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            Chapter One

         

         Something crashed in the kitchen.

         Halona Locklear cracked open an eye as she listened and debated whether the sound warranted getting out of bed. Before she could decide, her alarm clock started to shriek from across the room. She’d put it there so that she couldn’t press Snooze and make herself late for the morning drop-off at her son’s school.

         She groaned and burrowed deeper into her covers. She’d gotten up with Theo and his nightmares four times in the night, and she was exhausted. Just one more hour. Another crash in the kitchen launched her out of bed. She slid her feet into a pair of slippers and hurried down the hall.

         “Theo?” she called. “What are you doing?”

         She squinted in the harsh overhead lights, seeing her son sitting on the kitchen counter. There was a carton of milk at his side and a box of Cheerios. Without a word, he grabbed a bowl and hopped down. There was another dish on the floor, the culprit of the crash she’d heard in her bedroom. Thankfully, it was plastic.

         “To the table,” she ordered, grabbing the milk and cereal and following behind him. She couldn’t be mad. At seven, he was finally at the age where he was doing more stuff for himself, even if it meant chipped plates and a few spills here and there.

         Halona poured them both a glass of orange juice and then sat down alongside her son and drank as she talked to Theo. He smiled up at her intermittently while he ate. He didn’t speak. The only time she heard his voice anymore was during his nightmares, which were the source of his dark eyes underscored with blue half-moons. She imagined hers looked the same right now.

         “Hurry up,” she prodded after a few minutes, standing up from the table. “I’ve got to get you to school.”

         Theo lifted his gaze and started shoveling the cereal into his mouth faster than he could chew and swallow. Milk dribbled down his chin, and he quickly wiped it away with the sleeve of his pajama shirt.

         Halona laughed despite her bone-deep fatigue. Then she retreated to her bedroom and dressed herself before helping Theo pick out something to wear.

         On the way out the front door, she grabbed the lunch she’d packed for him last night, his backpack, and her purse. Then they loaded in her car and headed down the road.

         “Have a good day,” she said cheerfully as she pulled up at Sweetwater Elementary ten minutes later.

         She saw the corners of his mouth lift just a touch in the rearview mirror.

         “I love you,” she added as her breath suspended in her chest, waiting and hoping this time that he’d return the words.

         Instead, a teacher working with the car pool line opened the passenger-side door for him to exit.

         “Good morning, Theo,” the teacher said, helping him step down onto the school’s curb.

         Theo’s greeting came in the way of another smile as he pulled the straps of his backpack over his shoulders. Then he glanced back at Halona and waved before heading off.

         “Bye, sweetie!” She watched him until the car behind her beeped its horn. Halona cast an irritated glance at the driver behind her and then drove to the Little Shop of Flowers on Main Street. There was usually an uptick in business in the winter months heading into the holidays. People were more generous this time of year. They looked for ways to say I love you, and what said it better than flowers?

         She unlocked her door and stepped inside.

         She knew better. Nothing replaced those three little words, not even roses. What she wouldn’t give to hear Theo whisper them again. His doctor had diagnosed him with selective mutism last year, and she’d been working with every professional in the area who might be able to help. So far, nothing had made a huge difference, but she wasn’t one to give up easily, especially where her son was concerned.

         Her nerves calmed a touch as she inhaled the sweet floral aroma of her shop. Then she walked to the back room. The smell of roasted beans would also perk her up. She poured water and grounds into her coffee maker and flipped it on. After a moment, the machine started funneling its dark brew into the pot.

         The coffee next door at the Sweetwater Café was far better, but that would require running into half the people in town, including Chief of Police Alex Baker, who appeared to have a small addiction to Emma St. James’s brew. Or maybe for the café owner herself. Not that Halona was jealous. The last thing she needed was romance intertwining with her heavy load of responsibilities.

         When the coffee was done, she poured a cup. No sooner had she taken her first sip than the bell above the door rang with an incoming customer. Halona put her mug down and dutifully put on a smile as she approached the front counter from the back room. Her breath stumbled along with her feet when she locked eyes with the man who’d just walked in. So much for avoiding Chief Baker by settling for mediocre coffee.

         “Hey,” he said, his deep voice a product of his six-foot-plus body and broad quarterback-size shoulders.

         “Hey,” she echoed back, feeling a bit foolish because a thousand butterflies, usually dormant, suddenly fluttered around inside her chest. She’d always had a thing for her brother’s best friend but he’d only ever looked at her as a little kid when they were growing up. And just like her brother, Alex was overprotective. Perhaps to a fault.

         Resentment over what happened two years ago festered up, which she suppressed along with those annoying butterflies. “To what do I owe your visit? Business or personal?” she asked.

         “A little of both, I guess. I need an arrangement for a fellow officer’s wife. Mary Beth Edwards.”

         “Oh. She just had surgery, right? That’s nice of you to think of her,” Halona said.

         “It’ll be from the whole department.”

         “Well, I’m sure she’ll appreciate the sentiment. I’ll get that arrangement for you right away.” Halona stepped toward her cooler of fresh flowers to get started, feeling the coolness of the air contrasting with the burning of her skin.

         “I thought I’d grab a coffee from next door while I wait,” he said behind her. “Would you like some?”

         She turned to face him. “No, thanks. I’ve got a machine in the back.”

         “Not the same,” he coaxed. “Let me grab you a coffee. How do you take it?”

         He stared at her from the other side of the counter, his blue eyes shining brightly beneath his rust-colored hair.

         Overprotective and hard to resist. “Medium-dark roast with three raw sugars and a splash of cream,” she finally conceded.

         “You got it. I’ll be right back.”

         She watched him walk out of her store and exhaled softly. She wanted to be mad at him but she knew he was only doing his job when he’d arrested her late ex-husband. Overprotective, hard to resist, and unbending when it came to the law—that was Chief Alex Baker.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Alex’s blood felt electric, and it had nothing to do with the smell of fresh coffee and the promise of its jolt of caffeine. When was he ever going to stop reacting to Halona this way? He’d known her when she’d been a tomboy irritating him, her brother Tuck, and the last of the three musketeers, Mitch Hargrove.

         She wasn’t boyish in any way these days though—that was for sure.

         “Hey, Chief Baker,” Emma St. James said as he reached her counter. She always smiled a little wider when he was around. Why couldn’t he have a thing for someone uncomplicated like Emma? The only thing the beautiful café owner stirred for him, however, was his coffee. Halona, on the other hand, whipped up a variety of unsettling emotions: attraction, need…confusion. He didn’t understand her choices. All he knew was that he’d made the right one. He would never regret arresting Ted for hurting her.

         “Your usual?” Emma asked.

         He gave a nod. “And a medium-dark roast with a splash of cream and three raw sugars.”

         Emma lifted a thin brow. “That’s the way Halona takes her coffee.”

         He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. “Do you know how everyone in town takes their drinks?”

         She turned to start pouring. “It’s my job to know, Chief Baker,” she called over her shoulder. A moment later, she exchanged two coffees for his debit card. She swiped it and handed it back. “Tell Hal I said hello.”

         Alex didn’t respond. Instead, he said a polite goodbye and started toward the door just as Mayor Brian Everson was pushing through in his wheelchair. Alex held the door as a courtesy, not that Brian needed help. Brian had more strength and endurance than most men with two able legs.

         “Thanks, Chief,” Brian said as he looked up. “You’ve been dodging my calls. I figured I’d run into you sooner or later.”

         “I’m actually in a hurry this morning,” Alex lied. He liked Brian but he knew what the Sweetwater Springs mayor wanted to discuss. Apparently, Alex had gotten the reputation of being hard-nosed with some town members. He didn’t bend the law for anyone, including eighty-year-olds who spiked the punch at public gatherings. Janice Murphy hadn’t learned her lesson with all of Alex’s many warnings over the years so he’d taken her to jail a couple of months back. It was just a scare tactic, of course. He hadn’t actually charged Janice with anything, and afterward, he’d taken her to Dawanda’s Fudge Shop. Was that the behavior of a hardened cop?

         Brian angled his wheelchair to pin Alex with an assessing stare. “Call me. Better yet, stop by my office. This is your friend talking, not the mayor. You’re good for this town, and we need to make sure everyone knows it.”

         Alex shifted the carrying tray of coffee in his hands. “I’ll be in touch.” Right after he figured out who was vandalizing the town and solved the cold case that had been in his desk drawer haunting him since he was nineteen years old. Every December, as the anniversary of his father’s death loomed, he reassessed the facts and interviewed old witnesses. Yet the case wasn’t any closer to being solved.

         One day.

         Alex stepped out of the coffee shop and walked back into the Little Shop of Flowers. Halona looked up with those honey-colored eyes of hers that seemed unnaturally bright against her inky black hair and tanned skin. She had high, defined cheekbones characteristic of her Cherokee heritage and petal-pink lips that none of the flowers in her shop could ever match.

         His lungs constricted, making it hard to breathe for a second. She had this effect on him. Every. Single. Time. And he reckoned she always would.

         Never going to happen.

         “Here you go,” he said, clearing his throat as he approached the counter and setting the cup of coffee in front of her.

         “Thank you.” Her gaze flitted up to meet his. Then she pointed to a small table set up next to the flower cooler. “Your arrangement is over there. No charge. Please send Mary Beth my best wishes.”

         “You don’t have to do that,” he said.

         “I want to. For her.” There was a sharp note in her tone that he didn’t miss. She reached for the coffee that he’d placed before her. “Thank you for this. Emma’s brew is so much better than the stuff I have.”

         “I like to tell people I go so often because I’m secretly investigating her. Her coffee is too addictive to be legal.”

         Halona’s face contorted with a small laugh that punched him as forcefully as a gunshot into his bulletproof vest.

         “Well, I better get back to work. There’s a graffiti incident to investigate.”

         Halona’s brows lifted. “Sounds urgent.”

         Alex smiled at her teasing tone. “To Mrs. Roberts it is.”

         Halona’s lips parted. “At the seamstress shop? That’s right next door to A Taste of Heaven Catering.”

         “Don’t worry. Brenna’s business survived the incident unscathed. Hopefully, I’ll catch the perp before their can of spray paint strikes again.” He turned and headed toward the arrangement that she’d prepared. If he didn’t leave now, he was at risk of doing something foolish like asking her out. Her answer would be no, of course. While she seemed to have forgiven him for arresting Ted, that didn’t mean she wanted to date him. In fact, Halona didn’t seem to want to date anyone.

         “Good luck!” she called after him, her words muted by the sound of a cell phone ringing. “Hello,” he heard her say at his back. Her sharp intake of breath made him turn to face her. “Yes. Is he okay?…I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

         “Everything all right?” Alex asked once she’d disconnected the call.

