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      I sipped my beer and took in the crowd around me. It was a quiet night at O’Kelley’s, and I could drink in peace. I needed it. Everything in my life felt upside down lately. I didn’t know what it was, but having a new partner to work with was not going to help the situation.

      “Hey,” a woman’s voice said next to me.

      I looked up and forced a smile. She was pretty, but I wasn’t interested. “Hey.”

      “Want to get out of here?” she asked.

      I looked more closely at her and finally recognized her. We’d slept together before, so a preamble wasn’t necessary. It was good, but I was only out for a drink. I wasn’t looking for a woman to take home.

      “Sorry, but I can’t,” I told her. I couldn’t even remember her name. What kind of person had I become?

      “Are you sure? Because I can wait if you need to finish your drink or something?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, it’s okay. You should go.”

      She narrowed her eyes and stared at me for another minute. I waited for her to do something like toss a drink in my face, but she just walked away.

      “Everything okay?” Hudson Grant, the owner and bartender of O’Kelley’s, asked me.

      I nodded. “Just great. Give me another. I’ll be right back.”

      Hudson nodded and replaced my empty beer with a full one as I slid off the stool and headed for the bathrooms.

      I was not the kind of man who hid from people in the bathroom, but that was exactly what I was doing. I didn’t know who I’d become over the last year, but I did not like the man I was.

      I washed my hands and walked out of the bathroom, only to have someone push me into the wall. My instinct was to shove them back and pin them, but her scent tickled my nose a second before she thrust her tongue into my mouth.

      A part of me responded and kissed her back. I had no idea who she was, but it didn’t matter. She was a woman and she was willing. It had been a while since I’d let myself just enjoy life, women, anything. I was playing the good samaritan thing a little too well through the summer, walking women home and leaving them on their doorstep without going inside.

      I was ready to get inside this one.

      But there was a little part inside my head that said I shouldn’t. And that part won out.

      I grabbed her shoulders and pried her off of me. It was the same woman who sat next to me at the bar. Her mouth was still open from trying to swallow me whole, and her lipstick was smeared on her lips. It took her a second to open her eyes.

      “Why are you stopping? Want to just go into the bathroom?”

      I blanched and wondered how big of an ass I really was. “No, sorry. Not tonight.”

      “But you looked at me before you came back here. You gave me the signal. I’m all ready for you.” She pressed herself against me, rubbing her body on mine. My cock tried to get a rise out of her, but it was no better than watching a sappy movie. I was just not into it.

      “I’m sorry, but I didn’t mean to give you any sort of signal. I’m…not tonight.”

      “Are you meeting someone else?”

      It sounded good. “Sure, yeah. I am.”

      “Oh,” the woman finally said. She took a step back. “I didn’t realize. I’m sorry.”

      I nodded and stepped around her. Women were nuts.

      I walked back toward the bar, wiping my face to remove the lipstick I was sure was all over, and caught Hudson’s eye. He smirked knowingly and walked away.

      Another woman was sitting on the stool next to mine. She was stunning from behind. Perfect, round ass. Narrower through the waist. Curves for days. Even her hair was curly, tight black ringlets my fingers itched to run through.

      But the last thing I needed was to have to fight off another woman. It didn’t matter that one glance had my dick twitching, I was there for a night off.

      With a sigh, I reclaimed my stool. She turned to look at me, a smile already curling her lips up.

      Until she saw who I was.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she blurted.

      My night just got worse. I should go back to the woman who tried to accost me in the hallway. It would have been a better spend of my time than trying to play nice with Trinity Mayer. “Well, I was trying to enjoy my evening. I guess that’s done now.”

      “Go sit over there,” she snarled, nodding across the bar.

      I picked up the glass in front of her and sniffed it, drawing back at the sweet scent. I set it down and lifted my glass, the one Hudson refilled before I went to the bathroom, and took a sip.

      “I was here first,” I said, flashing her a grin.

      Trinity Mayer was the last person I needed to see. We butted heads since the day she arrived in MacKellar Cove. I was on duty when I saw her trying to break into a car on Riverview Road. It was parked in front of the new Waterfront Villas. Anyone would have assumed she was trying to steal something. The fact that it was daylight didn’t mean people didn’t do bad things.

      She didn’t see it that way. She thought I was profiling her and took offense to the fact that I tried to arrest her. Tried because the building manager saw us talking and vouched for her. Then he let her into her unit.

      Trinity never let me forget that I made a mistake. I tried to talk to her about it when my friends became her friends, but she was less than interested. So instead, I tried to irritate the hell out of her every time we spoke.

      She stood and picked up her drink, putting space between us. The way her shorts tugged at her ass had my cock pressing against my zipper.

      “Are you running out on your check? Because I could arrest you for that,” I said, wanting her to stay.

      She glared at me over her shoulder, and I grinned. I loved that fire in her eyes. The fire that said she was the kind of woman who would be fun in the bedroom.

      I hadn’t had sex in a while, and great sex was definitely not happening. That had to be why I was thinking about sex with Trinity. She hated me, and I wasn’t a big fan of hers. We were not going to get together, even for a night.

      “I’m not leaving, just moving to another seat. One that isn’t near you,” she spat.

      I couldn’t stop my lips from lifting at her sassy words.

      She walked away without another word. I watched her head for a table for two in the corner. She could see the whole place from there and no one could sneak up behind her. Smart woman.

      Hudson walked over and leaned against the bar in front of me. “You survived the bathroom?”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “I think that woman is a sucker fish or something. She tried to leech onto me.”

      “You didn’t have a problem with that a few months ago,” Hudson said.

      I shook my head. “I’m too old. I feel like I should be doing something different.”

      “We are not old,” Hudson said firmly. “And should is a stupid word. Do what makes you happy. And if it’s her, get the hell out of my bar.”

      I was about to ask who when Hudson walked away. Almost immediately, the same woman wrapped herself around me. “Did your date not show up?”

      I fought the urge to groan and forced a smile for her. “Not a date.”

