-style plastic chair beside Ross’s desk. He glanced down at the paperwork. “Because you and everyone else with any kind of authority has been stuck behind their desks doing budgets that are probably going to cost a lot of hardworking people their jobs.”


Matt roughed up Rex’s ears as he continued speaking. “In fact, Rex and I might be the first ones downsized.” Matt continued to pet his dog and avoid eye contact.


“Jeez.” Ross shook his head and leaned back. “I didn’t think the Sheriff’s Department would be hit with budget cuts.”


“Sheriff Rhodes told me this morning that he’s not sure he can save the K-9 department, such as it is.” Matt chewed on his lower lip for an instant. He was working hard to keep it together.


“I’m really sorry.”


Matt continued to rub Rex’s ears. “Working with dogs is the one thing I know. The army trained me well. If I can’t be a K-9 cop here, then I’ll have to go somewhere else. There are departments in other places that would love to have a dog like Rex and an experienced handler. I just don’t know how Annie is going to take the idea of leaving this town.” He hunched his shoulders and pressed his lips into a hard line, as if saying any more would take him to a place too emotional to share.


Ross didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. Silence seemed right. Since Ross had returned to Last Chance two years ago, Matt, a newcomer, had become his best buddy. Buddies didn’t need words to share the emotion of the moment.


“Well, it is what it is,” Matt said on a gust of air after about half a minute. Rex settled at his feet with his big head on Matt’s foot. “I didn’t come over here to cry in my coffee. The truth is, I heard some gossip over at the hardware store that I figured you needed to hear.” He finally looked up and made eye contact.


“Since when do you listen to gossip?” Ross asked.


“When it involves you.”


“Me? I haven’t done one thing gossip-worthy. Ever.”


“Apparently that’s the problem.”


“What? Tell me.” Ross braced himself.


“I gather Miriam Randall visited the antiques store this morning and told Sabina that if she ever wanted to find her soulmate, she needed to help Lucy get married. So naturally, the females of this town now believe that you are the person standing in the way of Sabina Grey’s eternal happiness. And I gather that the entire female population of this town is concerned that Sabina is on the verge of becoming a spinster. Boy, you better get on with it and propose to Lucy before you have church ladies picketing the firehouse.”


A bolt of emotional energy zapped Ross right in the chest and riveted him to his seat. He couldn’t speak, move, react. He sat there like an electrocuted lump staring at his best friend.


If Sabina was on the verge of spinsterhood, it wasn’t because of him. It was a situation entirely of her own making. She was drop-dead beautiful. All she had to do was crook her finger and guys would be falling all over her.


Just like in high school.


But she’d made it clear she was not in the market for a boyfriend.


The first week he’d returned to Last Chance, Ross had been astonished to discover that Sabina was still single. So he had screwed up his courage and asked her out for dinner, but she’d been too busy with the Chamber of Commerce. And then he’d asked her out to a movie, but she had something going with the Methodist Day Care Center. When she said no the third time—to drinks at Dot’s Spot—the message had been crystal clear. And she’d underscored it a week later when she went out of her way to introduce him to her younger sister.


In the eighteen months that Ross had been dating Lucy, he’d gotten to know Sabina a whole lot better. She was a sweet person, but utterly uninterested in the opposite sex. She seemed to live a perfectly happy life hopping from one civic activity to another, the way she used to go through boyfriends in high school.


He’d watched her for a while. And every guy who ventured into her territory got shot down in flames. The idea of him being the roadblock to Sabina’s happiness was ridiculous. If she wanted a husband, all she had to do was say yes.


“Don’t give me that look,” Matt said with a wiseass smirk on his face. “I know what you’re thinking. In a minute you’re going to serve up some firehouse mumbo jumbo about once burned twice shy. But I’m telling you, man, the women of this town have decided that your single days are over.”


“Fear is useful. You wouldn’t rush into a domestic situation without being cautious, would you? I certainly don’t go rushing into a burning building without feeling some kind of fear. There are things in life that can hurt you. Marriage is one of them.”


Ross had married for love at the age of twenty-seven. Five years later he found his wife cheating on him with one of his buddies. He wouldn’t allow his gonads to blind him again.


“C’mon, Ross, marriage can be great with the right woman. Lucy’s terrific. Besides, you’ve been dating her for a while.”


“And?”


“You love her, right?”


“Yes.” The answer was automatic. In fact, he and Lucy had grown comfortable together. He supposed that being comfortable was a sign. Maybe it was time for him to get off his butt and marry her.


“If you love her, the next step is marriage, right? So why not go get her a ring right now?”


