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About LOVE'S TOUCH OF JUSTICE

 

She was the one person who could convince him, without pleading her case, that he'd been dead wrong. Justice wasn't a sharp sword but a dull blade, and sometimes, it did more damage than good as it sliced through to the truth.

 

Sheriff's Deputy Jake Kermarrec has a strict interpretation of right and wrong, and if you end up in jail, justice obviously prevailed.  Being a cop is what he knows, and the only thing he aspires to.  When he's a hero and his career is at risk, he turns to Marlee Cruiz for relief.  Their physical attraction becomes harder to ignore with each session of massage, despite the rules and secrets between them.  

The closer they become, though, the more difficult it is for either of them to turn away.  Marlee's past slowly unravels, and Jake finds himself questioning his rigid beliefs, even as his friends and family begin to question his judgment.  As shocking news multiplies, he finds himself making bigger excuses on her behalf.  When it counts, will he put his commitment to protect and serve on the line for Marlee?

Length:  96,000 words

The Flynn's Crossing series is contemporary romance set in the northern California foothills, suspense driven by small town secrets, and complex characters in compelling stories about friendship and love.  You can enjoy the books out of order without ruining their surprises!


Here's where it all began in Flynn's Crossing!

 

Get your FREE copy of the novella Three Blind Dates, the prequel to Flynn's Crossing romantic suspense series, not available anywhere else.

 

Just click on the button below to get started.
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Prologue – Labor Day Last Year

 

 

The two men exchanged words that looked harsh and contentious. As they scanned the crowd, she caught sight of their faces. She couldn't avoid recalling the last time she'd seen them. They were older, but no less intense. She'd wanted to escape those memories, but dark thoughts were impossible to avoid. Ducking deeper into the doorway of the shop behind her, she couldn't pull her gaze away.

She wasn't stalking them, not exactly. Besides, it wasn't as if they would recognize her anymore. He'd taken care of that years ago.

"You stupid bitch, how could you get caught? All you had to do was drive down the road, stop where I told you to stop, and hand packages to people. How could you fuck this up?"

The sharp cracks of his fists to her face had not been as painful as the fear that clutched her gut. Curling into a ball and wrapping her arms around her knees so tight she heard tendons pop, she'd given up pleading with him. When he knocked out some of her teeth and blood ran into one eye, he'd finally seemed to be satisfied.

"Just remember we're married, you and me, and you can't implicate your husband." He'd sneered the words in her ear before throwing her to the floor of their squalid apartment. Through swollen eyes, she'd watched his huge silhouette stomp to the door, slamming it open. It bounced against the wall before snagging on the dingy shag rug. He'd left it hanging there, wide open for anyone to peer in and see her. Not that anyone would care. Even after she'd heard the rattle of his car's holey muffler driving off, she'd stayed in her tight little knot.

Her hands went to her face now, tracing its rebuilt bones. Her tongue ran over straight front teeth. She pressed a steadying hand to her belly. Everything had come at a price, but one she'd paid gladly. A single tear escaped, and she swiped it away. She could do nothing about her past stupidity. She only had the future, however hopeless and empty. Shaking off the self-pity, she resolved once more that things would be different.

She pulled her cap lower and adjusted her large sunglasses, wishing they could conceal the evidence of her fear and mistakes as easily as her make-up and long sleeves. People would judge her and find her guilty. Distancing herself was for the best. Even in a crowd, she stood alone.

From the number of people milling around, it seemed that everyone in the surrounding countryside had come into Flynn's Crossing for the Labor Day parade. Parents hoisted children on to their shoulders to see decorated vehicles and marching bands. Dancers tapped up the street. The lawn mower brigade followed the tractor team. High school teens cheered from home-designed floats. Horses pulled coaches and wagons with waving people on top. For most, it would have been an enjoyable and captivating scene of small town USA. But not for her.

The two men she'd been watching stood back to back now, turning in a tight circle and scanning the late summer crowd. Both equally tall, they looked to be the same age, though she knew years separated them. The older one carried his beefier body with an aggressive fluidness, fitting for someone who'd spent his career in construction. Leaner with the grace of a jungle cat, the younger man barely showed the extent of injuries that almost killed him, the only scars visible to the public carved into his face. The structure of their faces marked them as brothers. She knew they shared bold determination and stubborn independence as well.

When their gazes passed over her without stopping, she let out the breath she'd been holding. It was the closest she'd come to them in years, and she couldn't tear her eyes away. Their watchfulness didn't end, and they continued to turn in a tight circle. Covering each other's backs. That's what they did. 

Their watchfulness didn't change when a sheriff's deputy strode over in long steps and questioned them. Their negative head shakes and the older one's gestures indicated frustration. She thought about melting into the crowd, but the exchange made her linger.

The deputy was almost as tall, appearing leaner but just as strong, even under the cover of body armor. His wide-brimmed hat hid most of his expression, but she sensed his alertness as his hands stayed at his waist, close to the belt weighed down with equipment and a big ass gun. He wore it as easily as the authority in his stance. She should be afraid of the danger he represented. She'd already spent too much of her life inviting trouble. Staying on the right side of the law was critical to her success. She doubted he'd understand. 

