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THE AUTHOR

 


The Police Chief’s Lady is set in the
fictional town of Downhome, Tennessee. It’s a place that needs
doctors and offers them a second chance—with unexpected
results.

People often ask where I get my ideas. In this case,
the answer is easy: My father was, for a time, the only doctor in
the small town of Menard, Texas. He rarely took a vacation because
of the difficulty in finding another doctor to cover for him.
Rather than have her babies at the nearest hospital, which was in
another county, my mother gave birth at home, with Dad delivering
my brother and me.

We eventually moved away, and I grew up
mostly in Nashville, Tennessee, which is why I’ve chosen that state
as the setting for these books.

You can contact me on Facebook at
JacquelineDiamondAuthor, and check out my latest books at
www.jacquelinediamond.net.

Happy reading!

Jacqueline Diamond, Brea, California
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 CHAPTER
ONE

 


 


“Nobody knows better than I do how badly this
town needs a doctor,” Police Chief Ethan Forrest told the crowd
crammed into the Downhome, Tennessee, council chambers. “But
please, not Dr. Jenni Vine.”

He hadn’t meant to state his objection so
bluntly, he mused as he registered the startled reaction of his
audience. Six months ago, he’d been so alarmed by the abrupt
departure of the town’s two resident doctors, a married couple,
that he’d probably have said yes to anyone with an M.D. after his
or her name.

Worried about his five-year-old son, Nick,
who was diabetic, Ethan had suggested that the town advertise for
physicians to fill the vacated positions. He’d also recommended
that they hire a long-needed obstetrician. In the meantime,
patients who couldn’t be helped by the nurse practitioner or staff
nurse had to drive twelve miles to Mill Valley.

Applications hadn’t exactly poured in. Only
two had arrived from qualified family doctors, both of whom had
toured Downhome recently by invitation. One was clearly superior,
and as a member of the three-person search committee, Ethan felt it
his duty to say so.

“Dr. Gregory is more experienced and, in my
opinion, more stable,” he said. “He’s married with three kids, and
I believe he’s motivated to stick around for the long term.”
Although less than ideal in one respect, the Louisville physician
took his duties seriously and, Ethan had no doubt, would fit into
the community.

“Of course he’s motivated!” snapped Olivia
Rockwell. The tall Black woman, who was the school principal,
chaired the committee. “You told us yourself he’s a recovering
alcoholic.”

“He volunteered the information, along with
the fact that he’s been sober for a couple of years,” Ethan
replied. “His references are excellent and he expressed interest in
expanding our public health efforts. I think he’d be perfect to
oversee the outreach program I’ve been advocating.”

“So would Jenni—I mean, Dr. Vine,” said the
third committee member, Karen Lowell, director of the Tulip Tree
Nursing Home. “She’s energetic and enthusiastic. Everybody took to
her.”

“She certainly has an outgoing personality,”
he responded. On her visit, the California blonde had dazzled
people with her expensive clothes and her good humor after being
drenched in a thunderstorm, which she seemed to regard as a freak
of nature. It probably didn’t rain on her parade very often out in
the land of perpetual sunshine, Ethan supposed. “But once the
novelty wears off, she’ll head for greener pastures and we’ll need
another doctor.”

“So you aren’t convinced she’ll stay. None of
us is in the mind-reading business,” Olivia opined. “Is that the
extent of your objections? This isn’t typical of you, Chief. I’ll
bet you’ve got something else up that tailored sleeve of
yours.”

Ethan was about to pass off her comment as a
joke, when he noticed some of the townsfolk leaning forward in
their seats with anticipation. Despite being a quiet town best
known for dairy farmers and a factory that made imitation antiques,
Downhome had an appetite for gossip.

Although Ethan had hoped to avoid going into
detail, the audience awaited his explanation. Was he being unfair
to the applicant? he asked himself. True, he’d taken a mild dislike
to Dr. Vine’s surfer-girl demeanor, but he could get over that.
What troubled him was the reason she wanted to leave L.A. in the
first place.