      “Oh, then you are free.”

      “No, I’m not,” I said firmly, forcing her off of me. “I am not interested tonight. I don’t think I can get much more clear than that. Please, leave me alone.”

      She glared at me like she couldn’t believe I was rejecting her. I really didn’t know what she expected, but she wasn’t about to get it from me.

      She huffed and stomped away. She gestured to her girlfriends who all turned and glared at me. One of them flipped me off. I rolled my eyes and looked away.

      Hudson carried a plate of food out of the back. The smell of fried food and charred meat made my stomach growl. I wanted to ask him who ordered it but he didn’t pause long enough. I watched as he headed for Trinity and set the plate in front of her.

      Maybe if I played nice, she would share.

      Before I reached her, another guy sat down. I pivoted to an empty stool, pretending that was my plan all along.

      “Hey,” the guy said. “How are ya?”

      Really? That was his opening line?

      “Who are you?” Trinity asked.

      I glanced behind me at them. The guy grinned. I rolled my eyes. He had to be a decade younger than Trinity. But I had no idea what kind of guys she went for so maybe he was her type.

      “I’m your next boyfriend,” he said.

      I snorted. He did not just say that.

      Trinity leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, really? What makes you say that?”

      He shrugged. “Well, you’re hot and I saw you looking at me.”

      She nodded. There was no way she was buying his crap.

      “Those are pretty low standards. What if I have a horrible personality? Or I talk while I eat?” she asked.

      He grinned and leaned in. “You won’t be able to say anything with me in your mouth.”

      I was up off my stool and grabbing the guy by the neck before she had time to respond. “Okay, time to go,” I told the guy.

      “What the hell, dude?” Trinity’s next boyfriend shouted. “I was talking to her.”

      I shook my head at the man-child. “And she’s here with me, son.” I flashed my badge. “I hear you saying things like that to another woman, you’ll be talking to a few bars all night, and not the kind you can walk out of when you choose.”

      I crossed my arms and blocked the guy from looking at Trinity. I was sure she could handle herself, but a guy like that needed to know he couldn’t talk to any woman that way, not just Trinity.

      “Whatever. She’s not that hot anyway,” the douche snarled before he walked away.

      I glared after him for a second then turned to check on Trinity. She flipped me off.

      “Really? Are you threatening an officer?”

      She breathed a laugh and shook her head. “No, sir. That wasn’t meant for you.”

      My cock ached at the sound of sir on her lips. I glanced toward where the guy went then sat down in the chair opposite her to hide my erection. “Why were you talking to him?” I asked a little more harshly than I intended.

      She rolled her head back and stared up at the ceiling.

      “He’s just trying to screw you. He isn’t really interested,” I added.

      “How do you know that isn’t why I came here tonight?” she asked. One brow went up, daring me to argue with her.

      I pulled back and studied her. My gaze slid down her curvy figure. She was stunning, if I was being honest. She usually wore low-cut tops that showed off her perfect breasts and tight bottoms that accented her hourglass figure. But she sat across from me in a fitted tee and long cotton shorts. She was not there to hook up. Not in those clothes.

      “You aren’t here for that. You’d be in one of your outfits that leaves nothing to the imagination if you were.”

      “Maybe I’m branching out. Looking for the kind of guy who wants a little mystery.”

      I raised an eyebrow and considered her for a long moment. “Why would you want a guy like that?”

      “A guy like what?”

      “A guy who just wants sex and has no intention of anything more? You know what that says about you, right?” I asked, hating her just a little for wanting to screw some random guy.

      “Do you really think you’re the only one who’s allowed to go home with someone and it’s okay? Are you really sitting here telling me I’m not allowed to sleep with whomever I want? Because last I checked, you have zero claim over my time or me, Officer,” she spat.

      Her chest heaved with her angry words. Her breath came out in pants. She was furious, and so was I. She was seriously telling me she was going to go home with some random guy. Didn’t she know how dangerous and stupid that was?

      “And here I thought you were smarter than that.”

      She opened her mouth, probably to yell at me again, but Hudson interrupted us and asked, “You two okay?”

      “Yep,” I said, getting up. “We’re great.” I walked into the crowd wondering why in the hell I cared anyway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I sulked on my barstool and ignored the rest of the bar. I refused to look in Trinity’s direction again, telling myself it didn’t matter what she did with her night. If she wanted to take home half the bar, that was her business.

      Hudson gave me space for the next hour or so, refilling my glass but not saying a word. Only when I asked for my fifth, or was it my sixth, beer of the night did he stop in front of me.

      “What the hell was that?” he said.

      I glared at him. We’d been friends for years. We played baseball together in high school. Hudson went on to play in college, but I wasn’t good enough for that. I barely scraped together enough loans to pay for two years of community college before I transferred to a state school to finish my criminal justice degree. I applied to the police academy as soon as I finished college, and by then, Hudson had moved back to MacKellar Cove with a wife and bought O’Kelley’s. I always planned to get the hell out of town and never look back, but life had other plans for me.

      “Nothing,” I said knowing I’d never be able to explain it.

      “Want to try again?”

      I shook my head. “Want to give me another beer?”

      “Am I giving you a ride home?”

      “You already have my keys.”

      Hudson nodded. “Yeah, but I wasn’t sure if you were going to walk or stay here or if you wanted to go home.”

      “I need to go home. I should have gone home with that other chick. The one who actually wanted me.”

      Hudson’s brows went up but he didn’t make a comment.

      “I don’t get her. She said she was here to find some guy to take home but she didn’t look like she was all that interested. And that guy? I mean, really? Not him. He was like twelve.”

      Hudson nodded so I kept going.

      “And she’s not like that. Right? She flirts a lot, well, not with me, but with everyone else. But she was brushing the guy off. I didn’t ruin anything. She wasn’t really going to go home with him. Was she?”

      Hudson just stared at me.

