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      Coming home isn't what Autumn Jones wanted to do, but she didn’t have much of a choice when she showed up two months ago.

      She’s just biding her time until she starts her new job. As soon as her wallet fills back up, she's gone again. No strings on her, not now, not ever. At least, that's what she thinks, until she runs into the one thing that always made her stumble.

      Louie Castle.

      Now a police officer for Barrum, Louie upholds the laws for the city. Though bumping into Autumn immediately makes him want to forget the rules he'd pledged to uphold.

      How did the redhead get a hold of him so fast and so hard? Especially when he knows she'll be out of his life as quickly as she came back.

      The last thing Autumn wants is to be a police officer's perfect little wife. Even if it is for Louie.
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      I fiddled with the image, cropping it so the selfie looked perfect. I adjusted the tint and zoomed in but made sure the Wrigley Field sign was behind me. I added a filter to make my pic sparkle a bit, and then that glimmer I liked.

      I ignored the creepy hospital noise all around me as I finished the post. I had to get it up; it was about time. Schedules were important to keep. I studied the gorgeous selfie.

      It was amazing what filters could do.

      I looked fabulous. I couldn’t help smiling just a bit.

      At least until I winced.

      Smile faded.

      Schedule kept.

      One thing’s done. Now, if I could get a grip on the ten thousand other things I needed to do.

      I put my phone to sleep.

      I got a glimpse of my reflection on the black screen as I did. I could have told myself it was the phone glass making my face look bruised, and that laceration on my brow was just a trick of the light—a finger swipe smeared on the glass. Or those other marks were just air bubbles in my screen protector.

      I could have lied to myself.

      But what was the point? The bandages on my hands were pretty real, whether I liked to admit it.

      I’d been lying to myself for months now. What good did it do me?

      Here I was, battered and bruised and a hot mess. A tear formed in my eye, I could feel it, but it wasn’t going to fall. I didn’t have time for it. Not right now, anyway.

      Beeps from the medical equipment all around me punctured the hospital ambiance, and I tried to stay calm. My heart was beating faster, probably because I worried Mike would somehow find a way to get out of jail.

      Finish what he started.

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      I made myself take a deep breath. I had never been a fan of hospitals.

      The door to my room opened, and I jerked. Officer Torres stopped at the entrance, her eyebrow raised, the bags in her hand swinging.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Fine. Just thinking.”

      “That will kill you,” she said as she crossed to my bedside.

      “True enough,” I muttered and glanced at the bags. “You didn’t have to get all of it.” I tried to force a smile on my face again—though it hurt to, even a few days after being punched.

      “No worries, I got you.”

      “You’re almost late. I think the doctor’s supposed to be by soon.”

      Torres leaned back in the chair next to the bed; her dark hair pulled into a bun on the nape of her neck. She looked so official in her blazer and badge.

      I felt nauseated.

      I wasn’t a big fan of cops.

      Probably why I was lying in a hospital bed.

      If I had just been rational, like at least one of my sisters would have been, I wouldn’t be in this mess.

      Of course, if I were like one of my sisters, I would have never left Barrum, Kansas.

      Torres glanced at my phone. “Still keeping up appearances?”

      I shrugged. “It’s easier than you think. A few old selfies relit and re-cropped, and I’m just fine, living the dream in Chicago.”

      She raised her eyebrow. “Which life is more important to you?”

      “The one I can maintain.”

      She smirked. “Hence, these?”

      I nodded. “Hence, those.” I took the bags and started glancing through the products. “Looks like you got everything. What do I owe you for it all?”

      She waved her hand. “Just stay in touch.”

      I shook my head. The last thing I wanted to be was in touch. With anyone. “I’m gone.”

      “If we need you for the case, you have to be here. He could get off if you don’t testify.”

      I shivered.

      I didn’t want to think about it.

      Torres reached over and touched my bed. I think she was aiming for my hand but got bedding instead. “Listen, Autumn. I know you want to run away. I get it. I do. But please, stay around for a little while. At least until we can get this all sorted.”

      “The bond hearing is soon?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Torres said. “And the District Attorney is going to go after him. She doesn’t play when it comes to,” the officer’s gaze darted over me, “domestic cases.”