“You all know I conducted background checks
on the candidates,” he began. “Credit records, convictions, that
sort of thing.”

“And found no criminal activities, right?”
Karen tucked a curly strand of reddish brown hair behind one
ear.

“That’s correct. I also double-checked with
the medical directors at their hospitals.”

“You didn’t mention that,” Olivia
murmured.

“I hoped I wouldn’t have to bring it up.”

“I wasn’t criticizing,” the principal said.
“I admire your thoroughness.”

Around the room, heads bobbed. Ethan felt
glad the townspeople respected his approach. Four years ago, when
he left the Nashville Metropolitan Police Department and returned
home after his wife’s death, he had believed his professionalism
was the reason they’d chosen him as chief over several other
candidates.

Well, he had a bombshell to drop, so he’d
better get it over with. “A few months ago, Dr. Vine became
enmeshed in a controversy.” He tried to ignore the impatient way
Karen twirled a pencil between her fingers. “Dr. Vine was
counseling one of her patients about marital problems. She met with
the woman and her husband outside of work.”

“What’s wrong with that?” demanded the
nursing home director.

“Nothing, on the face of it,” Ethan replied.
“However, a short time later, the patient filed a complaint. She
told the medical director that her husband had confessed to
becoming involved in an affair with Dr. Vine.”

Karen’s pencil went flying. In the audience,
a couple of exclamations broke the stillness and some faces
registered disapproval.

Olivia raised one eyebrow. “From this you
conclude that she’s a husband-stealing tart who would sully the
moral fiber of our community?”

“If we hire her, we’re placing her in a
position of trust,” Ethan responded. “If she’s the type of person
to exploit a situation, it makes me uncomfortable.”

“Jenni has a right to defend herself,” Karen
said. “Did you speak to her about this?”

“Not directly, but I did look further.” Ethan
checked his notes. “In response to the hospital board’s inquiry,
Dr. Vine denied the allegation. She claimed the husband had been
antagonistic and lied to get her out of the picture.” It struck him
as a weak excuse, but he was here to present the facts.

“What action did the board take?” Olivia
asked.

He folded the notes into his pocket. “They
concluded there wasn’t enough evidence to take action. However,
word got out, and the medical director says Dr. Vine’s presence on
the staff has become awkward. Even assuming she’s innocent, that
reinforces my concern as to whether she intends to stay here or is
simply grasping at the chance to escape an unpleasant
situation.”

Council member Mae Anne McRay, a retired
principal whose wheelchair barely permitted her to see above the
council’s raised counter, piped up. “We advertised that we were
offering doctors a second chance, didn’t we?”

“A second chance to live in a friendly,
affordable town and escape from practicing corporate medicine,”
said the mayor, Olivia’s husband, Archie Rockwell, who owned the
feed store. “Not a second chance to seduce someone.”

“How about a second chance to prove she cares
about patients and isn’t afraid to stick her neck out?” Mae Anne
retorted.

“A recovering alcoholic needs a second
chance, too,” Ethan observed. “And he’s been clean for a couple of
years.”

Archie frowned. “I’m with Ethan on this one.
Sleeping with a patient’s husband—that’s a serious allegation.”

“Maybe she was conducting sex therapy,”
cracked Gwen Martin from the audience. The peppery café owner lived
by the dictum that nobody over fifty should hesitate to speak her
mind. “For Pete’s sake, the hospital board cleared her.”

“We didn’t advertise for no sex therapist,”
grumbled seventy-nine-year-old Beau Johnson, who maintained a
colloquial way of speaking despite his stature as grocery store
owner and a descendant of the town’s founder.

“It’s not a matter of yea or nay on Dr. Vine.
We have an excellent choice in Dr. Gregory,” observed Mayor
Rockwell, keeping a wary eye on his wife. Olivia ruled her family
as firmly as she ruled the town’s elementary and high schools in
her consolidated role as the town’s principal.

