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Businesswoman Treat Dandridge sells her very
successful business and moves to the peace and quiet of rural
Vermont. There she begins falling in love with Mickey Heiden, a
carpenter who, unbeknownst to Treat, is in the Witness Protection
Program. Shortly after their first meeting, a threatening presence
from Mickey’s past resurfaces. Despite Mickey’s efforts to protect
Treat, their relationship and their lives are in danger.
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Chapter One

Treat didn’t know what to do with herself.
Brattleboro, Vermont, didn’t offer much in the way of daytime
diversions. The afternoon before, she’d explored the entire town.
There were several bookstores, but she wasn’t really in the mood to
browse books. She didn’t need to buy anything, and there was little
in the way of shopping unless you wanted to purchase a bicycle or
sporting clothes. Rather than hole up in her room at the Latchis
Hotel with its view of the parking lot, Treat decided to check on
the status of the home she was having built in a nearby town. Her
house was nearing completion, and she needed to do a walk-through
before the builder let the building inspector inside for final
approvals. She’d arrived prepared to do the inspection only to be
told it would be a few more days before that could happen.

While her property was only fifteen minutes from
downtown Brattleboro, it felt like it was in another world. Treat
drove to her property using the map she’d used six years earlier
during a spring trip, and the beauty of the surrounding hills awed
her again. Late spring in Vermont had been spectacular, with
daffodils and crocuses running amok everywhere. One of the owners
of a downtown bookstore had told her then it was the best time of
year because people were coming out of hibernation. It was, in
fact, the reason she and Chloe had purchased the property.

Today, in late September, she drove slowly with her
windows down, savoring the still-warm weather, the rolling hills
nearby, and the lack of traffic. The trees were thinking about
turning colors, and every once in a while, there’d be a tree ahead
of its time, already in its bright orange or crimson glory.

She turned onto her newly paved driveway and stopped.
She left her car and stood with her eyes closed and her face raised
to the warmth of the sun. As she stood listening, all she could
hear was silence. After spending twenty years in California where
there was always noise of one sort or another, traffic on freeways
and streets, the occasional gunshot, barking dogs, or the raised
voices of adults and children, the quiet of the countryside was
disconcerting. Slowly, as if trusting she was no threat, birds
began to sing. In the distance, she heard the rat-a-tat-tat of what
she thought might be a woodpecker. All around her, the gently
undulating hills were still mostly green. When a slight breeze came
up she watched it as it moved across the meadow, the still grass
moving gracefully as a gentle breeze passed by. When the breeze
caressed her, Treat smelled the earth. If this is what peace is,
I want more of it.

Both the silence and her reverie were interrupted by
the ringing of her cell phone. Her attorney wanted her to know the
town could do the final inspection on Tuesday, so she would need to
do a walk-through with the builder no later than Monday. As much as
she wanted to stay where she was and enjoy the view and the peace,
she also wanted to see, and feel, her new home more.

Treat drove up the long driveway and stopped as it
began curving past the house. There were several vehicles scattered
about, providing physical proof the construction crew was busy
finishing her home. She was pleased to see the builder had been
able to keep the huge maple near her front door with no apparent
damage to the tree. She let her eyes roam over the front of her
two-story house. It was exactly as she and Chloe had pictured it on
the night they designed it. She glanced to her right to the area
where the landscaper had said would be a flower garden the
following spring, and literally did a double take.

“Dear God,” she whispered.

In the middle of her yet-to-be flower garden, a woman
was working. She was tall, muscled, and tanned. Her short hair was
a striking auburn.

“Can I help you?” a male voice asked, startling Treat
from her contemplation of the woman.

Treat couldn’t tell whether her heart was beating
wildly because of the woman she was watching or at being surprised
by the male voice so close to her. When her heart slowed its wild
flight, she said, “I’m Treat Dandridge.”

“You the owner of this place, then?”

“That would be me.”

“I’ll get Sloan for you.”

Treat stayed where she was as her attention was drawn
back to the woman working in her garden. She was hand-sanding a
long plank of wood, and with each stroke, Treat could see the
muscles of her arms and legs tense as she was forced to stretch to
reach the end of the wood. She continued to sand the wood in easy
fluid movements, stroke after stroke. Treat was mesmerized by those
long strokes.

