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Prologue

				Pick me! Pick me! Pick me! The three letters on Linnea Basinger Reyes’s desk pleaded for help.

				She hated this part of being Senator Kenneth Klein’s “angel” so much it made her stomach ache. All three deserved a check from the Helping Hand for Colorado Veterans fund, and if she had her way, they’d get one. But Ken put his foot down. Pick one big story with enough buzz to revive his re-election campaign.

				Blotting out the ringing phones, the urgent voices, the campaign office hustle-bustle, Linnea ran her finger along the ragged edge of the letter ripped from a spiral notebook. It wasn’t fair that two orphaned sons of a fallen officer couldn’t afford college. She slid her eyes to the neatly typed letter beside it. How could she bear to turn away a young father who lost his wife in a helicopter crash and needed to move closer to his parents?

				She lifted the third letter. The mauve paper reminded her of a bruise. The waves of black ink rolled across the page like a stormy sea. The story sliced through her like a razor. The name at the bottom made her stomach twist with shame. Adam McCormick.

				A movement caught her eye. Ken was back from lunch. She shuddered. He stood amidst the jumble of desks, nodding seriously as one of the campaign assistants read him an item from the Post. He waved at Linnea, and she pushed a smile to her lips so he didn’t see her revulsion.

				Her gaze dropped to the purple stationery. It was all wrong for Ken’s campaign. A complicated problem — no children or puppies — but she was choosing it anyway. Cheater. Without lifting her head, she watched Ken turn away and disappear into his office. She started to breathe again, and blood rushed back to her brain. Marco had left her a little inheritance. She’d send it to the other families.

				Linnea studied the portrait of her husband on the cabinet beside her desk. Marco’s dark eyes stared back at her, as enigmatic and unyielding as ever. His expression somber, befitting his uniform. The picture dwarfed the one in the dented frame beside it. Marco’s arm was slung across the shoulder of Adam McCormick. They wore Ray-Ban sunglasses and desert fatigues and grinned into the relentless Afghanistan sun unaware that before the week ended, one of them would die and the other changed forever.

				She yearned to tear the photo to pieces and get on with her life. But first she had to make amends for what she’d done to Adam McCormick.

	
Chapter One

				Linnea let go of the steering wheel and stuck her hand into her purse. An envelope’s sharp corner poked her palm.

				“Ouch!” A warning to turn around and go home? She wanted to.

				Sign the divorce papers, Linnea  … 

				No, Marco, please give me another chance … 

				Let me go, puta, it’s over … 

				I can’t.

				Infuriated, Marco had hung up the phone and led Adam into the ambush that cost Marco his life and Adam his future as a complete man.

				Digging the purple envelope out of her bag, she double-checked the address: 110 Canyon Road, Cloud River, Colorado.

				Canyon Road turned out to be a sad, crumbling ribbon stretching across the east Colorado plain. Grayish ranch homes on wide lots of brown grass and dingy snow lined the faded pavement. How had Adam felt when he finally came home? Relieved? Depressed? Empty, the way she did?

				Topping a low rise, a burst of turquoise drew her eyes, and the brightest house she’d ever seen shimmered in the morning light. Three greenhouses trailed behind it like glass boxcars. Puffs of smoke curled from the brick chimney. It sat in a pretty little valley, cozy and tucked safely away from an unpredictable world just as she always imagined a home should be. No wonder Adam’s family was fighting to keep it.

				She parked Marco’s old Silverado in the gravel driveway behind a dented green delivery van with Cloud River Organics — Food for Life stenciled on the side. Linnea frowned at her worn jeans and sheepskin boots, not really appropriate for an official campaign visit, but she came as soon as the check was cut and before Ken asked where she was going.

				A quick moment to size up the house — sprawling, one-story, wide windows, cheerful, friendly — then she grabbed her shoulder bag and jumped out of the truck. A set of shaky porch steps moaned as she skipped up the planks, and the absence of a doorbell required a sharp rap on the heavy oak door. She pressed her ear against the cold wood. Nothing stirred on the other side.

				No footsteps except hers marred the fresh snow. Someone must be home. Tramping across the lawn, she leaned over a wide juniper bush, squinting against her own reflection to peer through the wide window.

				“Who are you?”

				Linnea jerked up, and her feet slipped on the icy grass. For a few seconds she was airborne before crashing to earth with a teeth-shattering jolt. When she raised her head off the ground, a tall, dark-haired man was frowning at her from the open door.