      I wondered how bad of a sight I was.

      No, I didn’t wonder.

      I knew.

      I could feel it. The stitches ached. I would never be able to wear another low-cut top again. “I get it,” I said. “Still don’t need to be here.”

      “The DA is trying to make sure you stay out of everything, but you never know with this kind of thing. Depending on his lawyer⁠—”

      I snorted. “He didn’t have any money. Neither of us did. That’s why we lived where we did.”

      She sighed and gestured to the bag. “There’s paperwork for St. Anne’s in there for you.”

      The battered women’s shelter was near the apartment I’d shared with Mike. When I bought some cookies from a sale they had last month, I never thought I’d be reserving my spot.

      Irony.

      “Look, you need to take care of yourself,” Torres said.

      “It’s what I’m good at,” I muttered.

      Torres raised her eyebrow. “You sure about that? You are in a hospital.”

      I shrugged. “At least I’m not in a morgue.”

      “There is that.”
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      I hit “send” on my phone and emailed myself my important contacts, and walked up to the bridge’s railing. Everything else had been backed up on my cloud storage.

      My hands ached. The gauze on my wrists and hands made me look like I wore fingerless gloves. When the burns didn’t ooze, I almost looked fashionable.

      I stared down at the choppy water, marveling at how interesting the Chicago River looked. The water soothed me;  I always felt at ease on the water.

      While the Chicago River wasn’t the ocean, the little river taxis were still mini boat rides, which helped, even on the worst days.

      I watched a little river taxi going by; its yellow and black always amused me as people moved from stop to stop in the little busses on the water.

      The wind blew, and I brushed my hair—currently fire-engine red—away from my face. My therapist called the bright color an affirmation of life.

      After all I’d been through, dying my hair bright red meant that I wanted to be seen. To be noticed.

      To move forward, and all that jazz.

      Ha. Growing up in a hair salon, one sees hair color differently. Hair color was just hair color. I changed mine often. Bright red was the easiest. I bleached out my gross natural copper hair and then painted it red. Or red-violet. Or red-orange. Whatever was appealing to me that day.

      Right now, all I had was red-red.

      So that’s who I was. A woman with crazy red hair, standing on a bridge, watching the taxi boats.

      No one paid any attention to me.

      Good.

      The last thing I needed was another police officer in my face. I’d spent most of the morning talking with police and attorneys about what happened.

      Details.

      Expectations.

      And I feared Mike was going to be walking around after his arraignment. Bond hearing. Whatever the hell it was. Like he could just, well, go anywhere.

      Torres told me if the court felt like he wouldn’t take off, they’d let him go.

      But I was pretty sure he’d be gone in a moment, disappearing in the wind. And finding me would be his top priority.

      I felt sick. I knew I had to do something. Change something, majorly. So I started working out a plan. Well, it was half a plan. Maybe two-thirds. But it was something to work for, anyway.

      I took a deep breath and squeezed my phone.

      I tossed the black piece of tech over the rail into the wake of a passing boat.

      The subtle churning of the craft’s wake sent my phone plunging into the river's depths.

      Part two is done. Get rid of any way for Mike to reach me.

      Part one had been blocking him and removing him from all my social media.

      There was more, of course. Unfortunately, as empty as my pockets were, I had to start with the most basic.

      I applied for a travel job that wouldn’t let me be easily accessible, which would work.

      But for the time being, I still needed money.

      And I knew where I could get some.

      I didn’t want to go there, but I was running out of options.

      As I crossed the bridge and met solid land again, I mentally went through my remaining chores. My car, a beaten-down 20th-century minivan—not an incredible, retro-vintage van from the seventies or eighties—but a ninety-two Plymouth, complete with wood paneling loomed before me.

      The serial killer special.

      Still, it was paid for, and it got me places.

      And I could sleep in the back as needed on road trips.

      It looked like I’d be taking one pretty soon.

      I was going to have to go back home.

      To Barrum, Kansas.

      Ugh. I did not want to spend a summer there.

      Too hot.

      Too flat.

      And too much family I would have to explain scars to.
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      I didn’t want to be in a courtroom. Not in Chicago, or anywhere else for that matter.

      Like not at all.

      Twice I got up to leave.

