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        Meet the men of Manning Grove, three small-town cops and brothers, who meet the women who will change the rest of their lives. This is Max's story...

      

        

      
        Big city party-girl Amanda Barber has been spoiled most of her life. But life for Amanda suddenly becomes a major challenge: adapting to small-town life, dealing with her special needs brother, and constantly butting heads with a frustrating local cop.

      

        

      
        As a police officer and former Marine, "responsibility" is Max Bryson's middle name. Never having been in a serious relationship, he has no plans for one in the near future. He likes being his own man. And even if he were interested in a serious relationship, he certainly wouldn't choose someone so immature and irresponsible as Amanda. But no matter how hard he tries, he can't get sexy Amanda out of his head or his heart. Watching her mature in front of his eyes, his protectiveness towards her only strengthens.

      

        

      
        Bossy and possessive aren't the only words Amanda uses to describe this frustrating cop. She can't deny just looking at the man makes her tremble. But she's done with having anyone control her and this man isn't going to be any different. Or is he?
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        To my own personal man in uniform,

        thank you for being the calm to my storm.
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      For forty-five minutes the little red rental sat in the parking lot. Amanda Barber remained frozen in the driver’s seat. She stared through the windshield at the brick building in front of her. The car’s engine was off, the keys still hanging in the ignition. It wouldn’t take much for her to reach out, turn them, and go back the way she had come.

      She read the sign on the building one more time as if reading it would put off the inevitable. Howell’s Adult Day Care.

      It was getting dark; she couldn’t sit there anymore. She had promised her stepmother’s attorney that she would stick around for a couple weeks. Just a couple of weeks. Fourteen days. Half a month.

      She had to stop being a wimp.

      Okay, no more hesitation. She grabbed the keys and tossed them into her purse. She had to get this over with. She left the car and went into the building before she could change her mind.

      As the door closed behind her with a click that sounded deafening to her own ears, Amanda glanced around. A few older people sat knitting, reading, and talking in small groups. A television droned in the background. A very elderly gentleman sat in a wheelchair in front of a large picture window, his head bobbing as he dozed off.

      A woman, just a few years older than her, looked up and spotted Amanda. A frown creasing her forehead, the woman straightened from helping the young man who was sitting at a card table. Amanda wasn’t quite sure what the young man needed help doing. It looked as though he’d been drawing. The woman leaned over and said something in his ear before approaching Amanda.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I guess so.”

      A puzzled look crossed the woman’s face when Amanda didn’t continue.

      The woman prodded, “Do you need information? Or a tour of our facility?”

      “No.”

      The woman squinted in confusion and tilted her head with an unspoken question. As she opened her mouth, Amanda interrupted her. “I’m here for Gregory Barber.”

      She must have said it loud enough, as the young man at the table lifted his head from his project and turned toward them. He laughed loudly and brushed away the hair that fell into his eyes with the back of his bent wrist.

      An O formed on the woman’s lips. “You must be Amanda.”

      Amanda frowned. Of course the woman knew who she was. She bet all of Manning Grove had been waiting for her to show up.

      “Yes, I’m here to pick up Greg.”

      Amanda bit her lip as the young man rose from the table with a crooked smile. Next thing she knew, he was running toward her, his arms flailing in the air. Amanda automatically stepped back. She really wanted to turn and run, but the young man’s arms wrapped around her, squeezing her until she couldn’t breathe.

      The woman grabbed his arms, trying to peel him off. “Greg! Greg! Let her go.”

      Greg rocked Amanda back and forth, pressing his head into her chest, squeezing her even tighter. She groaned in pain.

      “Greg!”

      “Donna, is this ’Manda? Is this ’Manda?” His booming voice vibrated against her chest.

      “Greg, you’re going to squeeze her to death.”

      Greg reluctantly let her go and stepped back, the crooked smile on his face even larger. A bit of spit sprayed out of his mouth as he yelled, “My sister ’Manda!”

      “Yes, Greg, your sister is here to pick you up.” Donna turned to Amanda. “As you can guess by now, I’m Donna. I manage this facility.” Concern crossed her face. “You look pale. Do you want to sit down?”

      Amanda shook her head. “No.” She took a deep breath, rubbing her ribs, checking for damage. She pulled down her skirt and adjusted the sweater that was askew under her jacket. “No, I’m okay.”

      “Are you taking Greg back to his mother’s house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you ever dealt with a special needs person before?”

      Amanda looked at Greg, who stared back at her with the biggest grin on his face. “No.” Greg couldn’t stand still; he was fidgeting about and mumbling to himself.

      Donna frowned. “Oh boy.”

      Amanda didn’t want to hear that. Oh boy. What did that mean? She knew that she would be in over her head. But “Oh boy?”

      Shit.

      “Uh, is he ready to go?”

      Donna looked at Greg. “Yes. He’s very excited to meet his sister, as you can see.” She returned her attention to Amanda and lifted her eyebrows. “This is for the first time, right?”

      Amanda nodded. She didn’t know whether to be ashamed or afraid. Shame was quickly clouding her feeling of fear. She had no doubt that Donna knew the answer to that question before she had even asked it. Amanda was sure that the whole town knew the truth.

      Double shit.

      Donna grabbed her arm, pity in her eyes. “Look. I’ll give you my card. If you have any problems or questions, call me. Greg’s a good kid; he’s easy to work with, easy to please.”

      Amanda looked at the person in question. He was no kid. Her half-brother was twenty-two years old. Twenty-two.

      Old enough to drink, vote, join the Army.

      An adult who only acted like a child.

      “Thanks. I might take you up on that offer.”

      Donna smiled for the first time. “I’m sure you will. Here is a brochure on my facility and my card. Greg comes here three days a week. A bus will pick him up before eight a.m. on Mondays, Wednesday, and Fridays, except for holidays. A bus will drop him off after six p.m.”

      Amanda’s head was spinning. “Okay.”

      “Greg, are you ready to go now?”

      “Yep. Yep. Yep. I’m ready to go.” Greg hopped on one foot, then the other, in his excitement. “We’s going now!” He ran up to Amanda again and held out his twisted hand.

      Amanda reached out and grabbed it. His huge grin was irresistible. She gave him a weak smile back. “Ready, Bud?”

      “Who’s Bud?”

      Amanda looked at her brother. He might be only a half-brother, but he was still blood. He was family. Amanda relaxed her stiff muscles a bit and gave his hand a squeeze. “You are, Bud. You are going to be my new best bud.”