“I’m not sure she wants a ring.”


“Come on, Ross, every woman wants a ring.”


Except Lucy didn’t seem to be all that hot to get married. She wasn’t like Betsy, his ex-wife. Betsy had taken Ross to look at engagement rings for months before he finally got up the nerve to ask for her hand. Lucy hadn’t done anything like that. She hadn’t hinted or demanded or any of the usual kinds of things.


Which made her perfect, actually. She was as cautious as he was. And kind of kick-ass in some ways. Lucy spent a lot of time down at the Dead Center Shooting Club. She could curse like a sailor. And she actually liked the taste of beer.


A guy could really adore Lucy. Which he did.


He especially liked the fact that she had a plan for her life. She’d insisted that they agree on a list of things that needed to be achieved before they could get married. Or even intimate. Most of the things on the list were Lucy’s idea, but they all made sense. And they’d worked through every single one of them. He’d even taken some shooting lessons. And she’d agreed to get her CPR certification. So they shared interests.


There were only two major items left to be settled. She needed to finish her associate’s degree. And he needed to save up enough for a down payment on a house.


So it was all good. Well, except the part about not having sex until they were married. That was, in his opinion, kind of an old-fashioned idea for a woman who had just turned thirty. But Momma had raised him up as a southern gentleman. And there were quite a few old-fashioned women in Allenberg County who frowned on premarital sex. So Lucy wasn’t all that unusual for this neck of the woods.


And he liked her. And he liked her family. Which probably meant he should marry the girl. But he deeply resented Miriam Randall meddling in his relationship with Lucy Grey.


So he cleared his throat and came up with the best excuse for not proposing that he could muster on short notice. “You know, you’re not the only person on the Allenberg County payroll whose job might be in jeopardy. Mayor LaFlore is giving County Executive Hayden a real election challenge this November. So Hayden has been making all kinds of promises about property tax reductions and balanced budgets. It would be stupid of me to take on any new responsibilities until after October first. Until then I don’t have any guarantee that the department will be fully funded for another year.”


“Bummer.” The corners of Matt’s mouth turned down.


“Yeah, total bummer, because I’ve been saving up for a down payment on one of those new houses they’re building off Route 321, you know the place—Jessamine Manor. Lucy and I took a look at the model home, and you should have seen the way she lit up. She wants to practice all that stuff she’s learning in college about interior design. Well, anyway, until this latest round of budget cuts, I was thinking that I could afford that house. And with a house, you know, it might be a good time to…” He shrugged off the last part of his sentence. Just saying the word “marriage” made the spit dry up in his mouth.


“Well,” Matt said, “job or no job, you’re in deep crap with the female population of Last Chance if you don’t ask Lucy to marry you. You know how it is, Ross. Miriam can hand out a lot of bogus mumbo jumbo, but every female in town believes it like the words came down from God Almighty. Those women don’t give a rat’s behind that you are about to be downsized. They think you need to fish or cut bait.”


Lucy Grey stood on the concrete walkway leading to the parking lot at Allenberg Community College. She dug her cell phone out of her purse and switched off airplane mode.


The phone immediately rang. Momma was on the line. So what else was new? Momma called almost every hour of the day.


Lucy heaved a weary sigh as she punched the talk button. “Hey, Momma, what’s up?”


“Honey, you won’t believe it. This morning Miriam Randall herself came into Last Chance Around and gave your sister some marital advice.”


Lucy’s mood brightened. “Oh, my goodness, what did she say?”


“Well, honey, it’s simple. She said that Sabina’s Prince Charming won’t show up until we have you safely married off.”


Just like that, Lucy’s balloon popped. “What?”


“You heard me. We need to put our heads together and figure out a way to help Ross over his commitment issues. Honey, the time has come for you and your fireman to get hitched. It’s not like I’m asking you to do something you don’t want to do. You and Ross belong together.


“And now we know that once we get you married off, the way will be cleared for Sabina. Daddy and I want to give you a big, fancy wedding. Like a fairy princess. We’ll have so much fun planning it. And all the while we’ll be doing something wonderful for your big sister.”


“You’re joking, right?”


“I am not. Why would I joke?”


“You don’t really believe that stuff about Miriam Randall, do you?”


“I most certainly do. She may be an Episcopalian, but I think her track record speaks for itself. And besides, Lucy Ann, you owe your sister this. She gave up her college experience to help me nurse you after the fire.”


Oh, boy. It hadn’t taken Momma more than a minute to start ladling on the guilt just like gravy on her pot roast. And Momma never stinted on gravy.


