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    For Dad, one of the good ones in more ways than one





Thanks to the Next Door girls for reading, loving, and pushing me to continue the story, to Tiff and Rachel for persevering through endless rounds of cover concepts, and to Mom for tracking down the winning picture!

      

    

Of course the road to the detention center had to run right by the cemetery. After a day like this, why wouldn’t it? And as if that weren’t bad enough, of course traffic was stopped for a funeral procession, so I had no choice but to focus on either the crawling line of black sedans or the uneven rows of weathering headstones, neither of which was calculated to make my day one fraction of an inch better.

And neither was the recent tendency of my brain to slip in the little fragments of sayings I’d always laughed at Mom for growing up.

“How much better is a fraction of an inch, Mom?” I gritted my teeth and forced a plastic smile. “Not like you can measure it with a ruler. Although you’d see this as providence or something instead of a tragedy, wouldn’t you? But this is my life, Mom! My. Life. You know how hard I’ve worked for this! And besides, I’m not the one of your kids that needs the lecture right now. Okay?”

The blinking hazard lights of the final car pulled me out of my ridiculous argument with Mom’s imaginary lecture, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I stepped on the gas again. One last miserable task to close this miserable day, and then I was going to bury myself under my covers and not come out until morning, or until I had a solid plan to fix my life of twenty-seven years that had suddenly come to a screeching halt.

I took the turnoff to the detention center faster than I should have and jammed my car to a stop in the tiny parking lot.

So help me, if Colton stepped one inch off the line today...

Slamming the car door with more force than necessary, I glared at the gray, cinder-block building in front of me. Not that it, or even Colton for that matter, was responsible for the entire mess this day had become, but they were certainly responsible for the fact that I was here, about to be screened, frisked, and locked in a room as though I was the one who’d committed some kind of crime. And all that when I needed to be home figuring out the best way to salvage the sudden wreck of my career.

As I signed in at the desk, shoved my purse into a locker, and submitted to the intrusive questions and the humiliating pat-down, I tried to keep my focus on the important problem. I had poured everything—​everything!—​into this job and this company. I’d worked long after midnight more days than not, put in enough business trips to wear out two sets of luggage, taken on more work than I was assigned and done a sterling job with all of it, even when my eventual manager continually stole the credit. And it had finally started to pay off when the credit-hog manager had moved to a cushy VP position and I’d been chosen to fill his place. Better yet, once I was out from under his shadow, the big bosses had taken notice, and I’d been on the fast track for another promotion—maybe even a VP slot of my own. And then, with a scrawl of a pen, it was gone. A buy-out, a merger, a corporate restructuring, and just like that, I was out on the street, watching my former manager take on the role of a senior consultant while my career went up in smoke.

Which thought brought me unpleasantly back to reality—and Colton. I gritted my teeth as I was ushered into a small visitation room and locked inside. What was I even doing here? So Shane hadn’t made it out to visit for a few weeks and some bleeding-heart parole officer thought the kid could use company. What did they expect from me? I was thirteen years older than Colton, and it wasn’t like we’d ever been close. And I’d only really seen him a handful of times in the last couple years, ever since Mom’s funeral had severed the one link that’d stubbornly held us together.

Pressing my fingers to my temples, I tried to return to the real issue at hand. Once this session was over, I needed to come up with a plan, and any head start I could give it would be that much time saved. If I’d managed to climb just one rung higher before the company went under, I’d have been able to write my ticket anywhere. But middle managers were a dime a dozen, and recognized potential and half promises were less than worthless on a résumé. For the millionth time, I kicked myself for letting Flores take the credit all those years, for believing that my loyalty would be worth anything in the long term, for not ruthlessly pushing myself forward every chance I could get. Well, I’d learned my lesson. From now on, my career was in my hands, and I’d fight for it, no matter who got in my way. But the thought of starting at the bottom and working up through the ranks again made me angry enough to shove something. Which, in this case, made the bolted-down table between the two flimsy chairs probably a good thing for Colton.