      “Oh! Oh! Donna, I’m Bud! I’m a Bud!” Greg started to pull her toward the door.

      “Oh wait, Ms. Barber!” Amanda’s head turned toward Donna as she was being tugged out through the entranceway. “Don’t forget Chaos.”

      “What?” She grabbed the doorjamb to keep Greg from dragging her out the door and bouncing her over the pavement in his enthusiasm.

      “Chaos,” she repeated as if that clarified everything.

      Donna went to the back door and held it open. A black-and-white border collie bounded through the door and circled them, barking, just as out of control as Greg.

      Chaos.

      How appropriate.
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        * * *

      

      Keys jingled and hinges squeaked as Amanda opened the front door of her new home.

      New temporary home, she reminded herself.

      Due to the long flight followed by the boring, long drive to this in-the-middle-of-nowhere town, she was exhausted. She needed to get a good night’s sleep so she could think clearly in the morning.

      She glanced at her watch. Seven.

      Neither Greg nor she had had dinner yet, and here she was, thinking about going to bed. Like an old maid. In Miami the nightlife hadn’t even begun yet.

      Chaos brushed past her. The dog probably needed to be fed too.

      “Greg, do you know how to feed Chaos?”

      When there was no answer, Amanda turned to look at him. He was still standing near the car. He had been suspiciously calm and quiet as they drove into the neighborhood and up to the house. The excited “boy” was gone.

      “Greg?”

      “Is Mama in there?”

      Even in the dark and him being so far away from her, the sadness and confusion was clearly recognizable on his face. But his question made the hairs on the back of her neck rise.

      “No, Greg, your mama is gone. Come on. I need to make you some dinner.”

      “Mama makes good food.”

      Amanda sighed. She didn’t want to deal with this. He wasn’t her responsibility. She had never even met her brother before today. She knew he existed, but they’d lived in different worlds. Her world had never included her father, her stepmother, or her half-brother. Amanda’s mother, Anne, had made sure of that.

      “Hey, Bud, I might not be the best cook. In fact, I’m probably one of the worst. But I can sure make a bowl of soup and a mean grilled cheese sandwich.”

      His new nickname seemed to perk him up a bit. He reluctantly followed behind her into the house.

      Amanda ran her hand along the wall, since the house was pitch-dark, looking for a light switch. Her fingers located one, and she flipped the lights on. The house was cute. And small. Everything seemed to have a place, and it was really neat. And despite the fact that her stepmother Dolores had died over a week ago, the house seemed relatively clean.

      The living room to her right was comfortable looking with a big, soft couch and a few beautifully carved, old, but heavy wood tables. Antiques, probably. Most of the decorations on the wall were framed photos. She would look closer at them later. After she got some sleep.

      One thing Amanda quickly noticed was that there was nothing delicate. No pottery or glass or even small knickknacks. Amanda could imagine why when she heard a crash. She rushed back toward the rear of the house.

      The large kitchen was modern with all updated stainless steel appliances and gorgeous granite countertops. A copper pot rack hung over an island, which was surrounded by dark wooden stools.

      And in the center of that beautiful kitchen was Greg with a sheepish look on his face. “Sorry.”

      He had dropped Chaos’s metal bowl, but the dog didn’t care. As fast as he could eat, the dog vacuumed up every last kibble wherever they had rolled.

      “It’s okay, Bud. Now let’s find something for you to eat.”

      After a few minutes of searching cabinets, she put together a quick dinner for Greg, and as he ate, she explored the house some more. Even though the house was small, like she first thought, it was comfy. It was a two story with three bedrooms and two bathrooms.

      The kitchen had to be one of the biggest rooms in the house. The backyard was long and narrow, adequately fenced for the dog. The part Amanda loved the most was the sunroom that appeared to have been recently added to the deck in the back.

      Amanda returned to the kitchen to check on Greg. Maybe she shouldn’t have left him for so long. Or at least should have given him a napkin. As she helped him wipe the tomato soup off his clothes, she quizzed him, trying to find out what he could do and not do.

      Around ten p.m., after Greg watched, according to him, one of his “favorite” programs, she went up with him to his room.

      “I see you’re a NASCAR fan, Greg.”

      “Love NASCAR. Love racing! I’m gonna be a race car driver.”

      “Let me guess. Tony Stewart is your favorite driver.”

      Greg squealed excitedly. “How’d you know?”

      Amanda looked around the bedroom, which was full of the number fourteen posters, model cars, and memorabilia. She pulled down the Stewart bedspread. Hmm, how did she know?

      “Can you take it from here? Can you get ready for bed?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, night, Greg.”

      “’Manda?”

      “Yes?”

      “Can I get a hug?”

      “You bet, Bud.” His hug wasn’t so bone crushing this time. “Night, Buddy. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Night, ‘Manda.”

      Amanda headed back downstairs. She went directly to the white envelope that the lawyer had given her, where she had left it on the kitchen counter earlier. She grabbed it and went into the sunroom. She sank with a tired groan into the plush love seat and ripped it open. Chaos ran in and jumped up, curling next to her. Amanda smoothed a hand down his silky back.

      She unfolded the letter and began to read.

      
        
        Dear Amanda,

        I know we never met, and I regret that. Nothing can change that now. First thing I want you to know is that your father loved you, no matter what you thought. He made a good life for us, and for that I’m grateful. I loved him very much.

        I know that this must be a big shock for you, meeting your brother for the first time. Gregory is a good boy. I hope you’ll see that for yourself.

        It’s been tough for Greg after your father died from that heart attack two years ago. Not to mention me. I know it’s going to be even tougher for Greg after I go. Greg has no idea that I was diagnosed with breast cancer. I don’t think he’d understand it anyway.

        If you’re reading this, then Greg has lost both of his parents. I hope you find it in your heart to help him and love him. I know he’s only your half-brother, but he’s still your brother. You’re all he has.

        Please look deep within yourself to open your heart to him. It’s not an easy job. Gregory can take care of himself somewhat, but he needs a lot of guidance. I was trying to get him to be more independent, but he will never be able to live on his own. He really needs you. I don’t want him to end up in a home, alone.

        The house is yours now, along with a trust that your father and I had set up in which you will receive monthly income to help take care of Gregory. It should be enough that if you stay in Manning Grove, you should be able to not work and be there for Greg when he needs you. If you take him back to Miami (I hope you won’t), it probably won’t last long at all.

        This is a great town and the people are friendly and they know Gregory. I know this might not convince you, but I don’t think Gregory would be happy in a big city.