Of course, Lucy was perfectly capable of feeling guilty without Momma’s help. Lucy knew exactly how much Sabina had given up after the fire. She was also well acquainted with Sabina’s guilty conscience. So it was hardly news that Sabina wouldn’t move on in her life until Lucy was settled with someone like Ross.


Lucy should marry him. He was a good man. A loyal guy. A gentleman who put up with her weird need to control everything. Ross would make the perfect husband and father and mate.


But he’d never actually swept her off her feet. Because, well, she’d kind of never let him. She was frightened of being swept off her feet. She didn’t like feeling out of control. It took her back to that night when she’d been surrounded by the flames and knew that she was no match for a force of nature. The fire had scarred her in so many ways.


Which was why Ross was so safe. He was dependable, and easygoing, and happy to let her make all the plans.


“Lucy, honey, are you still there?” Momma sounded annoyed.


“I am.”


“So are you going to do something about Ross or not?”


“I guess I should.”


“Well, don’t sound like you’re going to a funeral. Once you get that engagement ring on your finger, we’ll plan a trip to Atlanta and go looking for the wedding dress to end all wedding dresses, just like those people on Say Yes to the Dress.”


Uh-oh, that didn’t sound like fun. Lucy didn’t want to be dressed up like a doll. Besides, even if you put a pretty dress on her, she’d still have scars on her forehead, arms, and legs. She wondered, sourly, if anyone made wedding dresses with long sleeves anymore. It seemed like every bride was wearing strapless mermaid dresses these days. She didn’t have a figure for a dress like that, not to mention the way that kind of neckline would expose her flaws.


“All right, Momma,” she said, knowing that arguing with Momma was a waste of time. “I’ll talk to Ross.”


She said her good-byes and headed for her old Saturn sedan. It didn’t take long before her phone rang again. She checked the ID: Maryanne Carpenter. No doubt Maryanne had heard the news. She sent the call directly to voice mail, only to have the phone ring again.


This time it was Jenny, Maryanne’s cousin and Sabina’s best friend. That call was also sent to voice mail. She was thinking about turning her phone back to airplane mode when it rang a third time.


This time the call was from Ross. She sat there in the driver’s seat contemplating her future. She wanted to send this call to voice mail, too. But she couldn’t do that. Not to Ross. He was such a sweet man.


She pressed the talk button. “Hey, sweetie.”


“Hey.” He had the deepest voice. She had to admit the guy was pretty much perfect in every way.


He hesitated for a long moment before he spoke again. “So, uh, I’m here at Jessamine Manor, you know the Webster Homes development out on Route 321? I’m looking at that model home you liked so much, and I was wondering… well, I wanted to know if you had a minute to come down here.”


“You’re looking at a model home?”


“Uh, well, actually I just signed papers and put down a few grand in earnest money. To be accurate, I just bought a home and I need your advice about carpets and appliances and upgrades… you know… stuff.”


Good Lord, the house was one of the last items on their joint to-do list, right after her graduation from college. If he bought a house and she graduated, there wouldn’t be anything left on that list, except sex and marriage. Maybe in that order or maybe the other way around.


Yikes. Her life had changed in a matter of hours just because Miriam Randall had walked into Last Chance Around and talked to Sabina.


Of course Ross would never, ever stand between Sabina and her happy ending. He was too much of a gentleman for that.


And of course, Lucy owed Sabina happiness. Big time. She couldn’t say no.


So really, she didn’t have a choice, did she? She was going to marry Ross Gardiner on someone else’s time line.


And that bugged the crap out of her.
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Sabina arrived at the Kismet movie theater at seven-forty on Thursday morning, late for the Discover Last Chance Association monthly breakfast and business meeting. She slipped through the lobby and into the dining room, where virtually all of the Palmetto Avenue merchants were already digging into their omelets.


Sabina had stayed up way too late last night drinking cheap champagne, compliments of Momma, who’d rushed right out to the BI-LO for the wine and some steaks the minute she’d heard about Ross buying one of those houses out at Jessamine Manor.


Attendance at Momma’s impromptu engagement celebration was mandatory. Unfortunately, champagne always gave Sabina a headache. And cheap champagne was the worst.


She sat down at a nearly empty table in the back, pulled a bottle of Excedrin out of her purse, and reached for the coffee thermos.


“Sabina? Sabina Grey? Is that you?” The voice was low, masculine, and kind of husky.