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. She’s too good for me. I’m just the poor kid who thought she was a bad person. I’m the bad person. I didn’t give her a chance to explain. I should have listened to her, but I saw what she was doing and assumed she was taking advantage of someone leaving their keys in the car. I screwed up.”

      “Piper,” Hudson called out.

      “Yeah?” Piper said, walking over. She smiled at me and turned to Hudson.

      “I need to take him home before he embarrasses himself more. Can you handle things for a little while?”

      Piper nodded. “Of course. Take your time.”

      “Don’t leave alone. Wait for me to get back,” Hudson said.

      She smiled. “I will. And Steven is still here, too. We’ll all stick around.”

      Hudson nodded and walked around the end of the bar. “Let’s go,” he told me, helping me to my feet.

      Hudson got me into my truck and pulled out onto the street. I slumped against the door, letting the cool feel of the air conditioning sink into me.

      Hudson didn’t say anything on the drive. When he pulled into my driveway, he parked in my usual spot and went to the door, leaving me to get myself out of the truck.

      I hadn’t had that much to drink in a while, and I was feeling it as I worked my way to the door. Hudson waited for me to get inside and followed me in, putting my keys on the table by the door and waving as I staggered toward my room.

      The front door closed quietly as I flopped onto my bed, thoughts of Trinity mixing with visions of her with someone else.

      Yep, I was going to be sick.
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      Home sweet home. I took a breath of the fresh air streaming through my open sliding glass door and sighed. Moving to MacKellar Cove over a year ago was a risk, but it felt like home. My condo felt like home. And I really couldn’t imagine leaving and going anywhere else.

      Especially for a guy.

      I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t help it. My friend, Karissa, made a dating app. Since I was definitely single, I signed up. I’d met a few decent guys, but none were really right for me. But the latest one…he seemed perfect. Until he admitted he lived almost two hours away.

      Not happening.

      He thought since I grew up in Syracuse I would just turn my life around for him because I lived there already and it was easy for me to go back.

      Ha! He didn’t know me.

      I looked around my messy apartment and shook my head. Not even Officer James Rucker managed to run me out of town yet. If he hadn’t gotten me to leave, neither was a man I’d never actually met. No matter how great he was through the app.

      I buried myself in work over the next few hours, letting the rhythm of stringing beads for a long necklace distract me from everything else.

      I lost track of time and nearly dropped the piece I was working on when someone knocked on my door. I finished what I was doing and hurried to answer it.

      Karissa Thomas hugged me and breathed a sigh of relief when I let her in. I shared a birthday with her mom, the woman who convinced me to take a chance and move to MacKellar Cove in the first place. Ms. Georgia died before I made the move, but Karissa and the rest of her group of friends welcomed me in and made me feel like I was always a part of them.

      “Hey,” Karissa said after a second. She was on her phone, which meant she was returning emails or answering questions or doing something for her business. She was a powerhouse and a woman who feared nothing.

      “Hey,” I answered, surprised it was already lunch time. “Sorry. I didn’t realize what time it was.”

      Karissa waved a hand. “I never know what time it is. If I didn’t set alarms for everything, I’d never leave the computer. My mom always said I would die of starvation right there in front of the screen if I didn’t set reminders to stop for food once in a while.”

      “What are you working on now?” I asked, moving into my kitchen. All the condos were set up in a similar way with the kitchen near the front door. A breakfast bar divided it from the dining space and the living room. To the side were two bedrooms with a large shared bathroom in between, complete with a laundry closet in the bathroom. Karissa and Finley lived downstairs from me, so their condo was the same except the living space on the right instead of the left.

      “Actually,” Karissa said, pausing until I looked at her, “I’ve been developing an app for you.”

      “What? Why?”

      Karissa shrugged and handed me her phone. “I wanted to show you what I could do. I figured part of your hesitation was not knowing what it would look like, but if I went ahead and created it, then you could get a feel for it.”

      I took the phone and my mouth fell open. It was stunning. Classy and elegant but simple. I didn’t know it could be all that. “Karissa, this is too much. I mean, I don’t know if I can pay you what you probably should have charged me for this.”

      Karissa waved her hand. “Don’t think about that right now. I had fun with it. Book Boyfriends Wanted was my baby for so long, but now that it’s out there, I needed a new passion project. This was exciting and different for me. And honestly, it was crazy simple by comparison.”

      I scrolled through the pages she had set up and found one after another examples of my work. She obviously pulled them from my website, but the way she displayed each page was perfect. You could search by style or color or what the item was, and on each item page, she added other selections that would coordinate.

      “Wow. I love it.”

      “Good. Then we can activate it and put a link on your website.”

      I stared at the screen another minute then finally handed over her phone. “I don’t know if I’m ready for this.”

      “For what? An app?”

      I sighed and searched for the words that would explain what I meant. “It feels like a lot more than just an app. It feels like I’m pushing things to a new level. I love what I do, but it’s hard to explain.”

      “You want more?” Karissa supplied.

      I chewed on my lip and nodded. “I do. I want to give back in some way. I’ve been making videos of how to do certain things that beginners could do.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I learned how to do all this from my grandma, but if she hadn’t been around to help me learn, I would have ended up doing something else. I want to give other women a chance to learn something like this and maybe change their lives a little.”

      “Wow. That’s awesome. It makes me feel totally selfish for wanting to develop an app so I have enough money for a double mastectomy.”

      “What?” I asked her, my eyes automatically dropping to her chest. “Why?”

      Karissa shrugged and for the first time looked less than sure of herself. “My mom died of breast cancer. She caught it really late. I have the gene, which means I have a good chance I’ll develop the same. But if I get a double mastectomy, my chances are dramatically less. It could save my life.”

      “Oh, wow, Rissa. I had no idea you were thinking about all that.”

      She nodded. “I’ve been trying to decide what to do for a while. I think I’ve finally decided I want to do it.”

      “Insurance won’t cover it?”

      “I have private insurance since I’m self employed. They don’t cover the whole thing.”

      “Wow,” I said again, at a loss. “I think we need a drink.”