      And Torres glared at me from her seat near the front. So I sat back down. Crossed my arms over my chest and adjusted my shirt to cover my scar more. I would have sat with her, but she was all official near the front.

      And being up there would have indicated my direct connection to the case. I didn’t want to be directly connected to it.  I didn’t want to be connected at all.

      I was.

      But it didn’t mean I wanted to admit it.

      Seeing Mike up there, even with his back to me, was unnerving. Especially since, besides the people involved in the case and me, no one seemed interested in who he was or what he was doing here. There might have even been a few sighs and eye-rolls as the initial charges were read.

      Maybe I was exaggerating. Or projecting my feelings.

      Because I sure didn’t want to be here. But, well, I didn’t want to be in this state anymore.

      My new phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to check the notification. It was my mother, wishing me well and lots of fun.

      I’d called her with the new number last week, and she said she’d give it to my sisters. Not that they’d call, but I didn’t doubt my mother would do it.

      I snorted. Yeah. I wasn’t looking forward to going home.

      No matter what the therapist at the women’s shelter said.

      I may have had the support system back in my hometown, but it didn’t mean I wanted to lean on it.

      I could already feel the pressure to be fun, perky, and happy. Or petulant and bratty. Whatever worked.

      Because being the dumbass who let a guy take over my life, control me, and cut me up, is not in the cards. Like not at all. I didn’t want anyone to know that side of me. The closest person so far who’d seen it was Torres. And that was only for legal reasons.

      I half-listened as the judge and attorneys talked about Mike’s charges.

      He didn’t move.

      I couldn’t see his face, but his posture remained the same as everyone spoke. Like he didn’t even care.

      If he saw me when they walked him in, I couldn’t tell. I’d bundled my newly-dyed red hair into a bandana and had borrowed some sunglasses from a girl at the halfway house, so I didn’t quite look like myself.

      I didn’t think anyone would realize I was the victim they were talking about, and I hoped I didn’t have to come up there and speak. Torres said I wouldn’t, but I was still nervous. Reading online, I might have to make some sort of statement.

      Besides wanting to say he was a bastard who tried to kill me because, well, shit, I don’t know why.

      Changing purses.

      Yeah.

      That’s what had started the fight. Because I’d changed purses. It was so random and crazy. I would have never suspected the argument—not that it would escalate to that level or even be a fight. We’d been getting along really well the last few weeks.

      Guess my perception was wrong.

      The charges sounded fancy. Words like “assault,” “battery,” and “intent” were bandied about. The defense threw their own words out, like “self-defense.”

      I bit back a comment.

      Because, oh, I had comments. If anyone tried to believe that I had started the fight, I didn’t know what I’d do. Jump up and instigate something?

      Let’s face it. I had some pent-up anger. The shelter’s therapist and I had been working on it. Though the more I listened to these lawyers throw their words around, the harder it was to hold back my frustration and keep my mouth shut.

      I shifted in my seat and noticed Mike glance back into the courtroom for the first time.

      I tensed. Was he looking for me? Did he expect me to, what, testify in this arraignment?

      Torres said I wouldn’t have to. The very idea made my heart race.

      Part of me wanted to stand up and scream, like some big old badass from a movie, telling everyone how horrible he was. One of those Oscar-winning moments people will remember forever.

      The majority of me, though, didn’t want to be here. I wanted to run. Fast and far away. He can’t hurt me if he can’t find me.

      I positioned myself sort of behind the person in front of me, out of the line of sight, so maybe he wouldn’t notice.

      My heart hammered, and each breath seemed to take forever.

      Then it was over. He didn’t even look my way.

      Instead, his gaze landed on this guy sitting on the opposite side of the room. By all outward appearances, the guy looked like an observer. Like maybe he was waiting for his case. He wore basic, business-casual clothes; collared shirt, kakis, the usual stuff.

      Like typical, not distinct in any way.

      Yet he was because I got a severe case of the creeps just looking at the guy. So powerful, I wanted to move over a few seats, to be further away from him.

      That’s the person Mike made eye contact with, and the glances between them communicated something. Mike’s lawyer elbowed him, and he turned back just as quickly.

      The whole exchange probably lasted ten seconds, but it felt like an eternity to me.