She looked up from the coffee she’d just poured and blinked her hungover eyes at the other occupant of the table. The guy was wearing the usual uniform for Chamber of Commerce meetings: blue suit, white shirt, red tie. But that’s where the comparison ended. The suit looked hand-sewn, the shirt had French cuffs, the tie was definitely Hermès. She had a feeling that if she looked under the table he’d be wearing Italian leather shoes.


But she couldn’t manage that, because he was staring at her with an unwavering gaze, out of a pair of ice blue eyes that were somewhat obscured by a pair of tortoiseshell glasses. Those eyes were oddly still, as if he could see nothing but her. “You have no idea who I am, do you?”


Busted. The pounding in her head was joined by a definite pounding in her chest. “I’m afraid I don’t.”


He leaned in kind of stiffly, his body straining forward. And even though an ocean of table separated them, his forward posture left her feeling slightly invaded.


He spoke again, in measured tones. “You and I went to the eighth-grade homecoming dance together. You dumped me there.” The words were a condemnation, and yet they were delivered with little emotion.


She knew him now. Layton Webster.


Oh, good Lord.


She wanted to slide right under the table so he wouldn’t see her red face. Or maybe she could get up and run on the high heels she took out of her closet every month for this meeting.


But of course she couldn’t do either of those things. She was a thirty-five-year-old grown woman, not the cruel fourteen-year-old she had once been.


And boy howdy, Layton Webster had grown up nice. Really nice. Who would have ever thought he’d turn out so well?


“Layton Webster,” she said and screeched to a stop. What could she say that would make up for the way she had tormented him?


Layton Webster had been a dork in high school. But he’d been a smart dork. He’d gone off to MIT, and she remembered hearing some gossip about how he’d invented some kind of system or software for computer-generated animation that he’d sold to Disney Studios for millions.


“Uh,” she said, her mouth as dry as the Sahara, “what brings you back to Last Chance? I heard you’ve been quite successful.”


“Uncle Elias asked me if I’d help him develop a project management system for his construction business. With all the growth around here, he’s got two housing developments in Allenberg County, and two more up north near Orangeburg. It interested me. I’m thinking I might be able to make this into an off-the-shelf software product that I could sell. As for this morning, Uncle Elias is busy, and he sent me here to see what y’all are getting up to.”


There was something in the way he said “y’all” that kind of put Sabina off. And then there was the fact that he’d taken a seat here in the back of the room, at an empty table. Layton had always done that. He’d always set himself a little bit apart.


But then how could she blame him for that? He’d been the geeky kid in school. The one who didn’t fit in. The loner. And she’d been cruel to him.


It was incredible how much penance she faced for the person she’d once been. And here was another opportunity for her to repair the damage she’d done.


“Layton,” she said, looking him square in the eye, enduring that deeply unsettling stare of his. “I am mortified by what I did to you at the eighth-grade dance. It was cruel and nasty and wrong, on so many levels. I apologize from the deepest places in my heart. I am a different person from that spoiled little girl I used to be. Life has a way of changing people. So I do hope you will forgive me. And I’m not saying this because you’ve been a success. I’m saying it because I was wrong. I owe you something.”


He leaned back and looked away, almost as if he didn’t care about her apology or even the fact that she was sitting right there at the table with him. She couldn’t blame him. And really, even if he did accept her apology she would still find a way to wallow in the guilt. Guilt was one of her weaknesses.


To her utter surprise, Layton’s lips curled halfway, and he caught her gaze once again. “Sabina, I accept your apology. And if you really want to make it up to me, join me for drinks or dinner sometime.”


Oh, boy. This could be really great, or it could be Layton’s way of paying her back. It would serve her right if he invited her out to dinner and then stood her up.


On the other hand, this could actually be something important. It was almost spooky the way Layton had shown up the day after Ross proposed to Lucy. The day after Miriam showed up at the store. And she owed Layton a pleasant night out—or maybe an opportunity to stand her up.


She was mulling over the risks and rewards of accepting his invitation when Savannah Randall, the chair and founder of the Discover Last Chance Association, got up in front of the stage and welcomed everyone with a few announcements. DLCA had been founded for the express purpose of branding the town and building tourism. Last Chance had a few things going for it: a Bible-themed miniature golf course called Golfing for God, a converted bottling plant that provided studio space for working artists and artisans, and The Kismet, the movie palace that Savannah owned, which had just been recognized as a historic building by the State of South Carolina.


“I hope y’all enjoyed your omelets this morning,” Savannah said. “Now I’d like to recognize Lark Chaikin, the chair of the program committee. She’s got a terrific idea she wants to discuss.”