* * *

The object of Treat’s fascination, Mickey Heiden,
heard a car come up the driveway but paid no attention to it since
cars came and went throughout the day. When she felt someone
watching her, however, the fine hairs on the back of her neck stood
up, and a spike of fear ran down her spine. It’s probably
nothing other than me being overly cautious. Or paranoid. At
least she hoped that was all it was.

* * *

Sloan arrived, breaking Treat’s concentration and
forcing her to stop staring at the carpenter. Treat stepped out of
her car to greet him.

“Ms. Dandridge. What can I do for you?” Sloan wanted
to know.

Treat resisted the impulse to say he could introduce
her to the woman she’d been staring at. Instead, she said, “My
attorney informed me I need to do the final walk-through this
weekend. I had a couple of free hours this morning and wanted to
see the progress. I hope you don’t mind the intrusion.”

Sloan laughed. “No, I don’t. The fact you only come
when called is both a miracle and much appreciated.”

“I won’t stay long. A quick look and then I’ll be
gone.”

Treat stole another glance at the woman. Sloan caught
her looking.

“She’s one of our carpenters. She’s building the last
bookcase for your office. Come on, I’ll give you the grand
tour.”

He led the way toward the front door.

“Your home is, for all practical purposes, ready for
you to move in,” Sloan said as they entered the foyer. “If you like
what you see today, I’ll call the building inspector. He has an
opening on Tuesday. Once he signs off on the house, it will be
yours, and you can move in. The last thing done is the landscaping,
but you can live here while they finish their job.”

Sloan led her up the staircase to the right of the
front door and through every room. They finished in the living
room. When Sloan’s phone rang, he said, “Excuse me, I need to get
this.”

Treat opened the French doors and stepped outside
onto the brick patio. From there, she could see the carpenter to
her right. She decided to introduce herself and started toward her.
The woman straightened up and slowly turned toward Treat.

Treat had to tell herself to breathe as the woman
stood studying her, her eyes roaming slowly down Treat’s body. She
resisted the temptation to run her hand through her hair, pull on
her shirt to make sure it was straight, and check to make sure her
zipper was up. Treat, who hadn’t been self-conscious since she was
fifteen, was now wondering what the woman saw. When the woman’s
eyes returned to meet hers, she elevated an auburn eyebrow. Treat
was aware the woman exuded sex, and she was not immune to its
allure.

* * *

Mickey watched the woman approach. She was slender
and an inch or two short of six feet. She exuded power, wealth, and
something else Mickey couldn’t quite put her finger on. She looked
like she belonged in Manhattan or Paris, not Guilford, Vermont,
population 2,100. What would cause a woman like this to want to
live in rural Vermont?

* * *

When Treat dared to look at the woman again, there
was a slight smile on her lips. What is she finding so damned
amusing?

As Treat closed the distance between them, she was
surprised at the unusual color of her eyes. They were gray—the gray
of a stormy day. Treat held out her hand as she reached the
woman.

“I wanted you to know how much I admire the work
you’ve done inside.”

“Thank you.”

The woman’s cheeks were slightly pink. Is that a
blush? I can’t remember the last time I saw a grown woman blush.
Surely the woman has received a compliment before.

“I’m Treat Dandridge. This is my home.”

“I certainly hope so, or else Sloan is letting
strangers wander about someone else’s property.”

Treat heard a wisp of Southern drawl in the woman’s
voice. She’d always been a sucker for women with a hint of the
South in their voices.

“Yeah, I guess that’s obvious.”

“My name is Mickey. Mickey Heiden.”

“Nice name.” Nice name? Good God, Treat, can you
sound any more banal?

“Yeah. I kinda like it, and it fit into the
neighborhood in Boston.”

“Is that where you’re from?”

“Nope.”

Oh good, one of those Yankees whose idea of a
conversation is “yep” and “nope.”

“Well, it was good to meet you. Perhaps I’ll see you
again on my next trip out here.”

“Probably not. My work here will be completed this
weekend.”