				He stepped off the porch and ambled over. The unlaced work boots that stopped inches from her side were big and worn. Her eyes traveled over a pair of long legs encased in faded jeans and slid across the stretched fabric of his blue tee shirt to his broad-shoulders. He was gorgeous. Warmth spread across her cheeks at the thought.

				She peered up at his face. Dark brows, arched in surprise, topped green-gold eyes. Tiger eyes, hunter eyes, unwavering, intelligent, hungry. A spasm of longing skittered through her, and she sidled her gaze away from his to study the black beard stubble framing a generous mouth, which at this moment was agape with surprise.

				He had to be Adam’s hell-bent older brother.

				“I’m guessing you’re not a cat burglar,” he said.

				“Sorry. I didn’t think anyone heard me knock.”

				“Wasn’t expecting anyone.” He offered her a work-roughened palm. “Can I help you up?”

				Wet snow seeped through the back of her jeans, and her ankle throbbed. “Thanks.”

				He grabbed her hand, his palm warm against her wet, icy fingers. She barely had time to register the frisson of pleasure when he hauled her to her feet. A sharp pain shot up her leg, and she nearly toppled sideways.

				“Whoa, whoa, there.” His arm slipped around her waist, and he pulled her against him. “Are you all right?”

				“I don’t know. My ankle hurts.” She leaned heavily on his shoulder as she balanced on her good leg, and he barely stirred. Solid as a tree, but much more enjoyable to rest against.

				He scowled at the wobbly ankle. “Try standing on it.”

				She straightened her knee and gingerly touched the ground with her toe. Then she shifted her weight. It hurt like hell but held. “I must have twisted it a little.”

				“Can you drive?”

				“I think so.”

				“Good. I’ll help you to your truck. When you get back to the bank, put ice on it. Then tell them we’ll have the mortgage money in a few days.”

				“The bank?”

				“You’re not from the bank?”

				“No. I’m here to help you.”

				His scowl deepened. “You’re going to help me?”

				“I got Adam’s letter.”

				“Adam wrote you a letter asking for help?”

				“You didn’t know?”

				He shook his head.

				“He said his brother — I assume that’s you — was being forced to take a dangerous job as a mercenary — ”

				“Adam!” His voice shattered the air and shook the snow from a nearby pine.

				“What, Jesse?”

				She swiveled her head toward the familiar voice, and her throat constricted as Adam McCormick emerged from the house. He was so thin, and his brown eyes — his warm, lively brown eyes — were sunken and ringed with fatigue. His body hung heavily on a set of metal crutches. Her gaze dropped away from his face. The left leg of his jeans was empty below the knee. Her eyes slid away, and her cheeks burned with shame. She’d known he’d be different, but the reality was worse than her nightmares.

				“Do you know this woman?”

				“Hi, Linnea.” The ghost of a smile played on Adam’s lips.

				“Hi.”

				“She says you contacted her.” Jesse met her eyes. “What did he want again?”

				Her uninjured ankle wobbled from doing the work of two, and Jesse’s heavy arm squeezed her waist tighter every time he asked a question.

				“I’m sure this can all be cleared up if Adam and I can talk privately,” she said.

				“Not on your life.” Then Jesse propelled her into the house. “We’ll talk inside.”

				An exotic hodgepodge of handicrafts and art crammed the wide front room of the McCormick house. Macramé webs dangled from the cathedral ceiling. Rustic oak shelves filled with primitive clay vessels and figurines teetered along the sides of the room, and blood red Navaho rugs covered the worn pine floor. A dozen life-size bronze sculptures of children at play were scattered around a tiny island of furniture adrift in the exotic sea. The aroma of cinnamon curled through the air.

				Linnea inhaled deeply. If she ever had a real home, it would be cozy and colorful just like this one. “It’s so bohemian.”

				“Yeah, that’s the McCormicks for you.” Jesse didn’t sound pleased. “Come join us in the Kasbah.”

				Using Jesse’s body as a crutch, she limped to a sofa covered by a bright gold afghan while trying to ignore his solid male body. Two worn easy chairs, a coffee table strewn with books and a big screen TV completed the circle of furniture. “Have a seat.” Jesse slid his arm from her waist, and she dropped onto a worn cushion.