“We have to be careful. A controversy like
this could tear our town apart!” cried council member Rosie
O’Bannon, owner of the Snip ’N’ Curl salon. Since she was given to
making dire pronouncements that hardly ever came true, no one
bothered to answer.

“Let’s put it to a vote,” the mayor said. “I
know some folks in the audience have to get up early in the morning
to tend to their farms, so do I hear a motion?”

“I move we hire Dr. Jenni Vine,” Mae Anne
said.

Rosie sighed in acceptance. “Second.”

“Discussion?” the mayor asked, following the
formalities.

“We already had one,” Beau snipped.

The vote split three-to-two, women against
men. That surprised Ethan, who’d expected Downhome’s ladies to
reject a potential predator in their midst.

In any case, the decision had been made. Dr.
Vine would be offered the position.

As the meeting broke up, he tried not to show
his disappointment. Although the physician might have been falsely
accused, Ethan had always had a knack for sizing people up, and his
instincts told him that their new doctor was materialistic,
spoiled, and accustomed to charming her way out of
difficulties.

“Well, Ethan?” Olivia asked as she collected
her purse. “Think you can get used to a liberated lady in a white
coat?”

“I’d hoped whoever we hired would work on the
outreach program, but she didn’t show much interest when I
mentioned it.” He shrugged. “As for my son…Nick’s medical team is
in Nashville. We only contact the local doctor if there’s an
emergency.”

“That’s your answer? That you’re going to
avoid her?” the principal challenged.

“Quite the opposite. I keep my eye on
everything that happens in Downhome. But I expect she’ll soon get
tired of the ambiance and find a job closer to a shopping
mall.”

Nearby, Karen straightened after retrieving
her pencil. She bestowed a brief glare on Ethan before heading
off.

He wished he hadn’t made such a tactless
remark in Karen’s hearing. She apparently identified with Dr. Vine,
perhaps because both were single women in their early thirties… or
because her family was no stranger to questionable accusations.

Well, he was ready to switch from cop to
daddy and collect Nick from his grandma’s house. At this hour,
Ethan could expect only a sleepy hug as he tucked Nick into bed,
but maybe he’d get lucky and hear a five-year-old’s recap of the
day’s events.

He decided not to worry about Karen’s
reaction. By the time Dr. Vine arrived, his comments would be old
news.

*

The whirr of the sewing machine masked the
ring of Jenni’s cell phone. Attuned to being on call, however, she
stopped in mid-seam and dove for her purse, which she’d dropped on
the sofa bed after work.

She extracted the instrument and said
breathlessly, “Dr. Vine.”

“Jenni? It’s Karen.” The Tulip Tree
director’s excitement pulsed across the two-thousand-mile distance.
“They voted! You’ll be getting a call from the mayor tomorrow.”

She could hardly breathe. “Do you mean…?”

“You got it!” Karen crowed. “Congratulations!
When Archie calls, act surprised, okay?”

“You bet. That’s wonderful.” Jenni performed
a little dance across the worn carpet of her tiny East L.A.
apartment, which was all she could afford while paying off medical
school loans.

No more commuting forty-five minutes each way
in heavy traffic. No more worries about a possible threat from the
abusive man whose wife she’d tried to rescue, and no more dubious
looks from colleagues because of his lies. And since she’d written
her last student loan check the previous month—which she’d
celebrated by bringing doughnuts for everyone at work—she could
afford to take a small-town position.

She felt ready for a change and for a second
chance, as the ad had suggested. The friendliness of the people
she’d met on her visit—most of them, anyway—had clinched her
decision to take the position if it was offered.

“How soon can you come?” Karen asked. She and
Jenni had clicked instantly, a fact that made the town all the more
inviting.

“I have to give two weeks’ notice.” Jenni’s
mind raced ahead. There wasn’t much to pack, and the only person
she felt close to, the physician who’d mentored her, had retired
the previous year and moved with her husband to Arizona. “I’ll need
to find an apartment. Or is there a residential hotel?”