         “No. Theo threw up at school. I need to close up shop and go get him.” She hesitated. “I have a customer coming in anytime to pick up an arrangement I promised her.” She nibbled her lower lip and then pulled her phone back out of her pocket. “Maybe Mom can come watch the store,” she said to herself.

         “Not necessary. I’ll watch it for you,” Alex heard himself say.

         Halona looked up with surprise in her eyes. He was a little shocked at the offer too. He didn’t have time to take on extra work. Yet, here he was, offering to do exactly that for Halona.

         “That’s not necessary. I don’t need your help,” she said, that sharp tone returning, even if her smile was firmly in place.

         “No, you don’t. But you could get to Theo’s school a lot faster if you let me do this for you.”

         Halona’s shoulders rounded. “Are you sure?”

         “Positive. Go get Theo. I’ll try not to burn the place down while you’re away.”

         Halona smiled, and it actually reached her eyes this time. That felt like a small accomplishment. “Thank you.”

         “Of course.” He watched her grab her keys and hurry out. Then he looked around the store, completely perplexed at how the town’s chief of police had suddenly gotten himself into running a flower shop.

         
            *  *  *

         

         It wasn’t even an hour ago that Halona had dropped Theo off. Now here she was again, picking him up. He’d been having stomach pain a lot lately. His therapist believed it was anxiety induced, just like his refusal to talk. In his short life, Theo had been through a lot. At the parent-teacher conference last month, his teacher reported that Theo didn’t have any friends. She’d described him as a good student who kept to himself.

         Kids were supposed to have friends though. They were supposed to act up and get into trouble. Halona certainly had. She’d prefer to get called to the principal’s office because Theo was misbehaving than because his emotions were eating away at him little by little.

         Halona opened the door to Sweetwater Elementary and stepped inside, hearing the cacophony of school-related sounds: the buzzing of overhead lights, the sound of children’s voices and laughter, the intercom calling for a custodian.

         Veering into the front office to her right, Halona straightened her shoulders and put on a smile. Masking her feelings was something she’d come to do well. She wasn’t sure if that was an attribute or a character flaw.

         “Good morning, Ms. Locklear-Byrd,” the front office secretary said.

         Halona decided not to correct the secretary for the tenth time. In a small town, everyone knew your name and, apparently, couldn’t remember if you had decided to change it. After her divorce, she’d dropped Ted’s last name. She’d wanted a clean break from her past, not realizing until later that one never truly broke free. “I got a call about Theo?”

         “Yes, he’s in the nurse’s office.” The secretary pointed to a room down the hall but Halona knew her way.

         “Thank you.” She took quick steps until she was standing in the doorway.

         Theo looked up while holding his little hands over his belly, his face scrunched up tightly.

         “Hey, buddy. How are you doing?” She walked over and kneeled in front of him.

         “He doesn’t seem to feel well,” Nurse Johnston said. “No fever though.”

         Halona could’ve guessed that much. He had been fine when he was eating Cheerios at breakfast earlier this morning.

         “He threw up?” Halona asked.

         Nurse Johnston nodded. “Just a little bit. Could’ve been something he ate or maybe a little bit of nerves.” She winked. “I hope he feels well enough to return to class tomorrow.”

         Halona stood, keeping her gaze on Theo. “Yeah, me too. Want to come work at the flower shop with me today, bud?”

         Theo’s face relaxed, and a smile touched the corners of his mouth. Nerves it was. Halona almost would’ve preferred he had a virus. At least then she would know what to do for him.

         Grabbing his hand, she stopped back in the office to sign Theo out. Then she walked him back to her car, buckled him in, and cranked the engine. “School is important, you know. You can’t keep coming home just because you’re not happy.” She looked at him in the rearview mirror. The only sign that he’d even heard her was the stubborn lift of his chin.

         With a sigh, she pulled out of the parking spot and drove back to the Little Shop of Flowers. Despite her worry, a little flutter of anticipation batted around in her belly at the knowledge that Alex was inside waiting for her. She ignored it, parked, and helped Theo out of the car. As soon as he darted into the store, he froze at the sight of Alex behind the counter.

         “Hey, buddy,” Alex said.

         After a moment’s hesitation, Theo took off running toward him, making Halona’s heart squeeze. Theo was shy with most people, even before his selective mutism diagnosis, but he’d never been that way with Alex. There was something between them that Halona didn’t quite understand. The same was true between her and Alex.

         “Give me five, little man,” Alex said after the hug.

         Theo gave the hit everything he had.

         “Down low.” As Theo tried to hit him again, Alex yanked his hand away. “Ohhh, you’re too slow.”

         Theo giggled happily.

         “As you can tell, he’s sick,” Halona told Alex, approaching the two of them.

         “Oh, yeah.” Alex’s face turned solemn. “Guess you better stay in bed all day and eat nothing but chicken soup. That’s what my mom used to say.”

         No longer smiling, Theo’s eyes widened.

         Halona redirected her attention to Alex. “Thanks for watching the store. Did anyone come by?”

         Alex shook his head. “I had it easy. Just me and the flowers. They’re good listeners, you know.”

         Halona gave him a curious look. “You talked to my flowers?”

         “Of course. Told them all my secrets. They promised not to tell.” He winked at Theo, whose cheeks puffed back up into a wide grin. “Well, I’ll see you later.” Alex grabbed his flower arrangement for Mary Beth Edwards and headed out the door.

         Watching him, Halona reminded herself to breathe. The flowers knew his secrets, and Alex knew hers. Well, one of them, at least. She’d made a promise never to tell anyone the rest of the story, and she intended to keep it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         I don’t want to know,” Alex said as he walked into the Sweetwater Springs police station and past the front desk secretary, Tammy Duncan.

         “Five,” she told him anyway.

         He stopped and gave her a look that would frighten some. Tammy didn’t even bat one of her long, black eyelashes. She was a tall and slender African American woman who kept her hair cropped short and her nails long and painted. Alex had gone to high school with Tammy. They hadn’t had much in common back then. He’d been into sports, and Tammy had been a thespian. Since she’d come to work at the station a few years back though, they’d developed a sort of sibling relationship. “I said I didn’t want to know.”

         “It’s my job to tell you how many missed calls you have. Five,” she said again, and if he wasn’t mistaken, she seemed to be enjoying herself. “Mayor Everson is one of them. I’d recommend you return that call first.”

         Alex shook his head. He’d already run into Brian earlier. He didn’t consider that an urgent call to return.

         Tammy flashed a bright smile in his direction. “Sharlene Anderson also called.”

         He felt his shoulders tense now. “What’d she say?”

         “She said she wanted to talk to you—that’s all. You know she won’t talk to anyone else.”

         And unfortunately, she wouldn’t even talk to Alex. Not yet.

         “She sounded upset though,” Tammy continued.

         “She called from her home number?” he asked, turning from the direction of his office and heading toward the back exit.

         “I think so…Hey, where are you going? Don’t you want to know about your other three callers?”

         “They can wait,” Alex called back. Sharlene might not be able to.

         He climbed into his police SUV and drove five miles per hour above the speed limit. This wasn’t an emergency, but he’d been watching Sharlene for the last year. She’d almost talked to him a number of times, especially right after she’d gone to the hospital with a sprained wrist. She’d been so close to telling him the truth that night. The truth was not that she’d tripped over their new puppy on the way out the back door. Not even close.

         Tony Anderson wouldn’t like having a police vehicle pull up in his driveway. He’d suspect that his wife had called, which might make things at home worse for Sharlene.

         Alex lifted his foot off the gas pedal. He wanted to help Sharlene, but he couldn’t without her testimony or any evidence of wrongdoing.

         Instead of turning down Pine Cone Lane as planned, Alex continued driving. Tomorrow he’d stop at the post office where Sharlene worked. It was on the same strip as the Sweetwater Café—and the Little Shop of Flowers. He could get a cup of joe and stop in to check with Halona on Theo’s sickness.

         After circling back, Alex walked into the police station twenty minutes after he’d left. “How many?” he asked as he came toward the front desk.

         Tammy’s gaze slid toward him. “Thought you didn’t want to know.”

         “I changed my mind.”

         She shook her head. “You said not to tell you earlier so I’ll just wait until—”

         Alex growled, and Tammy started laughing.

         “You’re up to seven now, Chief. The list is on your desk along with a roast beef sandwich. I made the roast last night. It has my secret ingredient, too, that keeps people asking for more.”

         He pointed a finger at her. “This is why I let you stay despite your troublemaking ways.”

         He was only teasing, of course. Tammy was the best secretary he’d ever had. She was organized and professional.

         He closed his office door, sat down at his desk, and unwrapped the sandwich she’d left for him along with an ice-cold Coke. Not only was Tammy good at her job, she was also a talented chef, who graciously shared her delicious creations with everyone she knew.

         After taking the last bite, he threw away his trash and reached for the list of missed calls. Halona’s name caught his eye. Without hesitating, he picked up the phone and dialed.

         “Hello?” Her voice hit a note inside him that resonated through his entire body.

         “You called?” he asked, clearing his throat.

         “Yes. I hope I didn’t disturb you.”

         “You didn’t. Is everything okay?”

         “Everything’s fine. I just wanted to thank you for earlier. For watching the flower shop.”

         “Don’t tell anyone, okay?” He heard the drop of his voice, unintentionally flirtatious and completely out of his control.

         “Oops. I already spoke to Serena Gibbs at the news station. Your lapse of the tough-guy act will be on the evening news at five.”

         Alex laughed. It felt good, like all the pent-up tension he tended to carry around just rolled right off his shoulders. “You don’t have to thank me. I didn’t mind.”

         “Well, if I can ever return the favor, let me know.”

         He had a few ideas that he kept to himself. “How’s Theo?”

         “He’s going to school tomorrow, and if he wants to be able to read his books this weekend, he’ll stay all day.”

         “When I was in school, the threat was making me read books, not taking them away,” Alex said.

         “Well, Theo is not your normal child.”

         Alex already knew this about young Theo. Tuck had informed Alex of the boy’s emotional issues. It only made sense. Theo had been through a lot in his young life. “I’m happy to help any time you need it,” he said. “No thanks necessary.”

         “Well, I’ll, um, see you around.” There was a hesitation in her voice that had him wondering if she had more to say. There was always more to say between them though. Things unspoken, at least on his part. “Have a good rest of your day.”

         “You too.” He hung up the phone and then looked up when someone knocked on his open door.

         “Was that my sister you were on the phone with?” Tuck asked.

         Alex cleared his throat and straightened in his office chair. “What tipped you off?”

         Tuck chuckled. “Your body language. The only time you ever look vulnerable, like someone stands a chance at taking you down, is when she’s around.”

