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      Hope County Sheriff’s Deputy Ian Kramer gripped the steering wheel tightly as he maneuvered the treacherous highway through the swirling snow. The citizens of Crystal Lake, Wisconsin were likely thrilled to have a white Christmas, but he was the one stuck working night shift over the holiday and patrolling the county in the middle of a blizzard was not his idea of fun.

      Not that he was complaining. After everything that had happened with his brother a few months ago, he was lucky to have his job at all. He was very grateful that after a lengthy month-long investigation, Sheriff Luke Torretti had allowed him to return to duty. The graveyard shift wasn’t his favorite, but he was willing to take whatever his boss gave him.

      No way was he going to ruin the second chance he’d been given.

      The wind kicked up, blowing snow horizontally across the country highway, buffeting his SUV. He was moving at a crawl and, thankfully, didn’t see any traffic on the road. He hoped the townsfolk were smart enough to stay home rather than risking their lives driving through this.

      No such luck. He carefully navigated a hairpin turn in the road, and caught a glimpse of dim flashers blinking on and off. As he approached he could see that a car was nose down, stuck in the ditch. The vehicle was covered in snow, so much that in another hour, even the flashers would be difficult to see.

      If the battery held out for that long.

      Ian slowed to a stop and peered through the windshield, trying to read the license plate so he could run the tag through the system. Unfortunately, the information was obliterated with snow. He contacted the dispatcher to let her know that he was responding to a stranded vehicle off Highway ZZ.

      Warily, he slid out from the driver’s seat, ducking his head and tugging his hat further on his head against the ferocious wind. He approached the driver’s side door, but the foggy window made it impossible to see who was inside.

      He sharply rapped on the window. “I’m Deputy Kramer,” he shouted. “Is everyone all right in there?”

      There was a long pause, and he doubted his voice carried above the howling wind. He tapped on the window again and to his surprise, it lowered, revealing the pale face of a woman.

      “Kramer? Ian Kramer?” she echoed in surprise.

      He bent over to get a better look, and his eyebrows shot up in surprise when he recognized the woman’s heart-shaped face framed with long dark hair.

      “Sarah Miller,” he said in a shocked tone.

      Her slight smile faded. “My last name is Franklin now. And that’s my five-year-old son, Ben, in the backseat.”

      Sarah was married. And had a son. The news shouldn’t have surprised him. After all, they’d only spent one summer together and that had been ten years ago. But the three months they’d shared together were forever etched in his memory. He’d fallen for Sarah hard, and ridiculously thought she felt the same way. Yet when summer had ended Sarah hadn’t returned his phone calls. After a few weeks, he’d given up since he was attending college in Madison.

      He’d never heard from her again.

      Disturbing to realize that he’d never forgotten her.

      “Hi, Ben,” he said to the youngster curled up in a sleeping bag in the backseat. Where on earth was Sarah’s husband? She shouldn’t have been driving in this storm all by herself.

      “I tried to call for a tow truck, but couldn’t get through.” Sarah shrugged. “I left a message with Billy’s Auto Repair.”

      “Hank owns the garage, but unfortunately he’s out of town,” Ian said. “He’s visiting his daughter in Madison and won’t be back until after Christmas.”

      The spark of hope in her eyes dimmed. “I don’t suppose you can somehow pull me out of the ditch?” she hesitantly asked.

      He could, but there was no telling what damage had been done to her car, and he doubted that it was drivable. Besides, he’d rather get Sarah and her son somewhere safely out of the storm. “I’ll give you a ride, and we’ll work on getting your car unstuck later. Do you have a reservation at the hotel?”

      “No. I’m heading to my grandparent’s cabin. I appreciate you giving us a ride. Would you mind getting our suitcases out of the trunk?”

      Suitcases? Ian thought it was odd that she’d come up to her grandparent’s place two days before Christmas, but then again, for all he knew, her husband might be meeting her there so they could spend a rustic holiday together.

      The idea left a sour taste in his mouth.

      “No, I don’t mind.” He tried not to remember the last time he’d been to her grandparent’s cabin, the night he kissed her beneath the stars. Ancient history, he reminded himself as Sarah popped the trunk.