      Karissa laughed. “A toast to my boobs.”

      I snorted a laugh. “To your boobs.” I poured us glasses of wine and grabbed the salad and sandwiches I made for our lunch. We toasted and dished out lunch and sat on the balcony overlooking the cove.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” Karissa said, turning to me.

      “What deal?”

      “If you give the app a chance, I’ll help you get your videos loaded and create a page on the app for them.”

      “How is that a deal?” I asked.

      Karissa shrugged. “It’ll help me to focus on something other than cutting off a part of my body.”

      I reached over and grabbed her hand. “Fine. Since you need the distraction.”

      Karissa grinned. “Good. Now, tell me all about the guy who hit on you last night and James coming to your rescue.”

      I groaned and shook my head. Life in a small town.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t sure if I was ready to talk to a new guy, but after spending the afternoon with Karissa, I decided to see if I had any new matches. There were things I liked about Karissa’s app, but it was intimidating to say yes or no to someone when you had no clue what they looked like.

      That was the whole point of it, but it was something I was still getting used to. I hated to think of myself as being shallow, but the reality was, I was a little. I’d been judged enough by men for my top-heavy, hourglass figure, but I still judged a man by his appearance. I was no better than them.

      I found a new match. His profile was funny, and his pic was a lobster, which made me laugh. I liked a guy with a sense of humor. It was one of the many things missing in my last relationship.

      I took the plunge before I thought twice about it and sent the guy a message asking where he lived. Best to get that out of the way off the bat.

      
        
          
            
              
        JayPo

      

      
        It’s not a good idea to tell a stranger where you live.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DiamondGirl

      

      
        True, but I don’t want to start talking to someone who lives hours from me and expects me to uproot my life.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JP

      

      
        Valid point. I’m within 10 minutes of A-Bay.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DG

      

      
        Okay, good. That works. Anything else you can tell me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JP

      

      
        I don’t play games. And I don’t stick around if you start.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DG

      

      
        I agree.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JP

      

      
        I’ve never done online dating before.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DG

      

      
        Well, I’m happy to be your first.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JP

      

      
        Well…

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed and shook my head.

      
        
          
            
              
        DG

      

      
        Not like that! I just meant the first person you’re talking to. Unless you’re talking to other women.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JP

      

      
        Nope, just you. I’m a one woman kind of guy.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sighed.

      
        
          
            
              
        DG

      

      
        My favorite kind of guy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JP

      

      
        LOL. Sorry I have to cut this short, but I’m working right now. Can I message you later?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DG

      

      
        I’d like that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JP

      

      
        Good. Talk soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      It wasn’t the kind of talk that lit a fire in me, but I didn’t need fire off the bat. He was nice and flirty, but not the creepy kind of flirty where you felt like you needed to shower.

      I made my plans for the next day and laid out the supplies I would need so I could jump into the video I wanted to shoot. I was starting to really enjoy doing something new and different but still creating beautiful pieces.

      By the time the sun was drifting low over the river, I wanted to get outside. I tried to force myself to go for a walk at least once every day, even if the walk was just up the street for food.

      The smell of the river and the fresh air outside sent me straight to the Riverwalk on the back side of my condo. The path led from just past my building along the cove to Catherine Park in the center of town and then beyond to the north side. It was peaceful. Benches were spaced along the walking path for people who wanted to sit and relax, but the wide path was easy for just about anyone to walk.

      My phone buzzed in my purse, and I stopped to check the message. I smiled when I saw a picture from my grandma of a new bracelet she made. I told her about working with resin and she wanted to try it out. It was getting harder for her to hold beads in her hands, but the resin was less of a challenge for her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Looks great. You’re already a pro.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send and was about to slip my phone back into my purse when it tugged on my arm.

      Then harder, a yank. I felt like I was operating in slow motion. I grabbed the bag, but there was a man holding onto the strap.

      “That’s mine. What the hell?”

      “Give it to me,” he growled. His voice was deep but sounded young. I could see a little bit of his face but not much with his hoodie pulled low. We were between street lights, which made it even harder to make out any of his features.

      He pulled again, harder. I tugged back, not ready to let go of my stuff. I had my phone in my hand, but my purse had everything else. My keys, my wallet, my favorite pair of sunglasses.

      He wrapped the strap around his hand and yanked my purse away from me. Since I was pulling back, I smacked myself in the face when I let go. I fell to the ground, landing hard on the pavers. A jolt of pain burst through me.

      The guy ran away. His fast steps echoed off the buildings around me as he disappeared into the night.

      It took me a minute to process what just happened. Someone walked by and asked if I was okay. I shook my head.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked.

      I recoiled. He was another stranger. Someone I didn’t know. Was he going to kick me while I was down?

      “How about I go get someone?” he asked, understanding my fear. “Did you see who did this?”

      “I…”

      “I’ll go get someone,” he said, turning to walk away.

      “No,” I said firmly. “I’m okay. Thank you.”

      I struggled to stand but managed to get up on my own. My face hurt and my hip was sore, but otherwise I was fairly sure I was okay. Or I would be. Eventually.

      I thought about going back home, but I had no way to get into my apartment. Tears built behind my eyes as fear sank in. The person who took my purse had my address from my license and keys to my home. I couldn’t go back home. I had nowhere to go.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” the man asked.

      I’d forgotten he was there. I had to get off the Riverwalk. I needed to figure out what I was going to do. My entire body trembled with fear and adrenaline. I finally nodded at the man and told myself the same thing I said before I called the police when my mother was abused by her ex.

      I was not weak. I was strong. And I was smart. I did all the things you should do. He caught me off guard.

      Thankfully, I was close to O’Kelley’s and Hudson was there. He took one look at me when I walked in the door and ushered me back to his office. He stood guard while I used his private bathroom.

      I finally worked up the nerve to check out my reflection in the mirror. Better than I expected. My hair had something in it, and my lip was bleeding and already starting to bruise. All of it could be fixed. Later. I knew the drill.