				Adam swung into the house and poked the door shut with the tip of his crutch. Jesse narrowed his eyes at his brother. “Do you want to tell me what is going on?”

				From the back of the house, a disembodied female called out, “Why are you growling, Jesse?”

				A moment later, a woman emerged. Tall and willowy, she seemed to glide into the room. Thick black hair threaded with silver rippled down her back, and a jade green caftan embroidered with spring flowers floated around her. But the bright blossoms didn’t camouflage the dark circles beneath her luminous brown eyes. She had to be Corrine — Adam and Jesse’s mother. Corrine reminded Linnea of Murphy, her own mother. She’d had been beautiful, too, but Linnea had watched her fade into a papery shadow, so thin when she died that Linnea could scoop her up and carry her.

				“Didn’t mean to disturb your meditation,” said Jesse. “We’ll try to keep it down. Got a little excited is all.”

				Corrine’s gaze fell on Linnea. “We have a guest. Why didn’t you tell me?”

				Jesse sighed. Adam swung through the room and dropped into an easy chair. Corrine floated past the bronze statues, patting their heads like the Old Woman in the Shoe soothing her children. She sank down on the sofa beside Linnea.

				“Are you a friend of my sons’?”

				Linnea glanced up at Jesse. He’d propped one broad shoulder against a small patch of open wall. From beneath knitted brows he glowered at her. The gold sparks glittered when she met his eyes. A man who took care of himself and those in his care. It was stupid for her to come.

				“Adam and my husband served together in Afghanistan.”

				Jesse and Corrine turned to Adam. He smiled at Linnea again. His brown eyes were warm. “That makes us friends. Thanks for coming.”

				Jesse shifted his weight. “You aren’t here to visit Adam.”

				“I got the letter Adam sent to the Fund. Your story touched my heart.” She pulled the letter from her shoulder bag.

				Jesse reached across the coffee table and snatched the letter out of her hand. She tried to grab it back, but he stepped out of her reach. “Let’s enjoy the tragic tale of the McCormicks together,” he said.

				Adam took a sharp breath.

				Corrine pressed a hand to her chest. “That’s private, Jesse.”

				Jesse unfolded the letter. “How private can it be since everyone seems to know what’s in it but me?” His eyes skimmed down the page, darting from one line to the next, his expression growing thunderous.

				“Dear Linnea.” Jesse’s gaze flicked across her face. “Last year Robbie — my father — died, and we had to take out a mortgage on our organics farm to pay his medical bills. Our farm fell on hard times since we were fixated — ” He lifted his eyes from the page and stared at Corrine.

				She stopped fidgeting, folded her arms across her chest and lifted her chin defiantly.

				He continued. “ — fixated on Robbie. We are about to lose our house and our farm. We are not whining. We’ll eat cat food if we have to — ” He stopped. “I’ll skip the rest of this drivel. Let’s jump right to the good stuff, shall we?”

				Adam looked away. Corrine bent her head.

				“A few weeks ago my brother informed us he was joining a paramilitary security company to earn the money to get us on our feet again. They will send him to Colombia. He’s replacing a guy who died so this is a dangerous assignment, plus he would be gone for two years. We are both veterans so when my mother and I read in the newspaper about Senator Klein’s fund to help veterans and how you were in charge we decided to write you. Please buy our family a little more time to get the farm going again. We know things will get better, and — ”

				Jesse broke off and glared at Adam and Corrine. “You two should be court-martialed. Begging strangers for money. Turning private family matters into fodder for politicians. Where is your pride? And you — ” His eyes narrowed into Linnea’s. Her heart did a little flip. “ — should get in your truck and go back to Denver or wherever you came from. This family pays its own way. We don’t accept charity.”

				He balled up the letter and flung it over her head. It hit the window, landing on the floor with a soft crunch. Snatching a canvas coat off the curls of a bronze boy carrying a pail of berries, he strode to the door.

				“Where are you going?” Corrine sounded on the verge of tears.

				He didn’t turn around. “Outside. To watch our farm fall on hard times!” He banged the door shut behind him. The sound bounced off the flock of bronze children and echoed through the room like tiny bells.

	
Chapter Two

				Jesse smashed through the greenhouse door and tried not to mind the loud creaks as it gave way, then snapped closed behind him.

				“Mornin’, Jess.” Kevin Burke, the farm manager, sat on a camp stool playing a game on his phone.

				“Aren’t you supposed to be loading the van?”