If Treat wanted to see this woman again, she better
ask her right now. Do you really want to see her again? No. Yes.
No. She could imagine having an excruciating dinner trying to
get her dinner companion to say something besides short sentences
and yep and nope. No, the woman is drop-dead gorgeous, but not
worth the effort of maintaining a one-sided conversation.
Treat, however, knew she was lying to herself.

“I appreciate your work here,” Treat told her again
and turned away to find Sloan and finish her business here.

* * *

Mickey didn’t want Treat to go. Treat was, simply
put, the stuff dreams are made of, tall, dark, and mysterious. As
much as she wasn’t interested in having only one woman, she knew
Treat might be able to change her mind about being single. Mickey
had known they were building this house for a woman, but she’d not
imagined it would be one who looked like she could have stepped out
of someone’s wet dream. If she didn’t say something soon, Treat
would walk back into the house and out of her life.

* * *

“Would you like to have dinner with me tonight?”
Mickey asked in a graceless rush.

Treat stopped dead in her tracks. She turned slowly
back to Mickey, unsure whether it had been Mickey who had spoken or
wishful thinking on her part.

“I’d love to have dinner with you.”

Treat wasn’t sure which of them was the more
surprised at her response.

Treat broke the lengthening silence first. “Perhaps
you’d like to tell me where we’ll be having dinner?”

Treat smiled when Mickey blushed again.

“Sure,” Mickey said, trying to sound casual. “It will
be at my house. I can grill steaks and fresh asparagus for us, if
that’s okay?”

“It would be wonderful.”

Treat watched as Mickey reached beneath her sawhorses
and pulled a triangular-shaped piece of wood from a small pile of
cast-offs. She dug a carpenter’s pencil from a pocket and wrote her
name and cell number on the wood. She even drew a crude map of how
to get to her house from the Latchis Hotel. Treat wondered how
Mickey knew she was staying at the Latchis when she remembered it
was the only hotel in town. Mickey handed the piece of wood to
Treat.

“Thanks.”

When Mickey didn’t say anything, Treat asked,
“Time?”

“Can you make it around six?” Mickey asked.

“I can. Can I bring something? Wine, perhaps?”

“I don’t drink alcohol, so bring whatever you’d like
to drink. But you don’t need to bring anything.”

“I’ll think of something. See you later.”

“I certainly hope so,” Mickey said so softly that,
again, Treat wasn’t sure whether Mickey had actually said it out
loud or if it was her own words inside her head she’d heard. She
was, however, acutely aware Mickey was watching her walk away.
Do not look back, Treat.

When she returned to the living room, Sloan was
waiting for her. He asked, “Well? Should I call the inspector?”

“By all means.”

The house was exactly as she and Chloe had envisioned
their dream home to be. She already felt at home even though there
wasn’t a stick of furniture in the house. She knew this was where
she needed to be.

Sloan asked her to sign a document saying she
approved the house as he had shown it to her. She gladly signed her
approval. He led her back to the front door.

“What do you really think?” he asked as he held out
his hand.

“I love it. It’s everything I asked for,” Treat said,
shaking his hand. “Thanks for showing me around.”

As she opened the car door, she paused and leaned
against the car watching Mickey. She was again sanding boards and
didn’t turn around. Treat wondered how long she could observe. She
was being silly, she knew. She’d see Mickey again in a few hours.
She got in the car and, with one last glance at the carpenter,
drove toward the road leading back to Brattleboro. She couldn’t
resist looking in the rearview mirror and laughed when she saw
Mickey watching her drive away. She was disappointed to find
herself at the end of the driveway and no longer able to see the
other woman.

* * *

Mickey hadn’t behaved that stupidly with a girl since
her first girlfriend in eighth grade. I’m a trial attorney, for
God’s sake. I don’t get tongue-tied, she reminded herself. And
the voice of pure reason in the back of her head responded with
Ah, but you did with this one. Whatever does it mean? It
doesn’t mean a damn thing, she told herself sternly. The hell it
doesn’t. She told herself she had no business getting involved
with anyone, and certainly not with someone she might fall for.
Do you think Blackhorn would hesitate to kill Treat,
too?


Chapter Two

At her hotel, Treat began having second thoughts
about dinner. She wasn’t sure having dinner with Mickey was a good
idea. But the thought of spending another evening alone in her
hotel room held even less appeal.