        I’m babbling now…

      

      

      Amanda read through a “grocery list” of what tasks Greg could do on his own and what he needed help with. She crushed the letter in her hand and threw it across the room. It bounced off a lamp and landed in the middle of the floor.

      Chaos leaped off the chair and retrieved the “ball” before ceremoniously dropping it back in her lap. She glared at him and the crumpled, damp letter, trying not to scream. Struggling not to cry.

      She didn’t want to do this. She couldn’t do this. This woman had no right to ask her. She never asked for a brother. Never cared that she was an only child. Her mother had spoiled her. Not because she loved Amanda, but because she wanted to control her and, when necessary, keep Amanda out of her hair.

      Chaos nudged her hand, waiting for her to throw the “ball” again.

      Staring at the black-and-white dog, she realized that she was expected to be responsible. Her—Amanda Barber! She who had never even owned a pet. Not even a hamster. Now she was actually responsible for another human being. It was too much.

      She’d let Greg down.

      Her head dropped into her hands, and she lost it. Sobs racked her body until her stomach ached, her nose was stuffy and swollen, and her eyes puffy. She sniffled loudly. Chaos sat at her feet, ears perked, and tilted his head up at her with a silent inquiry.

      She was scared.

      And alone.

      Not even her mother could—or would—help.

      The thought strengthened her. She didn’t need her mother. Her mother was angry with her. She had said that Amanda would never be able to do it. That she was incapable.

      Amanda would show her. She would be better than her mother. Greg was her blood. Her family. She would be caring, warm, and loving.

      At least she could try.

      Chaos, tired of waiting, jumped back up beside her. Amanda’s hand stroked his head. She was determined to prove her mother wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The excited barking of a dog awakened Amanda. Her back was stiff as she slowly and painfully unfolded herself from the love seat. She didn’t remember falling asleep in the chair late last night. Her clothes were disheveled and wrinkled, her shoes gone.

      Through the sunroom’s expanse of windows, Amanda saw why. Chaos was busy tossing one in the air and catching it. The other was already half-buried in a hole in the middle of the yard.

      Fuck! They had cost her three hundred dollars. Almost a week’s worth of tips from bartending.

      The screech of chair legs against linoleum caught her attention, and she decided to ignore the dog. For now. She was sure Chaos would give her shoes a proper burial later. She hurried into the kitchen to see her new responsibility sitting at the table.

      Greg’s hair was standing up on one side of his head, and he was decked out in a SpongeBob SquarePants T-shirt and a pair of white cotton briefs. And that was all.

      He looked up at Amanda as she stepped into the room. He gave her a wide grin, a piece of cereal stuck to the corner of his mouth.

      “I made my own breakfast, ’Manda!”

      Amanda groaned. “I see.”

      What she saw was a box of Honey O’s spilled all over the table and an overflowing cereal bowl. Luckily the quart of milk was still upright, but white drops dotted the floor and table. And Greg himself. The worst part was that he was using an enormous serving spoon to eat from.

      With every scoop into the overloaded bowl, the combination of milk and cereal sloshed over the side.

      She quickly searched for the utensil drawer. As soon as she found them, she handed her brother a normal-sized spoon. “Here, use this, Bud.”

      Greg eyed the normal spoon and shook his head. “No. I like this one.” He attempted to shove the oversize spoon into his mouth and milk dripped down his chin. She hastily grabbed a napkin to wipe his face.

      A nurse and a maid…that’s what she’d become. A nursemaid.

      But this morning, the anger just wouldn’t come. She couldn’t help but reach out and attempt to smooth down his unruly hair.

      “What’s Chaos doin’?”

      “He found some new toys. You stay here and finish your breakfast. I’m going to wander around the house a little bit. Okay?”

      Greg couldn’t care less. He was engrossed with the puzzles on the back of the cereal box.

      Amanda wanted to see the house again in the light of day. She went up to stake out the master bedroom and made use of the single bathroom upstairs. Then she wandered back down through the main floor and passed Greg, who was having a deep conversation with himself—while still eating—on her way out to the garage.

      She flipped on the light. In the single-car garage sat an older Buick. She pressed the garage door opener to get a better view. Once the sunshine flooded in, she walked around the cramped garage, inspecting the car. It was gray. Four door. The perfect car for a grandparent.

      Boring.

      Just like living in this town was going to be.

      When she rounded the back of the car, she stopped in horror. The license plate read GREGSMOM. She groaned. She absolutely refused to drive around town with that plate.

      She looked up as Greg stepped into the garage. Still in his underwear and milk-stained tee.

      “We goin’ for a ride?” His hands twisted in ways that she never could have imagined possible, and his arms jerked with excitement.

      “Not like that you’re not.” She lifted a brow toward his attire and didn’t know if he’d understand or not.

      But he did. His smile got even bigger as he bounced on his toes. “Oh…oh…oh! I’m gonna go dress!” He stomped up the two steps into the house, and Amanda could hear a squeal of delight as well as what sounded like a herd of elephants pounding up to the second floor.

      Now she just needed to clean herself up. She closed the garage door. She would take the rental. The rental car company wasn’t coming until four o’clock to pick it up anyway.
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        * * *

      

      As she had done the previous day when she met with her stepmother’s lawyer, Amanda had parked the little red coupe in the public lot in town. She and Greg had spent a couple of hours walking, checking out the various mom-and-pop stores along Main Street. Since it was a Saturday, it seemed busier than what she imagined it would be. Every store they went into, someone would yell out a greeting to Greg and he would yell back, more often than not, directly in Amanda’s ear.

      Amanda was amazed at Greg’s skill of knowing everyone by name, since she was terrible at it. It was quite a gift for him, especially considering this morning he couldn’t even remember to put on a pair of pants. Everyone seemed to know him in town and treated him kindly.

      After buying him a cone of mint chocolate chip ice cream and a large mocha latte for herself from the Coffee and Cream shop on the corner, they wandered back through the square and into the dollar store. There, she bought an armful of new chew toys for Chaos. Greg had a ball picking them out for his dog and kept repeating, “Everything’s just one dollar!” Finally, Amanda had to drag him out of there before her head exploded. Even the caffeine-laden latte couldn’t get rid of the full-blown headache she had.

      As they left the dollar store, Greg suddenly grabbed her hand, almost knocking out the shopping bag. He started pulling her down the sidewalk: a boy on a mission.