“No, but I’ll watch for vacancies,” Karen
said. “You can stay with me till you locate a place. I’m sure my
brother won’t mind. We’ve got plenty of room in the house.”

“That’s really kind, but it seems like an
imposition,” Jenni replied.

“Actually, I’d enjoy it,” her new friend
responded. “Besides, you’ll find a place before long.”

“That sounds wonderful, then! Thank you.”
Things were meshing so easily that Jenni instinctively wondered
what might go wrong. In her experience, you had to prove yourself
wherever you went. “Some people must have preferred the other
candidate.” She’d heard he was a middle-aged guy with a family. “If
there are reservations about me, I’d like to know in advance.
Especially since I’m on three months’ probation.”

“That’s true,” Karen said. “Well…”

“You won’t hurt my feelings.” Living for
years with relatives who didn’t really want her had toughened Jenni
to rejection, and taught her to deal with it up front. “Frankly, I
figured the council would prefer someone older.”

“A couple of them did,” Karen admitted. “It
was a three-two vote. The women wanted you and the men preferred
Dr. Gregory. Now that I think of it, that was true for the search
committee, too. It’s funny how that worked out.”

Jenni remembered the other two members of the
committee quite clearly. “I’m glad I won Olivia’s approval. So the
police chief disagreed. What was his name again?” She’d done her
best to put it out of her head.

“Ethan Forrest.”

“Right.” She’d first seen him as she pulled
her rental car into the clinic’s parking lot, twenty minutes late
after a long drive from Nashville. He’d been scowling as he paced
the walkway.

Even at a distance, Chief Forrest’s solid
build and dark, masculine good looks had struck her. When she
emerged from the car, Jenni had experienced what she called a
go-back moment, an abrupt mood shift; suddenly she felt like a
fifteen-year-old about to be chewed out by an adult. As a teenager,
she’d often landed in trouble because she defied anyone who tried
to put her down.

Ethan Forrest hadn’t scolded Jenni for
tardiness. He’d managed a smile, but not a warm one. She’d felt his
brooding gaze following her the whole day as she toured the medical
facilities and the town. Apparently, he’d taken a dislike to her,
although she had no idea why.

“What exactly were his objections?” she
asked.

After a moment’s hesitation, Karen said, “He
brought up some accusation—which I’m sure isn’t true—about you and
a patient’s husband.”

Jenni’s hands clenched. How dare he embarrass
her publicly without even hearing her side of the story! She had to
remind herself that the council had voted in her favor anyway.

“I hope nobody believed it,” she responded.
“Because it isn’t true.”

“I know that!”

“Apparently, Chief Forrest doesn’t.” She
decided immediately to call him by his first name as if they were
equals. In some ways, they were, although she still faced
probation. “What else did Ethan say?”

“Something about keeping an eye on you,”
Karen admitted.

What did he think she planned to do—spend her
days targeting other women’s husbands? But Jenni refused to vent
her anger while talking to her new friend.

With an exercise of will, she kept her voice
level as she assured Karen that she felt certain Ethan would change
his mind. “And I promise to sound totally shocked when Mr. Rockwell
calls tomorrow,” she added.

“I’m so thrilled! My friend Leah Morris—she’s
a teacher—suggested we single women hold a potluck in your honor
when you get here. Maybe you can share some stories about L.A. and
we can clue you in about the local guys. Not that there are many
worth talking about.”

“That would be great.” Jenni looked forward
to meeting a supportive group of women. In L.A., she’d barely had
time to keep up with her professional reading and affiliations, let
alone socialize.

Her good mood lasted until she and Karen hung
up. Then the information about Ethan Forrest popped up again. What
was the man’s problem?

Grabbing a pillow, she whacked the arm of the
couch. “Why?” Jenni demanded of this imaginary target. “Why did you
try to screw things up for me? What did I ever do to you?”