      I heard murmured voices outside the door and knew the cops were there. Hudson asked before I went in if I wanted him to call. I hated the thought, but I was not going to let that guy get away with it.

      I flushed the toilet and debated not washing my hands in case there was evidence on them, but that was going too far. I didn’t touch the man who stole my purse. I washed them and snarled at the substance in my hair. It was going to be a pain to wash it out. I’d just washed my hair that morning, but I needed to do it again when I got home.

      I took a breath and told myself I was strong. The cop was there to help. I didn’t do anything wrong. I could tell him what happened and then go on my way.

      I opened the door and the voices stopped. Hudson was right there in front of me. I’d never seen him look so concerned. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine. Shaken up, but I’ll survive.”

      “Good,” the other man said. “Then maybe you can explain to me what the hell you were thinking?”

      Officer James Rucker. The bane of my existence. He’d been a thorn in my side for a year, and the look on his face said he wasn’t done.

      He also wasn’t in uniform, which made me wonder why he was there at all.

      “I thought you were going to call the cops,” I said to Hudson with a growl.

      “I am the cops,” James replied. “I was on my way here and heard the call. I’m a cop, which you know.”

      I gave him my sweetest smile and said, “Well, if you’re not on duty, then why don’t you go on about your night and I can talk to someone who isn’t going to immediately assume I’m a criminal.”

      He growled and took a breath. I glared at him, waiting for him to give in. Then he pulled out his phone and dialed a number.

      “Officer Rucker, badge number 2857. I’m at O’Kelley’s with the call that just came in. Will you send Hughes out here?” He paused. “Yeah. Okay, thanks.”

      He hung up the phone and looked at me. “A female officer is on the way. You can speak to her and tell her everything that happened. Until she gets here, I’d like to ask you a few questions, if that’s okay.”

      “I don’t need to talk to a female cop. The guy yanked my purse off my shoulder and…” I broke off, emotion and fear mingling inside me. I stared up at the ceiling and tried to stop the tears that I knew were coming.

      The office door opened and closed, and when I looked, James and I were alone.

      “Trinity, I’m sorry this happened to you. I should have started with are you okay?”

      That did it. That was all he had to say, and I lost it. I crumbled. I sank to the floor where I stood and put my head in my hands. Tears poured down my face. Fear overwhelmed me.

      Then he sat down next to me and held me while I cried.
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          JAMES
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      I hated when women cried. My mom was a crier. She told me it was how some women, some people, released the extra energy inside. That it was like screaming or laughing, but when an emotion was so intense that they couldn’t hold it in.

      My mom cried when she was happy, but more often, she cried when she was scared. When she worried about paying the bills or losing her job. When my brother or I got into trouble for doing something stupid when she was at work. When the latest man left and took something that mattered to her.

      Holding Trinity while she cried reminded me of that kind of crying. Scared. Her world was shattered. She might have grown up in a city where crime was a regular occurrence, but in MacKellar Cove, crime was almost laughable. Crime was kids stealing street signs and public intoxication. It wasn’t theft or assault. Not usually.

      I wanted to hold Trinity and tell her there was nothing to worry about, but I couldn’t make her that promise. Her lip was bleeding and her cheek was bruised. She looked shaken. And that was what did me in. I lit into her because I’d never seen her look anything other than determined. She was strong. A part of me figured I’d walk into the office with Hudson and have to hold her back from going after whoever did this. Instead, I was the one ready to find the person and pummel him.

      No one was going to hurt her and get away with it. Not while I was around.

      A knock on the door brought Trinity’s head up. I caught a whiff of her hair, then froze when her eyes locked on mine. She was close. Close enough that it wouldn’t take much for me to lean in and claim her lips. Claim all of her.

      Then the knock came again, louder, with her name added to it in a female’s voice.

      Trinity scurried away from me and scrambled to stand. Unfortunately for me, she stuck her perfect ass in my face when she stood. Holding her was bad enough, being teased by her curves was torture.

      “Come in,” Trinity said loudly.

      The door opened just enough for Officer Hughes to stick her head in. She smiled and kept her gaze focused on Trinity instead of letting it linger to where I sat on the floor, even though she knew I was there.

      “Hi, Trinity. I’m Officer Jessica Hughes. Can I come in?”

      Trinity nodded.

      Jess opened the door and stepped inside. She closed it behind her and asked the question I couldn’t choke out when I first saw her. “Are you okay?”

      Trinity’s lip trembled but she caught it between her teeth and nodded.

      “Why don’t we talk about what happened. Would you like Officer Rucker to leave?”

      Trinity drew in a shaky breath and glanced at me. There was gratitude there, but she still didn’t like me. Not that I could blame her. I wasn’t her biggest fan either. She breezed into my town and turned me upside down, and then acted like I was dirt on the bottom of her shoe. Nope, I didn’t need that.

      I stood and smiled. “I’ll let you two talk.” I stopped next to Jessica and quietly said, “I’m not leaving so call me if you need me.”

      Jessica nodded but never took her gaze off Trinity. I didn’t want to, but I had no choice. I let myself out of the office as Jessica invited Trinity to sit.

      Hudson was back behind the bar when I made it out there. I took a seat at the end, close to the hallway, so I could watch for Trinity.

      “She okay?” Hudson asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess so.”

      “You okay?”

      I glared at Hudson, but it was clear he saw right through me. We’d been friends for far too long. He knew my tells, but he rarely called me out for shit I didn’t want to admit. I shook my head.

      “You’ll get whoever did this.” Hudson set a bottle in front of me and walked away, leaving me to think about Trinity.

      My gaze lingered on the hallway, waiting for Trinity to walk in. I vibrated with tension, needing to go back in there and see what was going on. I wanted to be out looking for whoever did this. But I didn’t have a description and I didn’t have a right.

      “Where is she?” Karissa and Finley asked from right next to me.

      I hadn’t even noticed them walk up, but both were right there. “She’s talking to the police.”

      “Aren’t you the police?” Finley asked.