When he added his scrutiny of the crowds clustered on the sidewalk, she froze, willing them all to glance over her in their search. The two civilians did. She was not surprised. Her disguise blurred their perception of her. The deputy's concentrated gaze paused as if searching her area. Through his mirrored sunglasses, she swore he looked right at her, but it was probably a trick of the light. Her heart beat a little faster and she wanted to run. Willing herself not to move, she waited. His gaze lasted five seconds longer before his face turned away.

She was again invisible.


Chapter 1 – January, Present Day

 

 

Jake pulled into his driveway after another long double shift to find her seated in the old pick-up, lying in wait for him. She pounced as soon as he unlocked his front door. 

 "You live like a monk."

She followed him inside, taking two and a half steps for one of his, continuing her rambling monologue. He didn't understand what was wrong with his house. He wasn't overly fond of clutter, which he thought she understood.

"I'm comfortable here. It's fine." He glanced around, seeing nothing out of place.

"Jake Kermarrec, this is your mother you're lying to. You need some stuff, you know. Pictures, other than those three of the family, and maybe some nice throw pillows on that couch, or on second thought, maybe a new living room set altogether, and – "

His mother Emie was shorter than the mirror on the side of his patrol vehicle, with bird bones and not an ounce of spare flesh on her, and still she wore him out. Her never-ending smile hid the iron will she used to rule everyone in her domain. No one could deny Emileen Kermarrec, or at least, not for long.

But Jake tried. "I don't need new furniture, Ma, but thanks for the offer to redecorate."

He brushed a tired hand over his closely cropped hair. It made long days and required headgear easier to handle. Lately, his mirror told him it seemed to be thinning on top, or maybe he was only imagining it. And maybe his forehead was getting bigger too. He didn't want to worry about it, since he couldn't control it. 

"You're not paying attention. I said, Eugene Kermarrec the Second, you aren't getting any younger. How do you expect to entertain a nice young woman when you live such – why, I don't even know how to put this kindly – such an austere life? You used to laugh more, and you were always the life of the party. I raised you to have more color and zip than this." Her fluttering hands swept in an arc encompassing his home.

He liked his simple design scheme. If it wasn't regulation khaki and black or denim, what was the point? It made choices easy, just like his job. Either you were on the right side of the law, or you were on the wrong side. Any cop worth anything would agree it all came down to the law.

"Ma, thanks for coming over. I appreciate the pot roast and I'll make sure to reheat it just like you said." He stood in front of her, trying to redirect her to the door.

Emie reached up and patted his cheek, then paused with her head cocked to one side as if considering something that amused her, right before she gave his ear a quick twist.

"Ow! What's that for?" He rubbed hard at the tweaked skin already beginning to tingle and burn.

She smiled, as angelic a look as you could expect from a former hippie who handled a gruff husband twice her size, raised five rowdy boys, and played substitute mother to countless men and the occasional woman on a huge ranch for most of her life. Emie had probably seen everything and heard every story, real or imagined.

"You might be a big fearsome sheriff's deputy and all that, but you're still my second born. If I want to keep you in line, I will." Giving him a quick hug that meant her arms wrapped around his waist, she looked up at him. "Remember about Sunday supper. Deke is bringing his Marguerite. You're welcome to bring any of your young lady friends." 

He ignored the subtle interrogation in her words and turned her toward the front door, glad he hadn't taken off his thick jacket. January in the Northern California foothills was cold. He didn't respond to her continuing chatter as he followed her down his front path and dutifully opened her door, waiting until her seat belt clicked and she started the engine. At his quick peck on her cheek, she gave him an impish grin as if she knew he was trying to kill that line of questioning.

"If you can't find anyone, I could fix you up, you know. Sunday's two days away, plenty of time."

God forbid. His fingers tightened on the pick-up's faded doorframe. Her kind heart would likely suggest one of the strays she often took on as personal projects, women who often carried secretive and checkered pasts, but in her estimation, were trustworthy and full of potential. They were never his type.

"I'll think about who I could bring, Ma. Okay? Now please drive safely and please, please, obey the speed limit, at least in Flynn's Crossing. I can't stand the ribbing every time you get another ticket."

She squealed like a girl caught in her undies in public. With a finger wave that ended in the two-fingered vee of a peace sign, she backed out of his driveway, changed gears, and crept forward. He watched, wondering how long it would take before she was back to her customary ways. She made the corner turn at a sedate speed, complete with blinker. As he turned back to his bungalow, he could almost count the seconds until he heard the engine in the old truck rev and rubber squeal on asphalt.

God bless Ma. She exasperated him, but she also made him smile. When his eyes fell on the covered dish on his kitchen counter, he couldn't resist lifting the aluminum foil and sniffing deeply like an addict with a line of coke. The need for sleep won out over the need for food, though, and he crimped the foil back in place and shoved the dish in the empty refrigerator.

