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            Prologue

         

         Mims Turner sucked at poker.

         She hadn’t always but it seemed like she hadn’t won in months. She was always betting on the wrong hand or folding when she should call. Just once, she’d like to win. And if Mims could win only once, she’d like it to be today.

         “I’ll see your five.” Mims tossed a stack of five pennies in the pot, followed by a second set. “And raise you five.”

         “Ditto,” Clarice shouted, having predictably left her hearing aids at home. Her pennies bounced into the center of Mims’s card table.

         “Now we’re all in.” Bitsy’s words rang with finish-line finality. She thought she was going to win. Again.

         Just this once…

         Mims ground her teeth. She was an outdoorswoman. She was president of the Sunshine Valley Widows Club, a group of thirty women who raised money for causes that benefited the small town of Sunshine, Colorado. She considered herself unflappable. She should be able to master a game of cards. It was just that lately, Mims’s entire life was off. She couldn’t always make the point she wanted to, and sometimes she lost track of what she was saying midsentence. It was like going through menopause all over again!

         She glanced at her opponents. Clarice was a free spirit. She considered bras too establishment. But she knew how to work the hand she was dealt. And Bitsy? Bitsy looked like her ancestors had come over on the Mayflower and settled in Boston. And yet she played cards as if she’d grown up in Vegas.

         The trio made up the board of the Widows Club. Privately, Mims, Clarice, and Bitsy liked to call themselves the Sunshine Valley Matchmakers Club. With every Widows Club fund-raiser, they gave Cupid a little help, a nudge to someone they felt was ready and worthy of love. Whoever won this hand would win the pot of pennies and the right to choose whom the group nudged next.

         Mims’s cards stuck to her slightly damp palms. Two red kings, two red aces, a two of hearts. All that red had to mean something. It had to mean Mims could break her losing streak!

         “I like Edith Archer,” Mims blurted, unable to hide her agenda any longer.

         “You haven’t won.” Clarice’s loud voice reverberated in Mims’s cozy parlor.

         Bitsy’s black velvet hair bow trembled above her bobbed blond hair. “Edith is old.”

         “We’re all old.” If seventy was old, Mims was ancient. “Edith is widowed, which means she gets priority.” That was a rule.

         “You can’t touch Edith.” Clarice harrumphed. “She’s been widowed less than three months.” That was another rule. They didn’t begin matching widows or accepting them into the general membership until they’d been bereaved at least half a year. Although the club offered a shoulder to cry on, they were primarily an organization dedicated to good works.

         “I like Lola.” There was something in Bitsy’s normally gentle tone that wasn’t so gentle. “Lola’s a widow. And she’s not even thirty.”

         “Bitsy’s got a point,” Clarice said, still using her outdoor voice.

         Normally Mims would agree that a younger widow needed more help getting back on her feet, but instead she said, “You should have seen Edith at church last Sunday.” Her short gray hair had looked as if she’d stuck her finger in a light socket. “When Charlie died, she fell apart.” And kept falling.

         Not that Mims hadn’t been coming apart at the seams too. Charlie had been Mims’s first love. He may have chosen Edith more than half a century ago, but when Mims had become a widow, Charlie had become her emotional rock, unbeknownst to Edith. When Charlie had died, it had been like losing Mims’s husband all over again.

         Mims resented having to share Charlie with Edith, even in death. She’d do anything to keep her rival out of the Widows Club. This was her last chance. “Edith needs a man, or she’ll do something she’ll regret.”

         “Mims has a point too.” Clarice considered her hand.

         “She’ll have to back it up by winning.” Bitsy showed her cards. “Two pair.” Two black kings and two black aces—yin to Mims’s yang.

         Impossible. Mims couldn’t breathe. She spread her cards on the table with cold fingers.

         “Well, I’ll be,” Clarice murmured. She glanced at her cards and then laid them facedown. “It’s a tie.”

         Bitsy looked like she’d missed one of her grandchildren’s birthdays. “We’ve never had a tie before.”

         “We need a rule to cover ties,” Mims said. Such as In case of a tie, the person who’s won the least is the winner.

         Before Mims proposed her rule, Clarice came up with one of her own.

         “This is a sign.” A slow grin worked its way across Clarice’s thin, leathery face. “I propose we match both Edith and Lola.”

         She didn’t need to ask Mims twice. “I second.”

         They both turned to Bitsy, who was staring at her cards as if she were a puzzled fortune-teller.

         “Just one question,” Bitsy said finally, her gaze landing squarely on Mims. “Is either one of them ready for love?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         If Lola Williams had known Randy would be unable to honor his wedding vows…

         If Lola had known Randy would toss aside her love like he did his dirty laundry…

         If Lola had known Randy was untrustworthy, unfaithful, and untrue…

         She would’ve returned to New York City before his wedding ring left a tan mark on her finger. But after one year of marriage and one year of widowhood, New York was out of reach, lost to her, a log at the bottom of a fast-burning fire.

         Because of Randy.

         Because of Randy, Lola was no longer doing hair and makeup for celebrities on Broadway. She was doing hair and makeup for the elderly at the Sunshine Valley Retirement Home and for the dead at the Eternal Rest Mortuary.

         She might have salvaged her career on Broadway if she hadn’t believed theirs was the forever kind of union. But she was a dreamer. After Randy’s fatal car crash, she’d decided their love needed a grand gesture of mourning—a year’s worth—tying up the loose ends of his life bit by bit, until the only thing left to do was go through his clothes and his side of the closet on the anniversary of his death. Only then had she learned her husband had been sleeping around.

         Sitting in her driveway, Lola tossed another pair of Randy’s tighty-whities on the bonfire.

         She should move her folding chair back from the small blaze before it singed her eyebrows more completely than the afternoon’s revelation had made ashes of her heart. Those ashes clogged her lungs, deadened her limbs, and numbed her brain until she couldn’t do anything besides bend slightly, reach for another pair of undies, and toss them on the fire.

         Cars passed by. And slowed.

         Drivers stared. And scowled.

         Across the street, Mrs. Everly’s mauve curtains twitched.

         The familiar burn of being an outsider—Worse! That gal from New York City—made Lola wish she’d used Randy’s fifty-year-old bottle of whiskey to light the fire instead of nail polish remover. A swig of spirits might have given her the courage to do more than send answering glowers at passersby.

         Couldn’t they see she was devastated? Couldn’t they see she’d hit rock bottom?

         A dented and dinged white Subaru wagon parked at the curb. The governing board of the Widows Club looked at her with interest. Lola sank deeper into the creaky webbing of her folding chair.

         Yesterday, she’d been thinking that joining the Widows Club and remaining single until her dying day would be the crowning achievement of her bereavement. Today, she was thinking twenty-nine was too young to join a group of widows.

         The first widow to the sidewalk was Clarice Rogers. She wielded her hickory walking stick as if it were a gentleman’s cane. Trend-wise, Clarice had never moved beyond the 1970s—not in hairstyle, not in fashion, not in the use of sunscreen. Her long gray braids made her thin, sun-damaged face look even longer. Her lime-green geometric blouse had been in and out of style at least five times in the past five decades.