				“Just taking a little break.” Kevin’s black eyes glittered with resentment as he stood and stomped down the herb aisle to the flats of hydroponic lettuce waiting at the far end.

				Damn! What was wrong with him? He seemed to be snarling at everyone these days. But nothing had turned out the way he planned.

				When he was kid, he’d dreamed of flying. The best day of his life was getting accepted at West Point. He’d horrified his hippie parents, but he’d loved the army and flying choppers, even when he was dodging missiles in Afghanistan. Stateside he had a great apartment near the ocean and a beautiful lady. Capital L on lady.

				Then his life turned into a house of cards. Robbie got sick and couldn’t manage the farm so he lost his contract with the local organics distributor. The old supermarket in town was their last client. Last spring Adam was wounded during his first tour. Robbie died a few months after Adam was brought back to the States. So Jesse requested a hardship separation from the army. Now he was jobless, apartment-less, lady-less, and one day from signing away two years of his godforsaken life to get Corrine back on her feet.

				This morning, the cherry on top of this mess landed on his front doorstep. She reminded him of Alice in Wonderland, except she was definitely not a little girl. Pale blond hair that brushed her waist, gray eyes big enough to drown in, a sweet, slender body that curved under his palm. Jesse’s jaw tightened. She was as naïve and meddlesome as the real Alice. A paltry donation was not enough to fix their problems. They needed a lottery’s worth of money.

				“Hey, Jess.”

				Ashley Cooper pushed through the doors. Jesse gritted his teeth. Not this again.

				“I’m so glad I found you.” Her blue eyes blinked at him from a frame of thick mascara as she swayed into the greenhouse in a ridiculous pair of spiky boots. Her curvy hips, sheathed in something tight, blue, and shiny, knocked a wide trestle table holding dozens of Corrine’s delicate peppermint and lavender tea seedlings. The tiny pots rocked precariously, and two lavender plants landed on their side. Queen Ashley didn’t notice.

				“Ash, I’d like to visit, but I’m slammed.” He bent and righted the pots.

				“Of course. This will only take a teeny, tiny second.”

				He sighed and turned away from her. “Walk with me, then. I’ve got to help Kevin load the lettuce.”

				The hollow clack of her boot heels on the concrete floor quickened behind him as she scurried to catch up. When she reached him, the scent of her flowery perfume hit his nostrils. He sneezed.

				“Bless you.” She managed to give her benediction and sound annoyed at the same time. “I hope you’re not coming down with something.”

				“Typhoid.”

				“You’re such a tease, Jess. Seriously, we have to talk.”

				He pulled up short. “Look, Ash, it’s not my — ”

				Her smile faded and her eyes glittered like marbles. “No, Jesse. You look. No one around here wants to pay up the wazoo for organic crap. I’m willing to give Corrine a very generous offer for this useless piece of land. She can pay off the bank and whatever else she owes. Plus we’ll knock down the greenhouses and that turquoise eyesore for free and cart away all the stupid junk inside. It’s not like buyers are lining up for this place.”

				“It’s not my call. We’ve been through this already.”

				Ashley held up her index finger and wagged a red nail at him. “May first, Jess. Then our offer drops. Five thousand each week. We’re trying to be fair. Generous, really. If the bank forecloses, we’ll get this place for nothing at auction. Corrine has to understand.”

				“She’d be selling out to the Man. That’s what she understands.”

				Ashley’s eyes narrowed.

				“I’ll be gone by the middle of April. She can’t run the farm by herself. I predict she’ll sign on the dotted line before I land in Colombia.” He mentally crossed his fingers. Nothing would make him happier than to dump the old place and collect a six-figure check from Ashley freaking Cooper. With the money he’d make flying choppers for Keystone Security, he’d pay off the mortgage and the tax man, plus put aside enough money to assure Corrine a life of modest comfort.

				“Will Adam try to stop her?”

				“He’s doing eight to midnights at the radio station and driving up to Fort Collins three days a week to school. Besides, he’s in no condition to run this place.” Jesse attempted a lopsided grin. “Can you do me a favor, Ash? Be patient. She’s going to come around.”

				“She better. I’d hate to see your mom lose out on the money. I love this little valley. You know that, Jess. But Daddy wants me to scout out other locations for the new development so Corrine better not wait too long to make up her mind.”

				“She won’t. I have to run.”