      Today she had on her one-hundred-and-fifty-dollar pair of boots, the ones with a slight heel that went perfect with the pair of skinny jeans and dark purple leather jacket she was wearing. But even in low heels, he was dragging her way too fast.

      “Hold up, Greg! I can’t walk that fast.”

      “There’s someones…someones I want you to meet!” His voice raised a pitch.

      “Huh?”

      “C’mon, ’Manda! C’mon!” He tugged, but she dug in her heels as she noticed a salon.

      An actual salon. Hooray for small wonders!

      She stopped, reading the front of the display window from across the street. Manes on Main. Manicures. Pedicures. Colors. Perms.

      She sighed in relief.

      The front door opened with a jingle of bells. A tall, thin man in his early thirties stepped out on the stoop to light a cigarette. He had beautiful, lush blond hair and high cheekbones. He was much too pretty for a man. He gave her a blinding white smile when he noticed them staring like a couple of idiots.

      Greg suddenly released her hand and started to twist his together in a constant wringing motion. Amanda was quickly learning that he did that whenever he was stressed or excited.

      “That’s Teddy—Theo’s name for short. Mama says he’s gay. I don’t know what that means.” Amanda felt a flush rise from her throat. Greg continued on. “He cuts hair. But Mama won’t let Teddy cut my hair. Why do people call him Teddy when his name is Theo?”

      Amanda gave Teddy-Theo a crooked smile. She really wanted to hide, but there was nothing but a municipal waste can nearby. That wouldn’t have been too obvious. So instead she dumped her empty latte cup in it and got a better grip on the shopping bag, just in case Greg took off dragging her down the middle of Main Street without a warning.

      “Well, Greg, just like people call me Mandy sometimes or like you call me ’Manda. It’s a nickname.”

      “What’s a nick…nickname?”

      “Like me calling you Greg instead of your full name of Gregory.”

      “Like you call me Bud?”

      “Exactly. That’s very good, Greg.”

      He puffed out his chest. “My name is Gregory Martin Barber.”

      “I know. Let’s go say hello to Teddy.” She caught him at the elbow, nudging him forward.

      Greg pulled back, his eyes widening. “No! Mama says I can’t talk to strangers.”

      “Greg, he’s not a stranger; you know who he is.”

      “But…but, Mama says he’s strange.”

      “Greg…” Amanda paused, then let out a frustrated sigh. “Never mind.”

      Amanda grabbed Greg’s arm and hauled him across the street to the entrance of the salon.

      “Hello.”

      Teddy parted his lips, then casually blew a stream of smoke up and away from them. “Hello.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. This is a small town; I’m used to it. And I know it’s not Greg’s fault.” Teddy smiled at Greg. “Hello, Greg.”

      Greg kept his eyes downcast, staring at his feet as he dug the toe of his sneaker into the concrete.

      “Say hello, Greg,” Amanda prompted. She nudged his back. When he still didn’t answer, she nudged harder.

      “Hello,” he finally mumbled without lifting his head.

      Teddy brought his attention back to Amanda.

      “You’re Amanda Barber.”

      “Yes, how did you know?”

      Teddy laughed. “Welcome to Small Town America.”

      Not amused, Amanda asked, “So are you Theo, Teddy, Theodore or what?”

      “My friends call me Teddy, others call me…” He glanced at Greg. “Well, you can imagine.”

      By the time Amanda had finished talking with Teddy, Greg had all but forgotten whom he wanted Amanda to meet. He was tired; so was she. So they agreed to head back to the house.

      As they turned a corner on their walk back to the parking lot, Amanda noticed a man in a blue uniform by her car. He looked like a cop. She stopped dead in her tracks. He was a cop! One that was totally engrossed in writing on a silver metal clipboard. And putting a copy of whatever it was under her windshield wiper. Shit!

      She took off running, leaving Greg behind her screaming, “There’s the someones I want you to see!”

      Out of breath she skidded to a halt in front of the uniformed officer, pushing the hair out of her face.

      He had a typical cop’s haircut—the dark hair was nothing more than an extremely short crew cut. His crystal-blue eyes bored into her with a look of caution: she may be crazy. His square jaw tensed as if waiting for a confrontation. And Amanda didn’t want to disappoint him.

      “Hey, you can’t do that!” Amanda dropped the bag of dog toys to yank her low-cut jeans back up since they had slipped dangerously lower as she ran. The last thing she needed was another citation for indecent exposure.

      “Let me guess, this is your car?” His not so subtle sarcasm irritated her. Before she could give him a real piece of her mind, Greg had caught up.

      “Max…Max…look what we buy Chaos!”

      The officer’s eyes softened and his jaw relaxed as he became aware of Greg.

      “Hey, Greg. What are you doing out here by yourself?”

      Amanda bristled. “He’s not by himself. He’s with me.”

      “Max! Max…this is my sister, ’Manda.” Greg snagged the bag of dog toys from the ground and opened it wide to give Max a view inside. “See what we gots Chaos?”

      To Greg’s delight, Max took a good look in the bag, telling Greg how cool the toys were. While the officer was occupied with her brother, Amanda went over and ripped the yellow citation out from under the wiper. She scanned it.

      “What? Why am I getting a parking ticket? This is free parking!”

      He looked up slowly, raising one eyebrow. “Read the sign.”

      “Look, Officer…” She leaned in, reading his shiny name tag. “Bryson. I read the sign. It says free parking.” She jammed her hands on her hips with emphasis.

      She shouldn’t have done that. Her action drew his frosty blue eyes down to the exposed skin between her low-riding waistline and the baby tee she wore. She jerked the edges of her jacket closed.

      “It says free two-hour parking.”

      Amanda opened her mouth to argue, but as she read the sign again, it formed into an O. Her lips flattened shut. With a flourish she raised her arm and pulled back the sleeve of her leather coat, glancing at the delicate gold Bulova watch that dangled around her wrist.

      The watch was one of many gifts her mother had given her to cover her maternal guilt. One ten. She had parked the car in the lot a little before eleven.

      “You’re kidding me right?” She gaped at him in disbelief. He casually lifted a shoulder in answer. “Fifteen minutes over and I’m getting a”—she looked at the now crumpled ticket in her hand— “twenty-five-dollar fine? Give me a break!”

      Apparently he was used to dealing with angry citizens, as she didn’t faze him. Amanda dug out the car keys and pushed the Unlock button on the car remote. Then she popped the trunk, threw in the bag of dog toys, and gave it a satisfying slam shut.