She stood there, pillow in hand, overcome by
another go-back moment. Ethan Forrest was a big man in Downhome and
she’d be an outsider. She could picture him forever finding fault,
searching for ways to turn others against her as Cousin Laura had
done when Jenni, as a high school freshman, had to stay at her
aunt’s house after one of her mother’s drug-related arrests.

Laura, a junior who resented having to share
her home and her mother’s attention, had made life miserable for
months by taunting Jenni at school. Jenni had initially tried to
please her, but finally decided she’d turned the other cheek long
enough.

One day, she’d responded to a gibe in kind,
in front of other kids, tossing out embarrassing details until
Laura fled in tears. Following her, Jenni had threatened worse if
she reported the incident, and after that, Laura had left her
alone.

Jenni wasn’t proud of what she’d done, but
she’d felt desperate. She’d learned a lesson that day about
standing up for herself.

Confronting the police chief might not be the
wisest policy. However it went against Jenni’s nature to let him
run her down behind her back. If he had anything to say, he had
better be prepared to say it to her face.

Still stewing, she returned to her machine.
Thank goodness for her flair with the needle, because she could
never afford to buy a designer suit like this.

That was another life lesson she’d learned:
no matter how poor you were, dressing badly brought scorn. Survival
had its rules, and Jenni was a survivor.

She intended to get that message across to
Ethan in a manner he wouldn’t forget.
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TWO

 


 


From his office window, Ethan glanced across
Tulip Tree Avenue at a couple of dog walkers wandering through the
central square known as The Green. On a Monday morning, the center
of Downhome spread placidly before him. To his left, a dairy truck
turned south at the intersection of Tulip Tree and Home Boulevard;
across the street next to The Green, a couple of workmen emerged
from Pepe’s Italian Diner with cups of coffee.

The town didn’t appear a likely setting for a
crime wave. And by city standards, the recent reports of petty
thefts seemed tame. Still, Ethan found something disturbing about
the reports on his desk.

“You wanted to see me?” Captain Ben Fellows,
the top-ranking officer below Ethan, appeared in his doorway.
Unofficially, Ben filled the role of assistant chief. A few years
older than Ethan and with fifteen years on the force, he’d been in
the running for the top job four years ago, but didn’t seem to
resent having been passed over.

“Yes. Is Mark with you?”

“Right here,” came the voice of Lieutenant
Mark O’Bannon, who supervised detectives and traffic in the small
department.

Ethan gestured them into seats. His office
provided enough space for a few visitors as well as a bookcase,
file cabinet and computer station. As for the decor, his mother,
Annette, a part-time interior designer and part-time baby-sitter,
had picked out the cream paint and subtle green-and-cream print
curtains. He’d retained the former chief’s oversize desk, with its
accumulated scars, as a tribute to departmental tradition.

“This latest report—that makes three cases,”
Ethan noted. “I’d say it rules out family and friends of the
victims, which means we could be dealing with a serial criminal.
The fact that no one’s been hurt and property loss is minimal
doesn’t change the reality that these crimes are invasive and
threatening by their very nature. What do you think?”

Mark, the twenty-eight-year-old son of
council member Rosie O’Bannon, deferred instinctively to Captain
Fellows. Ethan was also eager to hear Ben’s insight, since the man
served as pastor at the Community Church and knew the citizenry
better than anyone.

“Frankly, it’s a new one on me.” Ben
scratched his head. “Someone slipping into houses and stealing
family portraits off the wall is weird. And I agree, somewhat scary
because it seems like a hostile thing to do. The guy might have the
potential for violence, especially if someone stumbles across
him.”

“Initially, I figured it was a prank,” Mark
noted. “I assumed the photos would turn up soon.”

“We can rule that out at this point,” Ethan
said. “The stories in the paper have emphasized how distressed the
victims are.”

The first case had been reported a month ago.
A woman returning from a shopping trip had noticed a family photo
missing from her living room wall but assumed her husband had taken
it down. Only when she’d asked him about it that night and learned
otherwise had she remembered leaving a side door unlocked. When
she’d called the cops, they’d found leaves tracked inside but no
real evidence.