				Ashley batted her spidery lashes at him. “I’m staying in tonight if you want to stop by. We can watch a movie or something.”

				Or something. “I’ll try.”

				• • •

				The crunch of Jesse’s boots on the gravel drive faded away, and silence fell over the room. Round-eyed, Adam and Corrine gaped at the front door. Linnea dropped her head and studied her feet.

				Adam broke the silence. “What do we do now?”

				Now? Linnea jerked her head up. “Your brother made his feelings clear. He doesn’t want my help.”

				“Jesse is still driving up to Winter Park tomorrow to sign the contract with Keystone Security unless we stop him.”

				“Come on, Adam. He’s not going to change his mind. You heard what he said. No charity.”

				She turned to Corrine for confirmation, but Corrine swung her head away and looked at Adam. Something unspoken passed between mother and son.

				Adam cleared his throat. “I could sure go for a cup of your mint tea, Corrine.”

				Corrine sprang off the sofa. “How rude of me! I’ll put the kettle on.” She scurried away.

				Slouched in a patched brown lounger beside the sofa, Adam’s mouth curved into an easy smile when Linnea looked at him. Did Jesse’s mouth curve the same way when he smiled? If he smiled.

				“I can’t force him to take the money. I’m sorry, Adam. Honest.”

				“I know.”

				He grabbed his crutches and pushed himself up, then pivoted on his foot and plopped down next to her. The cushion wobbled like a choppy sea. “I’m glad you came. I guess you must miss Marco a lot.”

				“I guess.”

				Adam tilted his head and considered her. Whatever he read in her face made him nod. “I know. It’s not even a year.” He dropped his eyes to his lap. “I knew you’d help us out when you read our letter. I remember how nice you were when I dropped in for dinner last year. Marco told me once you had a soft heart.”

				Marco hadn’t meant it kindly. Her need to help others made him impatient. Why do you let people take advantage of you?

				This trip had been a bad idea. How did she expect to make up for a lost leg? An interrupted life? She should hand him the check and go before she made a mess of things for his family. Forget the article for the Denver Post. Forget the campaign publicity. She’d figure out a Plan B later. If Jesse wanted to risk his life in Colombia, it was none of her business.

				Adam drew her back to the present. “I hate asking for charity just as much as Jesse.” He smiled his sweet smile.

				Her resolve disappeared. “Please don’t think of it as charity, Adam. Think of it as payback. You and Jesse have sacrificed so much, it’s the least we can do.” Jeez.

				“It’s okay to call it charity.” His voice softened. “I’m doing this for my mother. Corrine has been through so much this past year, and all she wants is for our family to stay together in our own house. I’d jump in and help Jess with the farm, but, well — ” He trailed off.

				If it wasn’t for her stubbornness, he could. “I should go before Jesse comes back.” She held the check out to him. “Please take the money. Whatever your brother decides, this will help you and Corrine a little.”

				When Adam didn’t move to take it, she dropped the check in his lap. It fluttered against his knee and fell to the floor, landing under the empty leg of his jeans. She rose and tried to tear her eyes away as she zipped her hoodie. She couldn’t. Panic rose from her skin like steam, but she had to ask the question haunting her nearly every night.

				“Did Marco suffer?” She barely breathed as she waited.

				Adam shook his head. “I don’t know. It was over so fast.”

				“Can you tell me  … ” The words stuck in her throat. “ … what, uh, happened?”

				“It was weird day, that’s all.”

				“Weird how?”

				“Marco was the best scout we had. The guys called him El Aguila.”

				“The Eagle?”

				“Yeah. He knew how to spot artillery from miles away. Guns, too, and bad stuff along roadsides. But he missed the most obvious gun placement ever. He just walked into the ambush, and El Aguila Junior, that was me, I followed him.”

				Because of her. Because she’d refused to give Marco a divorce, and he’d gone out on patrol blinded by anger.

				Adam stared down at the check. “We have to stop Jesse from going to Winter Park tomorrow.”

				“This is between you and your family.”

				“Please, Linnea.” His dark head hung over his mangled leg as he waited. “We need your help to save Jesse.”

				She owed him a leg  …  and a real life. Her knees buckled, and she sank down on the sofa. The loose spring groaned. “Jesse’s made up his mind. What else can I do?” As she contemplated another confrontation with Adam’s brother, her mouth dried.