How she had been able to get along with their father, he wasn't sure. The old man was as rough as they came, with no patience for anything he considered foolishness. The fact that he married a woman whose primary colors were psychedelic mystified their sons. And yet, she claimed it had been a love match until he died a decade ago. His passing hadn't kept Rock or the twins from leaving home. Jake's smile faded as he thought about those dark days, before he compartmentalized his mind and shut off the memories.

Five paces brought him from his kitchen to the living room, where he secured his service weapon in the small safe at the bottom of the entry closet. Seven more steps took him down the hall to his single bathroom. One bedroom made up the remainder of the floor plan. The layout wasn't cramped, but it wasn't fancy either. Keeping things simple had become a mantra for him, along with keeping things under control and always, always following the rules.

It made life easier.

If Ma or one of his brothers remarked occasionally that his life now was very different from his wild youth living on the edge, he merely shrugged and said it was high time he grew up. His older brother Deke, in particular, watched him thoughtfully, and while he didn't ask about the change often, Jake knew what was on his brother's mind. He tried not to think about it either, but sometimes, faced with the stark contrast of the past and the present, it was hard to avoid.

When had this urgent need for control won out? Why did his need to challenge the rules morph into rigid acceptance of the law? What made the brother who laughed the most and played pranks as often as possible become this sober, restrained guy? The questions were written on Deke's face, and often.

He wished he could explain it to his brother. Hell, he wished he could decode it himself. The thought drained away his little remaining energy after too many long workdays in a row, and he only managed to shove off his boots as he sat on the bed before dropping into an exhausted sleep, still dressed in his uniform.


Chapter 2

 

 

Jake felt his teeth rattle a little as the heavy-duty shocks of the patrol unit bounced over ruts in the gravel drive. He'd stuffed himself on cold pot roast for breakfast, eating too much and too fast. Maybe all this jiggling would help that settle. He'd have to thank his friend for that, though some of these holes were large enough to swallow a small country.

It seemed that as fast as Dane Ashland added more rocks to the surface, another delivery truck with a heavy construction load carved a new set of grooves. Dane's truck was sturdy and didn't mind the bounces, but his wife's SUV wasn't nearly as rugged. Nothing was too good for Dane when it came to keeping Serena comfortable. Dane probably had the rock delivery service on speed dial.

The thought made Jake grin as he pulled into the clearing. On this winter Saturday with no clouds on the horizon, Dane had called on his unlikely group of friends, the wolf pack, to help button up the roof and sides of his new workshop while Serena took a much-needed day off. The fact that she was spending this time with her girl tribe wasn't unusual, as most of those women were in relationships with one of the wolf pack men in attendance. It was interesting how everyone else's lives became intertwined. 

It wouldn't be for him, of course. He didn't have the time or inclination to work at a relationship, and from his perspective, all relationships required work.

Shutting down the engine, he did a head count of the guys who'd already arrived. Vince Cassidy's little red foreign coupe was almost hidden, dwarfed by larger vehicles. The fact that Vince had two left thumbs he would probably hit with a hammer more than once today would only add to the amusement. Geno Altimari's carpentry truck blocked in the convertible. Deke's shiny pick-up filled the parking spot closer to the house, evidence his brother was taking a day away from the ranch to lend a hand.

He wished he could stay. Long hours made committing to anything difficult these days. Or had it been months?

"Hey, you better watch where you park. I hear there's a sheriff's deputy around here who's a real stickler for regulations and he might write you up."

Jake turned toward the voice, already smiling. Dane wasn't always the first one to speak in their group, nor was he the most voluble, but he did have a knack for coming up with a good one now and again. Jake missed hanging out with him.

The man coming toward him was lean, as lean as Jake was himself, and about the same age. They shared a few things in common, like having over-protective big brothers and their appreciation for the simpler things in life. But Dane's journey had taken him to points far away from Flynn's Crossing, to some of the hot spots around the world, and he had the scars to prove it. When he'd settled on this cliff, he'd been a recluse. That was, until Serena pulled him out of his comfort zone.

Jake, on the other hand, had been born and raised in this area, part of a legacy that went back seven generations. The only time he'd spent away was four years of college, funded by a partial scholarship he earned running track. He couldn't get back to his hometown fast enough once he graduated, and luckily, the sheriff's department was hiring when he was ready to return.

Eyeing his friend, Jake noticed the pronounced limp. Most days, the only signs of past battles were the deep scars on Dane's face. Those were bad enough. On the one occasion when he deigned to mention it, he reported his leg looked a whole hell of a lot worse. 

"Rough day?" Jake flipped his gaze down at Dane's leg, then back up again. This was the closest the men came to expressing sympathy. It wasn't something they did. Most of the time, a hard pat on the shoulder letting another wolf pack member know you cared and had his back was enough.

Dane leaned a hip against the SUV and seemed to groan, though Jake wasn't sure over the racket made by men out of sight. The work party had begun.

"It's been a rough few weeks, trying to finish up construction before the weather sets in. Serena's doing everything she can, but she's at work morning until night. More service men and women return home each day, and almost to a person, they need counseling and support. At least Balance now has the funds to continue to serve them without any immediate threat of closing."