         This wasn’t the first time Tuck had called Alex out on having a thing for his sister. Alex had always denied it, of course. It wasn’t something he could act on. Back in school, he’d held back because of his friendship with Tuck. A guy didn’t go after his best friend’s little sister. It was an unspoken rule, and Alex had never been a rule breaker. Then Halona had married Ted, and they’d had a child.

         Even though she was no longer married, she still had a lot on her shoulders. She wasn’t available for dating. That didn’t stop Alex from checking in on her every now and then though. Or from the occasional fantasy that he couldn’t seem to help entertaining.

         “You’d think I threatened you to stay away or something,” Tuck continued, oblivious to Alex’s sidetracked thoughts. “I’m completely okay with you dating Halona if you need my permission.”

         Alex frowned, wishing Tuck had closed the door to his office before ribbing him. Tammy had uncanny hearing, and she teased Alex harder than anyone else in his life. “I don’t want to date your sister,” Alex lied. If things were different, he’d ask her out, and he didn’t think he’d lose interest in her after one or two dates. “Did you come here to spy on me or was there something else?”

         Tuck nodded. “You haven’t been to the Tipsy Tavern with us in a while. You’ve been putting me off when I call. So, since my ten o’clock patient canceled their physical therapy appointment this morning, I thought I’d come down here to hassle you in person.”

         “I have a lot on my plate,” Alex said with a shake of his head.

         Tuck lowered his voice and leaned over Alex’s desk. “I know it’s a hard time of year for you, man. You don’t have to deal with things on your own though. You have friends you can lean on.”

         Tuck was talking about Alex’s father, and he was right. The month of December seemed to suck Alex in every year. While everyone else celebrated and seemed consumed by joy, Alex was swept away by the past.

         He sighed heavily, not wanting to discuss this right now. It was too early in the day. “I’m fine. Just let me know the next time you go out, and I’ll meet you.”

         “Great.” Tuck straightened. “Maybe Mitch can pull himself away from Kaitlyn long enough to hang out with us too. Might be nice for her and Josie to get together for one of their movie marathons at the inn while we knock back some beers.” Josie was Tuck’s fiancée. After losing his wife to cancer, Tuck deserved some happiness in his love life. Mitch too. Alex was glad for both of them. Maybe he was also a bit jealous, but none of the women in town caught his interest. None but one.

         “Sounds good.”

         Tuck pointed a finger. “I’ll call you about it. No backing out.”

         “I won’t.” Alex waved as Tuck left his office. A minute later, he listened to Tammy say goodbye to Tuck on the way out of the building.

         Alex leaned back in his chair and expelled a heavy breath. Maybe going out with the guys one night soon would be good, especially as the anniversary of his father’s death approached. It’d been eleven years, and no new evidence or witnesses had come forward. The case probably wouldn’t be solved this Christmas either, but it was the season of hope, even if Alex’s was dwindling more each December.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Theo was finally asleep, but who knew how long that would last?

         Halona sat at the kitchen table with a cup of herbal tea. She had a book in front of her that she’d ordered from the local bookstore. Unspeakable: How to Help Your Child with Selective Mutism. It wasn’t the first book that she’d read on her son’s diagnosis, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. She’d also scoured the internet and had Theo in counseling. But was it enough?

         She sipped her tea and opened the book to the page she’d bookmarked earlier and started reading where she’d left off. She already knew the facts. Selective mutism wasn’t an inability to speak. It was considered an anxiety disorder. Theo had always been timid, but his speech development had been normal until his father’s death. After Ted’s skiing accident, Theo had slowly stopped talking to acquaintances, his peers, and then his own family. Now he didn’t even speak to her. His therapist, Dr. Charwood, called it progressive mutism. It didn’t mean he would never talk, but there was no guarantee that he would either.

         He will, Halona told herself. She wouldn’t rest until she’d helped her son get back to normal, whatever that was.

         The words blurred as she stared at the page, and her focus scattered along with her thoughts. At first, she’d assumed Theo’s withdrawal was a phase. Part of the grief process. Then she’d gotten worried after weeks of not hearing his voice. She’d even threatened to punish him before taking him to counseling and realizing what was going on. Now she just felt helpless. She wanted to do something, anything, to make him better.

         Halona closed the book and then reached for her laptop instead, opening a browser and looking for something, anything, to rest her mind before bed. After checking her email, she went to one of her favorite blog sites called Two Peas & Their Pod. She loved all the fun recommendations for shopping and family outings but especially the recipes. The blog even had a new cookbook that Halona had been drooling over.

         Halona clicked on the link and hesitated only a moment before ordering. It wasn’t exactly impulse shopping, considering that she’d been wanting the cookbook for a while. Maybe she and Theo could find a new cookie recipe to make together during the holidays.

         She continued to peruse the site, stopping short when she heard Theo’s cry down the hall. She jumped up from the table and hurried to his bedroom. He’d only made it an hour before his first nightmare. That didn’t bode well for the night ahead.

         Stroking his black hair off his forehead, she watched his shadowed face contort and flinch in the darkness. She waited for him to speak. Sometimes he did when he was dreaming. His voice was sweet and small, just like she remembered. She hung on every word, even though he was troubled by whatever thoughts or memories were circulating in his mind.

         “Daddy,” he finally cried quietly. “No, Daddy.”

         Was he dreaming about Ted’s death? Or about things he’d seen before?

         No. She’d made sure that Theo never witnessed any of Ted’s violence. Theo wouldn’t have understood. Neither had Alex, but only because Ted had made Halona promise not to tell anyone that he was sick. Ted was a proud man who’d risen above poor circumstances to become a local football star. His NFL career had only lasted a couple of years before his last head injury. He was a success story in town, and people admired him. Ted didn’t want that to be shadowed by his diagnosis or spiraling behaviors. He loved being a hero and never wanted to be seen as weak.

         Halona tried not to blame him for that. She’d admired so much more about her late ex than his athletic ability though. He was a great dad and husband, and he’d fought against the medical challenges he faced just as fiercely as he had fought on the football field. This was the one field where he couldn’t win, however.

         “Daddy, don’t go!” Theo whimpered in his sleep.

         Halona swallowed painfully. “It’s okay, Theo,” she whispered even though he was still asleep and she wasn’t sure he could hear her. “Shh, shh. Everything is all right.”

         Eventually, Theo’s breathing pattern evened out, and his body relaxed into the mattress. Once he’d returned to a peaceful sleep, she got up and walked down the hall to her own bed. She hoped sleep would find her fast. She needed as much rest as she could get before Theo woke again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Oh, this sketch is just gorgeous!” Carrie Summers said the next day, standing with her sister Maggie in the Little Shop of Flowers. Halona had spent the last couple of days creating a blueprint of sorts for the bride-to-be’s upcoming wedding bouquet.

         “Are you sure?” Halona asked.

         “Absolutely. This is perfect!”

         A thread of pride weaved through Halona. She loved pleasing her customers and rarely ever got a complaint. When she did, it was usually from her clients who couldn’t be pleased even if Halona cut her flowers fresh from the royal gardens in England. “Wonderful. I’ll prepare the bouquet and other arrangements on Friday morning to ensure freshness. Then I’ll set up the church that evening before your rehearsal.”

         “What do you need me to do?” Carrie asked.

         Halona shrugged. “The only thing a bride has to do on her wedding day is arrive on time and say I do.”

         Carrie tsked. “I wish that were true. I’m juggling a ton of appointments this week to make sure everything goes off without a hitch. I’m also hosting relatives as they arrive. My parents are divorced and argue nonstop when they’re together. Keeping things civil between them is going to be a challenge. I keep telling Jacob we should’ve just eloped.”

         Halona had done that with Ted. They hadn’t wanted to waste time in planning an event, because Ted had been so busy with football obligations. Even so, their wedding day had been full of hope and promises—all broken toward the end of their marriage.

         “When you’re eighty years old and looking back on your life,” Carrie’s sister, Maggie, said, “you’ll be happy to have pictures of the wedding.”

         Pictures. All this fuss for the sake of an album. Of course, in Halona’s heart, she knew it was more than just that. She loved weddings. She really did. A large part of her business revolved around supporting the happy union of two people in love. A big, beautiful wedding day didn’t equal a perfect life though. Falling in love was the easy part. Things got hard after the I do.

         Halona watched as Carrie looked down at the sketch once more. Her client hadn’t specified which type of flowers she’d wanted, only that the colors be reflective of the upcoming holidays. Her bridesmaids were wearing deep crimson gowns. Halona had designed the bouquet to match, using blush and ivory roses with dark berries interspersed. In her sketch, she’d been careful to place the berries deep inside the arrangement to make sure they didn’t rub on Carrie’s dress on Saturday. The arrangement would be tied with a lovely ivory ribbon.

         “It’s just beautiful,” Carrie said with a bright bride-to-be smile.

         “I’m glad you’re happy.”

         “Everything looks perfect. I’ll see you soon.”

         Halona nodded. “Yes, you will.”

         “Now we’re off to Taste of Heaven to make sure Brenna is all set with the catering for the reception.”

         Brenna McConnell owned A Taste of Heaven Catering, which was located at the opposite end of the downtown strip of stores from the Little Shop of Flowers. She and Halona grew up together but had only become close friends as adults. Halona enjoyed her company when she stopped in the shop, and they texted back and forth on an almost daily basis.

         “Brenna is one of the most organized people I know. I’m sure she has everything set for your special day.”

         Carrie shrugged her shoulders to her ears and clasped her hands at her chest. “I’m just so excited.”

         “As you should be.” Halona waved goodbye as the women exited her store and then her vision snagged on a familiar face walking outside. Alex stopped midstride and glanced inside her window, pinning his gaze on her. After a moment, he lifted his hand and waved.

         Halona returned the gesture and mentally chanted, Keep walking, keep walking, keep walking. True to his nature not to be told what to do, however, Alex walked right into her store.

         “Good morning,” he said as the bell chimed overhead.

         “Hi.” She fiddled nervously with some ribbon on her counter. “How are you?”

         He glanced around her shop, seemingly interested in the flowers on display. “Good. Just on my way to get a coffee and then go to the post office.”

         Her gaze fell to his empty hands. “But you don’t have a package.”

         “Yeah. I need to find one. It’s a ploy to check on Sharlene.” His gaze sharpened when he looked at her.

         She didn’t have to ask why he needed to check on Sharlene and didn’t like knowing that he automatically put her in the same “victim” category. Halona wasn’t a victim and never had been.

         “Got anything that needs to be shipped?” Alex asked. “I’ll take it for you.”

         “I do, actually.” She shook her head. “I already owe you for watching the store yesterday though.”