      I nodded. “She didn’t want to talk to me. I called for a female officer.”

      “A female officer? Was she…?” Karissa let the unasked question linger in the air.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. She didn’t tell me anything, though.”

      “Oh, God,” Finley breathed. “She has to be so scared. Who would do this? This is MacKellar Cove. It’s safe.”

      “Usually, yes,” I said, not telling her I had the same questions.

      “Can we go talk to her?” Karissa asked.

      “Let’s give her a few more minutes with Officer Hughes. I want her to have a chance to go through everything first,” I told them.

      They nodded and took the seats next to me, both of them hovering on the edge.

      “How did you know what happened?” I asked them after a minute of all three of us staring at the hallway.

      “Hudson called. He figured she wouldn’t want to walk home alone.”

      I nodded absently, not willing to admit I’d been looking forward to walking Trinity home and making sure she was okay myself. It wasn’t my place. And she wouldn’t have wanted me to do it anyway.

      I sipped my beer and watched for her. Hudson asked if Finley and Karissa wanted anything but both shook their heads. We didn’t speak, just waited, until Trinity walked out with Officer Hughes.

      Finley and Karissa were out of their seats and surrounding her in a heartbeat. Trinity nodded and smiled and accepted their hugs. I stared, knowing I wouldn’t be welcome.

      Officer Hughes took the seat next to me. “She’s okay. Shaken up, but okay.”

      “Any idea who did this?”

      She shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. She’s going to sit down tomorrow with someone, but she said she didn’t get a good look at his face.”

      “Thank you for coming down here. I know you don’t usually make this trip,” I told her.

      She nodded. “We all have to work together. Listen, the guy took her purse. Including her license and her keys. She’s shaken because he knows where she lives and can get in.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” I said without hesitation. I’d changed the locks for my mom more times than I could count and knew how to do it in my sleep.

      “I figured,” Jessica said with a smirk.

      I sipped my beer and ignored her. We’d known each other a few years and only worked together a handful of times, but she was someone I considered a friend. All the towns in our area shared resources as much as possible, including covering for each other and helping each other out when needed. Jessica worked in Morristown, about thirty minutes north. I’d been up there and she came down here on occasion. She tried to set me up with her sister-in-law once, but it was comical how bad we were for each other.

      “You should come up for dinner sometime. Greg would love to see you,” she said.

      I nodded. “I’m sure that’s why you’re inviting me.”

      She grinned. “It’s as good an excuse to find out what’s going on with you and our victim as any.”

      “Then you don’t need to worry because the short answer is nothing. The long answer is not a damn thing.”

      “Uh huh. If that’s what you say. Listen, I’ll type up this report and send it down to you. Let me know if you need anything else.” She stood and straightened her shirt.

      “Thanks, Jess. I appreciate it.”

      She smiled. “Any time. See you soon, Ruck.”

      I nodded as she walked away. When I turned back to Trinity, she was huddled at a table with Finley and Karissa, an untouched pitcher of beer in the middle. I debated walking over to talk to her, but it was for the best that I just stayed away.

      “Another?” Hudson asked, nodding to my nearly empty beer.

      I shook my head. “Nah. I’ve got work to do.”

      He narrowed his gaze, but I shook my head and left a twenty on the bar then walked out.

      It was one of those nights when everything felt off. The air was still around me, but inside I was unsettled and off kilter. I turned toward Waterfront Villas and pulled out my phone. I made it my business to know the local business owners and Richie was no exception.

      “Officer Rucker? What can I do for you?”

      “Sorry to call so late, Richie. I was just at O’Kelley’s and one of your residents was there. Her purse was stolen. It had her license and keys in it. I was wondering if I could stop by and change her locks so she feels safe going home when she’s ready.”

      “Yes, sir. Of course. I can take care of it, too.”

      “Nah,” I said, knowing I wouldn’t rest until I knew she was safe. “I’m almost there. But if you can meet me up there with a spare set of keys and a new lock, that would help. Apartment 3C.”

      “I’m on my way,” Richie said solemnly.

      I took the stairs up to Trinity’s apartment, needing the exercise to burn off some of the tension still racing through me. It gutted me to see her so upset, and then to have her turn and need someone else and not want me around. It was for the best, though.

      Richie was outside Trinity’s apartment when I walked out of the stairway. He flashed me a tense smile. “Is Trinity okay?”

      I nodded. “She’s with Karissa and Finley. I imagine she’ll stay with them tonight, but I wanted to take care of this for her.”

      “Of course. Thanks for letting me know, Officer.”

      I nodded and got to work. Richie stayed next to me the entire time, handing me tools and helping me secure and test the new lock. When we were done, he snapped his black toolbox closed and held out the keys to Trinity’s apartment.

      “Will you see her again tonight?”

      I shook my head. “It’s best if she doesn’t know I was here. Why don’t you call her and say you heard what happened and changed her locks. Ask if it’s okay to leave the keys at Karissa and Finley’s or something like that.”

      Richie nodded. “Okay.”

      “Thanks, Richie. I appreciate the help.”

      “Any time, Officer. Thank you for letting me know. If I see anything suspicious, I’ll call you.”

      I nodded and rubbed my jaw. “Thanks.”

      I took my time walking back down the stairs then back to my truck. I thought about stopping in O’Kelley’s to have that second beer, but I wasn’t sure I could see Trinity again and not make her come home with me.

      I drove home thinking about my mom. It had been a few weeks since I made an effort to see her. She was always working, but I kept coming up with excuses why I couldn’t go to her place for dinner. She didn’t understand why I wanted her to move out of the apartment I grew up in. She said she raised my brother and I there and loved it. I said it was a hellhole that reminded me of how little we had growing up. Even that was being kind.

      I sighed as I pulled into my driveway. My own home wasn’t fancy or special, but it was a vast improvement from where I grew up. It was clean and simple, and it was almost all mine. Six more years and I’d have it paid off and I would finally be able to breathe at night knowing no one would come and take it from me.