         Bitsy Whitlock’s black patent loafers gracefully touched the pavement next. If Clarice was clinging to the seventies, Bitsy was an eighties girl. Her dyed blond hair was held back neatly with a big black velvet bow. Pearls adorned her ears and rimmed the crew neck of her turquoise sweater, which was held up by linebacker shoulder pads.

         Rounding out the Widows Club board was Mims Turner, the driver of the Subaru and their president. She wasn’t stuck in any specific era. She looked like everyone’s grandmother with her short gray curls and navy I ♥ My Grandkids T-shirt. It was the neon-orange hunting vest with utility pockets that gave away the fact that she packed heat in her pink pleather purse.

         The three conferred before walking to the edge of Lola’s driveway, stopping a safe distance from the cinders of her life.

         “Lola, dear.” Mims straightened her orange hunting vest and waved a hand toward Randy’s smoldering underpants. “What’s this all about?”

         Was it too much to hope that building a fire in her driveway made Lola a poor candidate for the Widows Club? “I found condoms in Randy’s dresser. The receipt for them was dated two weeks before he died.”

         “Lola, dear.” Mims made sympathetic noises. “Don’t throw them out. I believe condoms have a three-year shelf life.”

         The horror of that statement coming out of grandmotherly Mims’s mouth temporarily silenced Lola.

         She reached for another pair of Hanes, wishing she hadn’t waited a year to clean out Randy’s side of the closet. She was such a romantic fool. And she’d been one since she was nine.

         Back then, at the urging of her grandmother, Lola had started a scrapbook of dreams—a flowered and rainbowed blueprint of how her life should be. Land a job doing hair and makeup on Broadway by age twenty-seven (she’d done it by twenty-five), fall in love with her one true love by age twenty-eight (she’d met Randy on her twenty-seventh birthday), have a whirlwind romance and fairy-tale wedding by age twenty-nine (she’d been ahead of the game, marrying Randy mere weeks after they met), and have babies by age thirty (her only failure).

         Who was she kidding? It was all a failure. Lola should have brought the scrapbook out to burn.

         “You don’t understand. We’d been trying to get pregnant for six months before Randy’s accident,” Lola said in a voice as hard as the metal coffin Judge Harper had special ordered last week. She didn’t use that tone because she was annoyed at being misunderstood by the widows (well, maybe a little), but because she’d cut off her dreams of being a makeup artist / hair stylist to the stars to be with Randy, and because she’d cut back on caffeine and wine to increase her odds of having his baby. And all the while, Randy hadn’t been cutting back on anything! “It was a large box of condoms, and it was nearly empty.” Thirty used from a box of forty. In two weeks!

         Lola felt sucker punched.

         “You think he was…” Clutching her pearls, Bitsy drew a dramatic breath. “Cheating?”

         The word cut through the white smoke in the air and the ashes in Lola’s stomach. It cut and cut and cut until Lola thought she might flutter like ribbons into the flames.

         Was she really so gullible? Was she really the woman who’d had no clue her husband was unfaithful?

         Lola blew out a breath and admitted the truth. She was.

         A mournful, wounded sound collected in Lola’s throat. She swallowed it back and gripped the fake-wood chair handles.

         Just then the sheriff’s car pulled to the curb, lights flashing.

         “Thank heavens,” Bitsy murmured.

         Wearing his crisp brown-and-tan uniform and a stern expression, Sheriff Drew Taylor arrived with a fire extinguisher. He rented the run-down farmhouse Randy had inherited from his grandmother and was everything Lola’s husband hadn’t been—terse, tall, and trustworthy. Sure, he didn’t have Randy’s blond-haired, blue-eyed, all-American good looks. Drew had short walnut-brown hair, a bump on the bridge of his nose, and a small nick above his right cheekbone. But he had the steady eyes and reserved smile you appreciated in an officer of the law.

         Drew planted his boots on the pavement. “Ladies.”

         That one word. It said, Peace will ensue.

         Lola shifted in her chair, not ready to be peaceful.

         Now Drew…Drew would never cheat on his wife (for the record, she’d left him and their daughter). He’d probably never cheated on anything in his entire life.

         “I’ll give you thirty seconds to explain why there’s a fire here, or I’m going to have to take somebody in.” His gaze bypassed the Widows Club and landed on Lola.

         It landed with a brown-eyed howdy-do that rocked Lola against her chair. It landed and made her think about empty seats across the dining room table, of shared laughter, shared pillows, and shared nachos. All the things she missed about marriage.

         When Lola didn’t explain herself, the sheriff quirked a dark eyebrow. “Twenty-five seconds.”

         Mrs. Everly’s mauve curtains twitched again.

         Howdy-do aside, Lola didn’t want to take a ride with the sheriff. “My husband did his own laundry,” Lola said, as if Drew should understand what that meant. “He bleached all the evidence out of his shorts.”

         Without so much as a Come again? the sheriff flipped the safety tab on the fire extinguisher.

         And yet he didn’t immediately put out the fire. His gaze connected squarely with Lola’s.

         For the second time that day, Lola felt sucker punched.

         Drew knew.

         He knew Randy was a cheater. And if the sheriff knew, everyone in town knew.

         Well…Her gaze drifted to the governing board of the Widows Club.

         Maybe not everyone.

         Lola tossed the last pair of briefs on the flames and went inside.

         If Drew wanted to arrest her, he’d have to come and get her.

         And give her some answers while he was at it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Females plus fire often equaled trouble.

         When Sheriff Drew Taylor arrived on the scene, he’d done a three-point inspection of the female with the fire—no weapons, no tears, nothing out of the ordinary in Lola Williams’s appearance. In short, this wasn’t shaping up to be trouble.

         Drew knew all about women and trouble. He was a single dad to a precocious six-year-old girl and the big brother to four younger sisters. When Drew was ten, his dad had seen the pink writing on the wall and hit the road, sentencing his son to a life of hair bows, chatterboxes, and long bathroom queues.

         Granted, that made Drew qualified to raise a little girl alone but experience told him a woman’s appearance was sometimes more important than her outward expressions of emotion. When his sisters had sunk into Woe-Is-Me mode, they’d called for pizza and raided Drew’s dresser for his old sweatpants. The healing power of an elastic waistband and a pepperoni pie was amazing. When his sisters had reached Watch-Out-World mode, they’d donned their female battle gear (tight-fitting clothes, man-hunter makeup) and cut down anything in their path, including cheating boyfriends, backstabbing girlfriends, and well-meaning brothers.

         Contrary to what Florence in dispatch had reported, there wasn’t a wild woman setting fire to the neighborhood on Skyview Drive. Lola hadn’t been dressed to wallow or wound. Her makeup had been as natural as her sun-kissed brown hair. In shorts and a pink tank top, she’d been dressed to wash her car or work in the garden, not eat her way through a pizza or confront her dead husband’s lover with a weapon.

         Drew aimed a chemical stream at the small flames in Lola’s driveway, vowing that Becky wouldn’t fall in love until she was thirty. By then, he’d be fifty-five and ready to sit back and enjoy being a grandpa. He wouldn’t have to worry about the women in his life—Becky, his sisters, his ex-wife.

         My ex-wife…

         Drew gripped the fire extinguisher as if it were an empty, crushable beer can.