         “Letting me send off your package would be doing me a favor. We’d call it even.”

         Yeah, right. She wasn’t sure which direction the scale was tipping these days, but she was positive that this gesture wouldn’t make them even. “Just give me a second.” She walked to the back room to retrieve the package she’d prepared for a childhood best friend. Then she walked into the front room and laid the package on the counter. “Ground shipping is fine. Let me get some cash from my purse.”

         Alex held out a hand. “You’re doing me a favor here, remember? I’ll pay.” He took the box and looked at the address. “How is Marlena these days?”

         “Good.” Halona and Marlena had many a sleepover while Tuck, Mitch, and Alex had done the same at her parents’ house. Halona hadn’t realized it at the time but her parents were saints for entertaining simultaneous sleepovers so often. “She’s planning to come down for Kaitlyn and Mitch’s wedding after Christmas. I can’t wait to see her,” Halona told him. “It’s been a long time.”

         Alex nodded. “I’d love to say hello. Let me know when she arrives.”

         “As if anyone enters your town without you knowing it,” Halona said.

         Alex gave a half shrug. “That used to be true until Josie’s article about Sweetwater Springs increased the tourism here last year.”

         “And sales for me,” Halona pointed out. “Which is good because Theo’s wish list gets longer every Christmas.”

         Alex hugged the package to his side. “I’m hitting the café first. Do you want a coffee?”

         Halona held up a hand. “I’ve reached my caffeine limit for today. If I have too much, my hands get shaky with the shears.”

         “That doesn’t sound good.” He chuckled and took a few steps toward the exit.

         She couldn’t wait for him to leave almost as much as she hated to see him go. Were these unexpected visits from Alex a ploy to check on her just like he was checking on Sharlene? If so, she didn’t need a protector. What she needed was a way to get through to her son, and while Alex could offer her coffee and free package delivery, Halona seriously doubted he could give her that.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The post office was at the end of the string of stores downtown. The coffee in Alex’s hand served two purposes: It woke him up and it made it appear less like he was here for the sole reason of checking on Sharlene and more like a casual coincidence.

         He juggled the package and the coffee to open the door to the post office and headed toward the front counter.

         Buck Miller grinned wide. “Hey, Chief Baker.”

         Alex returned the smile, all the while looking for evidence of Sharlene. “Good morning. Just you working the counter today?”

         Buck’s smile slid away. The older man was sharp minded. He likely knew exactly why Alex was here. “I’m afraid Sharlene is out sick today.”

         “I see,” Alex said, his worry kicking up a notch.

         “Not sure if she’ll be back tomorrow or not.” Buck took the package that Alex had set on the counter, weighed it, and printed out a label that he placed on the front.

         Alex pulled out his wallet and paid the shipping cost.

         “Is that all?” Buck asked.

         Alex took a sip from his coffee. “For now. I might have more to send off tomorrow.”

         Buck nodded, seeming to understand. “I’ll look forward to seeing you, Chief.”

         Alex left the post office and got into his SUV. He sat behind the wheel for a long moment with his cup of coffee, contemplating what to do.

         Tony Anderson worked at the local mill. Sharlene would likely be home alone. It wasn’t exactly the chief of police’s job to check on the sick, but neither was a long list of other things that Alex found himself doing during the day.

         He cranked his vehicle and drove to Pine Cone Lane. The Andersons lived in the last house on the cul-de-sac. As Alex rounded the bend and saw their house, his gut twisted. Tony’s white pickup truck was parked out front, but thankfully there was no one outside to see Alex.

         Alex’s jaw clenched as he slowed. If he turned around and left, he might be leaving Sharlene in a dangerous situation. If he stopped, he might be putting her in more danger.

         Following his instincts, he pulled in behind Tony’s truck and headed toward the front door. He listened before knocking, hearing no sign of distress inside. After he rapped his knuckles on the door, a dog started barking excitedly.

         It sounded ferocious, but Alex knew that the puppy, which appeared to be a cross between a German shepherd and a border collie, was harmless.

         Tony barked louder than the dog inside. “Shut up!”

         Anger knotted in Alex’s chest. Most of the citizens in Sweetwater Springs were good, honest, respectable people. Tony Anderson, however, was an unhappy, mean-spirited, nasty guy. And Alex was pretty sure he used more than his words to lash out at those who lived under his roof.

         The door opened, and Tony looked at Alex. Tony was tall and thin. He had a thick five o’clock shadow covering his face, and his breath smelled of whiskey even at the safe four feet of distance between them.

         “What do you want?” Tony asked with a sneer.

         Alex gave a curt nod. “Good morning to you too.” The puppy that had barked excitedly a minute before peeked at him from behind Tony’s legs, its head held low in the shadows. “I heard Sharlene was sick. I came to check on her.”

         Tony folded his arms at his chest. “She’s my wife. I’ll take care of her.”

         “I wanted to make sure she was okay,” Alex said pointedly.

         “She is.” Tony puffed out his chest beneath his folded arms. “And unless you have a warrant, you aren’t coming inside my house.”

         Alex gritted his teeth. “Why would I have a warrant to visit a sick townsperson?”

         Tony shrugged a nonchalant shoulder. “The thing about being sick is if you get too close, you might find yourself sick too.”

         Alex shifted restlessly on his feet. His fists reflexively balled, and he dropped his keys accidentally. When he did, the puppy came forward to sniff the item. It put its nose to Alex’s keys and then whined softly as Tony grabbed its collar and yanked it back.

         “Get out of here, mutt!”

         Alex bent to pick up his keys, keeping his gaze trained on Tony the whole time. “He was just seeing if my keys were bacon flavored. He looks a little hungry,” he said as he straightened.

         “None of your business if my dog is hungry or not. Or if my wife is sick.”

         Alex shoved his keys into his pocket to free up his hands just in case he needed to protect himself. “Sharlene’s a friend. I check on friends who are sick.”

         “You aren’t fooling anyone, Chief. And you aren’t coming inside so I suggest you get in your vehicle and get out of my driveway.”

         The dog inched forward and poked its head out from the side of Tony’s leg once more. This time, Tony knocked it back with the heel of his shoe.

         “Easy there,” Alex warned.

         “It was an accident. The dog ran into my foot.” Tony cocked his head to one side. Then he stepped off the threshold and onto the porch to stand just inches from Alex. “I’d hate for you to have an accident, too, and maybe trip down those steps.”

         Alex shook his head. “Threatening a police officer can get you thrown in jail, Tony.” And if Alex’s gut was correct, that’s exactly where Tony belonged.

         “Threatening me, Chief? If you lock me up, you better lock up my uncle too. You know how he feels about family.”

         Alex knew the senior Anderson well, although Steve didn’t live in the Sweetwater Springs jurisdiction these days.

         The puppy limped back onto the porch. Before Tony could act, Alex pushed a hand to his chest. “You’re not hurting that dog again.”

         Tony’s face was just a couple of inches from his. “Get your hands off me.”

         “Matter of fact, animal cruelty is against the law. I’m going to need to take you down to the station for questioning.”

         “You serious?” Tony scoffed. “I barely touched it. Am I under arrest?”

         “Not yet.” Alex was sure any good lawyer could probably have Tony released from police custody within hours, but he’d worry about that later. The adorable puppy couldn’t protect itself, and detaining Tony would give Alex time to have a chat with Sharlene—if she was willing to talk this time.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Theo had been in the therapist’s office for the last hour. Halona usually brought him once a week while her mom closed up shop. Now that Theo felt comfortable with Dr. Natalie Charwood, Halona sat in the waiting room while Theo went in alone.

         This was technically free time for her. She usually brought a book, even though she rarely ever read it. She couldn’t concentrate long enough to get through one page. Instead, she watched the clock, checked her phone, watched the clock some more, and mentally begged for something to click inside that room to bring her boy back.

         In some ways, he was the same old Theo. He still smiled and laughed. He still loved to snuggle up with her and watch movies during the weekends with a huge bowl of popcorn. It was mostly the nightmares and the no-talking thing that worried her.

         Halona’s phone beeped on her lap. She lifted it, thankful for any distraction, and giggled at a text from Brenna—a GIF of a woman fanning herself. You should be here with the LDO. It’s EXTREMELY HOT!

         Brenna was, of course, speaking of the Ladies’ Day Out group that she was involved with. The group of women picked an activity and went out a couple of times a month. Halona’s mom was also in the group and had been bugging Halona to get involved for a while. Now Brenna also pleaded the case. Sometimes people didn’t understand the single-parent life. It wasn’t as easy as just leaving Theo with a random babysitter, especially when he wouldn’t talk.

         Halona stared at her phone, confusion making her eyes squint as she tried to remember what her mom had told her the LDO would be doing this afternoon.

         Aren’t you eating hot fudge sundaes at Dawanda’s Fudge Shop? Halona asked.

         
            We are. And guess who just walked in?

         

         Who? Halona texted back.

         
            Chief Frisky.

         

         Halona was still squinting, this time because she had no idea who Brenna was talking about. Who is that?

         You haven’t heard the story? Brenna texted back. How is that possible?…I’ve failed you as a friend. Let’s have coffee at the Sweetwater Café in the morning before we open our shops…I need to see your face for this!

         Halona laughed out loud in the empty waiting room, the sound filling up the silence. Sounds good! But at least tell me who Chief Frisky is.

         
            Alex Baker, of course. Who else? See you tomorrow!

         

         Halona should’ve been tipped off by the word chief. It was the adjective frisky that threw her. Alex, frisky? She texted back a quick goodbye and then found herself needing a distraction from the mention of Alex. Some part of her wished she was with the LDO right now, seeing him. And she didn’t want to wait to hear the story behind his nickname either. That definitely had sparked her interest.

         She glanced around the room, and her eye caught on a pile of pamphlets nearby. She reached for one, reading the announcement of a new community program on the front.

         Mentor Match.

         Sweetwater Springs was always coming up with new events and programs to help the community. This one was geared toward kids in need of a role model. It offered once-a-week, one-on-one attention by an adult who’d had a background check and was good with kids.

         Theo might benefit from something like this, she thought.

         The door to the office area opened, and Halona looked up. “Hey, buddy,” she said as Theo came walking toward her. “Did you have fun?”

         He gave an enthusiastic nod, his dark hair falling onto his forehead.

         “Great.” She stood and pointed to the chair that she’d just been sitting in. “You can sit here and read while I chat with Dr. Charwood for a moment, okay?”

         He gave another happy nod.

         Once he was settled, Halona stepped out of earshot and lowered her voice. “Anything?”