      “I guess since there’s no crime in this Hicksville of a town, you have nothing better to do than to harass law-abiding citizens. What do you do? Sit around with a stopwatch just waiting for someone to go over the time limit? Do those tickets pay your salary? Do you have a quota? Huh?”

      Officer Bryson quietly watched her, feet planted shoulder-width apart. He remained calm and completely disturbing. His refusal to argue infuriated her further.

      “Greg, get in the car. And don’t forget your seatbelt. I don’t need Officer Brightless here giving me another ticket.”

      She was relieved that Greg didn’t resist, and once he was settled in the passenger seat, Amanda slammed the door shut. She gave the officer a final glare.

      “How old are you?” The officer’s voice was soft and low, and the question was so unexpected that she answered automatically.

      “Twenty-eight.” She then cursed herself for answering.

      With deliberate care, he tucked his pen in his shirt pocket. “Really?” His gaze raked her body; then he tilted his head in contemplation. “Because the way you’re acting, I’d have thought you were twelve.”

      Twelve? What a jerk!

      “And from what I hear, Amanda, you are now responsible for your brother. I’d say you have some fast growing up to do.”

      Amanda moved around to the driver’s side before she did something stupid and ended up in cuffs, stuffed in the back of his car, and—not to mention—being charged with assault on a police officer.

      She raised her thumb up. “First, it’s Ms. Barber to you.” She raised her index finger next. “Second, nobody asked you.” She narrowed her eyes and then lifted her middle finger up by itself. “And, third, it’s none of your damn business.”

      Make that being charged with aggravated assault. With a side of disorderly conduct.

      He dropped his head, and his body jerked. Was he laughing at her? After a second, he faced her again. “Just keep it that way. Keep yourself out of trouble, Ms. Barber. And don’t be dragging Greg into any either. Or a twenty-five-dollar citation will be the least of your worries.”

      Amanda got in the car and locked the doors. She didn’t like his warning…his threat. And she didn’t like him.

      Officer Max Bryson. One name she’d never forget.

      

      Max shook his head and let out a slow breath as he watched the little red car pull away with a squeal of tires. His pulse thumped so fiercely that he thought his veins would pop. He’d bet the one at his temple was visibly throbbing right now. He struggled to keep himself looking cool on the outside, while he didn’t feel so composed on the inside. He usually didn’t let disgruntled citizens get him riled up, especially since he knew most of them. He was used to dealing with people unhappy with their situations, whether their own fault or not.

      What caught him off guard was his body’s unexpected reaction to her. It had been quite a while since he’d felt an attraction that strong to someone. Especially that powerful. And never that instant. He ran a hand over his damp brow. What a little spitfire. When Max had heard that Greg’s older sister was coming to town to take care of the boy, he hadn’t given it another thought. He actually didn’t think she’d show up. He really thought Greg would end up being stuck in a group home.

      All he had heard about her around town was that Ms. Amanda Barber hadn’t shown up for her father’s funeral a couple of years ago. Of course, being a small, tight-knit community, that didn’t go unnoticed and had been on everyone’s lips for at least a month. Well, that was until the next big town “news” came along—which just happened to be Max’s brother’s reserve unit going off to the Middle East.

      But the girl had come through; she had actually shown up to take responsibility for her sibling. Or half-sibling.

      Either way, she sure didn’t look like she could handle someone like Greg. Not that you could judge a book by its cover—as nice a cover as it was. Max hoped she proved him wrong.

      He had a feeling he’d be running into her again.

      Max smiled and wandered back to his patrol car. Yes, he was certain he’d be seeing her again. Soon.

      And preferably under different circumstances.
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      He was wearing that damn dark blue uniform again. But this time the shirt was unbuttoned, hanging open to show the white T-shirt he had on underneath it.

      He unfastened his black leather belt and slowly slipped it out of the belt loops. Like he was stripping. He was teasing her! He dropped it to the floor. He removed the uniform shirt and flung it across the room. The T-shirt underneath hugged his skin, giving her a preview of what was underneath it.

      He was getting undressed way too slow.

      With a yank, the T-shirt was gone too. She waited for him to grab the front of his pants and pull, like an exotic dancer would with Velcro pants. One tug and whoosh! Nothing but leopard-print thong on.

      But she was disappointed when that didn’t happen; he just sat on the corner of the bed and removed his black boots. Like a normal person. He turned to look at her.

      She was naked and waiting on the bed. Her nipples hardened under his gaze, and she ran her fingers over them, circling. They were sensitive and begging for his touch. His mouth. His tongue.

      She bet he knew just what to do with that tongue.

      He stood, the mattress evening out from the lack of his weight. He faced her with a hungry look. It was like he wanted to eat her.

      Well, if he did, she wasn’t going to complain. In fact, she would be quite accommodating.

      She bent her knees and let them fall open, giving him a view that she hoped he’d never forget.

      She sucked on her finger just enough to wet it, then stroked herself. She spread her lips, showing him just how much she wanted him. She was ready.

      “Officer, I’ve been a bad girl.” She pouted.

      “Have you now? What have you done?”

      He unfastened his pants and slid them down, kicking them out of the way, his eyes never leaving her face.

      Damn. He was hung.

      Her heart beat a little faster.

      “Things I can’t even tell you about…”

      “Do I need to punish you?”

      She nodded her head. The throbbing inside her made her toes clench.

      He sat on the edge of the bed again, but leaned over to pick something off the floor.

      He came back up with metal handcuffs hanging from his right hand.

      A breathless “yes” escaped her.

      He climbed over her to straddle her with his long legs. “Are you going to cooperate?”

      Amanda’s voice caught, and she could only nod.

      “So, you regret being a bad girl?”

      She nodded again, her heart pounding in her throat.

      “Put your hands above your head.”

      She shimmied down a bit and reached her hands back until they brushed the headboard. “You’re not going to hurt me, are you, Officer?”

      “I would never hurt you, you naughty girl. I’m here to protect and serve.”

      The cuffs were cold as he tightened them around her wrists; they were threaded through one of the bars on her headboard so she couldn’t escape.

      Not that she’d be a flight risk. She wasn’t planning on going anywhere.

      “How—” She swallowed hard. “How are you going to serve me?”

      “I can’t tell you. I need to show you.”

      His finger stroked lightly down her neck. She shivered; her nipples perked to the point of pain. That didn’t go unnoticed. He was a good officer, so observant. He didn’t miss a thing. She smiled.