         He looked around. The widows watched him in patient silence. A gentle breeze rustled bright-green leaves on trees up and down Skyview Drive. Two houses down, Joni Russell watered the daisies in her window boxes. This was Sunshine. Quiet, sleepy Sunshine.

         Keeping the peace in Sunshine was easy compared to keeping the peace in Afghanistan, New York, or a household with four sisters. Shoot, worry about his siblings had kept him up more nights than worry about his own kid. The twins were finishing college over in Boulder, occasionally running out of money, occasionally posting heart-stopping activities on social media. Eileen was twenty-seven and worked at the local animal shelter. She had a habit of bringing home strays she couldn’t handle. The last stray had two legs and a southern accent. And then there was Priscilla, who was about Lola’s age. She was newly divorced and pushing the boundaries of her newly found freedom, acting more like the twins than a woman of twenty-nine.

         Sometimes Drew wanted to arrest his sisters for their own good. The absolute last thing he needed was to add Lola Williams to his Watch-Over list, which was already filled with his mother, his four sisters, and his daughter.

         He exhaled and changed his grip on the fire extinguisher.

         “Drew Taylor.” Mims gave him a stern look she’d perfected while running the elementary school cafeteria. “You are not going to arrest Lola.”

         Having no intention of reading his landlord her rights, Drew set the safety on the extinguisher.

         “She didn’t hurt anyone.” That came from Bitsy, the protector of the underdog. She’d recently retired from working in customer service at a cable company’s call center in Greeley, where rumor had it she’d comped irate customers more free services than were listed in the coupon book the high school band sold every year.

         “We’re here to take Lola under our wing.” Clarice shook her walking stick at him, tottering only slightly on those two new knees she’d gotten six months earlier. “What that girl needs is a life, not a police record.”

         “Oh.” As in Oh no. Drew had a sudden burst of sympathy for Lola.

         The Sunshine Valley Widows Club did good work, but most of its members were old and set in their small-town ways. For local charities, they held fund-raisers as traditional as bake sales and as politically incorrect as kissing booths at the fair. Tonight, the Widows Club was holding a bachelorette auction at Shaw’s Bar & Grill. Clearly, they were looking for another woman to auction off.

         They wanted to auction Lola off tonight? If Lola wasn’t allowed a little time to come to terms with Randy’s infidelity, she’d reach Watch-Out-World mode. And then Drew would need more than a fire extinguisher to control the damage. “Give Lola some space, and I won’t arrest her.”

         “It’s her time,” Mims said with all the practicality of a woman announcing her car was due for an oil change. “We’ve given her an extra six months.”

         “Being widowed,” Clarice tsk-tsked, “it can be lonely.”

         “Loneliness can fester,” Bitsy said in that soothing voice of hers.

         “And then widows start acting odd.” Mims pointed toward the pile of driveway ashes.

         Loneliness had nothing to do with Lola acting odd. It was the realization that Randy wasn’t the man she’d thought he was.

         Six years ago, Drew had seen that same shell-shocked expression on his ex-wife’s face. That was the last time he’d seen Jane. He would bet his ex hadn’t worn that expression when she’d called him this morning. Nope. He would bet he was the one who’d looked like the rug had been yanked out from under him. Jane hadn’t seen Becky since she was three months old and suddenly wanted joint custody? It was enough to T-bone a man.

         Frustration crowded its way into his lungs and up his throat until he had to focus on something else to breathe easier—the ashes in the driveway, the sturdy oak door, Lola.

         Compared to Jane, Lola was no trouble. Sure, a few people in town considered her stuck-up because she was from New York City, and others couldn’t understand how she could do hair and makeup on corpses. There was talk she’d swindled Randy’s mother financially after his death, and some folks, like Lola’s neighbor Ramona Everly, took that as a personal affront. And despite all that, it probably didn’t help that Lola didn’t try to blend in. She didn’t wear traditional cowboy boots. She didn’t have a four-wheel drive. And she rooted for the New York Giants!

         But once Lola got over the shock of the truth, she’d be fine. There were guys in town who’d ask her out because she was a looker and didn’t have kids. She had roots here now—real estate, two jobs. She’d find her footing and get back on track.

         A red SUV parked across the street. Avery Blackstone got out. She was dressed for this evening’s auction in high-heeled boots, black leggings, and a shiny low-cut black blouse. She and her family were some of the few Ute tribe members who didn’t live on the nearby reservation, and if Drew hadn’t gone to school with her, he might have been in awe of her beauty.

         Avery nodded to Drew. “Florence called me.”

         Drew made a mental note to thank his dispatcher for contacting Lola’s best friend.

         “Just in time.” Mims took Avery by the arm and led her to the ashes. “Lola needs you. She burned Randy’s drawers.”

         Avery hesitated, as silent and solemn as if she’d just joined a graveside vigil. Finally, she asked, “Randy’s dresser drawers?”

         “No. His…” Clarice ran a hand down one of her gray braids and then pointed briefly downward. “His underthings.”

         “He was cheating on Lola before he died,” Bitsy said in a hushed tone. “Can you believe it?”

         Avery’s heavily made-up, dark eyes widened. “No.”

         Drew could believe it. The farmhouse he rented from Randy and Lola had a separate two-car garage at the back of the property with an apartment above it. The garage, which wasn’t included in Drew’s rent, had access to a road down by the South Platte River. Until Randy died, Drew had often been awakened by Randy’s truck rumbling in from the back and a text: Do Not Disturb. Randy’s truck was always gone by morning, leaving Drew wrestling with his conscience. He didn’t consider cheating to be the answer to a bad marriage. But what could he do? No laws he upheld had been broken. And the one time he’d tried to hint at the truth to Lola, she’d thought he was hitting on her.

         “Thanks for stopping by, Avery.” Drew opened his car door. He had two more calls to answer and needed to move along. But first, he fixed the widows with a stern stare. “Lola needs friends right now much more than she needs to be auctioned off by the Widows Club for a dinner date.”

         “You’re meddling.” Mims’s broad-faced grin looked innocent on first glance. It was only upon closer inspection that her steely determination could be seen in the tight lines radiating from her mouth. “The only way we’ll agree to letting Lola skip the fund-raiser, Sheriff, is if you agree to show up tonight.”

         “It’s Saturday, Mims.” Drew glanced toward Lola’s front window. The curtains were closed. “And your event is at the only bar in town. Of course I’ll be there.”

         Besides, Becky was sleeping over at her best friend’s house, and given Jane’s demand for custody, Drew could use a drink.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Huddle up, gals.” Mims drew Bitsy and Clarice close on the sidewalk as the sheriff drove away. “Haven’t I been saying for years the sheriff is like a peach just waiting to ripen?”

         Clarice and Bitsy nodded.

         “Did you see the way Drew looked at Lola?” Mims lowered her voice in case one of Lola’s front windows was open.

         “Yes,” Clarice said brightly. “And he didn’t arrest her.”

         “He’s ready for love,” Bitsy said slowly.

         “But she’s not ripe,” Clarice added with a toss of a silver braid. “Or ready.”