         Dr. Charwood smiled warmly. “It was a good session. He drew and we played LEGOs. I know it doesn’t feel like anything is happening, but Theo is working through things at his own pace. Having another adult that isn’t family is sometimes helpful.”

         “I agree.” Halona held up the pamphlet. “What do you think about me signing Theo up for this new Mentor Match program?”

         Dr. Charwood glanced down at the material in Halona’s hand. “I wasn’t sure you’d be interested in that. Honestly, I think it could go either way, depending on who Theo gets matched with. I could put in a call to Jessica Everson, who’s running the program, and see if she has any spots left for mentees.”

         Halona nodded, feeling a spark of hope ignite inside her chest. She’d thought she’d exhausted every resource, but here was a new one. “That would be wonderful.”

         Dr. Charwood retreated into her office and brought out some paperwork. “While we wait to hear back from Jessica, here is some paperwork to complete for the program.”

         “Thank you.” Halona hugged it to her chest. After saying goodbye, she and Theo walked through the parking lot, got in the car, and drove toward their home on Cedar Trail. “Good session?” she asked, glancing in the rearview mirror.

         Theo answered with a smile. He was a happy boy on the outside, and no matter what, Halona would make sure he was the same on the inside too.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Alex tugged on the collar of his shirt as he headed out of Dawanda’s Fudge Shop with his bag of goodies. He hadn’t missed that the women inside were staring and whispering about him. He looked down at his shirt to see if there was a stain of some sort. Then he checked his pants to see if there was an embarrassing rip that would warrant their undivided attention. As far as he could see, there was nothing.

         He stopped at the bench outside and untied the leash of the little dog he’d confiscated from Tony and Sharlene Anderson’s house earlier today. After swinging by the animal shelter and seeing the full cages and lonesome stares between the bars, he hadn’t had the heart to leave the puppy there. So, somehow, Alex had found himself temporarily fostering the little guy until the court decided if it would be returned to Tony.

         Not happening.

         Alex opened the brown paper bag of fudge and pulled out a piece, popping it into his mouth. The small dog looked up with large, wishful eyes. “Sorry, pal. Chocolate is bad for dogs,” he said as he and the pup walked down Main Street. “Besides, you shouldn’t be hungry after that huge bowl of food I gave you earlier.” Alex had never seen a puppy scarf down a bowl of kibbles so quickly. That made him wonder how long the little guy had gone without. “You need a name,” he told the pup as they walked. “Whatever Tony was calling you probably wasn’t ideal…Comet? What about Pete?”

         The dog seemed to roll his eyes as it looked up at him. Then, as if finding something better to attend to, he ran slightly ahead of Alex.

         Alex looked up, seeing Theo first. Halona was a couple of steps behind and…the puppy was right. She was definitely worth attending to.

         “You got a puppy?” she asked as Theo dropped to his knees on the pavement and loved on the currently unnamed dog.

         “Not exactly. I took this little guy from a bad situation this morning. I’m taking care of him until the court rules on where he goes next.”

         “Poor little guy,” Halona said as a gentle breeze blew dark pieces of her hair around her face.

         It took all his willpower not to take his finger and swipe those strands off her cheeks. That wasn’t the way he and Halona acted with each other though, not in real life at least. How they behaved together in his mind, however, was a different story. He looked down at the puppy. “I’ve never had a dog before, but I’m pretty sure I can do a better job than Tony.”

         Alex looked up to meet Halona’s widened eyes. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you who the owner was.”

         She smiled. “I won’t tell. Besides, I’d already figured it out. I saw Sharlene walking a puppy who looked a lot like this one the other day.”

         He nodded, feeling a touch of guilt. It wasn’t just Tony’s pet he’d taken. It was Sharlene Anderson’s too. “Have you by chance seen Sharlene today?”

         Halona thought for a second. “No, I don’t think so. Why?”

         “She wasn’t at work, and when I stopped by her house this afternoon, no one answered the door.” That was after Alex had taken Tony to the station for another officer to question while he returned to their home on Pine Cone Lane. Either Sharlene was home and pretending she wasn’t or she’d left town. Maybe she’d finally decided to leave Tony.

         “I hope she’s okay,” Halona said quietly.

         “Me too.” But Alex’s gut was usually pretty accurate about people in trouble, and Sharlene fell into that category. Halona didn’t these days. She had a lot on her shoulders, that was easy enough to see, but she seemed to be doing well. Still, Alex felt the need to keep coming around and checking on her.

         “All right, Theo.” Halona tapped Theo’s shoulder. “We need to get home and make dinner, and Chief Baker needs to go home and make room for his new puppy.”

         “It’s just temporary,” Alex clarified.

         Halona grinned as she finally lifted a hand and secured her hair behind her ear the way he’d been itching to do for the last several minutes. “You might realize you like having a dog, Chief Baker. You never know.”

         Alex seriously doubted it. He liked being able to go home after a long day at the office and relax without needing to cater to another’s needs. At least that was the story he told himself. The truth was he wouldn’t mind catering to the right pet or person’s needs.

         His gaze snagged on Halona, and he shook the start of a risky thought away. His head told him she wasn’t the right person, but there was a disconnect between his head and his racing heart. Something about Halona Locklear had always short-circuited that connection.

         “See you later,” she called, taking Theo’s hand. Theo waved enthusiastically. The kid had always seemed to like him but Alex thought maybe he’d gained a few points by having a puppy in tow. Perhaps that would also work for some of the folks in town whose bad side he’d gotten on lately by upholding the law no matter the perpetrator.

         “Have a good dinner,” Alex called as he watched them leave. Then he forced himself to keep walking in the opposite direction and not glance back at Halona, even though he really wanted to.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Halona dragged herself into the kitchen—because skipping dinner was only an option for singles, not doting mothers. With the busy week she’d had so far, however, she hadn’t had time to go grocery shopping. The shelves and drawers of her fridge were practically bare. Hard as she tried, she wasn’t winning the Mom-of-the-Year award anytime soon.

         The doorbell rang, pulling her from her small pity party. Maybe her thoughts were on speed dial, and it was the pizza delivery guy that she hadn’t yet called. She walked through the front of the house and opened the door.

         “My arms are too full to hug you,” Lula said in lieu of hello. She was instead carrying a large pot of something that smelled delicious.

         Better than pizza. “What do you have?” Halona asked, opening the door wider so that her mom could step inside.

         “Oh, you know, I was cooking and made too much. I thought you and Theo might be hungry.”

         Halona closed the door behind her and followed her to the kitchen. “You sure you weren’t worried that I was starving my son?”

         Theo looked up from the kitchen table where he was drawing. Seeing his grandma, he jumped up and darted toward her. Once upon a time he would’ve ran while shouting, Elisi, Elisi! That was the Cherokee word for grandmother, something Lula had taught him as soon as he’d started talking.

         “Hold on,” Halona told him. “Let Elisi Lula put whatever she has in her hands down first. I’m guessing that’s our dinner.”

         Lula placed it on the kitchen counter and then turned and opened her arms to Theo. Theo adored his elisi Lula, and she thought he hung the moon every night. They had quite the bond, these two. Theo needed more than a doting grandmother and a tired mom though. Maybe the Mentor Match would fill that need for him.

         “Mom, this looks amazing,” she said as she lifted the lid to the pot of sweet corn succotash. “There’s enough here for a small tribe.”

         Lula was a community educator, and she loved to teach the people in Sweetwater Springs about her Cherokee heritage. The dances, songs, language, folk stories, and especially the food. “Your dad is on his own tonight. I told him I’m eating with you two. If that’s okay.”

         Tom Locklear wasn’t Cherokee and, as such, didn’t usually share Lula’s passion for food and communing. They couldn’t have been more opposite, but it didn’t matter. Love was what bound them, and Halona had never questioned her parents’ happiness.

         Halona shook her head as she looked from her mom to the pot of food.

         “No?” Lula asked.

         Halona laughed softly. “Yes, of course. Having you over for dinner would be wonderful. I’m just shaking my head at the week I’ve had,” she said as she took the pot to the stove and turned the burner on. “Theo, go get your notebook,” she called over her shoulder. “I’m sure Elisi Lula would love to see your artwork.” She waited until he was out of earshot before saying anything more.

         Halona turned to face her mother. “This dinner is so appreciated. Some weeks I feel like I’m all by myself and barely scraping by. But this week, I’ve gotten help in unexpected ways.”

         “Oh?” Lula took a seat at the barstool. “Like what?”

         “Well, Theo left school sick yesterday. And, um, someone stayed and watched the store for me while I picked him up.” Heat tore through Halona’s body, and she regretted even bringing the topic up because her mom was as caring as she was nosy.

         “It’s not like you to let just anyone run your store. Who was it?” Lula asked. She was the only person that Halona ever trusted to run the shop.

         Halona returned her focus to the pot full of beans, scallions, peppers, and corn. “Alex Baker,” she said, keeping her voice neutral.

         “Oh?” Her mom’s tone lifted with a hopeful note. It was no secret that Lula loved Tuck’s best friends, Mitch and Alex. Between the two of them, Mitch got her brother in trouble and Alex was the one who got them both back in line, winning the greater favor in Lula’s eyes.

         “It was no big deal,” Halona continued. “It’s just unexpected help.”

         “That’s quite a favor for a busy police chief,” Lula said. “What was he even doing in your shop?”

         Halona glanced over her shoulder. “Oh, well, he came by to order an arrangement for the wife of one of his officers.”

         “That was awfully nice of him,” Lula said with a knowing look in her eye. Whatever she thought she knew was wrong though. Or mostly wrong.

         “Yes, it was.” Halona faced her mom. “When I got back to the shop with Theo, he just ran right up to Alex and gave him a huge hug.”

         “Maybe Theo is missing a male influence in his life. It would be natural for a boy to think about his father, especially this close to Christmas.”

         Halona nodded. “He’s been calling out for his daddy during his nightmares lately.”

         Lula leaned forward and propped her elbows on the counter. “When I was growing up on the reservation, we used to do a seven-day cleanse after someone died.”

         “Mom, it’s been two years since Ted’s accident, and I didn’t grow up on the reservation.”

         “I know.” Lula held up a hand. “You and Tuck don’t keep to most of the tribal traditions, and I’m not suggesting that you do a cleanse. It was part of our tribe’s grief process though. We allowed ourselves to mourn before moving on. I’m certainly not telling you how to mother, but I don’t think Theo has had that chance.”

         “He has therapy sessions every week,” Halona pointed out.

         “And yet he’s still holding everything in along with his words.”

         Halona stirred the contents of the pot as she considered what her mom was saying. “Maybe so. But I’ve exhausted everything I can think of. I don’t even know what to do anymore.”

         “This is just a suggestion but you could talk about Ted. The person, not the football star that everyone else in town remembers.”