Dane had a hand in that, too. He'd used his photographic skills to tell the story of Balance in such a compelling fashion that the agency had been spared government budget cuts while bringing in new funding. The nonprofit's counseling and support services for military men and women provided a vital asset to the community. Jake respected his friend's courage and his willingness to break out of his hermit existence to help people he didn't know.

It wasn't too different, in some ways, from what Jake did in law enforcement. His commitment was to protect the people of his county to the extent of the law. He knew many didn't see it that way, but that was usually because they were breaking the law at the time.

Both men turned to watch a sedan make slow lunging progress up the drive. The car barely stopped before its back doors popped open. Two gangly boys poured out, along with a large blonde dog of uncertain parentage. A tall dark man rose from behind the wheel, looking as if he'd just done five rounds with a champ and lost the bout.

"Hey Rick, thanks for coming, especially since you have kid duty today."

Dr. Rick Chagres, engineer and university professor, paced toward them. Worry and resignation warred on his face as he watched the boys race for the edge of the clearing. He only cringed a little when one of the boys yelled at the dog, and when said dog barked uncontrollably as a ball shot past the men into the trees. Jake thought he looked more than a little stressed out.

"Hey guys? Make sure you stay away from the edge of the cliff when you play, okay?" 

The boys raced back in response to Dane's words, coming to a dead stop in front of the men and adopting a similar cross-armed stance. They eyed the men for a moment, glanced at each other, and raised their shoulders in the same careless shrug.

The boy on the right, Jeremy, said, "We're not here to play, Dane."

Will finished, "We're here to work. So put us to work." 

Jake smiled, not even trying to hide it. These boys might not be brothers by birth, but they'd come to be brothers in every other sense of the word. Where you saw one, the other wasn't far away. They often seemed to finish each other's sentences and communicate without speaking. And when they hung out with the men of the wolf pack, they were all business.

Dane pointed to a messy pile of scrap wood and asked them to stack it out of the way. The boys walked over in the loose-limbed amble Jake remembered from his pre-teen years. The dog licked their hands as they crossed the clearing. They stared down at the wood, consulting in low tones. Then they yanked matching work gloves from jacket pockets, pulled them on, and rummaged through the pieces.

The men watched them, Dane now joining Jake in an open smile, and Rick looking pensive and exhausted.

Jake directed his comment to Rick, though he guessed the answer already. "They're a handful, aren't they?"

Rick let out a deep sigh. "Yeah, that they are. They're always into projects, whether it's designing and building something or doing a science experiment to test one of their theories, though I use that term science loosely. They make up a system for everything. We have to keep a close eye on them, though thankfully, they are using their powers for good most of the time, and they haven't blown anything up – yet." He chuckled when he finished, shaking in mock horror.

Dane asked, "How's Gabby feeling? Serena said she's having a rough time with the baby."

"Yes, though from my perspective, my wife seems to be handling the pregnancy like a champ. I'm the one falling apart at the seams. All I can think of is, what if it's another boy? I know the guys would dote on a baby sister and watch over her. But another turbo-charged handful of mischief in the house? God help me."

Jake joined in as all three men laughed loud enough to draw suspicious glances from the boys. Dismissing the adults, they turned back to their work, occasionally stopping to debate, a piece of wood in one or the other's hands.

"How's my brother coming along on the addition to your house?" 

A yell from Will punctuated Dane's question as the dog grabbed an end of a length of wood to play. Will wrestled it away and threw it for the dog, who barked and chased after it with her tail a wagging blur in the air.

"Powers and his crew are doing a great job. In fact, he'd be here today, except they're trying to complete our siding before the snow. That means I should pull double duty on your place in gratitude. So, as the boys said, put me to work."

Dane clapped a hand on Rick's shoulder, and they both turned to the building taking shape at the edge of the clearing, a short distance from the main house. They called back a goodbye to Jake as the dog bounded after them, her game of fetch forgotten. 

His uniform and the cruiser were sure signs he wasn't staying, something they'd probably come to expect. He would have liked to pitch in. It seemed he rarely had time for anything that wasn't work or his degree these days.

Jake's radio hummed but remained quiet, and he took a moment to enjoy the warmth of the sun on his face. Out over the canyon, a buzzard screeched, gliding on the wind. Rock outcroppings broke up the heavy forest, adding texture to the view. Dane had selected a picture-perfect spot to build his new life, Serena by his side. Jake reassured himself the feeling settling into his gut was his unusual breakfast and not envy. Marriage and kids were for his friends. His career came first, though that idea didn't give him the buzz it usually did. 

Uneasy with his thoughts, he glanced around the clearing for a distraction. His curiosity got the better of him as his eyes settled on the boys. Jeremy handed a piece of wood to Will, who eyed it carefully before placing it on one of five stacks. 

"Hey guys, what are you doing?" He kept a hand on his equipment belt as he crouched down for the stick the dog had dropped a few feet away. Coming over to the boys, he tossed it casually on one of the five stacks.

"Jake, that's not where it goes." The exasperation in Will's voice was clear.

"Yeah," added Jeremy, "it's not the right place."

Jake hoped his expression looked serious, even as he chuckled on the inside. "Why, exactly, is that not the right place?" 