				Corrine appeared, carrying a tray with three mugs of tea and an earthenware plate piled high with plump cinnamon buns. Steam from the mugs curled behind her as she moved, and the grassy scent of mint filled the room. Linnea inhaled deeply, but she couldn’t relax.

				Corrine set the tray on the coffee table and handed mugs to Linnea and Adam. She carried hers to an easy chair and settled in. “I knew the universe was smiling on us today. I felt the positive forces when I meditated this morning.”

				“As I told Adam, this is really between you and your sons. I shouldn’t butt in. The check will tide you over while you work things out.”

				“Please help us.” Corrine’s soft voice touched Linnea. “Jesse’s a good man and a wonderful son. But he sees everything as a problem to be solved. He can’t understand he’s more important to me than money or even the farm.”

				How did she get into this? “I’m sure you and Adam can talk him into taking the money.” She sent up a small desperate prayer.

				“But if we can’t, he’ll go away and maybe get killed, and we’ll still lose the farm because there’s no one to do the work,” said Adam, the man she owed a limb to.

				“How can you stop him? We can’t very well tie him up. He’s strong enough to take all three of us on at once and not break a sweat.” The image of a pair of long, powerful legs rose in her head. “If he wants to go to Winter Park, he’s damn well going.”

				One of Adam’s brows arched. “Why can’t we tie him up? It’s only for a day. The guy he’s supposed to meet in Winter Park leaves tomorrow night. If he doesn’t sign Jess tomorrow, he’ll find another pilot for the tour.”

				“Come on, Adam, it’s impossible, not to mention illegal to hold Jesse against his will. Maybe he won’t have you arrested, but what about me?”

				“Once the recruiter leaves, Jesse will come around,” said Corrine. “He’s been doing a lot of barking lately, but that’s not really him. He’s just worried.”

				Adam leaned forward. “Corrine and I have a plan, but we’d nearly given up on pulling it off. It requires a stranger to, ah, do the heavy lifting.”

				“This morning I asked the universe to send an angel to save Jesse,” said Corrine. “And here you are.”

				If she’d really been an angel, Linnea would have restored Adam’s leg, then spread her wings and fled Cloud River like a bat out of hell. But she wasn’t.

	
Chapter Three

				“It’s right over there.” Corrine pointed to a squat yellow-brick building floating in a sea of faded blacktop. As the Silverado sailed past the supermarket, Linnea glanced in the rearview mirror. An illuminated plastic sign announcing Cloud River Food Mart perched on the roof. The green delivery van wasn’t among the sparse collection of cars in the parking lot.

				“Looks like Jesse’s not there.”

				“He’s unloading lettuce today. The van’s parked in back,” said Adam.

				“Of course.” Her heart sank. “I’ll turn around at the corner.” Slowing the Silverado, she hung a right on First Street. Her eyes nearly popped out of her head at the quaint downtown. “This is unbelievable!”

				“Welcome to Cloud River,” said Corrine.

				Linnea slowed the truck to study the little shops in colorful Victorian houses and ornate brass street lamps hugging the brick sidewalks. On one side the Mother Earth Café took up three storefronts. Beside it stood a flower shop with a giant wooden tulip hanging over it. Next to the flower shop was a bakery whimsically named The Muffin Man. The Potter’s Wheel displayed rows of earthy green pitchers and vases, while tall apothecary jars filled with herbs and spices heralded The Colorado Spice Company. Further down, a white clapboard church rested on a patch of grass dotted with weathered gravestones. Across the street, an old stable held the Cloud River Brewery. A flock of BMWs, Infinitis, and Escalades were parked in front.

				“The brewery seems to be popular,” she said.

				Corrine’s voice was tight. “City people. They live in the Cooper’s McMansions. Cloud River’s their dude ranch. They get to feel like cowboys and fishermen and such only with four-car garages and chain stores.”

				“They’re trying to rezone the church property so they can bring in a big supermarket and discount store,” added Adam. “If that happens, all these shopkeepers will be out of business.”

				Linnea made a U-turn and headed back. At the edge of the old downtown, a Georgian building with Doric columns rose like a dignified sentry. A discreet brass sign over the door read “First Bank of Cloud River.” The silence in the truck grew thick.

				“Let’s get back to the supermarket, shall we?” Linnea punched the gas pedal and steered the Silverado back onto the highway.