Lark, the wife of Allenberg County’s sheriff and an award-winning photographer, got up and started outlining plans for a town-wide fall festival that, unlike the summer Watermelon Festival, would focus exclusively on Last Chance. Lark’s plan called for a parade, a sidewalk arts and crafts fair, a film festival of southern movies, and a Miniature Professional Golf Association tournament.


Lark revealed the logo for the event and outlined the publicity plans, which included regional newspapers and social media. She wanted every Palmetto Avenue merchant to display flyers and to incorporate the logo into their own marketing materials.


“We’re going to need some volunteers,” Lark said. “We especially need someone to coordinate the arts and crafts festival. We’ll have the bottling plant studios open to the public, of course, but we would like to attract local crafters for booths on the sidewalk in order to create a street party feel for that Saturday. And I know it’s probably bad form for me to call on someone publicly, but Sabina, I see you hiding there in the back row; we really need your expertise on this. We figure you know a lot of people who have crafts to sell, since a number of them rent stalls at Last Chance Around.”


Oh, crap. For the second time that morning, she wanted to slink under the table. She didn’t want to volunteer for this. She already had obligations to the Altar Guild, she was helping to organize the Christmas Bazaar, and she had picking trips scheduled, and Lucy’s wedding coming up.


But on the other hand, what Lark had said about her was absolutely true. If anyone else in town tried to coordinate a craft sale, they would probably make a mess of it and tick off the local crafters. And if that happened, she’d never hear the end of it—from her friends or the crafters.


So either way, she was sunk.


She stood up, resigned. “I’m happy to volunteer,” she lied.


“You’re a sweetheart,” Lark said.


Sabina sat down, utterly annoyed at herself. Why was she always the first one everyone asked to volunteer? Why did she never say no?


The meeting droned on while she drank her second cup of coffee and tried hard not to look at Layton. She failed utterly, and at one point he turned away from the speaker to give her a look that practically smoldered. Was he flirting?


Possibly.


He finally leaned in. “So, about drinks and dinner? How about tomorrow?”


Wow, the guy actually picked the one night she had free. This could be good or bad. She didn’t know. Best not to agree to dinner. “Uh, why don’t we meet for cocktails down at Dot’s Spot tomorrow evening, say around six?”


He gave her that half grin that passed for a smile. She remembered that expression. As a boy, Layton Webster had worn that smirk like armor, as if to say that no one could touch him or hurt him. Although everyone tried, including herself.


This was her chance to atone for her sins. Besides, a girl could do a lot worse than having a couple of drinks with a guy who’d graduated from MIT and had a few million in the bank.


It would be utterly ironic if her Prince Charming turned out to be Layton Webster, wouldn’t it? But stranger things had happened. And God moves in mysterious ways.


Ross closed up the firehouse and headed down the sidewalk toward Last Chance Around Antiques. He was feeling pretty good about himself.


He’d given this some thought the last two days. It was quite possible that Miriam Randall had hit the nail on the head about Lucy and her sister.


When Lucy got hurt in the fire, Sabina blamed herself for what happened. Over the years she’d become something of a mother hen when it came to her younger sister.


So maybe he could take the job of looking after Lucy off Sabina’s hands. And then she could finally take that vacation she was always talking about. And maybe she’d get away from the Altar Guild and the book club and all the other groups that seemed to demand most of her time.


It made sense. Once Lucy was married, Sabina could get on with her life.


So it was good. And of course, it was nice to have the community behind him. A steady stream of neighbors and friends had stopped by the firehouse today to offer their congratulations. One of them, Angel Menendez, had come bearing a gift—a six-month-old Labrador-Dalmatian mix puppy.


Angel was always trying to find homes for strays, and this particular dog had been taken from an abusive environment several weeks ago. Angel figured, since the puppy was part Dalmatian, he belonged in a firehouse.


It was a case of love at first sight. The not-so-little guy was built more like a retriever than a Dalmatian, but he sure had black and white spots. His floppy ears were black, his muzzle was mostly white, and he had one exceptionally cute spot over his right eye.


Ross named him Sparky on sight, because he’d always wanted a firehouse dog with that name. And it seemed like a good time to commit to a dog. After all, he was now engaged and would soon have a mortgage payment.


A dog seemed like the next logical step. Like practicing for kids, or something.


Although the idea of kids was mildly terrifying.


He’d bought a collar, leash, dog bed, and some food from the hardware store. He’d made an appointment with the vet. And he was really excited about introducing Sparky to Lucy.


She was going to love him.