The boys exchanged glances, and when their eyes returned to him, he figured their estimation of his brainpower just dropped a few points.

"We're sorting them by size and type of wood. That pile over there," Jeremy gestured to the far right, "is for wood that's in bad shape and should be burned."

Will continued without a pause, "The rest is still good, and the guys can use it if it fits right. So we're keeping the pieces together. See?"

Well damn, they sure had a system. Rick was right. These two would require watching. Who knew what kinds of interesting situations they'd get themselves in to as they got older? 

And Jake would be on the outside of their lives, watching, as he was with everyone else. That idea made the sun feel colder and the pot roast toss in new discomfort.

>>>>>

Three identical workstations lined the wall of the spa, and women crowded every corner of the room. The noise level was intense, no doubt helped along by the bubbly in some of their glasses, and Marlee Cruiz wondered how they had so much to talk about when they seemed to see each other all the time.

It wasn't the noise that bothered her. In fact, she welcomed the hubbub of activity. In this environment, she could disappear. Happy talking to each other, clients needed little input from her.

But today, the identities of the clients increased her unease.

"What a great idea, a pedicure spa day, but I do wish it was summer so I could show off these toes." 

In front of her, Tess Willowspring wiggled those toes, and Marlee couldn't help herself. She grabbed Tess by the ankle and squeezed gently. 

"Please stop twitching. The polish needs to dry. Give it a few minutes."

Tess chuckled, even as she looked suitably chagrined. Beside her in the next chair, Serena Williamson Ashland joined in the laughter with more enthusiasm.

Serena said, "Goes to show how rarely we get our toes done. We don't even remember that we need to keep still."

Seated across the room, Marguerite Devereaux took a sip of sparkling wine and tsk-tsked. "You need to get out more, you two. Spend time and money on yourselves. Your men will appreciate it. I know Deke does." 

The suggestive purr in the delivery of that last sentence made the whole room burst into fresh laughter. Marlee struggled to join in, cracking what she hoped was a semblance of a smile.

These women had it all, in her opinion. Good men loved them to distraction. Rewarding jobs filled their days and a community embraced them. Their friendships were strong. Children, either in hand or on the horizon, were reasonable parts of their expectations, and none of them seemed to be concerned about how untold events might change their lives. They didn't look over their shoulders, expecting tragedy to strike at every turn. They were lucky on so many levels.

She had so little in common – in fact, maybe nothing in common. But she couldn't tear herself away from Flynn's Crossing, no matter how much she felt the urge to run overtaking her again.

Spa owner Bliss, a highly styled woman with generous curves on her short frame, guffawed along with her customers. As things quieted, she gave them each a sly, considering look. 

"You all do need to pamper yourselves more, ladies. Why, you haven't even tried Marlee's massages. An hour under her hands, and you'll feel so peppy and hot, you'll march right up to your men and do'em on the front porch."

"What makes you think we need a massage to make that happen, Bliss?" With Marguerite's expression of sly delight, the room burst apart in laughter once more.

"On the front porch? As in at home, on Main Street? My business license would be revoked." Tess's startled exclamation mixed with the laughter and made the raucous noise louder. Marlee bent her head to hide her blush. After so many months at the spa, she should be used to her boss's outspokenness, but she still colored when the subject of sex came up.

It wasn't a virginal blush, not in the least. She'd had sex, lots of it, and much of it wasn't something she was proud of. That past was far behind her, though, so maybe she qualified as a virgin again. And as she often assured herself, she had no desire to break the dry spell.

"Let me tell you a little about my nickname, and how I named this spa. It's racy, and you'll get a kick out of it." 

Bliss didn't need any encouragement from the group to launch into her explanation. Their rapt attention gave Marlee the perfect opportunity to shake off her thoughts and grab the towel holding her used pedicure tools. The back room shared a wall with the nail area, and while it wasn't thick, it blocked the women's view of her. With the door closed, Bliss's booming voice was muted and her words indistinct as the laughter continued. On edge and unsettled, Marlee wondered how she'd get through the rest of her day. 

The news hadn't been good, not for weeks. It made her doubt her direction. What if she was following the wrong path again? 

"Marlee, the ladies are leaving. Where'd you wander off to?"

Straightening her back, she pushed her tired thoughts away and opened the door to see Marguerite, Serena and Tess admiring each other's feet. While they would be cold in their flip-flops on this winter afternoon, no doubt they would consider it worth the discomfort. Their distraction gave her one more chance to observe them up close, envy and sadness warring inside her as she blinked and looked away, busying herself cleaning the pedicure stations.

"Marlee, I will come back for that massage, I swear it." Coming up beside her, Serena gave her arm a light squeeze, pausing on her way to the door. "By the way, do you do couples massages here? That would be a fun thing to treat Dane to as a Valentine's Day gift, don't you think?"

Tess stopped next to them and added, "Yes, that would be the perfect gift. I'd love to do that with Powers too."

Bliss said, "Sorry, ladies, but we don't have the space for that. But you can get your men gift cards for solo massages. They'll thank you for it, since Marlee is the best."