         Ted was so much more complicated than the sports hero everyone admired. Halona didn’t talk about him much, because along with the good memories came the bad.

         Lula cleared her throat, gaining Halona’s attention. “Maybe Theo needs to see his mom moving on as well.”

         “Mom…”

         “Maybe not today, but you can’t stay single forever. Tuck found love again after Renee.”

         Halona’s brother had a different story though. His wife had died of cancer, and he didn’t have a child to raise. Ted had divorced Halona before his death. He’d said that she and Theo were better off without him. She hated to admit that sometimes she thought maybe he was right. Ted was having a harder time controlling his angry outbursts, and the medication that the doctors prescribed wasn’t helping.

         Theo padded back into the kitchen with his notebook and climbed up on the stool beside his grandma. He slid the notebook in front of her.

         “Want me to take a look?” Lula asked, thankfully dropping the subject of Halona’s dating life. Theo nodded at his elisi Lula.

         Halona continued to absently stir their dinner as it heated on the stove, the aroma of spices wafting under her nose and making her stomach twist with hunger. Had she eaten lunch today? She’d made sure that Theo had, but she thought maybe she’d forgotten herself.

         “Oh, I like that one.” Lula pointed at a drawing that Halona couldn’t quite make out across the distance. “And that one.” Lula continued to flip the pages, oohing and aahing. Dr. Charwood had come up with this idea. Theo used his notebook to draw pictures and write what he wanted to communicate.

         Lula stopped on the page where Theo had drawn a picture of Alex with the puppy he was temporarily fostering and glanced up at Halona with that knowing look in her eyes again.

         What in the world did she think she knew?

         “It seems everyone in the Locklear family enjoys Chief Baker’s company,” Lula said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Alex climbed into his vehicle and drove to his home. He lived on a large lot surrounded by mature trees that provided shade during the summer months. During the winter months, such as now, they seemed to wrap him and his house into their cozy crook and insulate them from the cold. The puppy darted up the front porch steps, tail wagging and already acting like this was his new home.

         Don’t get attached, pal.

         Alex opened the door, and the pup ran inside. No one had offered to take the puppy home, but one of the officers at the station had given Alex a Ziploc bag of dog food. Alex walked into the kitchen and grabbed a mixing bowl to pour the contents of the baggie into. Then he set up a water bowl. When he was done catering to his temporary houseguest, he turned to the refrigerator and briefly considered opening it up. The fudge had hit the spot though. When he was younger, his mom would’ve had words about him counting his treat from Dawanda’s Fudge Shop as dinner, but he was a grown man and his mom lived in Florida now. He needed to call her, but he was too drained to do so tonight. Too drained to stand behind the stove or grill either.

         Instead, he grabbed the case file he’d brought home with him and headed onto the back porch to allow the puppy time to run around the yard and get acquainted with the squirrels who were still stowing away acorns for the winter. The squirrels taunted the pup in the same way that this file taunted him.

         He sat at the table on his deck and leaned back in his chair, propping one foot over the opposite knee. Then he opened the file. He knew it inside and out, had every word memorized. And still, some days, he thought maybe, just maybe, he’d happen upon a clue, see it in a different way, and the entire mystery of his father’s death would finally be solved.

         Alex had just graduated from the police academy and couldn’t wait to work under his dad’s command, but he’d never gotten that opportunity. The following weekend, his father was run down in the street. The vehicle, a truck, had accelerated prior to impact. His father was knocked a hundred feet from his police cruiser, which was pulled to the side of the road. He’d just stopped someone to inform them of a broken taillight. That car had already driven off, leaving no witnesses to whatever happened. He’d been found lying inches deep in the new fallen snow just a few days before Christmas.

         It wasn’t an accident. It was intentional. How could Alex be a good cop, the chief of police, if he couldn’t even solve his own father’s murder?

         A few feet away, the puppy barked ferociously at a silvery-gray rabbit that sprinted across the lawn and disappeared into the woods. He didn’t chase after it, just guarded what he regarded as his turf.

         Alex returned his attention to the file. He’d already interviewed the driver, Granger Fields, whom his father had pulled over for the broken taillight just minutes before his death. His father had informed him of the light and let him go on his merry way. Granger hadn’t seen anything. Even so, Alex would pay him another visit sometime in the next week. Granger and his father owned Merry Mountain Farms. He wasn’t a suspect, wasn’t even a witness, but he was the last person to see Alex’s father before the hit and run.

         Alex continued thumbing through the contents of the file, stopping on the picture of his dad’s shoe in the snow where it had landed after impact. This particular piece of evidence had always bothered him. Only one shoe had been found on the scene. The other was missing, and there’d been footprints leading to and away from his dad’s body. Whoever hit his dad had stopped to check on him. Then, for a reason Alex couldn’t explain, the perp had taken one of his father’s shoes. Why?

         The prints in the snow had been useless. Other prints had trampled over them as passersby came to help his father. Then the paramedics had rushed him to the hospital.

         Alex had already interviewed those passersby and the paramedics, more than once. He sighed, his breath coming out in a white puff. He could interview the emergency crew again, but they’d tell him the same thing. His father had been unconscious the whole time he was in the ambulance; he hadn’t said a word. The detectives working the case had found no evidence on his dad’s clothing either. Every lead was a dead end.

         The last document in the file was something Alex had only added last year. It was a list of all the cases his father had been working at his time of death. Maybe whoever hit him had a vendetta. He’d checked out everyone on the list, but only one name stood out.

         Steve Anderson.

         Steve was Tony Anderson’s uncle. Alex had interviewed him last year, and his gut told him there was more than Steve was saying. For the most part, Steve was quiet these days. Alex couldn’t get a search warrant without probable cause, and Steve had an alibi for the evening that Alex’s dad was hit. He’d also been none too happy about Alex coming around and questioning him.

         Too bad. Alex would be paying Steve another visit this year. He’d also check that alibi once more, looking for discrepancies. And maybe, just maybe, he’d find a reason to get a search warrant to tear apart Steve Anderson’s home.

         An incoming text got Alex’s attention. It was from Brian Everson. The good mayor apparently wasn’t going to give up.

         
            I’ll be in my office most of the morning tomorrow. Come by first thing.

         

         When Alex had seen Brian at the café, the request to talk had sounded more like an invitation. This sounded like a direct order, and coming from someone who was technically Alex’s boss, he couldn’t ignore it.

         Alex frowned. Being summoned to the mayor’s office sat about as well with him as Steve Anderson’s flimsy alibi.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         The next morning, Halona stepped inside the Sweetwater Café and breathed in the heavy aroma of freshly brewed coffee. She spotted Brenna already seated at a table in the corner, nursing her own beverage. In fairness, Halona was running about ten minutes late. She’d had to drop Theo off at school and then run home to fetch the lunch box that he’d forgotten.

         Halona stepped up to the counter and smiled at the café owner.

         “Good morning, Halona,” Emma said with her usually bright smile. “What can I get for you?”

         Halona furrowed her brow. “You mean you don’t know? This is a first.”

         Emma laughed. “Let’s just say I haven’t had my coffee yet this morning. Sniffing it in the air doesn’t count.”

         Halona placed her order and watched Emma buzz around. Caffeine or not, she still had more than her fair share of energy.

         “I hired Kyle Martin to start helping me over the weekends,” Emma told her as she worked.

         “Aw, that’s great.” Kyle had gotten into trouble with the law last winter. He’d been robbing downtown stores to pay for his mom’s cancer treatment. Last Halona had heard, his mother, Cassie, was doing better.

         “I might need to hire more help during the week too,” Emma continued, sliding Halona’s cup of coffee and muffin in front of her.

         Halona handed Emma her debit card. “It does get busy in here.”

         “Busy is good,” Emma said, swiping the card and handing it back. “But now that the morning has lulled, it’s time for me to make my own cup of java.”

         Halona took her breakfast. “Enjoy!”

         “That’s my line,” Emma called as Halona turned and headed toward the table.

         “Sorry I’m late.” Halona took the seat across from Brenna. It faced Main Street, and Halona was able to see community members as they passed by.

         “You’re right on time,” Brenna said. “I was early. Couldn’t sleep.”

         Halona sighed softly. “I could but my little boy wouldn’t let me.”

         “So we’ll both be having refills before going to work this morning.”

         “How was Ladies’ Day Out yesterday?” Halona asked.

         Brenna unwrapped her breakfast bagel. “A lot of fun. Lula is a hoot, by the way.”

         Halona picked a piece off her muffin and popped it into her mouth. “That’s one word for my mom…No, she’s great. Truly. I couldn’t make it some days without her.”

         When Halona looked up, she saw sympathy in Brenna’s eyes. Brenna knew most of Halona’s struggles with being divorced and a single mom. She didn’t know the details of Ted’s illness or their marriage though. No one did. Some things you kept private, even from one of your best friends.

         “You really should come out with us next time,” Brenna said. “It’s only once or twice a month, and it’s so good to be with these ladies. I literally feel like I did a huge ab workout last night because I laughed so hard.”

         Halona smiled. “I’ll think about it.”

         “I know it’s hard with Theo, but I’m sure you could find someone you trust to watch him. I’ve heard Maisey Landover’s teenaged little sister babysits for others. I see Maisey all the time. I can get her number for you,” Brenna offered.

         “I already have it. Maybe I’ll check with Maisey,” Halona said, before taking another bite of her muffin. She already knew she wouldn’t check though. Maisey had been a couple of years younger than Brenna and her in school, but she’d been a hellion back then, and rumor had it that her little sister was following in Maisey’s footsteps.

         Brenna leaned back in her chair, her dark hair falling over the back rungs. “I’m not going to quit bugging you, you know. Joining the LDO is one of the best things I’ve done for myself.”

         Halona had to admit she was curious and envious of all the fun that the ladies seemed to have together. She needed more fun in her life. “I’ll try to come along soon. So…tell me about Chief Frisky.”

         Brenna choked on her bite of bagel for a brief second. “Oh, that’s right,” she said after she’d swallowed. “You don’t know.”

         “And that’s the reason you suggested meeting here for breakfast,” Halona reminded her.

         “No, that was the excuse. I really just wanted to chat before going to work. Some days it’s just me cooking at the oven all day.”

         “And some days it’s just me talking to the flowers,” Halona said, reminding herself of what Alex had said when he’d tended her shop for an hour.

         Brenna lifted one dark eyebrow. “Talking to flowers? You might be crazier than I am.”

         They both burst into laughter.

         “Okay, here’s the Chief Frisky story, as promised. Do you know Greta Merchant? Pushing eighty and walks with a cane even though she’s more physically fit than most twentysomethings.”