      Large hands, lightly dusted with dark hair, moved their way down her shoulders to her breasts. She arched her back in anticipation. She wasn’t disappointed. His strong fingers plucked at her. Pulled. Twisted. Just how she wanted. Just how she liked it.

      She groaned and thrashed her legs, making the cuffs clank against the headboard.

      Sliding a hand down to her belly, he held her still. He shifted until he was settled in between her legs.

      He stroked the soft, baby skin of her outer pussy with his fingers, then his tongue.

      “You’re so soft and smooth,” he whispered, dipping a finger inside her. Then a second one. “You are so wet.”

      He kissed her swollen clit and then sucked it hard, making her cry out and thrash around.

      Going to his knees, he held his hard length. She wanted him inside her. Now!

      “Are you ready for me?” He stroked his cock slowly. Running his thumb between her lips, he collected some of her wetness, then rubbed it over the head of his cock. “I’m ready for you. Can you see how hard I am?”

      Amanda barely nodded her head. She could no longer speak.

      He placed the crown of his cock right at her opening and shifted his weight over her.

      Just as he was starting to slide into her, to fill her, Amanda’s eyes popped open.

      She was breathing hard, a drop of sweat rolling down her forehead. The sweat was real. Her dream was not.

      Her pussy was throbbing but empty. Damn.

      Something woke her up before she could finish her wet dream. She tried to slow her breathing so she could hear what it was.

      Was someone at the front door? And why wouldn’t they stop that loud, insistent rapping?

      She peeked at the alarm clock: 6:30.

      With a groan, she threw the covers over her head. Who in their right mind was up at this hour in the morning? Sunday morning at that. Wasn’t it supposed to be a “day of rest?”

      If she ignored whoever it was, they might go away and she could go back to her dream. Finish what she started.

      The rapping turned into a ringing of the doorbell. Then it alternated. Rap, ring. Rap, ring.

      It was enough to wake up the freaking dead. Releasing a growl, she tossed the covers back and got up. The cold air hitting her heated skin made her gasp.

      She glanced over at the thermometer that clung outside her bedroom window: 62 degrees. Ugh.

      She jammed a thick pair of socks onto her feet and snagged a robe, pulling it over her pajamas as she trudged down the hall. She peered into Greg’s room as she passed.

      Still sleeping. How could he sleep through that racket?

      Why wouldn’t whoever it was just go away?

      When she reached the front door, Chaos was sitting attentively in front of it staring, his bushy tail slowly sweeping the floor, back and forth. Some guard dog; he hadn’t even barked.

      Well, whoever it was, she was going to give them hell.

      She brushed Chaos aside with her foot and flung the door open.

      “What!” She stopped and frowned. “Oh…hello.”

      “About time you got yourself out of bed.”

      A gray-haired, heavyset woman in her late sixties stood in front of her. She wore a multicolored housedress—the kind with the zipper down the front—black knee-high socks, and tan orthopedic shoes. Amanda winced at the ghastly fashion faux pas.

      The woman’s jowls jostled as she shoved a plate heaped with cookies at Amanda.

      “Here, they’re peanut butter. Greg likes them.” She gave Chaos the evil eye. “I don’t know why Dolores ever bought him that damn noisy dog.”

      As if mocking her, the quiet Chaos thumped his tail blissfully against the floor in response. Damn dog.

      “I’m Amanda.”

      “I know. I live next door. Dolores told me all about you.”

      Great. “And you are?”

      “Mrs. Myers.” The older woman eyed Amanda up and down. “Hmph. I told Dolores a girl that doesn’t even care enough to come home for her father’s funeral doesn’t have enough sense to take care of that poor boy.” She scowled. “I’m sure you’ll prove me right.”

      Amanda’s grip tightened on the cookie plate as she glared at the miserable old bitch before her.

      She took a deep breath before saying sweetly, “Well, I appreciate you welcoming me into the neighborhood, Mrs. Myers, especially so bright and early on this fine Sunday morning. I’m sure we’ll become great friends.”

      Mrs. Myers raised a finger and shook it in Amanda’s face, causing her to take a small step back. “I’ll be watching you, young lady. You better take good care of that boy. And make sure I get that plate back.”

      With another hmph she turned and waddled back to her house.

      “Nice meeting you,” Amanda called out and slammed the front door shut.

      She gave the dog a look. “I give you permission to bite her if she ever steps on this property again.”

      She considered the cookies in her hand. She peeled the plastic wrap back and dropped the plate to the floor. “There you go, Chaos. Enjoy.”

      She smiled as the dog gobbled up a couple of the cookies, his tail wagging enthusiastically. Then as he was licking a couple more, she stopped him. The last thing she needed was the dog getting sick. She certainly didn’t want to clean up dog puke. Maybe she’d give them to Chaos one at a time. Like homemade dog treats.

      She plucked the plate from underneath him and smoothed the wrap back over the surviving cookies. She’d have to hide them so Greg wouldn’t eat the peanut butter cookies with the dog saliva icing.
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        * * *

      

      She heard the woop, woop of the siren behind her. Amanda slammed her hand on the steering wheel; she had almost made it home.

      All she had wanted to do was to go to the Super Walmart at the edge of town, pick up a few groceries and some necessities, then get home. It should have been that simple. It could have been that simple.

      Three more blocks and she would have made it. She had even waited until dark to go.

      She put on the turn signal and, with a huff, pulled over to the curb. A bright spotlight pinned her in the car from behind. She powered down the window, and tapped her nails with an impatient rhythm on the frame.

      “What the hell!” Officer Bryson’s head filled up the car window, and a Maglite was pointed directly at her, blinding her. “Didn’t I tell you not to get into trouble?”

      “What?” she asked with feigned innocence. She impatiently pushed the flashlight out of her face.

      “You are driving around town without a registration plate on your vehicle.”

      “Oh, it’s missing?” She had removed the GREGSMOM plate from the sedan the other day. She tried to change the subject. “Are you the only cop in this town?”

      “Fortunately for you, no. There are also my brothers Matt and Marc, to name a couple. I seemed to be the fortunate one to keep dealing with you, though. The way you’re going, you’ll meet them all soon enough.”

      “So your whole family is the police department?” At least send one of his other brothers. They can’t all be barbarians like this one. “I guess I’ll have to get another plate for the car.”

      “What happened to the old one?”

      The one that she had tossed into the garbage? She wondered if that was a crime. “Uh…it was stolen?”

      “We’ll have to report it stolen then. And you’ll have to notify PennDOT.”

      “Maybe it fell off.”