The women turned toward the counter as Marlee tried to hide her shock. This wasn't something she'd ever considered, and she wished she had. Watching the men from a distance was one thing, but up close and personal was too risky.

She took fast steps sideways, ignoring curious glances. When she reached the safety of the back room, she closed her eyes and willed the wild beat of her heart to slow.

>>>>>

Her heart still felt unsteady when Bliss later told her that Serena and Tess decided to think about massages as gifts for their men. What could she do? If they had certificates, they'd expect the service. She hadn't thought of this possibility.

"That's a really sore spot. Do you think you could dig a little deeper?"

Marlee's mind snapped back to the muscles under her hands. Her pregnant client sat at a computer for long hours each day, and her tight back and knotted shoulders were testament to that. Usually this kind of bodywork took Marlee to a Zen kind of place, allowing her to help release stress for her clients while emptying her own mind. She was good at massage.

It was the rest of her life she wasn't so good at.

"How's that? Better?"

The woman on the table gave a happy groan in response.

"I wish I'd had you around when I was pregnant the first time," Gabby Cooley Chagres said. "It would have made carrying Jeremy so much easier."

Marlee didn't respond. She didn't need to. Often her clients talked while she worked on them. Sometimes the repetitive movements and the release of their body's tension was enough to put them to sleep, and she'd listen to their light snores while she kept untying their knots. 

It was the closest she let herself get to any human being now. Even as she cared about how they felt, her touch on their skin remained as impersonal and distancing as her words. The fewer questions about her personal life she answered, the lower the risk. Perhaps she should move again, since more people seemed to be getting curious about her, but she wasn't ready. 

"You don't like to talk much, do you, Marlee?"

Under her probing fingers, Gabby didn't appear to be inclined to doze off today. She was often too observant, a fact that made Marlee cautious. As a romance writer, Gabby also loved to talk about her work, where she got her ideas, and the resulting happily-ever-afters. Her real life romance with Rick Chagres had its own happy ending, one that produced this baby already treasured by both parents and doted on by the blended family of little boys who'd become brothers.

What did Marlee know about romance? Nothing. And if her personal experience with ever-afters was anything to go by, she didn't care to learn more. 

To her client, she said, "No ma'am, I don't."

The woman chuckled. "I really can't get used to you calling me ma'am. I'm Gabby, okay? 'Ma'am' makes me feel like I came in for a rinse and comb-out and you need to rub cream on my hands to cover up the liver spots."

Marlee couldn't help herself. She chuckled. 

"That's better. I've been coming to see you every other week for a massage for what now, over three months? You did my nails for my friend's wedding. And in all that time, I've barely learned a single thing about you."

Marlee never broke her rhythm, her hands on autopilot. "You've learned that I don't talk much."

Gabby laughed, and then moaned when Marlee hit another particularly good spot between her shoulder blades.

"Okay, uncle, or maybe aunt. I give up. People say I can get rocks to talk, and I will get you to tell me something about yourself yet, Ms. Marlee, I swear I will." Gabby sighed in continuing bliss. 

Marlee knew she was good at her work. Her hands were strong and artful, and her ability to match nail styles with a client's personality won raves. At least that's what the last salon owner told her. After six months at Bliss Day Spa, she figured she was doing okay, since Bliss had long since stopped making any noise about a probationary period.

"Time to turn over, ma'am."

She held up the privacy sheet with one hand so Gabby could adjust to the side of the massage table, with Marlee giving the extra cushions to guard the baby bulge a practiced twitch to the floor. Gabby resettled on her back with a hum.

"I so appreciate those magic fingers of yours, Marlee. Who knew carrying a baby at my age would take such a toll on my body? Jeremy wasn't an easy pregnancy, but I don't remember feeling quite so ungainly this early."

Gabby laughed at herself, and Marlee felt compelled to smile as well. She liked her clients here, especially Gabby. Who knew when she chose this little town that she'd find the closest thing to friendship she'd felt in years? That wasn't the reason she'd come, but it was a pleasant bonus.

"I've been raving about you constantly, so expect all of my girl tribe to come to you for massages. I'm sure Serena's going to bite any day now. She and Dane have been building a studio on their property, and she's been complaining about how sore she's getting, hauling lumber and boards after an already full day of work. She swears once they get the framing and drywall finished, she's going to treat herself."

That idea gave Marlee a momentary pang of alarm. But another client was good, right? And who it was didn't matter.

She felt Gabby's eyes on her as she paid extra attention to the wrist and forearm in her fingers. She could massage a client's body with her eyes closed, since her skill drew from how things felt under her hands. But Gabby didn't know that there was no reason for Marlee to pay unflinching attention to her work.

"You're a deep well of still water, aren't you?"

The soft question caught her by surprise. Usually, Gabby didn't probe after her initial foray. But today, she seemed intent on knocking down walls.

Marlee shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. "I just don't have much to talk about. My life is pretty boring and ordinary." At least, that was her cover story.

Gabby made a rude noise, a cross between a snort and a squeak, drawing Marlee's attention. When their eyes met, Gabby's sober gaze made her squirm at her protective lie.