         Halona nodded.

         “Well, she has a huge crush on Chief Baker. But who doesn’t, right?”

         Halona averted her gaze. She didn’t even want to admit her attraction to Alex to herself, much less Brenna.

         “So a couple of months ago, Greta decided to go shoplifting.”

         “What? Sweet little Greta?”

         “Don’t worry—Sophie was in on it. Alex had happened to come into the boutique looking for a gift for his grandmother’s birthday, and Greta and Sophie exchanged some conspiratorial whispers. Sophie knew Greta was going to be stuffing costume jewelry in her pockets. Then Sophie called Greta out on it loud enough for Alex to overhear.”

         Halona covered her mouth with one hand. “That’s so wrong.”

         “But also hilarious. Being the dutiful chief of police Alex is, he headed over and spoke to Greta. He asked her to empty her pockets but she refused. She demanded that he frisk her instead. From the way Greta tells the story, it was the most action she’s had in decades.”

         Halona laughed so hard that she had to press a hand to her side. “Did he arrest her?” she asked when she could breathe again.

         “Nah. Sophie told him she wasn’t pressing charges.”

         Halona and Brenna chatted a little more and then both women got refills on their coffees before heading in separate directions to open their stores.

         Halona felt lighter as she entered the Little Shop of Flowers, still giggling to herself at the image of Greta Merchant getting frisked by Alex. That image turned to thoughts of him frisking Halona as well.

         No, no, no. Not going there.

         She turned on the OPEN sign and headed to the coolers to check on her flowers. She removed the select few that would only stay fresh another day or two and put them into an arrangement that she’d offer some lucky customer for free later this morning.

         Her phone rang as she worked, and she hoped it wasn’t Theo’s school. If she continued to have to leave her shop to go deal with him, she really would need to think about hiring part-time help.

         She glanced at her caller ID, not recognizing the number. “Hello?”

         “Hi, Halona. This is Jessica Everson. I’m calling about the Mentor Match application that you filled out for Theo.”

         Halona squeezed her cell phone a little tighter. “Yes. I wasn’t sure if the program was full or if you could squeeze him in.” She crossed her fingers beside her, hoping she wasn’t too late in enrolling Theo.

         “We can definitely squeeze him in. I’m matching up mentors and mentees right now and wanted to know a little bit about the kind of person Theo gets along best with.”

         “Oh.” Halona sat on a stool and looked out on her shop full of vibrant colored flowers as she considered the question. “Well, he loves to be outside, but he’s not great with large crowds. He loves to read, loves animals, and watching Christmas movies is a big hit with him this time of year.”

         “Of course it is. Do you think a male mentor would be best or a female? Not that I can make any promises in that department.”

         Halona hesitated. Theo did well with females but he had enough women in his life. The only guy he had was his uncle Tuck, who came around as often as he could, but between work, his fiancée, and his teenaged daughter, it wasn’t as often as Theo needed. “I think a male influence would be really good for him.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Alex stepped up to Mayor Everson’s office door midmorning and knocked three times.

         “Come in,” Brian called from inside.

         Alex and Brian were friends well before either held prominent positions in town. Once upon a time, Brian was on the path to the Olympics. Fate had twisted and turned along with a winding mountain road, however, and left him in a wheelchair.

         “It’s about time you came to see me.” Brian grinned from behind his large cherry-stained desk. The wheelchair hadn’t slowed him down one bit. Not only was he the mayor of Sweetwater Springs but he and his wife, Jessica, also headed the Special Olympics in town for children with special needs. “Have a seat.”

         Alex dutifully sat down in the chair across from Brian. He’d left the puppy he was caring for at the station with Tammy. He’d tried to get her to foster the puppy since she seemed to like him so much but she’d shot that idea down immediately, claiming she didn’t have the time or patience at home.

         Alex could relate to that but he was really getting attached to the little guy. He’d already stopped at the local pet store to get him a bed and chew toys.

         “You know what I want to talk to you about,” Brian said. “I’m worried because of the year you’ve had.”

         Alex nodded. Over the past twelve months, the local media had caught him in less than favoring circumstances. “Janice has been spiking the punch at community events for years. It was time to make her understand that she couldn’t do that anymore.”

         “I agree,” Brian said, folding his hands together.

         “Then why are you lecturing me about it?”

         “I wouldn’t be if it were just one isolated incident that raised some eyebrows but there was also what happened at Sophie’s Boutique earlier this year.”

         Alex massaged his forehead with one hand. “Greta and Sophie set me up. Not my fault.” And now the women in town had nicknamed him Chief Frisky. How much respect could a chief with that kind of title possibly get?

         “Tony Anderson is also upset with you right now. Before you know it, he’ll be spreading some nasty rumors about you.”

         Alex folded his arms across his chest. “Seriously? No one listens to him.”

         “Some do.” Brian leaned forward. “Not me, of course. I know his character, and I know yours. You’re one of the best guys I know. I just want to make sure that’s how everyone else sees you. You need an image reset,” Brian said.

         “You want me to stand on the corner dressed like Santa and ring a bell?” Alex asked.

         “Not exactly what I had in mind.”

         Alex raised a brow. “So you have something in mind already? What is it?”

         Brian reached for a file on his desk. “Jessica is putting together a new program that I think is going to be amazing for this community. Working with the Special Olympics, we see a lot of kids who struggle with more than just their physical disabilities. Some come from broken homes. The idea is that these kids need someone to look up to, to take them under their wing a couple of times a week and give them a new view on the world.”

         Alex sat back in his chair. “This is a great idea but I’m not a babysitter, Brian. I deal with criminals, not kids.”

         Brian chuckled. “Maybe in your mind’s eye, you do. But the crime rate in Sweetwater Springs is at an all-time low, another reason you need to stay in your position. This would be after your duty hours. You would be assigned as a mentor for one child and take them out regularly. Spend some quality time with them. That’s it.”

         “How will this help my image?”

         “We need to promote the program. We’ll use you and a few other prominent citizens to do it. As a result, you’ll be associated as a mentor for a child in need and not a police chief who harasses little old ladies. Win-win.”

         “I don’t harass anyone,” Alex bit out.

         “Christmas is fast approaching. I can’t think of a better time to give these kids the TLC they need.”

         Alex’s argument stuck in his throat. Maybe he didn’t care if some town members thought he was a hardened police chief but he did care about the kids in his community. “It sounds like a worthwhile program.”

         Brian smiled. “I think so. We already have a list of kids who need a mentor. Their parents have signed the permission slips for the program, and we’re ready to roll it out. Jess has also come up with a list of suggested mentor activities. All we need is a few good men and women to say yes. You’d be setting the first example.”

         First, he’d taken a dog under his wing, and now he was going to be mentoring a kid? How had this happened?

         He really wanted to say no. Some part of him couldn’t though. If there was a kid who’d benefit from a few hours of his time, then he couldn’t refuse. “Fine.”

         Brian chuckled. “I knew you’d come around.”

         “When do I get started?”

         Brian tapped the file again. “After you do the training.”

         “Training?”

         “It’s mandatory for the program. To provide the mentors with guidelines and rules. We’re giving the first one tonight. After that, you receive a certificate, and we give you a kid to mentor.”

         Alex wondered at the tightness in his chest, suddenly making it hard to take in a full breath. Nerves or fear? He wasn’t sure. But how hard could mentoring one kid be?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Halona glanced in the rearview mirror as she drove along the curving roads. Theo was in the back seat with a new book in his lap. He’d likely read all afternoon while she prepared the chapel for Carrie and Jacob’s wedding rehearsal later this evening. “If you finish that tonight, we’ll stop at the library tomorrow,” she told him.

         He met her gaze in the mirror and smiled back. She took that as a yes. The library was his favorite place, and the town’s librarian, Lacy Shaw, was one of his favorite people. They were both shy by nature and also avid readers. Two of a kind.

         She smiled at the beauty of the drive as she disappeared back into her own thoughts. The weather tomorrow promised to be gorgeous. Chilly, yes—it was the North Carolina mountains after all—but not so much that the bride and groom would have icicles collecting on them if they stood outside for too long.

         After a couple more bends and curves, Halona turned onto Chapel Road and pulled into the church parking lot. She was usually the first to arrive at events like this, setting the stage for everything that followed. Sometimes she enlisted the help of her mom or even her sister-in-law-to-be, Josie. Carrie and Jacob’s wedding was a small one though. Halona could do it on her own while Theo read quietly. She’d be finished long before the rehearsal in a couple of hours. Hopefully by that time, she and Theo would be snuggled on the couch and watching a movie. That was her idea of a good Friday night.

         She backed her car up to the front steps of the church so she could easily unload the arrangements that she’d finished up last night before closing the shop. Then she opened Theo’s door. “Ready?”

         He nodded and unbuckled. A moment later, he wandered out of sight with his book. They had rules established for situations like this. He had to stay inside the building. No going outside without her permission for any reason.

         Halona put her earbuds in and turned on some light music on her phone. Then she set about carrying the boxes of flowers into the sanctuary. This was the easy part of her job. No matter where she put them, it brightened and transformed the room.

         She sang as she worked, the advantage of being the first to arrive. On Sunday mornings in this very church, she sang traditional hymns. On weekday nights, however, she sang alternative tunes that would probably make Pastor Phillips cringe.

         Theo had earbuds of his own so there was no risk of him hearing her. He tended to prefer classical music. Sometimes she wondered where he’d come from, because his preferences were so different from her own. And he certainly hadn’t gotten his love of reading or Beethoven from Ted, whose primary passions had been football and family.

         A puppy dashed past Halona as she knelt next to the podium with red dahlias in hand.

         Halona screeched at the unexpectedness of the animal and then lost her balance and tumbled to the floor. She caught herself on her elbow to avoid crushing the delicate flowers. Once she’d regained her composure, she faced the dog that wiggled and wagged in front of her.

         “Where did you come from?” she asked. Had she left the front door open? It must have wandered through. She recognized it from yesterday, and her heart skipped before she saw its temporary owner coming toward her.

         Was it just her or was she running into Alex Baker on a daily basis these days? Coincidence or something more?

         “Sorry. We’re working on obedience,” he said.

         Halona looked between the pup and his temporary master. “How’s the dog-watching going?”

         “Good. He has a name now.”

         “Oh?”

         Alex gave a curt nod. He was wearing a jacket this afternoon that hugged his arms and chest. Why did he have to be so attractive? It wasn’t just his looks; it was the way he carried himself, his smile, and that voice that seemed to rumble on the air. “I’ve realized that puppies like to chew,” he said.

         Halona felt herself grin, knowing exactly where this was leading.

         “My favorite pair of tennis shoes were a great teether for this little guy.”