Later, after showering, she put on gray slacks and a
pale pink long-sleeve silk shirt. The decision of what to wear had
taken a half hour even though she’d only brought two pairs of
dressy slacks and two shirts because she’d only planned to be gone
for two or three days and certainly hadn’t thought she’d be having
a date with a gorgeous woman. She resisted the urge to change her
outfit and finished dressing. She thought she might be having
first-date jitters, but she wasn’t sure it was a first date.
Actually, she wasn’t sure it was even a date.

Treat made sure she had the piece of wood with the
directions on it. She was directionally challenged and without
directions would be lost when she left the parking lot. She grabbed
a sweater from her suitcase and left the hotel.

Treat stopped at the Guilford Country Store, a small
mom-and-pop grocery store at the edge where two roads crossed. For
most people living in the area, the Country Store served as the
heart of Guilford. The store carried only the essentials, bread,
beer, chips, milk, sometimes locally grown vegetables, as well as
the local gossip. Despite its lack of items for sale, the store was
a hubbub of activity.

All conversation stopped when Treat stepped inside.
Little had changed in the six years since she’d been in the store
with Chloe. Men were standing around gossiping and enjoying a beer.
She noted the owner had added a few chairs and a potbelly stove.
Although the stove served as a table top now, in a month or two,
she was sure it would be fired up and serve as the source of the
store’s warmth. She knew she was being assessed by the seven men
smoking and drinking. She wondered how long it would take someone
to ask who she was.

“Are you new to town? I haven’t seen you around, have
I?” the owner asked as Treat made her way toward the drink cooler
along the back wall.

“No. I’m new.”

“You building the house out in the meadow?” one of
the beer drinkers asked.

Treat nodded.

“Gonna live there year-round or are you a summer
resident?” another man asked.

Treat hesitated, her natural reluctance to talk about
her personal life having kicked in at the first question. However,
she knew these guys were going to be her neighbors, so she lowered
her guard, but only a tiny bit.

“Year-round.”

“Good,” one man said, and the others nodded.

“The summer residents are a pain in the ass,” another
told her.

She must have passed some sort of test because the
men introduced themselves.

When she told them what her name was, she expected
comments on her unusual first name. Instead, they all welcomed her
to the neighborhood. Treat remembered the area was known for having
been a hippie haven during the 1970s, and she expected these men
had heard their share of strange names.

Treat paid for the large bottle of sparkling water
she’d chosen from the drink cooler, and smiled at the owner, who
blushed. As she walked out the door, she was followed by several
men calling “See ya later, Treat.”

Treat waved at them and was still smiling as she got
into her car. She only got lost once on her way to Mickey’s in
spite of the detailed directions. She’d need another visit or five
to be able to find her destination without the piece of wood now
lying on the drink holders between the front seats.

Despite having to turn around and retrace her route,
she still ended up in front of Mickey’s house early. She sat in her
car and had decided to leave when Mickey came out of the house and
headed down the gentle incline toward her. “Damn it! Look at her.
Who could resist her? Who’d want to?” she muttered to herself.

* * *

Mickey was washing the utensils and cutting boards
she’d used to prepare dinner when Treat parked at the gate leading
to her house. When Treat didn’t get out of the car, Mickey wondered
what she should do. “Damn it, she’s going to drive off if I don’t
go get her out of the car,” she said under her breath. She dried
off her soapy hands and rushed out to get Treat.

* * *

Treat watched Mickey, who was wearing a pair of black
Levi’s and a red T-shirt, come out of her house. Treat was
captivated watching Mickey stride toward her. She wondered what
about Mickey spoke so deeply to her. Whatever it was, it was sexy
as hell.

“I’ve been watching for you. I’m so glad you decided
to come. When you didn’t get out of your car, I was afraid you’d
change your mind and drive off,” Mickey said.

“The thought occurred to me.”

“You’re here now, though. C’mon, I’m ready to put the
steaks on the grill.”

Treat handed her the bottle of sparkling water she’d
bought at the store.

“Thanks. You didn’t need to bring anything,” Mickey
said as she touched Treat’s arm.