"Everyone has a life story, Marlee, along with baggage and secrets. We have a choice. It can weight us down and limit our future, or it can serve as the foundation for growth. I think you've been lugging your stuff around by yourself for so long, you've forgotten you need to share it to lighten the load. And to be happy in life, you have to solve the mystery of how to let all of that make you stronger, not sadder."

If only she knew how. Happiness was a concept so foreign to her, she almost laughed aloud. Marlee knew work. She knew worry, which meant she checked over her shoulder often. She knew to keep her head down and her confidences to herself. 

She turned away so the other woman wouldn't see the pain her words caused. She wanted to be happy. In her mind, there was a picture of what that would look like, one she didn't take out and examine too often or too closely. It only made her cry.


Chapter 3

 

 

It wouldn't be hard to consider Valentine's Day a complete failure before it even started. Marlee's coffeemaker sounding a death rattle instead of its comforting gurgle this morning was enough to turn her day dark and stormy, kind of like the clouds that threatened outside. 

She had few vices left, but coffee was one of them. Tinkering with the machine did no good. It had seen better days half a decade ago, and on the way to her car, she tossed it in the apartment complex's dumpster. As she parked in her slot at the city lot, she hoped Bliss had stocked up the client station inside.

There was no way Marlee could function without caffeine. 

Unlocking the spa's back door and punching in the security code, she hit light switches as she moved down the hallway toward the client waiting area in front. The heater had barely kicked on, and the space held an early morning chill that would take another quarter hour to let go. But she liked this time of day, when she was the only one here and she could prepare her stations and her mind for the appointments ahead.

The refreshments area held a fancy dispenser with individual serving selections. She sorted through the little cups. Decaf. Decaf. Tea. More decaf. Next to the machine, she found a scribbled shopping list. At the very top, the note to buy regular coffee was written in red and underlined. 

Great. She could do without milk and orange juice. She might even forgo her treasured cereal. She would not go without coffee. The day would be ugly.

Sighing, she reversed through the spa, punched in the security code once more, and locked the door behind her. Ignoring the threatening clouds, she walked up the street to the bakery. This would be a treat, one she deserved. Her money was too dear to spend on fancy coffee every day, but on this occasion, it was as close as she would get to a personal Valentine.

"Hey, look who's here, little Marlee."

The beefy man behind the counter greeted her before the tinkle of the door's bells finished announcing her entry. She wasn't sure why the owner decided she was little. Her height belied the title, but he used it whenever she came in.

"Hey Sarge. Can I have a medium mocha, extra shot, please?" Even she heard the desperation in her voice.

"Well, and a happy Valentine's Day to you. But you don't look very happy. Stuart, does she look happy?"

Marlee wanted to sink into the tile floor, or maybe crawl under one of the polished metal tables. Sarge's reed-thin partner came out of the back and stared at her in a considering manner with a tilt to his head, a small frown coming to his face. 

"No, she doesn't look happy. What do you say, little Marlee? What kind of pastry can Sarge get for you?"

The two men moved like a well-orchestrated team behind the counter, Stuart working on the mocha, Sarge waiting with tongs in one hand and a pastry bag in the other. 

She thought about the contents of her wallet and the upcoming expense of a new coffeemaker. Hopefully, today's tips would be generous, with women pampering themselves for a big night with a significant other. But you couldn't buy a pastry on hope. Adding mocha to the coffee was already an indulgence. Her fingers tightened on the strap of her big purse.

"Just the mocha, guys, thanks." She turned toward the street to avoid drooling over the baked goods. The growl of her stomach wasn't audible to the men behind the counter, right?

"Just pulled some Danish out of the oven. You know, the ones you like, with the lemon curd filling." She heard rustling as something hit the bag in Sarge's hands. "On the house."

She spun around. She didn't like being beholden to anyone. Favors given meant favors expected. It was what those favors turned out to be, precisely, that always seemed to work against her.

"That will be four-thirty-five, and not a penny more, for the coffee and the pastries. Looks like you could use some meat on your bones, little Marlee, and a smile in your face." Stuart beamed as he pushed her items across the counter. Sarge crossed his arms over his barrel chest and grinned, as if waiting for her to deny the gift.

She wanted to argue, to turn the bag away. The top was open, and out of it, a wonderful rich aroma of butter and lemon wafted up. Her mouth watered as, without warning, her stomach rumbled loud enough to bring bigger smiles to the faces of the men.

She handed a five-dollar bill across the counter as Stuart passed coins in change back into her reluctant hand. Sarge pushed the coffee cup and bag closer, and her stomach growled again. She felt the blush rise under her make-up and hoped the men wouldn't notice.

"Thanks, guys, really. Thanks. I guess maybe I do need that pastry. I would like to pay you for it." She fumbled in her wallet, trying to hide her embarrassment.

They shook their heads, Sarge making shooing sweeps with his hands to send her on her way, and Stuart smiling an even bigger grin. She argued and they laughed, until she couldn't say no. 

"Happy Valentine's Day, little Marlee. You have a good one, you hear?"

When she pushed the door open, the jingle of the bells sounded almost merry.