      The outside lights lit up the butter yellow clapboard siding. The inside wasn’t nearly as bright with gray walls in almost every room. My mom kept trying to get me to paint, but neutral was best for value. It meant more people could see themselves there. Not that I was selling, but if something happened and I had to, it would be less work for me.

      I tossed my keys on the entry table and went straight to my safe to lock up my gun. Once it was secure, I went back to the kitchen and grabbed the plate of leftovers I put in there the night before. Food, sports, and a quiet night alone. I guess it worked.
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        * * *

      

      I was in a shitty mood when I got to work the next morning. My new partner was arriving that day, and I was not looking forward to it.

      That and I barely slept all night worrying about Trinity and if she was okay.

      I forced myself to put Trinity out of my mind and tried to concentrate on work. I grabbed a cup of coffee from the breakroom and went to my desk to see what happened overnight.

      As usual, it was a quiet night. All except Trinity’s incident. Jess’s report was in my inbox and I read through it, getting more and more annoyed with each word. The guy grabbed her purse and yanked, but he didn’t touch her. That was the only thing that kept me from losing it when someone said my name.

      “What?” I barked. Almost kept me from losing it.

      “Hey. I’m your new partner. I’m Rowan Masterson.”

      I looked up at the guy and glared. He definitely didn’t have cop written all over him. The edge of a tattoo peeked out of his uniform collar. His hair and full beard were both short and neat. He looked uncomfortable in uniform, but he was wearing it. His hand was extended, waiting for me to shake it.

      He didn’t let it fall until I reached over and shook his hand. He nodded once and took the guest chair next to my desk. “What are we working on today?”

      “How long have you been a cop?”

      “Five years,” he answered without hesitation.

      “Why did you move here?”

      He shrugged. “Needed a change of scenery.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means I was sick of wondering how many people were going to die every night and I wanted to go somewhere with a little less action.”

      “Cops are supposed to like action.”

      He shook his head. “No, we’re supposed to protect and serve. We’re supposed to help people. Too many don’t do that. I had enough.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him and wondered what the hell he was talking about. At the moment, it didn’t matter. I could look into the guy later.

      “So, is there anything I should be working on?”

      I shook my head and stood. “No. We need to go.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To look at the site of a robbery last night. Check the area. See if anything was left behind. Protect and serve, right?”

      Masterson nodded once and stood. I was not impressed with him even though I knew his resume wasn’t bad. He had an air of distrust and cockiness that said he was going to be a pain in the ass to work with.

      We parked near Catherine Park and headed down the Riverwalk toward O’Kelley’s where Trinity was the night before. Officer Hughes’ report said she checked out the spot where Trinity was robbed, but in the darkness, she couldn’t see anything that made her think there was a reason to restrict traffic in the area. I wanted to double check in the daylight.

      Masterson followed me down the walkway, hands on his hips the whole time. He looked like he was about to shoot someone at any minute. People gave us a wide berth, not that I could blame them.

      When I made it to the area where Trinity was, just beyond O’Kelley’s but not quite to Waterfront Villas, I stopped and looked around. The path was dirty but nothing stood out to me. There was a spot that could have been where Trinity fell, but it also could have been someone who dragged their feet. No blood was on the ground, and no items were left behind. It was a complete bust.

      I turned and walked back toward Catherine Park, ignoring Masterson as he followed behind me. I turned at the corner and went in the front of Cracked hoping to find Blake.

      She was pouring coffee for a customer and smiled when I walked in. She nodded to a table, understanding that if I was there, it wasn’t just for breakfast.

      When Blake was done with her customer, she brought two mugs over and set one in front of each of us. “Morning, gentlemen. Breakfast or information?”

      “Breakfast,” Masterson said the same time I said, “Information.”

      Blake raised her brows and turned her focus on Masterson. “Hi, I’m Blake. You must be new to town.”

      He blanched ever so slightly before nodding. “Just moved here over the weekend. I’m Rowan.”

      “Nice to meet you. What can I get you for breakfast?”

      He grabbed a menu and Blake ignored me while he looked. I cleared my throat but she continued to ignore me. He finally looked up and said, “Western omelet, bacon, and sourdough toast.”

      “Coming right up.” She finally turned to me. “And for you?”

      “How’s Trinity?”

      “She’s shaken up. She stayed with Fin and Rissa last night. She said she’s afraid to go home.”

      “Have you seen her?”

      Blake shook her head. “Not yet. It was late when Fin texted us to tell us what happened. Ian wanted to walk me here this morning. It’s really messed with people’s heads.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about. This is the same place it was yesterday,” I told her calmly.

      “Yeah, except our friend had her purse stolen,” Blake said with a shudder. “It’s a little scary. I actually drove here today instead of walked.”

      “MacKellar Cove is still safe, Blake. I’ll find whoever did this.”

      Blake smiled and nodded. “I know. And thanks. Breakfast?”

      I rolled my eyes and nodded. “Well, I am here.”

      Blake grinned and left to put in our order.

      “You can’t promise things like that,” my new partner said as soon as Blake was gone.

      “Like what?”

      “That you’ll find the guy who did this. If her friend was robbed, she should be scared. And you saying you’ll find whoever did this is not going to make it better. You’ll make it worse when you can’t solve it.”

      “Listen, this is your first day. I’ve been here for more than fifteen years. I know how this town works. We will find whoever did this. We don’t have a lot of crime, and we always solve our cases.”

      Masterson glared at me and sipped his coffee. The feeling was mutual, and I wasn’t upset when he didn’t speak to me the rest of breakfast.

      Fucking partners.
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      Sleeping on the couch was getting to me. I really appreciated Finley and Karissa letting me stay with them, but I was anxious to be home. Three nights away felt like hiding instead of healing.

      The building manager, Richie, told me he changed the locks on my condo right away, but I still worried about being there alone. Finley went with me to get some clothes, but every second I was in there I felt like something was off. But I couldn’t hide forever. And I couldn’t sleep on a couch forever.