Ross and Sparky pushed through the double doors at Last Chance Around and were immediately greeted with enthusiasm.


“Oh, my goodness. He’s adorable. When did you get him?” Sabina hopped down from her perch behind the checkout counter and made a beeline for the puppy. She squatted down and gave his head a scratch.


Sparky knew a friend when he saw one. He wagged his hind end so hard, Ross thought he might topple over. It wasn’t long before Sabina was getting a bunch of dog kisses.


Which kind of lit up her face.


Man, she was one good-looking woman. Her black hair was a little straighter than Lucy’s, and she had a tendency to wear it up in a ponytail that kind of swished from side to side when she walked. Her eyes were an intense cobalt blue that always made him feel as if she could see right through him. Sometimes it was nerve racking to stare Sabina in the eye.


And then there was her mouth.


It was pouty and kind of made for sin. Ross had had his share of teenaged fantasies about Sabina’s mouth—like just about every guy at Davis High. Sabina was the captain of the cheerleading squad, the homecoming queen, and a member of the Watermelon Festival court of honor.


She was popular and built. Everyone lusted after her.


In high school she’d been rumored to be easy. Guys talked about her all the time. But Ross figured most of that was just guy talk. Even if she had gone through a whole passel of boyfriends. That didn’t mean anything, except that she was picky.


Trying not to admire Sabina was like trying to stop the Edisto River from flowing to the sea. She was beautiful. There wasn’t a guy in town who didn’t look at her when she walked by.


But she was also about as untouchable as an ice queen. She wasn’t interested in anyone, least of all him.


“Where’s Lucy?” he asked.


Sabina stood up. “She’s in the back, spray-painting her latest project.” Sabina turned. “Hey, Lucy, Ross is here. And he’s got a big surprise for you.”


The door to Lucy’s studio creaked open. “Did you call?” Lucy shouted.


“Yeah, Ross is here.”


“Oh.” Lucy’s footsteps sounded down the aisle between the dealer stalls. She appeared a moment later, wearing an old paint-stained shirt that must have belonged to her daddy. As usual, she was wearing a pair of baggy jeans and black canvas lace-up sneakers with dirty white laces.


Her hair was down around her shoulders, hiding the scars on the side of her face. Blue paint that matched the smudge on her cheek and the speckles on her hands highlighted the curls on the right side of her head. She looked like a waif. Adorable and girlish.


Ross was a lucky man.


Sparky seemed to agree because he rushed Lucy, jumping up on her and knocking her back a few steps.


Uh-oh.


“What the heck is that?” She pushed Sparky down and then pointed at the dog like he was some kind of slug that Ross had dug up in the garden.


Sparky reacted immediately by hunkering down, his tail going between his legs. Clearly the dog had encountered a lot of disapproval in his short life.


“His name is Sparky. Angel brought him over to the firehouse as an engagement gift.”


“Oh. Great.” She rolled her eyes. “You didn’t accept this gift, did you?”


“Well, yeah. I’m here with him, aren’t I?”


“And you didn’t call me?”


Oops. He should have called her. They hadn’t discussed pets. And Lucy was big on discussing everything, which kind of made a lot of sense. It certainly avoided arguments. But it put the kibosh on surprises.


“Uh, well, Lucy, sweetie, I’m really sorry. I guess I should have talked to you. But look at him. He’s adorable, and every firehouse needs a dog.”


“Fine, he can live at the firehouse then because I’m not a dog person. I don’t want to deal with dog hair, or the chewing, or the poop on the floor, or the damage they do to the furniture and the hardwood floors.” Lucy’s mouth pinched, and her eyebrows tilted in. Ross knew that look.


Lucy never got angry like Betsy used to. Lucy never threw stuff or yelled or anything like that, which was nice and calming. But that look on her face was enough to tell him he’d screwed up. If he’d just called her first and discussed the matter instead of surprising her, this would have gone much better.


Lucy didn’t like surprises much. He had to remember that.


Unfortunately Sparky recognized Lucy’s body language like an old pro. He assumed a completely submissive posture. It was kind of sad, really. Someone had done a number on this dog.


Ross squatted down and gave the puppy a reassuring pat on the head, while a completely surprising surge of stubbornness welled up inside him. Okay, he’d screwed up. But Ross was going to get his way this time.


If they were going to get married, then Lucy would have to meet him in the middle on this one thing.


“Sweetie. Look at him. He’s been abused. And he needs a home or they’re going to put him down.” Ross straightened his shoulders and stood up. “I apologize for not talking to you first. But I’m not giving Sparky back to the animal shelter. I will solemnly promise you that I will make sure he’s trained and behaves. And you will never have to walk him or feed him or pick up his poop.”