      He eyed her suspiciously. The tick in his jaw was growing by the minute. “Which was it?” he prodded. “Amanda, was it stolen or lost?”

      Why couldn’t he let this go? Why not just write her another stinking ticket and send her on her way? Every time she looked up at him, she was reminded of her dream. Why the hell would she pick someone so controlling to be in her wet dream? “I don’t know.”

      “What?”

      She raised her voice and repeated, “I don’t know!”

      “Well, I’ll report it stolen then. I’m sure if someone around here took it,” he lifted a brow, “then we will surely notice a vehicle with the plate GREGSMOM on it.”

      Amanda choked back a groan. “Yes, it shouldn’t be too hard to miss.”

      “Well, when you get home, Amanda—Ms. Barber—make sure you take a good look around to see if it fell off. I suggest checking in the garage. If you find it, give us a call.”

      Amanda’s felt the heat crawling up her neck. “I’ll do that.”

      “I’ll let you go this time. But if I catch you driving without a plate again, I’m towing your car.”

      How sweet.

      “I’ll follow you home.”

      How embarrassing, she thought as the black-and-white cruiser followed her up the street to the house.

      How embarrassing Mrs. Myers, the next-door nosy neighbor just happened to be out on her porch. At nighttime. With only a bare yellow bulb lighting up her stocky figure, hands on her hips in clear disapproval.

      As she pulled into the paved driveway, the cruiser continued on down the street. She stopped the vehicle and stared back at Mrs. Myers. The woman didn’t like her. It was mutual.

      Great. Now she was dealing with a meddling cop and a meddling neighbor. What was next?
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        * * *

      

      She should have never asked herself that question. She appeared to be stuck in the midst of Murphy’s Law.

      The next morning, she went to wake up Greg, to get him ready for adult day care. His bed was empty.

      She tried not to panic. She checked the bathroom. Empty. She whistled for Chaos. No response.

      She ran down the stairs and out into the backyard. Empty.

      She checked the car in the garage. It sat there empty.

      Now she could panic.

      She grabbed a jacket and a pair of sneakers, pulling them on as she went, and rushed out the front door.

      Only to be brought up short.

      A police car pulled up in the driveway. She relaxed somewhat when she spotted Chaos and Greg in the backseat.

      She grimaced as she heard a tsk tsk from the direction of the porch next door. She ignored the old busybody.

      At least it wasn’t Officer Bryson driving the cruiser. Last thing she needed right now was another lecture from that man. Anyway, she didn’t think it was him. As the car rolled to a stop, she rushed forward to open the back passenger-side door.

      Fortunately, her brother was in one piece. “Greg! Where were you? You scared me!”

      She gave him a big hug and brushed a lone lock out of his eyes.

      The disturbingly familiar-looking police officer unfolded himself from the driver’s seat. “Ma’am. I’m Officer Bryson. I mean, Marc Bryson.” He gave her a half smile as he said, “I’ve heard you’ve already met my brother Max.”

      They were eerily similar. The same closely cropped dark hair, ice-blue eyes, strong square jaw, and deep tan, like they both spent a lot of time outdoors. This one had quite a few less creases around the eyes, though. And he didn’t look so disapproving. Or barbarian.

      “What happened?”

      He tilted a head toward the busybody and lowered his voice. “Mrs. Myers called and said she saw Greg running away from home.”

      “What?”

      Greg piped in at that moment. “I wasn’t runnin’ away! I wasn’t, ’Manda.”

      “We found him down on Fifth Street.”

      “Fifth Street! Holy shit.” Amanda grimaced, realizing she’d just cursed in front of a police officer on duty. She turned to Greg and took his shoulders, giving him a little shake. “What were you doing on Fifth Street?”

      “Looking for Mama.”

      His sullen answer tore at her heart. She didn’t know what to say, how to respond.

      “Ma’am…”

      “Amanda,” she corrected him. She was not ready for that old-lady title yet. Save it for Mrs. Busybody.

      “Amanda…” With a hand on her back, he steered her away from Greg so they could talk privately. He kept his voice low as he continued, “His mother’s church is on Fifth.”

      Amanda shook her head. She didn’t understand.

      He cleared his throat. “That’s where her service was.”

      Her service… Ah! What an idiot she was. The people in this town must think her heartless. No wonder Mrs. Busybody didn’t like her. Amanda had never visited. She never even came back for her father’s funeral. Or her stepmother’s.

      No wonder Officer Max Bryson thought her immature and selfish. She looked up at his brother; nothing but pity showed in his blue eyes. Right now she felt so low that she’d rather have had Max’s disapproval staring down at her. Punishing her.

      She deserved it.

      As if in slow motion, she turned away and sank down on the concrete front stoop. She looked at her brother, who was helpless in this world. She was all he had.

      Greg remained standing next to the black-and-white car with an abnormal calmness, not his excitable self. Chaos sat at his feet obediently—also unnaturally still.

      She studied the dog. Chaos didn’t know his master was different. Chaos didn’t care.

      She was so in over her head. But she was determined not to drown.
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        * * *

      

      Amanda glanced over at Greg, who was coloring with crayons…only he didn’t have a coloring book. He was immersed in decorating the kitchen table. Amanda closed her eyes and sighed.

      She had insisted Greg stay home from day care and had spent half the morning trying to explain why his mother wasn’t still waiting for him at the Fifth Street church. He had heard everything she had to say, but hadn’t really listened.

      And Amanda was tired of trying to explain. Both of them ended up extremely agitated for most of the day. Even Chaos had gone out his doggy door to escape the tension.

      Maybe she just needed to get Greg away from this place.

      “Bud, how about moving to the big city?”

      Without even looking up, he mumbled, “No.”

      Amanda moved around the table to stand next to his seat. She stroked her fingers over his hair. “Maybe you could meet new friends.”

      “No.”

      “Why? Greg, don’t you want lots of friends and lots of things to do?”

      “Don’t wanna leave.”

      “Why?”

      “Mama may come back.”

      “Greg…” Amanda reached out and grabbed Greg’s hands with hers, ceasing their senseless movement. “Greg, your mama isn’t coming back.”

      “Yes, she might.”

      “Did Daddy?”

      Greg’s hands tensed against hers, his fingers clench tight. “No… no… Daddy’s gone for good. Mama says so.”

      “Yes, and your mama is with our daddy.”

      “No. She’s coming back.”

      “No, Greg…”

      “Yes, she said she’d never leave me.”

      “I’m sure she did.”