				At the supermarket, she squeezed the truck into a narrow space close to the entrance. Her ankle was still sore, plus Adam couldn’t manage a long hike with the prosthesis he’d strapped on, and Corrine, who’d changed into a pair of jeans that hung in folds on her thin frame, was so fragile, a strong gust of wind might blow her away.

				Linnea put the Silverado in park and faced Adam and Corrine, who were wedged into the front seat beside her. “We’re here so you can convince him to accept the money and stay in Cloud River. Agreed?”

				Corrine nodded solemnly, but Adam narrowed his eyes. “You’re not getting cold feet, are you?”

				“Your plan is illegal.”

				“So is speeding, but I noticed you were going seventy on the highway.”

				“Come on, Adam. It’s not the same thing. If Jesse presses charges, I could end up in jail.” If Jesse pressed charges, the story would land on the front page of the Denver Post. Ken might lose his re-election bid.

				Adam’s eyes softened. “We agreed to reason with him first. It’s only a last resort, or, what did you call it?”

				She raised her eyes heavenward. “Plan B.”

				Corrine patted her arm. “Plan B. I like the sound of that. It’s hopeful.” Her expression sobered. “Don’t worry, Linnea, Jesse is too kind-hearted to press charges. He’ll forgive you.”

				Highly doubtful, but arguing was getting her nowhere. She pulled the keys from the ignition. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

				Paint peeled from the supermarket’s window frame, and the yellow brick was nicked and scraped from the rusted shopping carts. The automatic doors squeaked as they swung open. Inside, the walls were grimy, the lighting fixtures old and dim, the linoleum floor yellowed with age. In the produce area, duct tape held together a chipped enamel scale beside display bins scratched to a misty white.  

				Amid this decrepitude, Jesse and a heavy-set guy set out little bunches of bright green lettuce. They both straightened up when she walked in beside Corrine and Adam. Jesse seemed even taller and broader than she remembered. As she approached him, something hard settled in his eyes. Beads of sweat rolled between her breasts and over her stomach. This man could be dangerous if crossed.

				Jesse’s companion brushed dirt from his hands. “Hey, Adam. Corrine.”

				Corrine and Adam shot him half-smiles. “Hey, Kevin.”

				Jesse’s eyes swept the circle of faces. “Mind setting out the rest of this batch while I grab another flat from the van, Kevin?”

				“Sure.”

				Jesse jerked around. “The rest of you follow me.” Corrine and Adam shuffled after him, and Linnea reluctantly followed. Jesse stopped before a metal door with “Employees Only” painted across it. His eyes locked into Adam’s. “What are you doing here?”

				Adam’s confidence seemed to slip. “We  …  we came to talk to you.”

				Another bead of sweat rolled down Linnea’s belly. Take the check, Jesse. If you don’t, then it will be worse than you can imagine.

				“About?” asked Jesse.

				“Look, Jess, we know you’re worried. We all are. But Linnea has agreed to help — ”

				“Great.” Jesse held out his hand to her. “Let’s see it.”

				She blinked. “The check? Really?” Relief poured through her.

				“Isn’t that what you came here to deliver?”

				Anger rolled off him in waves. If this was his idea of surrender, Plan B — if she was forced to go through with it — was guaranteed to erupt into more fireworks than the average war zone.

				“Are you sure you understand what you’re agreeing to?”

				Jesse’s gaze narrowed. “I’m not agreeing to anything. I want to see the check.”

				Adam stepped forward. “We can do this, Jess. We just need a solid plan to make the farm profitable.”

				A tiny muscle at the corner of Jesse’s mouth twitched. But his hand stayed palm up. Waiting.

				She sighed dramatically and gave in. Her fingers shook as they slid into her shoulder bag. “Have it your way. But if you take the check, you must stay in Cloud River. That’s the deal.” She should mention the feature article she was supposed to write for the Post on the chosen veteran. That was part of the deal, too. She met Jesse’s eyes. They were darkened by impatience. First things first. She pulled out the check and waved it at him. “Here.”

				The rectangle of pale blue paper, loosely clasped between her thumb and forefinger, hung between them. Jesse glared down at it. Then he took it and tore it in half.

				“What are you doing?” She snatched the precious pieces from his hands. “That’s a cashier’s check!”

				He tilted his head and read the amount. “It’s not enough.”

				“Jesse, please.” Corrine pressed a thin hand to his shoulder. “It’s enough to get us through the spring at least.”
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