         “Lola’s a caution,” Mims agreed, ready to put their efforts with Lola on hold so the group could devote all their energy to finding Edith a man. “Now, Edith—”

         “Lola’s in shock.” Bitsy had a determined gleam in her eyes, holding to her poker pick. “It’s not a deal breaker. Did you see that look Drew gave her? It smoked nearly as much as the fire.”

         Mims’s cell phone rang. She dug it from her hunting-vest pocket and read the display. “It’s Susie Taylor.” Drew’s mom.

         “It’s a sign.” Clarice pounded her walking stick on the sidewalk, grinning. “You know how I love signs.”

         “Let’s not get carried away with those signs of yours,” Bitsy cautioned in a soft voice. “You said a tie was a sign. And before that your sign had us trying to convince Wendy Adams that Harlen Martinez was the one for her.”

         That had been a disaster.

         Hoping their efforts with Edith would be more successful, Mims answered her phone.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After the bonfire, Lola expected the knock on her door.

         She just didn’t expect Avery to be the knocker.

         “Randy was unfaithful?” Avery wrapped her arms around Lola and squeezed like she could put the pieces of Lola’s life back together by sheer force of will. “Who was he sleeping with?”

         “No idea.” Lola peeked past the cascade of Avery’s black silken hair to the empty curb. “No Widows Club? No sheriff?”

         “Forget them.” Avery backed away from Lola just enough to study her face. “How badly is your heart broken?”

         As the horror of betrayal and the fear of being arrested—or finagled into the Widows Club—burned out, Lola’s legs crumpled like charred logs. She would’ve fallen if not for Avery, who propped her up and hustled her to the brown leather couch.

         It wasn’t the first time Avery had come to Lola’s rescue. That was how they’d met. Lola had been working on her first postmortem client at the mortuary, holding the heebie-jeebies at bay until she’d realized Mrs. Baumgart needed her nose hairs tweezed and she’d removed more than nose hair. She’d rushed out back and lost her breakfast in the trash, only to be found by Avery. She managed the movie theater, which shared an alley with the mortuary. She’d taken Lola into the theater office and given her a ginger ale and a pep talk about surviving in small towns.

         Lola could use another pep talk about now.

         “Tell me what you know.” Avery eyed Randy’s wet bar.

         Lola collapsed sideways on a couch cushion as she recapped what she’d discovered.

         In the ensuing silence, Lola’s gaze found their wedding picture on the wall. Her hair had been perfect. Her dress Vera Wang. She should have recognized the zit on her forehead as an omen. “I thought Randy loved me.”

         Avery poked around the bar, grabbing hold of Randy’s unopened fifty-year-old bottle of whiskey. “He gave you a ring and his name.”

         “And uprooted me from New York.” Lola wanted to curl into a tight ball and cry. But what good would that do? Randy would still be dead, still have been unfaithful, and she’d still be surrounded by his things.

         His things.

         She jolted upright. The deer head mounted above the redbrick fireplace. The branded beer mirror over the living room bar. The leather couch. The familiar decorations of the updated small Craftsman that had given her comfort after Randy’s death. They were…It was…

         “I’m living in Randy’s bachelor pad.” A chill crept over Lola. “I need to redecorate.” Not move. Because Randy had taken out second mortgages on both houses, and his life insurance had gone to his mother. If Lola left now, she’d leave with nothing but debt.

         “Haven’t I been telling you to redecorate for months?” Avery handed Lola a full shot glass. Randy’s expensive whiskey sat open on the bar.

         Lola hesitated before accepting the shot. She wasn’t a drinker, and Randy had been saving that bottle.

         “Yes, I opened the whiskey Randy paid five hundred dollars for.” Avery filled her glass to the rim, drinking it without so much as a wince.

         “But—”

         Avery narrowed her expertly lined eyes. “Is Randy going to complain?”

         “No.”

         “Would you rather the other woman drank it?”

         “No!” It took Lola two burning swallows to get it all down. The whiskey didn’t fill the hole in her heart or the wound to her pride but it did give her a false jolt of courage. “Who was it, Avery? Who is the other woman?”

         “I don’t know.” Her friend shrugged, staring at the bottom of her shot glass. “Does it matter?”

         “Yes!” The need to know pressed a panic button inside of Lola, one she’d had no idea had been factory installed. “Why wasn’t I good enough for him?” Lola pressed a hand over her eyes and groaned. Despite her best efforts to the contrary, she was turning into her mother. Her slightly dramatic, slightly eccentric, slightly foolish mother, who’d often wailed the very same question during the first few months after Lola’s dad had left them.

         “Forget about Randy. You’re coming to Shaw’s with me tonight.” Avery made her second whiskey disappear in one smooth swallow. “You could use a therapy session with a good bottle of wine.”

         “Shaw’s doesn’t have good wine.” It had Widows Club fund-raisers. “Did Mims put you up to this?”

         “No, but it’s been a long time since you left this man cave.” Avery sat next to her and poured them both another drink. “You need a new man.”

         “I need to get rid of my old man first.” Lola downed the whiskey. It didn’t burn any less than the first time. Trust Randy to buy crappy, expensive liquor. But it served a purpose. She stood on steadier legs. “Randy goes. Starting now.” Lola marched toward the stairs.

         On the second floor, Lola made it past another wedding picture and the king-size bed without choking up. She entered the walk-in closet, which was bigger than most bedrooms, big enough for two floor-to-ceiling shoe racks and two dressers. But not big enough to hide the truth of Randy’s infidelity.

         “Is that your dream book?” Avery rushed to Lola’s dresser. She flipped open the stained pink fabric scrapbook of Lola’s youth. “Look at these autographed playbills. And hairstyles. And swatches of lace. And…” She cooed. “That is the sweetest baby nursery I’ve ever seen.”

         And it would never be Lola’s. “My mother told me when I was nine…” Right after Lola’s dad announced he’d gotten his mistress pregnant. “There are no happily-ever-afters.” She’d been right. Lola reached for the scrapbook, which held crushed dreams and broken promises. “That’s going in the trash.”

         Avery cradled the book to her chest. “You aren’t giving up on your dreams just because Randy was a jerk. I still believe in Prince Charming. And you should too.”

         Lola’s eyes misted. More than half the scrapbook was filled with aspirations of family and love. Those seemed as out of reach as her abandoned career doing hair and makeup on Broadway. She had no reason to keep the scrapbook, except…

         Nana’s dear face came to mind, her bright-blue eye shadow and rosy blush framed by a steel-gray beehive. She’d sat at the kitchen table with Lola, cutting out pictures from Playbill and People and recounting Grandpa’s courtship.

         “My grandmother used to say true love is home, and home is where dreams are made.” Lola took the dream book and put it back on the dresser. Someday, she’d make new dreams. “Can you box up Randy’s shoes? I’ll finish the dresser.” And then all she’d have left was the shelf above it.

         Lola sat on the carpeted floor and opened the bottom drawer. Mistake. The sweatshirts smelled of Randy. She used to love the clean way he smelled, as if he’d just showered and put on a set of freshly laundered clothes. Had his obsession with the shower and the laundry been a necessity to hide his lying lifestyle? Of course it had.

         “I’m ready for another drink now.” Lola started to stand.

         “You’ve got to earn it first.” Avery planted a hand on Lola’s shoulder and pressed her back down. “Or I’ll never get to Shaw’s by five thirty.”