      “She said so!” He jerked away and stared down at the broken crayons in his hands. “Oh, my crayons are broke. Mama’s gonna be mad!”

      Amanda sank into a chair at the table. “No, she won’t.”

      “’Manda, stop it! Stop it! Mama said…”

      “Greg, your mama said a lot of things, but…”

      Greg suddenly pushed away from the table, causing his chair to flip backward with a crash. He towered over Amanda, his face flushed, a piece of spittle caught in the corner of his mouth. “SHUT UP!”

      Amanda had to cover her ears to protect them from his high-pitched shriek. His fists were clenched and his eyes wild. For the first time, Amanda felt a spark of fear. She might have pushed him too far.

      Max Bryson stepped into the kitchen. A fleeting thought of how he had gotten into the house crossed her mind. He approached Greg, put his hands on the younger man’s shoulders, and gave them a slight squeeze. “Hey, pal, what’s going on?”

      The tension notably lessened in Greg’s body. For that she was grateful. Why Max was in her house was another thing. She realized then that she had been holding her breath; she released it in a rush.

      “Max! ’Manda wants to take me away!”

      Heat rose from her neck into her cheeks when Max gave her a quick glance. He frowned. “She does?”

      “Yeah, she wants me to go…to the big city an’…an’…meet new people an’ get new things.”

      “She does? And you don’t want to go? Well, we will have to convince her that you want to stay.”

      Amanda hissed, “Like it’s any of your business.” She got up and grabbed the furniture polish from under the sink. She began to scrub at the crayon marks on the kitchen table with a rag.

      The more she thought about Max putting his nose in their business, the harder she scrubbed. She tuned out their conversation and concentrated on removing the colored wax from the wood’s finish. When she was done, she looked up and realized it was quiet.

      Greg had left the room, and Max was leaning back against the center island, arms and feet crossed. He was watching her intently.

      “Do you have nothing better to do? Like go fight crime? Or write a little old lady a citation for jaywalking? Did you lose your parking-lot stopwatch?”

      The corner of his lip curled up. “You should be fined for having such a cute ass. Just watching you wiggling it back and forth like that as you scrubbed gave me a—”

      He stopped abruptly, as if he had just realized he had said his thoughts out loud. The surprise on his face was quickly schooled to a blank expression.

      As she finished his thought, Amanda’s gaze flew downward.

      She turned to gather Greg’s broken crayons and threw them into an old coffee can, closing the lid with a snap. She could finally look up at Max without blushing. “Again…why are you here? And most importantly, how did you get in?”

      “Well, I got in through your front door. It wasn’t locked.”

      “Do you normally just barge into people’s homes?”

      “No, only in emergencies. I heard the yelling and thought there might be one.”

      Amanda snorted. She stilled, her eyes narrowed. “Did that busybody call you?”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind. What do you want?”

      “I heard what happened this morning and wanted to check up on you and Greg.”

      Ah.

      “My brother said you were pretty distressed.”

      “Of course I was. Do you think I don’t care about my brother?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “Look, this is a small town. Everybody knows everything. Or at least thinks they know everything. That’s just the way it is. Maybe down in—Miami, is it?—it’s no big deal that a daughter doesn’t come home for a funeral, but up here… Well, people talk.”

      “That’s because there’s nothing to do except gossip and talk about things people don’t know anything about.”

      “Maybe so.”

      “No maybes about it. Oh, and give out unfair citations. Can’t forget that one!”

      “You’re lucky I didn’t give you one the other day when your registration plate got lost.”

      Out of nowhere it hit Amanda that this was Max Bryson. Not Officer Max Bryson. He wasn’t in uniform. She was suddenly taken aback on how handsome he looked. Without the uniform he looked less…barbaric? Militant. Less patronizing.

      His jeans fit him quite nicely, while his worn flannel shirt with the rolled-up sleeves looked soft against the deep tan of his forearms. A deep blue T-shirt peeked out from the V of the tucked in flannel. She couldn’t imagine him with his hair any longer than it was. The severe haircut fit him. Her pulse quickened.

      He was a true man. Masculine. Mature.

      She wondered if he would look as naked in real life as he did in her dream. She licked her lips.

      “Don’t.” His voice was low and gruff, clearly a warning.

      Amanda closed her eyes and tried to speak.

      She cleared her throat and tried again. “I appreciate your concern, but I think you’d better leave.” Her eyes opened, and she met his, the fiery blue ice making her breath catch. “I see you’re off duty, and I’m sure you have better things to do with your time.”

      He straightened up, uncrossing his legs and arms. “You’re right.” He stepped close to her, hesitated just for a second. Just long enough for Amanda to feel the searing heat of his body. Goosebumps broke out over her skin. He brushed by with some parting words. “Stay out of trouble.”

      As she watched him take long strides out of the kitchen, she caught herself on the counter before her knees collapsed.

      
      After saying goodbye to Greg on his way out, Max stepped out of the house and took a deep breath of the cool fall air. He needed to clear his head. Marc had tried to warn him not to go over to check up on her, but Max hadn’t agreed. He thought it was the perfect opportunity to see Amanda on a non-police matter. Hopefully on more pleasant terms.

      Unfortunately, it hadn’t turned out that way. As he had arrived, he had heard Greg’s out-of-control yelling, and he had rushed in to see Amanda in way over her head. As he had previously feared. He sighed.

      What he had hoped to be a nice little neighborly visit turned wrong. He frowned and walked over to his truck. Hopping in, he sat in the cab, staring at the little house in front of him.

      Max had noticed when Amanda’s expressive gaze had changed. One second she was being a major bitch, the next she was checking him out with those sizzling eyes. Phew. Again he was surprised at the quick response from his body. He was losing control.

      He strapped the seat belt across his torso.

      He had to meet up with her again. Next time it would be better without conflict brewing. Maybe he should ask her out for coffee.

      Hell, he’d make it a beer instead. She needed to loosen up.
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        * * *

      

      Max knocked on Amanda’s door. No answer. He knocked again. He tried the knob. It was locked, unlike last time he was there.

      He heard a faint, “Who is it?”

      “Ma’am? It’s Officer Bryson, ma’am. Please open the door.”

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      “It’s police business, ma’am.”

      The door swung open, giving him an unobstructed view of Amanda in the sexiest teddy he’d ever seen.

      “Will you stop calling me ma’am? I’m not that old. And hurry up and come in; it’s chilly out there.”

      It sure was. Her nipples perked underneath the silky fabric—the black
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