“I don’t want a dog, Ross.” Now she sounded whiny, and it kind of annoyed him. Although he understood where this was coming from. It was a control thing.


“You’ll learn to love him. We’re going to compromise on this. Just like we’ve compromised on other things. Like I’ve agreed to go with you to the shooting range once a week, even though I’m not that into it. You can agree to let me have a dog, even though you’re not that into dogs.”


“No.” She turned, her curls whipping, and stalked back into her workroom.


“Wow,” Sabina said when Lucy actually slammed the door to her workroom. “I’ve never seen her that ticked off. At least not recently.”


Wow indeed. It wasn’t like Lucy to stomp away from a discussion or slam doors like a teenager. She was always so rational about things. This whole marriage thing was scaring her. He could relate to the feeling.


“Give her time. She’ll come around,” Sabina said, patting his shoulder. Even through his polo shirt, his skin reacted to that tiny pressure as if her fingers had branded him. And when she moved her hand, he felt a keen sense of loss.


He needed to get out of here.


“If she wants to know, I’m going to the park to give Sparky some leash training.” And with that, Ross left the store and headed down to the village green where Sparky, smart dog that he was, did his business in the bushes.


Lucy was acting like a spoiled child. This, too, was partially Sabina’s fault. She and Momma had spoiled Lucy. But this time, Sabina needed to do something about it.


So she headed back to Lucy’s workroom and opened the door without being invited. Since there was no lock on the door, it wasn’t a good place for Lucy to hide out.


Lucy was standing there at her workbench staring into space. Thank goodness she wasn’t crying or throwing stuff. But that wasn’t Lucy’s way.


“Uh, Luce, don’t you think you were just a little bit harsh on Ross?”


“No.” Lucy picked up a sizable chain and slammed it onto the top of the dresser she was distressing. So much for not throwing things.


“No? Honey, you scared that dog and you ruined Ross’s day. What’s come over you? And what’s wrong with getting a dog? He’s adorable. And it’s clear Ross loves him.”


“He didn’t ask me.”


Sabina understood. So much of Lucy’s life had been completely out of her control. And Ross usually let her have her way. Which made for a happy relationship. But this time, Sabina was on Ross’s side. It wasn’t exactly the most comfortable place to be.


And she probably had no business interjecting herself into her sister’s relationship. But she was going to say her piece anyway.


“Honey, he didn’t ask you first because he wanted to surprise you.”


“I don’t like surprises. He knows that. We talk about everything. We have a plan.”


“Right. And he decided to stray from your plan. Is that it?”


“Well… I don’t want a dog.”


“But he does. Can’t you compromise?”


“No. This is important. Getting a dog is a big decision. And he knows me well enough to know that he should have discussed it with me first.”


“Honey, that man has been running away from commitment ever since he came back here two years ago. And in the space of several days, he’s bought a house, asked you to marry him, and committed to a dog. This is cause for celebration. Besides, you can’t control everything, Lucy. It’s not reasonable. And it’s not fair to him. He has to be able to make some decisions on his own.”


Lucy fluffed her dark hair forward. It was an old, old habit. When Lucy got out of her comfort zone she pulled her hair forward and tried to hide behind it. It was one of the things the fire had done to her.


And every time Lucy pulled her hair forward like that, it made Sabina’s heart ache. “Honey, he loves you.”


Lucy shrugged like a ticked-off teenager. Emphatically. She hauled off and whacked the dresser again.


Oh, boy, this was bad. “Honey, what’s wrong? This is about more than the dog, isn’t it?”


Lucy slammed the chain down again, so hard the dresser danced across the concrete floor. “Do I have to tell you everything?” she said in a tight voice. “Can’t I keep some secrets?”


It was time for Sabina to retreat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I’m just saying that you hurt Ross a minute ago. And you should think about that.”


Sabina turned away, a familiar and toxic mixture of anger and guilt gripping her gut, making her stomach cramp up.


“The only reason Ross asked me to marry him is because of you.” Lucy said the words in a dead voice and yet it was as if she’d used a whip to lay open Sabina’s back.


Sabina turned. “That’s not true.”


“Isn’t it? He’s been dragging his feet, and then Miriam Randall comes in here and tells the world that I’m standing in the way of your happiness.”


This was exactly what Sabina feared would happen the moment Momma told the Altar Guild about Miriam’s visit. Lucy had a right to be furious. No one could control the Altar Guild once they got hold of an issue.