         “I hate that you’re right.” Lola emptied the bottom drawer of Randy’s sweatshirts. And then it was on to the drawers with Randy’s shorts: cargo (including a pair he’d worn on their honeymoon on the Gulf Coast), basketball (he’d played on the men’s team in Greeley on Thursdays), padded bike shorts (for that spin class he’d attended in Greeley on Monday nights).

         Basketball? Spin class? And what about those late nights when he’d claimed to be at Shaw’s with the guys?

         Questions, suspicions, and doubts filled Lola’s chest, causing more congestion than rush hour traffic in Times Square, making it hard to breathe. She couldn’t be sure of anything anymore.

         Randy’s T-shirt drawer was next. Lola had to rise to her knees to empty it. The Playboy T-shirt he’d worn the day they’d met. Denver sports teams. Blue shirts advertising his business—Your Second Husband Handyman Service. A small white plastic bag from Valley Drug Store was stuffed in the back. Inside was a pair of dangly silver earrings that momentarily blinded Lola to infidelity and had her stepping back into the fantasy of a perfect marriage.

         “Randy was always buying me little gifts and then forgetting to give them to me. I’d come across bags like this in the glove box of his car, out in the garage with his tools, and…” The earrings slipped through her fingers. They were clip-ons. Lola had pierced ears. She had to face the truth. None of those hidden gifts had been meant for her. “I hate him.”

         “Attagirl.” Avery shoved Randy’s shoes into a box as if she couldn’t get rid of them fast enough.

         The top drawer of the dresser was clear, having harbored Randy’s briefs and the condom box, which now sat on the floor in the corner. On top of the dresser was the teak box where Randy used to put his wallet and the love notes she’d written him. Lola opened it but other than the keys to the farmhouse they rented to Drew, there was nothing inside. She’d removed the paper trail of their romance soon after his death. The love letters were in a kitchen drawer downstairs. Sometimes she read them with her morning coffee.

         Her stomach churned at her romantic naivete.

         Avery finished with Randy’s shoes, took one look at Lola, and hugged her again. “Let’s forget about Shaw’s and the bachelorette auction. Let’s go to the theater. We can sit in the projection room, watch movies, and eat buckets of popcorn.” A privilege they regularly indulged in since her family owned the theater.

         Broken Lola, the woman who’d believed in true love, wanted to put on a pair of baggy sweats, order pizza, and hide away from the world. Angry Lola, the woman who was discovering she had too much in common with her mother, wanted to flush every photo of Randy down the toilet, put on her sexiest dress, and paint the town red. But there was another Lola inside, one who was strong and scrappy and a survivor.

         “No. I’m finishing this.” There was nothing more Randy could do to hurt her.

         Lola stood on a footstool and reached for the last of Randy’s things on the dusty top shelf. She handed Avery yearbooks, the small safe containing Randy’s handgun, and then a bulky brown leather duffel.

         “It’s heavy.” Avery dropped the duffel to the floor. “Can I open it?” Not waiting for Lola’s approval, she knelt beside it, releasing the zipper.

         “What is it this time?” Lola didn’t want to look. “A supply of perfume? Chocolates? Lingerie for his lover?” Was it too much to hope that he’d monogrammed something personal for the other woman? At least then she’d have a clue about his mistress’s identity.

         “Holy cow.” Avery sat back on her heels. “It’s a pair of adult blow-up dolls.”

         “A pair? His and hers?” Had she thought Randy couldn’t shock her anymore? Whiskey swirled up Lola’s throat. With effort, she swallowed it back down.

         “He had an adventurous side.” Avery opened the bag wider, revealing a box with a man’s and a woman’s cartoony faces. “Who knew?”

         “Not me.” Lola’s words, like her spirits, were meek and beaten.

         “Hey, it’s never been opened.” Avery squeezed Lola’s hand. “He could have bought it for you two to play with. You should be flattered.”

         “I’m horrified.” Lola stared at the plastic faces, which looked drawn on with big markers. The smiley-face buttons at Walmart had more character.

         “Well, maybe…” Avery opened the bag completely. “Maybe he ordered the wrong thing. These don’t have parts.”

         “P-p-parts?”

         “You know.” Avery glanced up. “Boy parts. Girl parts.”

         “I had no idea life-size dolls came fully equipped,” Lola said weakly.

         “These are definitely cheap,” Avery said, suddenly a sex-toy expert. “He could have gotten them as a wedding gift and been waiting to give them to someone else.”

         “Randy wasn’t the regifting type.” Trouble was, Lola didn’t know anymore what type of man she’d married. “I’ll take that drink now.”

         Avery nodded. “I think you’ve earned it.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Drew’s next stop after putting out Lola’s fire was Gigi Nelson’s place.

         The octogenarian called at least once a week to report something. This time it was a rabid rodent in her backyard. If Drew had to guess, the rodent was a raccoon, wasn’t rabid, and would most likely be gone by the time he arrived. Not that it mattered. Gigi would have coffee ready. She was lonely, and those in the sheriff’s office, Drew included, didn’t mind a quiet coffee break with fresh-from-the-oven cookies.

         But today…

         His past had risen up to bite him in the butt.

         “You said we could move to Nashville.” Six years ago, Jane’s words had been wooden. “You said marriage wouldn’t change anything.”

         “But something else has.” Drew held Becky closer but her precious, swaddled body couldn’t thaw the ice forming around his heart.

         “You said you’d support my dreams.” Jane had stared at Drew as if he’d just stepped off the express elevator from Hades and she didn’t recognize the loathsome demon he’d become.

         “That was before we got pregnant.” An accident. “Before Becky was born.” Before he’d become a dad and they’d become a family. “Between my shifts as a sheriff and your gigs on the road, we need a support group.” His mother. His sisters. Her parents. “We wouldn’t have that in Nashville. Think about Becky.” He angled her cherubic face in Jane’s direction. “We can’t move now.”

         Jane had looked away.

         And she had never looked back. She’d filed for divorce that morning, signed over custody of Becky by noon, and left for Nashville before sundown.

         Drew flexed his fingers on the steering wheel. He needed mind-numbing action today so he wouldn’t think about Jane. A quick search online after her call had found a startling statistic: more often than not, absentee moms won the right to visitation and partial custody. What did that mean for Becky? Would she go to school half the year here and the other half in Nashville?

         Not if Drew could help it.

         A skateboarder flew off the curb in front of the cruiser, narrowly avoiding being run down.

         Drew slammed on his brakes, shoved the car in park, and hopped out just as another skateboarder did the same thing. “Boys! Do you have a death wish?”

         As one, the Bodine brothers, identical twins, stepped on the back ends of their boards and came to quick, noisy stops. The tall, lanky teens had shaggy brown hair that hung in their eyes and smiles that had charmed them into—and out of—trouble for most of their sixteen years.

         “I had plenty of time to get across.” That had to be Steve. He was the more cynical twin.

         Phillip slugged Steve’s shoulder. “Arrest him. He was going to skate in the town square.”

         “Way to go, loser.” Steve slugged him back, but they were both grinning like idiots. “Now neither one of us can skate there.”

         Because it was against a recently passed town ordinance.