      “What do you want to do today?” Karissa asked, handing me a cup of coffee and sitting on the chair opposite the couch.

      She and Finley had been awesome. Fin’s work schedule made it so she wasn’t home as much as Rissa, but neither of them made me feel like I was being ridiculous for staying with them. They never asked how long I wanted to stay or if I was ready to go home. They just let it be normal that I was sleeping on their couch instead of two floors above them in my own condo.

      “I think I need to go home,” I admitted, taking a sip of the rich, dark coffee. They had better coffee than me, but even that didn’t make me want to stay.

      “Whenever you’re ready, but you know you can stay here as long as you’d like,” Karissa said.

      I nodded. “Thanks. I just feel like I need to be home again. I’m so used to being alone all the time, and to be honest, I’m kind of missing it.”

      Karissa chuckled and crossed one leg over the other. “Trust me, I get it. I’m the same way. I’m big and loud a lot of the time, but that’s because I’m alone so much and have been for so long that I almost go overboard when I’m around other people.”

      I sighed. “I’m never around other people. I am just home alone.”

      “You’re with us. When we all go out,” Karissa said, her dark brows pulling together.

      I shrugged. “I know, but I guess I mean other people. Strangers. Not dangerous ones, but in general. I think there’s a part of me that’s afraid to put myself out there.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I sipped my coffee and considered my words. “I was matched with someone. He sounds great. Funny and clever and kind. He lives close which is better than the last one who lived in Syracuse and didn’t tell me. But I’m afraid to meet up with this guy.”

      “And that means you’re afraid to date?”

      “I never knew my grandfather. He died a long time ago. And my dad died when I was thirteen. My mom dated after that, but it wasn’t always great, as you know. I just wonder if maybe dating is more trouble than it’s worth.”

      Karissa huffed a laugh. “I have been on a handful of dates in the last two years. A few were nice guys, but none of them were men who really made me want more than a few nights out. I’ve had men who were nothing more than sex and men who were nothing more than friends who kissed me at the end of the night. I’m jaded after my mom died. I see the world as deadly and dangerous. Even silently, it can kill you. And I’m thinking about cutting off my boobs, one of the things that makes me attractive to men. My dating life is going to go from barely surviving to dead as a doornail. And I’m totally okay with that because I feel the same as you. I don’t know if dating is really worth it.”

      “Says the woman who built a dating app,” I said with a smirk.

      “I know, right?” Karissa laughed. “I think if there was a way to know the other person was going to make you as happy as Ian makes Blake or Ramsey and Melody or Colin and Elise, that would be different. I would love to create something that really found you another person who would be it, who would end your dating life forever, that would be awesome.”

      “You know, that sounded creepy. End your dating life forever,” I repeated in a deep movie trailer voice.

      Karissa and I laughed.

      “But yeah,” I agreed, “I’m with you. This guy I’m matched with, he could be great or he could be a total ass. And I won’t know until I give him a chance and get to know him.”

      “I could look him up for you,” Karissa offered.

      I shook my head. “Thanks, but no. I’m not going to support your habit.”

      Karissa scowled at me. When she launched her app, she looked up everyone we were paired with. She knew Blake and Ian were paired together even though Blake didn’t, and it created a few issues. She promised she would be better, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      I laughed. “Maybe I should just not message him anymore. Just let it die out and not worry about him.”

      “I think you should message him because life is too short to die alone.”

      “Do you think that’s going to happen?” I asked her, hearing the pain and fear in her voice.

      Karissa shrugged. “I think I studied romance and relationships for years when I was building Book Boyfriends Wanted. I searched for reasons to explain why people fall in love, and why they fall out of love. I read more about relationships than I knew existed. And at the end of it, there are so many things that you can’t quantify, so many pieces of the puzzle that have to fit together perfectly, and so many times they don’t, that I have very little hope left for me. I have hope for everyone else, because your hope hasn’t been shattered, but mine is almost gone. Especially if I go through with the surgery.”

      “Then you need to find a man who is going to want you more than he wants your boobs,” I told her.

      Karissa chuckled. “If one exists. Maybe I should add that to the questionnaire. If your significant other lost a piece of their anatomy to save their lives, would you still want to be with them?”

      I grinned. “Anyone who answers no to that question should be deleted from the site.”

      Karissa laughed and nodded. “Absolutely.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Karissa stood next to me while I unlocked my front door. The key stuck a little going in, causing a hint of panic to flare up. Did the person who took my purse damage it by trying to use the old key? The key went in all the way and turned, unlocking my door with a soft click.

      I took the key out and sucked in a breath, then pushed my door open. Everything looked the same as the last time I was there. My coffee maker lid was flipped up, waiting for a new pot to be brewed. My clean dishes were in the drying rack. A stack of mail I hadn’t gotten to yet was slumped over on the edge of the counter. A pair of flip flops was next to the wall, waiting for me to trip over them.

      Farther inside, the rest of the condo hadn’t changed either. The living room was dark from the drawn curtains, but nothing was out of place. As far as I could tell, it was the same mess I left it in. Paperbacks on the coffee table, my iPad on the couch. A sweatshirt was on the floor in front and the blanket was hanging off the arm.

      My bedroom looked the same. Unmade bed with the sheets halfway to the floor. Laundry littered all over my bedroom. The towel I used last was on the edge of the bed from where I forgot to hang it up, as always.

      My office, the closest thing to organized in my condo, was picked up and perfect. Nothing was off anywhere.

      But I still had that creeped out feeling.

      “What do you think?” Karissa asked softly.

      I took a breath and spun to look at her. She was standing next to my kitchen peninsula, watching me. “I think everything is where I left it, but…”

      “It just feels different,” she supplied.

      I nodded. “It does. Like someone might have been in here, but left no trace.”

      “Richie said he changed the locks right away, right? I mean, he was done before we even left O’Kelley’s. Smart calling him so fast.”

      I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. “I didn’t call him at all. I assumed you guys did.”

      Karissa shook her head and glanced around
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