The truly ironic thing about this horrible situation was that Miriam hadn’t said anything remarkable, because Sabina had promised to look after Lucy on the night of the fire. It was Sabina’s fault that Lucy was scarred. Sabina was supposed to babysit, but she’d gone out skinny-dipping with her friends instead.


Sabina would never be able to move on in her life until Lucy was settled and happy. Everyone in town already knew that. So what had changed?


Not one thing, except that Miriam Randall had opened her mouth and the church ladies of Last Chance had decided that it was time for Lucy and Ross to get hitched. Sometimes living in a small town could be a trial.


Sabina counted to five before speaking again. “Honey, the only reason to marry Ross is because you love him. If you don’t love him, then don’t marry him. Don’t let Miriam Randall change your mind about things. But don’t play with Ross, either. You hurt him a minute ago. He came in here all happy, and you popped his balloon. Seems to me you need to apologize.”


Sabina turned away and walked slowly to the front of the store. When she arrived at the sales counter, she couldn’t manage to sit down. She wasn’t going to stay here counting the minutes while Lucy stewed.


For once, Sabina was bone-weary of sitting around waiting on Lucy to figure things out.


So she pushed through the front doors and headed down the sidewalk, trying to shake off a sudden sense of deep dissatisfaction with her life. She’d been waiting for years, planning trips to places she knew, down deep, she’d never visit. Waiting for some magical moment when she could trust herself to leave Lucy.


She had done this to herself. Momma and Daddy had never blamed her for the fire. In fact, everyone agreed that if Sabina hadn’t sneaked out that night, Sabina herself might have been killed or scarred. The fire had been intense, and it had started in Sabina’s room.


Still, Sabina couldn’t shake the guilt.


And here she was being blamed by the one person she loved more than anyone. The one person she’d devoted herself to.


It wasn’t fair. But nothing in life was fair. Was it fair that Lucy had been burned in the fire? No.


She was near tears when she reached the park in front of City Hall. So the last person she wanted to see right at that moment was Ross Gardiner and his adorable dog, Sparky.


But there they were, right in her path. And there was no way to escape. Ross had already seen her and was waving halfheartedly.


“Are you okay?” he asked. Damn but he had a deep voice—the kind that was made to talk slow. When she found Mr. Right, she sure hoped he had a deep, slow voice like that.


And hazel eyes. And a square chin. And a tall, firefighter body. Yeah, she would order up one of those, please.


“I guess I’m in the doghouse too,” she said. “For what it’s worth, I told Lucy she was being unreasonable.”


“Hey, Sabina, don’t sweat it. This was my fault. I should have asked first,” he said.


She resisted the urge to fuss at him. Lucy had worn her out. “Sometimes Lucy can be inflexible.”


“Yeah, I know.”


“That doesn’t mean you have to bend around her. It means you have to soften her up a little. She’s just scared.”


“I know.”


She looked up into his face. He was classically handsome with a take-no-prisoners body. He was, in fact, exactly like the images of naked Greek statuary she’d seen during her online travel planning.


She pushed those images out of her mind. “We need to reassure Lucy,” Sabina said.


This earned her a frown. “No, Sabina, I need to reassure her. And to tell you the truth, I’m trying to figure out how Lucy and I never got around to talking about dogs in the last year and a half. God knows we’ve talked about everything else. And I had a dog once.”


“Did you?”


He nodded. “Yeah. I lost him in the divorce.”


“Oh.”


“Yeah. I guess maybe that’s why we never talked about it. Painful subject.”


“I can imagine.”


“So you think I should take Sparky back to the shelter?” He sounded as earnest as an altar boy. And come to think about it, he had been an altar boy once—for the Episcopalians. Which probably explained why Ross was such a good man. Good down to his soul.


He would do anything to please Lucy. But she hoped, with all her heart, that he wouldn’t take Sparky back to the pound.


“No. You need to keep him. He’s perfect.” She squatted down and gave the dog another good scratch behind his ears. He lapped it up, and her heart melted.


“Look, Ross,” she said as she continued to pet the dog, “this is undoubtedly my fault. I always let Lucy get away with murder. And I’m afraid she’s become good at manipulating us. So on this issue, you should hold your ground. You’re a fireman. You need a Dalmatian. Lucy isn’t going to break up with you over a dog.” She finally turned her gaze up toward him.


He gave her a slow smile. The kind that sparked an iridescent fire in his hazel eyes. Good Lord, when he turned that smile on her, it was like staring right into the sun.


A girl could end up sunburned and blind if she stared too long.
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