         Victor Yates drove his feedstore truck slowly around Drew’s cruiser, giving the Bodines a hard look before giving Drew one of equal intensity. He was on the Sunshine Town Council (had been for decades), had authored the skateboarding ordinance (among other fun-killing laws), and had the demeanor of a man with serious constipation issues (he cut no one a break). None of which endeared him to the town’s youth or Drew. Didn’t help that he was Jane’s father.

         “Now what are we supposed to do?” Phillip rubbed his shoulder.

         As one, they turned to Drew, waiting for him to make a suggestion.

         Drew could think of lots of places they could skate—the old boat launch at Kismet Lake, the courtyard at the Methodist church, the loading platforms at the idle grain mill. None of which were legal either, but all of them tended to be deserted on Saturdays. Drew had been hoping the teens would outgrow their affection for skateboarding over the winter and go back to bull riding. No such luck. But the day was clear, and there was nothing going on in town to distract them. If they were going to skate, he’d rather they did it where no one would complain. “Try the grain mill.”

         Whooping, they hopped on their skateboards and set off.

         “Be careful,” Drew called after them, most likely too late.

         A white Subaru wagon pulled up next to Drew, blocking the traffic going the other way.

         Flashing that determined smile of hers, Mims leaned over the steering wheel so she could see Drew through the open passenger window. “Sheriff, we just heard from your mother that you’re looking for a good child-custody lawyer.”

         Kudos to Mom for holding out four hours with the news.

         Drew kept his voice carefully neutral. “Do you have a recommendation?” There were only two law firms in town, each run by one of Judge Harper’s sons.

         “We do.” Clarice smoothed a gray braid over her shoulder and said in complete seriousness, “You should get married.”

         Drew clutched the cruiser’s doorframe.

         “No judge will take Becky away from her married, upstanding father,” Bitsy added from the back seat.

         A truck turned onto Main Street and headed toward the Subaru.

         “Not for a woman whose only claim to stability for six years has been a post office box.” Mims gave the slowing truck a finger—her index finger—as if to say, Just a minute.

         “And we have the perfect woman for you,” Bitsy said in that soothing voice of hers.

         Drew wasn’t soothed.

         “We called Wendy Adams,” Mims said in a rush, causing Bitsy to frown. “She’s interested.”

         “Bring cash to the auction tonight.” Clarice jabbed a finger in his direction. “And don’t be late.”

         The approaching truck honked. The widows promised to see Drew later and drove out of the way, leaving him standing in the middle of Main Street.

         Get married?

         Get real.

         Except, a small voice in his head whispered, it makes sense on paper. To protect Becky.

         Drew shook his head, sliding behind the wheel and putting the car in drive. It didn’t matter that he’d been thinking about putting himself back in the dating scene now that Becky was older. If he’d learned anything from Lola and Randy, it was that whirlwind romance did not make for a happy, stable marriage. When he got married again, it’d be to someone who’d be a great mother for Becky. Someone generous and kind. Someone predictable and stable. Someone who’d value their marriage vows and who loved Sunshine and never wanted to leave. Someone like…

         Wendy Adams.

         Wendy was a secretary at the elementary school, taught Sunday school to tots, was a member of the quilting club, and had never drunk herself under the table at Shaw’s. She was a few years younger than Drew and a Sunshine native. And okay, she was pretty, a petite blonde with subtle curves and a soft voice. She didn’t dress as if she were going to a New York City nightclub, but she didn’t dress like a nun either.

         His cell phone rang through the cruiser’s console.

         “Dad, Daddy, Papa, Padre!”

         His daughter’s enthusiastic greeting always made Drew smile. “What is it, honey?”

         “Granny says we’re getting married.” Becky giggled and giggled and giggled some more, as if she were being mauled by a small, overly affectionate puppy.

         “Granny is jumping the gun.” Drew clenched his jaw, turning down Gigi’s street. “Put her on the phone, honey.”

         “Granny Susie!” Becky’s cowboy boots clumped on hardwood. “Granny! Daddy’s on the phone.” And then her voice dropped to a whisper. “Don’t tell her I called you.”

         “Hello? Drew?” When Susie Taylor came on the line, she sounded innocent. Too innocent. Which usually meant his mother was guilty of more than she was willing to admit. “What’s up?”

         “Marriage? Am I not the only one of your children who’s provided you with a grandchild?”

         “Oh, but Drew—”

         “And what did I say the last time you set me up on a blind date?”

         “Oh, but Drew, I haven’t—”

         “I said give it time.” He parked in front of Gigi’s white picket fence. “I said give Becky and me both time.”

         “Ah,” his mom said, lowering her voice. “You saw Mims.”

         “After you called her. Yes. And then Becky told me I was getting married.”

         “Well, that exploded in my face pretty quickly, didn’t it?” His mom sighed. “I called Mims because her grandson went through a custody battle last year. I wanted some advice for you. Mims mentioned how Carl’s being engaged helped him in court. And then she suggested the bachelorette auction.”

         Drew closed his eyes. “And…” There had to be more.

         “And Wendy Adams. She mentioned how Wendy Adams would be perfect for you.” His mom’s tone took a defensive turn. “If you know these things, why do you interrogate me?”

         “Because cops love confessions.” Not that it made him feel any better about the situation. Drew opened his eyes to face his next call.

         Gigi had the front door open. She was thin and frail and made a really good pot of coffee. If she’d been fifty years younger, he might have considered marrying her.

         “I’m sorry.” His mother didn’t sound apologetic. “Becky overheard me on the phone with Mims so I tried to make a joke of it.”

         “I’ll get a good lawyer.” If not one of the Harpers, then someone in Greeley.

         “Yes, but could you keep an open mind about Wendy?” His mom wasn’t going to let this go easily. “Jane has always been very determined once she makes up her mind.”

         “I’m hanging up now.” Because his mother was starting to make sense.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         After his shift, Drew dropped Becky off at Mia Hampton’s house with her sleeping bag and a pizza and then arrived at Shaw’s Bar & Grill, hungry and tired.

         Besides Lola’s bonfire, Gigi’s raccoon search, and checking on the Bodine boys at the mill, Drew had impounded a rooster named Marvin (no livestock allowed in city limits), settled a dispute at the retirement home (between two siblings vying for their father’s affection and bank account), and investigated reports of gunfire near the high school (traced to Bob Lumley’s backfiring ’57 Chevy). That was nearly triple the number of calls he responded to on an average day.

         Drew blamed it on spring-thaw madness, which in Sunshine was like a full moon, only it lingered for weeks instead of one night. It was May, and suddenly the temps were creeping up to seventy. That change in temperature put folks on edge. By June, things would settle back to normal. Hopefully, Jane’s custody demand would disappear just as quickly.

         Shaw’s had a big stage and a dance floor on one end, balanced on the other side by padded booths and large wooden tables around a well-used pool table. In the middle was a long, narrow bar with seats on both sides. There were license plates on the walls instead of photos or mirrors. Old saddles were mounted on the rafters. And on Saturday nights, the shells from free peanuts littered the floor. It was man-vana.