      There were three suitcases and several boxes crammed in the trunk without any room to spare. He couldn’t help wondering just how long Sarah and her son were planning to stay. There was way more stuff here than what they’d need if they were just visiting over the holiday break from school.

      Not that Sarah’s plans were any of his business. He fought against the wind and swirling snow, grabbing the suitcases and hauling them over to store them in the back of his SUV.

      Sarah joined him, looking cute in her pink parka with matching hat and gloves. “Ian, would you be willing to take the boxes too, if there’s enough room?”

      “Sure.” He saw her son standing beside her, the hood of his coat up over his head and a scarf covering a good portion of his face. “Why don’t you and Ben get inside where it’s warm? I’ll take care of moving everything over.”

      She nodded, looking relieved. “Thank you.”

      He trudged through the snow, until he had everything from Sarah’s car—including the sleeping bag and booster seat from the backseat. Sarah wrestled with securing the booster seat while Ian kicked the snow from his boots and slid behind the wheel.

      “Ready?” he asked as he started the engine and blasted the heat on high.

      “Yes,” Sarah’s voice was strong as she glanced back at Ben, as if to reassure her son. “We’re ready, right Ben?”

      The boy paused, then nodded. “Right, Mom.”

      Ian nodded and slowly pulled back out onto the highway. He noticed that Ben hadn’t said much, and his instincts warned him that something wasn’t quite right with this situation.

      He was surprised at how much he wanted to help and protect Sarah from whatever was causing the shadows in her eyes. But unless she was involved in something illegal, which he highly doubted, he needed to remember her problems weren’t his concern.

      He had his brother to worry about, and that was a huge challenge. Jesse was finally getting the psychiatric help he needed, but Ian was still worried about his brother’s emotional stability. The last thing Ian needed was to put his job at risk, especially not for a married woman. He’d get Sarah and her son safely to her grandparent’s cabin.

      From there, she could call her husband for help if needed.

      

      Sarah momentarily closed her eyes and silently prayed, seeking strength. She’d never in her wildest dreams imagined that Ian Kramer was still living in Crystal Lake. Or that he was a deputy with the sheriff’s department.

      She’d been seventeen to Ian’s eighteen during that summer they’d spent together. They’d been inseparable; swimming and boating in the lake, taking long walks on the hiking trail, and sitting by the campfire roasting marshmallows at night.

      Ian had kissed her several times, nothing too heavy until the night before she had to leave to return home. They’d kissed beneath the stars, passion simmering between them. She was ashamed to admit that Ian had been the one to break things off before their young love spiraled out of control.

      “Sarah? Are you all right?” Ian asked, breaking the silence.

      She opened her eyes and took a deep breath, forcing a smile. “I’m fine, thanks so much for coming to our rescue.”

      “I’m surprised you decided to drive up here, despite the storm warnings that have been on the news for the past twenty-four hours,” Ian admitted.

      She hoped the darkness hid the desperation she knew was reflected in her eyes. The minute she heard David, her ex-husband, was going to be released from jail, she’d loaded up her car and driven north. She hadn’t heard the weather reports until she was on the highway, but even then she wouldn’t have let the snow stop her.

      “I was already on the road when I heard the news,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

      “I didn’t realize your grandparents had kept the cabin,” Ian said, shooting her a side long glance. “I thought maybe your family had sold it.”

      Sarah knew what he was really asking, since she hadn’t returned his many phone calls ten years ago. And at the very least, she owed him an explanation.

      “A week after returning home after our summer together, my mother was diagnosed with stage four uterine cancer. My father,” she hesitated, unwilling to speak ill of the dead. “He didn’t handle it well. Instead of being supportive he worked longer and longer hours, using every excuse possible to avoid coming home. Six months after my mother passed away, he died of a massive heart attack.”

      “Oh, Sarah, I’m sorry for your loss,” Ian said, reaching out to take her hand. The simple comforting gesture made tears spring to her eyes and she struggled to blink them back before Ian noticed. “I can’t imagine what you went through. Losing both your parents so close together must have been terrible. You should have called me, I would have been there for you.”

      Looking back, it was easy to see how different her life might have been if she’d garnered the courage to make that call. But then
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