         “Oh no.” Halona stood to face Alex while still holding the dahlias in her hand. “I’m sorry.”

         He shrugged. “I can always get another pair. I have invested heavily in real dog chew toys though.” He looked down affectionately at the pup and then bent to collect it in his arms. Halona melted a little bit at the sight of a big, strong police chief holding an energetic ball of fur that desperately wanted to lap its tongue over his cheek.

         Alex kept the dog pinned firmly against his chest, holding him a few inches from his face. “He’s also a big hit at the police station so we’ve made him an honorary officer.” Alex glanced down, and this time the pup leaped in his arms, its tongue making contact with Alex’s cheek, evoking a deep, sexy laugh from him.

         Heart, be still.

         “So I’m calling him Officer Chew.” Alex put the puppy back down and then looked up at Halona.

         She hoped she didn’t have drool coming from the corner of her mouth like Officer Chew did. “That’s a great name. Do you know if you have to give him back?”

         “The vet has already done X-rays and a wellness check. It looks like the little guy has already suffered a couple of broken bones in his short life. We have a strong case.”

         Halona frowned. “And Sharlene? Did you ever find her?”

         “Apparently, she has a sister in Wild Blossom Bluffs. At least that’s what she claimed when I spoke to her on the phone. She’ll be back in town this weekend.”

         “You think she was lying?” Halona asked.

         “I think she was protecting Tony. But for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.”

         Halona felt the need to look away. She hated knowing that Alex thought the same about her. It hadn’t been that way with her ex at all.

         “Madonna, huh?” he finally said, changing the subject to something that made her squirm just as much.

         Her cheeks burned hot as she met his gaze again. “Hmm?”

         “I heard you singing when I walked in.”

         “Oh.” She swiped her hair out of her eyes and shrugged, her fingers curling around the stems of the dahlias. Officer Chew propped his paws on her leg, whining softly for her attention, but she was completely focused on the man in front of her. “It helps me work, for some reason.”

         “You don’t have it playing in your store,” he noted.

         Alex Baker was never one to miss a detail. Except he’d missed so many in her marriage to Ted. Everyone had. That was more of a credit to her ability to keep personal things private than to his powers of observation.

         “Not that you can hear.” She winked. “When the earbuds are in, it’s a safe bet that Madonna’s playing.”

         “The things I never knew about Halona Locklear.” Alex patted his thigh. “Come here, Officer Chew. Leave the pretty woman alone.”

         She swallowed hard at the compliment.

         “I just saw your vehicle here and guessed that you were preparing for Carrie and Jacob’s wedding tomorrow. I’m on my way home to drop Chew off and then go to a training.”

         “Always on the job,” she commented, “keeping the citizens of Sweetwater Springs safe.”

         She thought she saw something dark pass over his expression, there and gone. Tomorrow was the start of December. It was the warmest month to some despite the dropping temperatures outside. It was the coldest to others whose memories hung over the festivities like dark shadows.

         “Say hello to Theo for me,” he said, taking a few retreating steps.

         “He drew you in his journal yesterday,” Halona told him before thinking.

         Alex seemed to freeze. “How do you know it was me?”

         Halona shrugged. “Let’s see. Tall, yellow hair, and a big badge on the shirt.”

         “I don’t have yellow hair.”

         She grinned. “Crayola doesn’t make strawberry-blond-colored pencils. He drew a dog next to you as well that looked just like this one.” Without thinking, Halona stepped forward to pat the pup’s head, the movement bringing her close enough to catch the scent of Alex’s aftershave. Mint leaves and pine sap, nature at its finest.

         “This little dog is going to make me very popular with the kids,” he said.

         And with the ladies.

         Alex held her gaze a second too long, and she wondered if he could hear her blaring thoughts. She hoped not. His eyes were more than a simple blue, she realized, unable to break contact. They had depths of color like the ocean, bending in the light and offering shades that ranged from gray to an almost turquoise.

         Officer Chew barked.

         “Right. Right.” Alex looked down at him. “The pretty woman needs to work, and I have training. You can return to your Madonna music. I won’t tell Pastor Phillips.” One side of his mouth turned up in a soft smile before he turned and exited the room.

         Pastor Phillips also shouldn’t be informed about the tingly sensations zipping from her toes to her chest as she watched him walk away or about the lustful thoughts popping up in her mind like dandelions in an open pasture.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Alex still couldn’t quite believe he’d agreed to mentoring a kid. There was a handful of adults in the room for the mandatory training tonight. All of them would be great role models for a child.

         Bo Matthews was an architect in town. His brother Cade, a landscape designer, was seated beside him. Kaitlyn Russo, the owner of the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast, was standing at the table of complimentary coffee and cookies chatting with Paris Montgomery, a local graphic designer.

         Granger Fields walked in and sat a few chairs down from Alex.

         Alex waved and headed over to say hello. “Should’ve known I’d see you here.”

         Granger smiled widely. “Alex, gotta say I’m surprised to see you. You’re a busy guy.”

         Alex nodded. “And it’s the busiest time of year too.”

         Granger’s smile faltered a little. “I’ve been expecting you to stop by the Christmas tree farm. I’ll save you a trip though, Chief. Your dad told me about my broken taillight; I thanked him and continued driving to my girlfriend’s house at the time.” He shrugged and offered a half smile. “That’s all I got. I’m sorry.”

         Alex nodded. “I know. There’s not much to go on though, so I gotta ask. Maybe on your way you passed a truck on the side of the road. Maybe someone was waiting for you to leave so they could go after my dad.”

         Granger shook his head. “I was young. My attention was one hundred percent on seeing my girlfriend, who broke up with me that Christmas.”

         “Smart girl,” Alex teased, attempting to lift the mood of the conversation. “Thanks anyway.”

         “Sure. Feel free to question me every December. I don’t mind. I just wish I had more information to offer you.”

         Alex nodded. “Thanks.”

         “Also feel free to come get a tree at the farm. We’ve got a large lot of evergreens.”

         Alex hadn’t been one to put up a tree or celebrate since he was an adult. His mom had always done the decorating when he was growing up, but after his dad’s death, even she had lost her holiday spirit. She didn’t even come to Sweetwater Springs for Christmas anymore. “Maybe so,” Alex said, not committing.

         “Great,” Granger said. “See you at Merry Mountain.”

         Alex said goodbye and headed back to his seat. A minute later, he felt someone beat a hand on his back.

         “Hey, bud.” Tuck sat down in the chair beside him.

         “You got roped into this too, huh?” Alex asked.

         “Actually, I volunteered,” Tuck said.

         “I would think that you have your hands full with Maddie.”

         Tuck laughed. “And you’d be right about that. But it’s just a couple of hours a week. And I want to give back. I wasn’t there for Maddie growing up. I’m thankful that other people were. I want to be that person for someone else. I think it’ll make me feel better about the time I missed with my daughter.”

         “Makes sense.”

         “And you?” Tuck asked.

         “Mayor Everson thinks it’ll be good for my image. Soften it up a little bit.”

         “Thought this was for the kids,” Tuck said, arching one dark brow.

         “Well, he thinks I’ll be good for that too. I don’t know why. I don’t know the first thing about kids. Going into the schools to talk to them is the most nervous I ever get.”

         Tuck folded his arms over his chest and leaned back in the chair. “I don’t know. I hear my nephew loves you.”

         “Theo is great,” Alex said.

         Tuck nodded. “I think he’s going to follow in his father’s footsteps and be a football legend.” He poked an elbow into Alex’s side. “If you can tear him away from his books, that child has quite the arm.”

         Alex’s jaw tightened at the mention of Ted. Everyone in town was fooled by Ted’s charm. Not Alex. Ted had a hidden side to him. Alex had taken him to jail once, but Ted’s fancy lawyer had gotten him out and made sure the whole thing was hush-hush. Before Ted had walked free, Alex informed him that if he ever harmed Halona again, there would be consequences. Ted was such a good actor that he’d almost fooled Alex that night when he’d claimed he loved his family and would never willingly hurt them.

         What did that even mean? Nobody held Ted at gunpoint and made him hit Halona.

         Regardless if Ted’s act was sincere, he had died in a skiing accident later that same year. He’d always been athletic and a little bit of an adrenaline junkie but he’d never acted recklessly before that night. Ted had been skiing on one of the highest slopes during severe weather, almost as if he had a death wish.

         Breaking Alex’s train of thought, Jessica Everson walked to the front of the room and waved an arm to gain everyone’s attention. “Looks like we’re still missing a couple of people. We’ll wait a few more minutes before getting started. Please help yourself to refreshments,” she said.

         Tuck hopped up. “Want anything?” he asked Alex, who didn’t budge.

         Yeah, Alex wanted out of here. He had work to do. And Officer Chew was probably missing him at home. “No, thanks.”

         Two more people entered the room. Dr. Andrea Lauren was a pediatrician in town. Luke Marini was new in town and worked in fire and rescue. Alex had only exchanged greetings with Luke to this point but he seemed like a nice enough guy.

         Five minutes later, Jessica went back to the front of the room.

         “Thank you all so much for coming tonight. I’m very excited about this special project. I think it’ll benefit you all as much as the kids. At least I’m hoping that’s true.”

         The meeting lasted an hour and a half. They reviewed what to do, what not to do, and a few solutions for situations that might occur—like the child demanding to go home or asking you to buy them something. The answer to that was to always check with the parents if you would like to buy something. The parents kept complete control over all issues, and they were to be kept in the loop about anything important that went on during the outing.

         “Lastly,” Jessica said, “parents are not to come along on your Mentor Match outings. The mentees need time away. That’s the point. I know it’s busy over the holidays, but this is the time that kids need someone the most. I chose you all because you’re dependable, good, and caring people. I know all of the children will be so lucky to have you on their side.”

         Alex left the meeting with a pamphlet to review at his leisure. On Monday morning, Jessica would be calling with the name of the child assigned to him.

         “Hey, Al?” Tuck ran up beside Alex as he was leaving. “Trying to slip off without saying goodbye?”

         “Sorry.” Alex turned to his friend. “I was just lost in thought.”

         “I don’t know about you but I’m excited about this Mentor Match thing,” Tuck said.

         Alex laughed. “Heaven help the kid that gets you.”

         “And the one that gets you,” Tuck teased. “It’s Friday night. Let’s go to the Tipsy Tavern for that drink you agreed to the other day. I’ll buy.”

         “Can’t. I have a puppy at home.”

         Tuck frowned. “Officer Chew has only been alone for a couple of hours. And, knowing where he came from, he probably doesn’t mind it. Come on.”
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“I can’t wait for my next
visit to Sweetwater Springs!”;
—RAEANNE THAYNE