         Drew settled in at the bar and ordered a beer, contemplating his options pertaining to Wendy. He’d told his staff he was showing up to make sure things at the auction didn’t get out of hand. It was one of the town’s favorite spectacles, resulting in more drunk and disorderly arrests than at the county fair. Last year, Paul Gregory had a few too many daiquiris with the date he’d won at auction, and boot-scootin’-boogied across the bar. Topless.

         Drew studied the crowd. It was the typical auction mix of women dressed for date night and cleaned-up cowhands from ranches up and down the valley. He couldn’t spot a petite blonde, perhaps because there were so many cowboy hats. It seemed like every yahoo within a fifty-mile radius was sardined on the dance floor.

         Noah Shaw slid a tall, frosty beer and a bowl of peanuts in front of Drew. His family had owned Shaw’s for three generations. The big man had never met a stranger, at least not one who paid their bar tab. “You bidding tonight?”

         “I haven’t decided.” It wouldn’t hurt to test the waters with Wendy if she decided to participate. Drew took a sip of his beer and then started shelling peanuts.

         “This is a first.” Noah leaned on the bar. “Which woman finally caught your eye?”

         Before Drew could answer, Mims took the stage with all the command of a general in front of her troops. She’d traded in her hunting vest and boots in favor of a blue dress and white sandals. “Thank you all for showing up to the Date Night Auction to benefit the Sunshine Valley Boys & Girls Club. The bachelorettes for auction tonight—”

         Hoots, whistles, and hollers erupted. The horde sounded like over-sugared, deep-voiced children who’d been told it was time to open Christmas presents.

         “—will be available for prescreening for the next few minutes on and around the stage. Ladies, we’re still taking names if you want to join in on the fun.” Mims stared down at the crowd. “Gentlemen, as a reminder, bidding starts at one hundred dollars. This is a cash-only event. Any man who sets foot on the stage makes an immediate purchase. Winning bidders also pay for dinner and drinks afterward.”

         Was he really thinking about bidding on Wendy? Drew shelled a peanut, shifting in his seat. His wallet was fatter than usual in his back pocket, considering he’d withdrawn $400 in cash from the ATM. If that wasn’t intent to bid, he didn’t know what was.

         The noise was nearly deafening. Drew craned his neck to see the women who’d agreed to this mad dating game but he had yet to see Wendy. He had too much pride to push through the crowd and confirm her presence.

         A few minutes later, the auction started with Tiffany Winslow, who’d been in the same grade as Drew’s sister Eileen. Tiff worked as a checker at the pharmacy and sold for $250.

         Daisy Newbury went next. She worked at the convenience store and sold for $200 to a cowboy Drew didn’t recognize.

         If Wendy hadn’t come, Drew would’ve bet he’d be in bed early tonight without anyone in one of his jail cells. The crowd was noisy but behaving.

         His sisters were not.

         Priscilla claimed the stool next to him. “Wish me luck, Bro. I’m going on the auction block. All I need to do is track down Clarice and the sign-up sheet.” Priscilla worked at a bank and normally dressed conservatively with little makeup. Tonight, her eyes were lined like Gigi’s imaginary raccoon, and her fire-engine-red blouse plunged alarmingly.

         Drew nearly choked on a peanut. “You aren’t going up there looking like…like that.” Like she wanted a man to value her physical assets more than her personality. “You’re practically thirty, not twenty-three. Noah, sell me a Shaw’s T-shirt. Extra large.”

         “Forget the T-shirt, Noah.” Pris sniffed. “And I’m size medium, not XL.”

         “Whatever it takes to cover you up.” Drew couldn’t bring himself to look directly at his sister.

         “You’re such a prude.” Pris blew a kiss to someone across the room. “Now I know why Eileen isn’t talking to you right now. Tyrell was a total hottie, and you had no right to run him out of town.”

         “I didn’t run him out of town,” Drew said through clenched teeth, thinking about Eileen’s latest stray. “He stole Eileen’s SUV and was arrested in Denver.”

         “Only because you reported the SUV stolen. Eileen said he had her permission.”

         “Only to drive to the drug store in town, not to Denver.” Drew gripped his beer glass so tight that he thought it might shatter.

         “Anyway, landing the right guy takes time and the right bait.” Pris bumped her shoulder against Drew’s. “Tonight is going to be awesome because I’m feeling wonderful.”

         Wonderful. It was a word the Taylors used to tell each other they were okay.

         “Tone it down a notch.” Or ten. Anything less than wonderful. Drew took a deep drink from his beer.

         After his father had left and his mom had taken on two jobs, Drew had needed a system to determine which sister needed help and what kind of support she needed. Woe-Is-Me meant someone needed alone time. Watch-Out-World meant he needed to give a brief lecture and then hunker down somewhere safe until the storm was over. And Wonderful? Wonderful meant everything was normal, no intervention needed.

         “I heard Jason Petrie is here.” Pris craned her head around him, leaning every which way, scoping out the crowd gathered on the dance floor. “I’m not going to catch him with a Shaw’s T-shirt.”

         “You’re not going to catch him no matter what you wear. He always bids on Darcy Jones.” The bull-riding champion played the field on the circuit but protected his interest in Darcy when he was home. “If you go up there, I can guarantee you that Paul Gregory and his man boobs will bid on you.” Drew risked a sideways glance at his sister. “The ink on your divorce papers is barely dry. Enjoy that freedom you wanted so badly. You know you don’t need a man to complete you, right?”

         “Freedom is overrated.” But there was a wrinkle on her brow. “I see other hot cowboys in the crowd. I like cowboys.”

         Drew ran a hand over his face. He would bet Wendy never had these types of conversations with her older brother.

         Noah joined them on his side of the bar. “My money’s on Paul. He’s waving fifties. But it’s a moot point. The widows already closed entries.” He caught Drew’s eye and mouthed, You owe me.

         Pris slumped enough to make her red blouse gape in front.

         “Posture! Posture!” Drew shoved his napkin at her chest.

         Pris straightened and tossed his napkin on the floor. “Great. It’s Saturday, and I’m dateless. That means my big brother needs to buy me dinner. Nothing fancy. Just a burger and fries here at the bar.”

         “Have I just been played?” Drew glanced from Noah to Pris.

         Indeed he had. They were both laughing.

         Before he could bicker and eventually cave in to feeding his sister, he heard Mims announce the next date being offered: “Lola Williams.”

         Catcalls and hollers of appreciation practically raised the roof.

         Lola stepped into the spotlight, wearing a shimmery white cocktail dress and high-heeled white sandals that weren’t made for walking. Her long brown hair fell in lustrous waves over her shoulders. She looked like an angel, until you saw the fire in her eyes.

         Buy her, a voice in Drew’s head said, probably because he valued keeping the peace, and the expression on Lola’s face was anything but peaceful.

         “I’ll tell them about me.” Lola grabbed the microphone from Mims. There was a Watch-Out-World edge to her voice. “I’m Randy Williams’s wife. He used to run Your Second Husband Handyman Service.”

         The crowd quieted, either because they were stumped that a woman in the date auction claimed to be married or because they saw the wild look in her blue eyes and weren’t sure whether it was a good wild or a bad wild.

         Bad. Definitely bad.