Sun peeked out from behind the clouds overhead and a gentle breeze caressed her face. The shops on Main Street looked bright and enchanting to her eyes all of a sudden. Few people strolled along at this early hour, but each one she passed wished her a good morning. Inside a couple of the restaurants, people she didn't know waved at her in such a friendly way that it was impossible not to smile and wave back.

She strolled back toward the spa, unwilling to rush as she took small savory bites of the pastry. Crumbs stuck to her lips as the lemon curd exploded on her tongue. Concentrating on the flavors, Marlee allowed her eyes to close on a low groan of satisfaction.

"I heard that," a female voice said with a chuckle.

Marlee spun around and found herself staring at the exotic Native American beauty of Tess, her dark hair with its signature white streak hair pulled back and her arms full of flowers, standing in a shop doorway.

"Ah, good morning. You caught me enjoying one of life's few true pleasures."

"I know. Pastry from Brew Bank Bakery should be illegal." Tess shifted the flowers, staring more closely at Marlee until she felt herself squirm under the scrutiny.

"I rarely see you wandering on Main Street. Want to come inside and visit? I'd stay here to chat, but today's the busiest day of the year and I have a ton of orders left to fill."

Marlee hesitated at Tess's invitation. The older woman's eyes were too knowing, her smile too bright. It was as if she sensed Marlee's secrets. Not that she would guess the biggest ones, of course.

Tess headed inside the shop as if she expected Marlee to follow. She shouldn't. She didn't have the time. She didn't want to be found out for the fraud she was. But the flower shop had always intrigued her, first in its original place at the end of Main Street in the old Victorian, and now in a new building that looked as authentic as if it stood in this spot for a hundred years. Powers Ashland could claim credit for that.

Her thoughts snagged. Powers had come to Flynn's Crossing to add a building to Main Street, and he'd built a life here with Tess as well. From what Marlee heard, he was well respected, both for the work he'd accomplished, and for the man he'd become. He and his brother Dane had settled in, becoming pillars of the community. Getting close to Tess would give her insights into their lives. She couldn't walk away from that opportunity.

She closed the bag on the remainder of her pastry and crossed the threshold, her nose immediately flooding with the scents of hundreds of flowers. Every level surface seemed to hold bouquets of buds, primarily roses, but also lilies and other plants she didn't recognize. There hadn't been much room for flowers in her life.

"Please excuse the mess. It's not usually like this, but today is different from every other day in the year." Tess moved behind a long table that might have once belonged in a dining room, setting down the stems in her arms and dividing the flowers into two piles.

Marlee drew closer, unable to resist reaching out a finger to caress a rose petal that looked like silk. She expected it to be fake, but it was real, the surface as soft as well-tended skin.

"Sniff that one. Too many of the commercial growers aim for long vase life, but not a lot of scent. That one, though, has both."

Marlee hesitated. It looked too fragile, and she didn't want to break it. But its incomparable beauty drew her closer, and when her nose neared the barely unfurled bud, the heady spice was intoxicating.

"That's a great rose, isn't it?" Tess carried two in her hand and returned to the front door, peering down at them closely. "They sent me two batches that are close in color, but slightly different. I don't want to mix them up in different bouquets. Their colors could clash in certain kinds of light."

Wow, who knew building a bouquet of roses was so exacting?

Setting down the rose with as much care as she could, Marlee wandered around the shop, appreciating the casual placement of bric-a-brac and pedestals. It might look haphazard, but from what she heard about the owner of Buds and Blooms, she suspected everything had been situated to set a mood. And it worked.

A young woman emerged from a back room carrying containers full of daffodils. They seemed to be sleeping with their buds firmly closed. With a pang, a memory jumped out of the past before Marlee could avoid it. Her mother had loved daffodils and insisted on bringing in the first tight buds each spring as a sign of the new season. Together, she and Mom fashioned bouquets in little vases and her mother let her pick where they should stand around the house. It was personal time Marlee always treasured.

"Thanks, Jan. Do you know Marlee? She works at Bliss."

Pushing the past away, Marlee nodded at the introduction. Jan launched into an explanation about the lack of space in the back room. Tess glanced at the young woman from time to time while her busy hands seemed to prepare two flower vases at once. 

"Powers will be back with the van in a little while and he can load the completed orders. Then you'll have space. I'm glad we ordered extra daffys. Some people aren't keen on roses today."

Powers was coming back soon? Before she realized it, Marlee took two steps toward the door, nearly spilling the coffee cup clutched tightly in her hand.

"I need to get back to work. Nice to meet you, Jan. See you, Tess."

"Hey, wait a second." Tess's voice followed her out the door and three rapid paces down the sidewalk.

"Wait up, Marlee." 

It wasn't an order, exactly, but she stopped anyway. She turned, expecting to see big questions on Tess's face, or maybe anger for her abrupt departure.

But instead, Tess held out a bunch of daffodils. Her smile was as sunny as those buds would become. She all but shoved the cluster into Marlee's hand.

"Happy Valentine's Day," she said as she gave Marlee a quick hug. "Enjoy your day."

Marlee watched her quickly retreating back, the
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