The door opposite the one I’d entered by clicked loudly, and a teenager in a dark t-shirt with the detention center’s stamp was propelled into the room by a guard. He stumbled forward a few steps and grasped the table to keep from falling over before slumping into the chair opposite me. The jangle of keys sounded loudly from the door behind him.

“Colton.” There. I’d managed to keep the fire out of my voice. If I’d substituted ice, well, what could the kid expect?

“I didn’t know you were coming.” The words were mumbled so low I almost didn’t catch them, and Colton kept his eyes focused on his lap, his head half turned away. Anger rose in my chest again.

“Yes, well, apparently your parole officer”—I couldn’t help the cold emphasis on the last two words—“thought it would do you some good. Why, I’m not sure. I doubt I have to tell you what I think about your being in here.”

He swallowed hard and didn’t lift his gaze to mine.

“Colton, of all the dumb things you’ve ever done, this has to be the dumbest. If you recall, I even warned you about hanging out with a bunch of juvenile delinquents. Well, just look at yourself. Was I right?”

Again, no answer, but after a second, a barely audible sniff.

My back stiffened. We were not doing this. The kid was here by his own choices, and he was not going to make me feel sorry for him. Advice I could give, for all he’d take it. But sympathy? He’d gone way too far for that.

“Colton, sit up straight and look me in the eye!”

Slowly, almost painfully, he lifted his gaze to meet mine, and my anger melted into dismay.

“What on earth?” As quickly as it had dissolved, the anger hardened again. “Colton Adam Ryder, what did you do?”

His lip trembled slightly, and he bit it, apparently without thinking, since the next second he’d let it go with a stifled cry of pain.

“Colton.” I tried to will my voice to stay firm, but it gentled in spite of me. He started to duck his head again, and I reached out and caught his chin, forcing him to stay still long enough for me to survey the damage.

A hideous bruise darkened the side of his face just under his left eye. The eye itself was only partially open, while his nose appeared slightly swollen and a cut on his lip fully justified the involuntary cry when he’d bit it. Carefully tilting his chin, I found another bruise on his right temple and a suspicious dark line just above his collar, which suggested the injuries were not confined to his face.

“You’ve been fighting?” The defeated tone in my voice shocked me. My career was in shambles. My mother was dead. Colton had gotten himself arrested for arson more than a month ago. So why did learning he’d now been in a fight make me want to crumple?

“It wasn’t me.” The words were a whisper. I let go of his chin, and he slumped forward again, giving a little gasp and cradling his arm to his side.

“It wasn’t you? What’s that supposed to mean? It obviously was you, or you wouldn’t be sitting here looking like something the cat dragged in.” Cat dragged in? Seriously? Could I sound any more like my mother? And worse, why was it taking every ounce of self-control I possessed not to reach over and run my hand through Colton’s hair the way she would have? I fought for focus. “Colton, I can’t help you if you’re not honest with me. And if you’re going to lie, you should at least be smart about it. Anyone who looks at you isn’t going to believe you weren’t beaten up.”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t beaten up.” Colton’s head lifted a fraction, but he didn’t meet my eyes. “I said I wasn’t fighting.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Julie, you’re such a girl.” The soft sound that followed might have been a laugh, but it was quickly cut off by a groan as Colton hunched forward and wrapped both arms around his middle.

“Where else are you hurt?” I demanded, half rising from my chair before I caught myself and eased back down.

“Couple bruised ribs.” Colton spoke through clenched teeth. “Nothing too bad. Just supposed to stay quiet for a little while.”

“I see.” I pinched my lips together and tried to return to the dispassionate, distant half-sister I was supposed to be. “You want to explain the difference? And I’ll have you know I’m not just a girl. I’ve—”

“Gotten ahead and made a name for yourself in the male-dominated corporate world. I know.” The ease of his answer made
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