      I didn’t have a clue who the guy was. I’d never seen him before. I would have remembered if Mike had a friend who knew how to dress nice.

      You know, that seriously should have been my first hint that Mike would be trouble. He never seemed to have new, clean clothes. While I wasn’t a clothing snob—I sure wasn’t my sister Winter and her designer shoes—I respected it when people’s clothing looked nice.

      Mike had that grungy, hard-working look to him when we first met. I’d thought it was sexy—a guy who worked hard every day? Always appealing.

      But I was duped. Mike didn’t work hard. He meandered from job to job and wasn’t exactly sure how washing machines worked.

      That should have been my first clue.

      But this other guy? That guy is way out of Mike’s usual crowd. But it was someone Mike knew because he’d been looking for him.

      It was bizarre.

      They didn’t say anything about the exchange if anyone else noticed it.

      The judge’s voice echoed over the room, wanting Mike’s plea. And naturally, he pleaded not guilty.

      Why should I be surprised? Why would he own his actions?

      The judge hit his gavel and bellowed commands. And Mike was taken into custody. Mike's only emotion was cursing because he had to go back to jail.

      I might have smiled, seeing him taken back to jail.

      The room started to shift; people stood and moved about as it re-set for the next case.

      I stood up, seeing Torres near the front. I gestured for the door. She did that quick-head-tip thing, which I hoped meant she’d speak to me outside.

      I had just left the small courtroom when someone bumped into me. I yanked my purse closer to me and turned just in time to see the creepy guy looking right at me.

      I pulled away, taking a step back. “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “You’re fine,” he said, tipping his head to the side, and pointed at me with a smile. “You’re Autumn, aren’t you?”

      I felt a shiver deep in my bones. “Do I know you?”

      He gestured to the courtroom. “Hal. Hal Powers. Mike worked for me on occasion these last few months.”

      Mike had been in and out. Sometimes he’d show up with money, but he never really said where it came from. I didn’t ask. I just paid bills with it.

      “Bad business, this,” he said, his gaze running over me. “We don’t condone this sort of thing.”

      “What sort of thing?” I asked.

      He gestured to me, gold rings on his fingers. “Domestic situations like this. If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to call me.” He handed me a business card.

      My hands trembled just a bit as I accepted the card. “Thank you.”

      His gaze ran over me again, staring at my purse, and looked like he would, gah, hug me.

      Nope. Not even.

      Not at all. I clenched the purse straps tighter and stepped back a bit more.

      He seemed to take the hint and didn’t step any closer. “What are you going to do now?”

      “Go home. I think,” I muttered.

      “And where’s home for you? You don’t have a Chicago accent.”

      I forced a smile. “Denver.”

      Officer Torres came up to me about that time, and she glanced at the stranger—Hal—and then at me. “Hey, we need to talk.”

      I glanced back at Hal. “Excuse me,” I said, painting a big, fake smile. Torres took my arm and led me a few steps away.

      “What was that? And I thought you were from Kansas?” Torres whispered.

      “I’m not telling that freak where I’m from,” I said. “I don’t know who he was, but supposedly Mike worked for him, and he gave me the creeps. So no truth for him.”

      “Probably not a bad idea,” Torres said, her gaze on the guy. “I know him, however. But I can’t place it.”

      “That’s not comforting.”

      My cell phone rang—the new number, and it was the only person who called me, at this point, besides Torres.

      “Hi, Mom,” I said, gesturing outside because I didn’t want her to hear the courthouse's ambient noise.

      “Go,” Torres said. She turned to a couple of the attorneys who had been inside before and crossed back to them.

      “So what’s going on, my baby bird?” Mom asked.

      I sighed. “Not a lot.”

      “You sound tired. Is everything okay? Are you getting enough to eat?”

      “Mom, I’m good,” I said. “Just a late night last night.”

      “Oh, yes? What were you doing?”

      Waking up with nightmares about being attacked by my boyfriend and not being able to fight back? No, not going to tell her that. “Chicago nightlife is wild,” I said, forcing a smile on my face and hoping it projected in my voice.

      “I can only imagine. You have to get some sleep, though, Autumn.”

      “I am good, Mom. No worries.”

      “Well, I worry because I am your mother.”