When Mickey moved her hand, Treat could feel where
Mickey’s fingers had been. This is not good, Treat. Eat dinner,
go home, and forget this woman.

As they climbed the five steps to Mickey’s deck, a
chocolate Labrador puppy came gamboling out of the house and
skidded to a stop when she saw a stranger standing with Mickey. She
tentatively wagged her tail at Treat. Who could possibly resist
that? Treat climbed the steps and sat down on the top one.
Instantly, the puppy was in her lap reaching up to kiss her face.
Treat laughed out loud as the soft pink tongue glided over her
cheek. She could smell the familiar smell of puppy breath.

“What’s her name?” Treat asked.

“I don’t know yet. I only picked her up yesterday
from the breeder. I thought I’d wait a couple of days until a name
that fits her comes to me. In the meantime, she’ll respond to
whatever you call her. I’ve been calling her Baby,” Mickey said
with a smile.

“Well, Baby, it’s a very apt name. You’re very, very
sweet.”

As they ate dinner, Treat thought, not for the first
time, there was nothing quite like the taste of a grilled steak,
especially when it was prepared by someone else. They ate at a
table, with tablecloth and candles, on the deck. If she hadn’t
known better, she’d have said Mickey was wooing her. Wooing? Did
you just use the word “wooing”? Good Lord, Treat, get hold of
yourself!

“Why did you choose to build in Vermont?” Mickey
asked.

“I’ve owned the property for years and decided it was
time to either sell it or build on it. I couldn’t bear to sell
it.”

“It’s a beautiful piece of land. I love the house,
too.”

“Thanks. What brought you to Vermont?”

“I’ve been here for years. Where do you live
now?”

Treat was aware they both moved the conversation away
from themselves. She knew why she was doing it and wondered why
Mickey was doing the same.

“Dinner was delicious. Thank you for inviting me to
share,” Treat said, pleased with the adroit segue to a safe topic
of conversation.

“You’re welcome. I enjoyed your company.”

“Let me help with the dishes,” Treat said.

“I’ll take care of them. Why don’t you get
comfortable in one of the chaise lounges,” Mickey said, nodding
toward a grouping of chairs.

The chairs faced the woods. Baby crawled into her lap
and snuggled down. Treat could hear Mickey moving around behind her
as she transferred the dishes from the dinner table to the kitchen.
Treat laid her head back and closed her eyes. She listened to the
noises made by the creatures in the woods. Between a full stomach,
the sounds emanating from the woods, the puppy between her legs
with its head on her thigh, and a beautiful woman in the kitchen,
she could feel herself relaxing and getting drowsy.

* * *

Mickey smiled when the puppy, without so much as a by
your leave, crawled up between Treat’s legs and lay down. Mickey
took the dishes inside before she got even more maudlin. This was
new for Mickey. For three years, she’d held every woman she met at
arm’s length. Treat, though, was something else altogether.
Something was alluring about the woman. She’d like to find out more
about her. She knew she had no business getting involved with her,
and she wouldn’t, but it wouldn’t hurt to learn more about this
incredibly sexy woman.

* * *

Treat heard Mickey come out of the house. She didn’t
open her eyes, but could sense Mickey standing beside her.

“It’s so peaceful out here,” Treat whispered.

“Yes, it is. This is one of the reasons why I moved
up here.”

“Where did you move from?”

“DC.”

“What are the other reasons you moved here and away
from the hustle and bustle of DC?”

Treat could sense Mickey’s reluctance to talk about
what else had motivated her to leave DC. She didn’t want to push
Mickey too far for fear the woman would clam up entirely.

“Want to talk about it?” Treat asked.

“Not really.”

Mickey settled into a nearby chair. Baby left Treat
for Mickey. They continued talking but neither would—or
could—answer any personal questions.

An hour later, Treat stood up. “I need to be going.
I’m returning to California tomorrow.”

“Are you going to be gone long?” Mickey looked away
from Treat and said, “The Vermont Marriage Initiative is having a
fund-raising dance next Saturday here in Bratt, and I thought you
might like to go with me. I mean, it’ll be a good way of meeting
people here in town. If you’re going to be in town.” She trailed
off, sounding flustered.

Mickey smiled hopefully. Treat’s heart did a
somersault when dimples on
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