         Drew swore and hopped off the barstool, pushing his way through the crowd. Passing Paul, who was waving fifties in front of his face like a fan. Passing Jason, who was grinning up at Lola. Passing a cowboy who raised his glass in Lola’s direction and spilled beer on Drew’s arm.

         Drew was only halfway to the stage when Lola said, “Randy’s dead, but I want to know who my husband was handy with besides me.”

         The energy in the crowd shifted from wary to predatory, like a watchful cat who’d spotted an unsuspecting mouse and was preparing to play with it before moving in for the kill.

         Lola was oblivious to the target being painted on her. “Randy was handy with another woman. Or maybe another man…” She looked bewildered by this statement, as if she couldn’t quite believe it herself.

         Had she been drinking? Drew couldn’t tell. She didn’t slur her words. She hadn’t stumbled across the stage.

         The men on the dance floor had been drinking. The volume in the peanut gallery increased as ribald comments were tossed about like volleyballs at the beach on a holiday weekend. The crowd’s need for spectacle wrapped around Drew’s chest and squeezed. He worked harder at reaching the stage, hoping to keep his landlady from starting a riot.

         Off to the side, the Widows Club board was in urgent conference. Bitsy looked up and caught sight of Drew. She nudged Mims. When Mims saw him, the apprehension on her face morphed to relief and then, as she took a glance toward Lola, to calculation.

         Drew didn’t like that look. Especially when he saw Wendy in the wings wearing blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a frilly pink blouse buttoned to her neck.

         “Please. I need to know.” Lola closed her eyes, as if she didn’t really want to know the truth. “Why was my husband unfaithful?”

         The crowd drained of energy.

         Some of the fight seemed to drain from Lola too.

         Mims took advantage and reclaimed the microphone. “We’re ready to bid. Remember, Lola isn’t your average local. She’s from New York City. She does hair and makeup professionally. We’ll start the bid at one hundred dollars.”

         Lola froze, staring above the crowd as if wishing she were above the mess she’d made.

         Drew finally reached the stage. From his vantage point, his landlady’s legs looked incredibly long. Distractingly long.

         With a raucous crowd at his back, Drew couldn’t afford to be distracted. “Lola.” He reached for her. “Come down.”

         She was coming down all right. She was coming down from Watch-Out-World mode and sliding into Woe-Is-Me territory. She blinked watery eyes. “Sheriff?”

         “How about seventy-five?” Mims didn’t seem to be working the crowd as much as she was working Drew. She smiled down at him. “Do I hear fifty?”

         Lola’s brow furrowed. “I’m being marked down?”

         “For God’s sake, Mims.” Drew hopped onto the stage. “We made a deal.” That the widows wouldn’t bamboozle Lola into participating.

         “Sold!” Mims grinned triumphantly. “For fifty dollars to Sheriff Drew Taylor.”

         “I didn’t bid,” Drew snapped. He took Lola’s arm and turned her toward the stairs, catching a whiff of alcohol on her breath. He nearly ran into Wendy waiting in the wings. Her gaze dropped to the floor, along with his hopes that she might be his best defense against Jane.

         “Rules are rules, Sheriff.” Mims tsk-tsked into the microphone. “Fifty dollars is a bargain and for a worthy cause. Please pay the cashier.” She gestured toward Clarice. And then she lowered the microphone, raising her voice to be heard above the crowd. “We didn’t break our agreement. Lola volunteered.” The Widows Club president glanced toward the bar. “Of course, if you want to be a stickler about it, I could take Priscilla in Lola’s place. She looks pretty tonight, and she mentioned she might be ready for some excitement.”

         No way was Drew letting his sister on that stage. He paid Clarice and led Lola away as the next bachelorette was put on the chopping block.

         It was a long walk to their booth. People smiled and shouted congratulations as they passed.

         Lola lagged half a step behind Drew, ducking her head to avoid attention.

         Drew slowed, eased his grip, and leaned close to her ear. “Are you okay? I can take you home if you like.”

         Her blue eyes caught his, and she gave him a tentative smile. “I—”

         “Hey, Sheriff,” Iggy King called from the bar, tipping back his straw cowboy hat. “Way to take advantage of a fire sale.”

         Lola’s smile hardened. She quickened her steps, beelining to their table and the full flutes of champagne, as determined as his twin sisters to find trouble.

         Drew was faster and body-blocked her. “You’ve had enough.”

         “I’m just beginning.” Lola elbowed Drew out of her way, nothing soft about her now. “This is my date. I call the shots.” She flounced onto the bench seat.

         Drew scowled. “Technically, I bought you.”

         “Pity purchases don’t count.” She flung her sun-kissed brown hair over one shoulder, radiant in her Watch-Out-World indignation.

         “It was a rescue.” Drew bared his teeth in a smile. Lola was exactly the kind of woman he and Becky didn’t need—obstinate and unpredictable.

         “He said, she said.” Lola raised her glass. “To the truth.” She drained her bubbly and reached for the bottle.

         Drew’s hand got there first. He parked the champagne on the seat next to him.

         The crowd laughed at something Mims said, and the bidding began anew. On Wendy.

         “If you don’t pour me another glass, I’m going to interrogate you.” Lola fixed Drew with a steely-eyed glare worthy of the finest police detectives in New York City. “You weren’t surprised when I told you about Randy’s laundry habits today. You knew he’d strayed.”

         “How much have you had to drink?” Drew countered.

         “A couple pregame shots. For courage,” she added. “Did Randy use your house for his dirty deeds?”

         The last thing Lola needed right now was the truth about her husband. If Drew told her there’d been two sets of headlights every few nights, she’d grill each woman at Shaw’s who drove a car, including Pris.

         Drew’s gaze drifted to his sister. When her marriage had begun to crumble a year or more ago, she’d separated from her husband. His mother had let slip once that Pris had found someone new. That relationship hadn’t panned out, obviously…Because Randy had died?

         Pris laughed at something Noah said and ordered a beer.

         Drew shook his head, refusing to believe Pris had been Randy’s other woman.

         Next to his sister, Iggy stared at Lola as if he were a bird dog and she were a plump pheasant he’d startled from the brush.

         Without meaning to, Drew jutted his chin.

         “He did cheat at the farmhouse.” Lola sat back and raised her voice. “Did Randy host wild parties? Did you double-date with my husband? Did he dance with blow-up dolls?”

         Several passing patrons glanced their way.

         “Keep it down.” Drew took a swig of champagne. “Identifying Randy’s lover won’t make you feel any better.”

         “Wanna bet?” But Lola’s words lacked fire, and she pressed her eyes closed. When she opened them, she looked at Drew with a vulnerable expression, like the one his sister Eileen got when she lost a stray she’d been trying to save, the one with watery eyes and too much trembling around her mouth. “I just want to know. Was it a long-term affair or something intense and brief that Randy regretted? Did he think I was stupid?” She swiped his glass, raised it to her lips, and then put it back down, untouched. “I have to know.” Her voice dropped to a whisper that Drew had to strain to hear. “Was it real? Did he love me?”

         The helplessness in her voice reached deep inside Drew and took hold.

         His annoyance with Lola dissipated, and it wasn’t a hardship to meet her tearful gaze, to admire her fragile beauty, to hope she’d find her way past the shock she’d had today. “No one can answer that but Randy.”
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