      “No need,” I replied as I walked down the front onto the sidewalk.

      “Are you outside? You sound kind of choppy.”

      “I am. I’m walking to the coffee shop to get some espresso.” I didn’t see a coffee shop nearby, but I figured I’d stumble into something while talking. It was a good excuse, right? Sounded believable, the idea that I could be heading to get coffee after a night out.

      I wasn’t alone on the sidewalk, there was a fair amount of walking traffic around me, but it didn’t comfort me. I felt like someone was following me.

      I hoped I was just being paranoid.

      “Local or chain?”

      “Local, of course,” I said, my gaze darting to everyone around me.

      “Good girl.” Mom had this thing—support local before supporting chains if possible. Most of the time, I agreed with her. Today though, I’d be happy for a coffee shop, chain, or local, just to get off the sidewalk and make sure I was alone.

      I glanced over my shoulder. I didn’t see anyone behind me.

      “Oh, if you get anything for me, call me, please,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “I applied for a job, and I put that address down as my place of residence.”

      “Why would you do that if you’re living in Chicago? Are you coming home?”

      “Possibly,” I said. “Depending on the job situation.”

      “Well, I might need a receptionist. Our current one is pregnant, and she will likely need to take maternity leave.”

      Score.

      I was about to stop and do a happy dance, but I waited. If I was too enthusiastic, Mom might suspect something.

      “Well, I might be able to make that work,” I said, trying to sound less than enthusiastic. “When would you need me?”

      “Probably in July or August. But if you don’t think you can make it, tell me. I will want to find someone else.”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      I hung up the phone just as I stepped into a chain coffee house.

      There was a line.

      So I scooted off to the side and looked out the windows.

      Sure enough, I saw that Hal guy walking down the walkway.

      Yeah.

      I needed to get the hell out of Chicago.
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      I took two minutes to breathe before I got out of the van. After driving for damn near a day, one would think that I would be so relieved that I’d want to kiss the ground and dance a jig.

      But I wasn’t relieved.

      I was seriously considering driving on.

      Maybe Dallas.

      Or Houston.

      Or Mexico City.

      I shook my head. I didn’t need to run away from my family.

      They were, well, my family. Support. Love. All the things.

      You can do this. You got this, girl.

      The last month had been horrible, dealing with all the minutia of everything. The police stuff sucked. But what was worse was lying alone in my little tiny bedroom in the halfway house, trying to figure out how I’d landed in this situation in the world.

      And I wanted to make sure any visible wounds were healed before showing up on my mother’s doorstep.

      I rechecked my face and makeup in the rear-view mirror. Everything still looked good. I’d stopped before I got into Barrum and did a severe freshen-up. Makeup and hair fluffed, adjusted, and perfected.

      I looked carefree and happy. That was the idea, right? Carefree and happy?

      Well, maybe a bit more lipstick, then. Now I felt like I could walk in front of anyone and smile, just like I’m supposed to.

      Even my family.

      The windows glowed with those soft yellow lights all houses seemed to have in the evening. Warm and inviting. Almost like a picture or a movie. The yard had its usual hodgepodge of flower pots and beds, with a bizarre assortment of plants. Herbs for healing planted in certain corners, mixed in with wildflowers and other pops of color all over the yard. There were crystals and wind chimes scattered throughout.

      The only thing missing was a garden gnome army.

      I kept thinking I ought to buy one for fun. If I could find one that looked like it wore stardust or something, that would be perfect. Mom’s name was Celestial Springs—though some people called her Celeste instead. She didn’t care. She answered to whatever. She was an authentic hippie way back in the day. She once lived in a commune and everything until just after I was born. Hence the family names—Winter, Summer, and Autumn. We were okay with it. We thought it was cool, honestly.

      Other people thought it was funny.

      I tended to tell those other people to get stuffed.

      I guessed Mom was probably having dinner about now. And unless Mom bought Summer’s car, it looked like my least favorite sister was there.

      Great. Just what I wanted.

      Even my brain’s sarcasm game was on point tonight.

      “You can do this,” I said to myself yet again.

      I’d never been this nervous about coming home before. I blamed it on being exhausted from the drive down.

      But there was a lot more to it.

      While Mike
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