In the second theft, two weeks later, a
retired couple had been puzzled by the absence of their favorite
photo and distressed a few days later when they realized it hadn’t
simply been mislaid by the cleaning lady. The group portrait, which
was irreplaceable, included a son who’d been killed in military
action.

The latest case involved Pepe Otero, who
owned Pepe’s Italian Diner, although his family had immigrated from
Argentina. Since he lived over the restaurant, he frequently left
his apartment unlocked. The previous night, he’d lost a picture of
himself and his three kids in their younger years, a scene from
which he’d had the image of his ex-wife digitally removed.

“Maybe Connie took it,” he’d told Ethan that
morning when he filed the report. “She’s still mad at me, even
though it was her who got tired of living in a small town. She
might have sneaked in and swiped it.”

“Why would she?” Ethan asked. “She’s been
gone for years.”

“Who else would take it?” Pepe had replied,
and had been surprised to learn his was the third such theft. He
admitted he rarely had time to read the weekly Downhome
Gazette.

“We’re already pursuing the investigation,”
Mark said. “What else should we do?”

“I’ll ask the paper to issue a warning,” Ethan
answered. “I don’t want people to panic, but they should keep their
doors and windows locked.”

“You want me to call Barry?” Ben was
referring to the editor of the Gazette, Karen Lowell’s
brother.

“I’ll handle it,” Ethan said. “However, I’d
appreciate your feedback. You’ve both lived here longer than I
have. Does anyone spring to mind as a suspect? I’d like your gut
feelings.”

Mark cleared his throat. “This probably isn’t
relevant.”

“Let’s hear it.”

The young lieutenant folded his arms. “I
stopped by the beauty shop to see Mom maybe six weeks ago and this
guy named Arturo dropped by. He’s dating Helen, the
manicurist.”

“Arturo Mendez?” Ben obviously remembered the
name. “We’ve had some trouble with him. Minor stuff—mutual combat
with other kids, graffiti, that kind of thing. He’s about
nineteen.” Without being asked, he filled in the rest. “Barely got
through high school, although he’s a talented artist. Does odd jobs
around town and sells his paintings where he can.”

“He seemed ticked off about this picture my
mom has on the wall of her, me and Dad.” Mark’s father had died
when he was young. “He made a crack about smug people who think
they’re better than everybody else. Mom started clicking her
scissors like she planned to give him a haircut he’d never forget.
Helen shooed him out of there in a hurry.”

“Does Arturo have a history of breaking and
entering?” Ethan inquired.

Ben shook his head. “No, but he can be
destructive. We made him repaint the back of the feed store after
he covered it with graffiti. Archie said he liked the bright
colors. Still, he couldn’t leave those four-letter words out
there.”

“What about a search warrant?” Mark
suggested. “We might find those photos at his apartment.”

“All we have are suspicions, not evidence,”
Ethan said. “You can’t get a search warrant with that.”

“And if he’s not our culprit, seeing his
house turned upside-down might push a mildly antisocial young man
over the edge,” Ben pointed out.

“Agreed.” Ethan considered the matter. “Let’s
do a little low-key sniffing around. Mark, drop into the beauty
shop and encourage Helen to talk about her boyfriend. Ben, if
Arturo tries any other funny stuff, that might provide a reason to
check his place.”

Heads nodded. Ethan jotted a mental note to
take stock of Arturo as soon as he found an unobtrusive way to do
so. He wanted to assess the fellow for himself.

The two men left. Ethan would have preferred
to spend the rest of this sunny June morning cruising the area to
identify potential problems and get better acquainted with the
residents. However, paperwork kept him behind his desk.

Half an hour later, he was contemplating
fixing a third cup of coffee, when Amy Arroyo, who doubled as his
secretary and as records clerk, wandered in wearing a puzzled
expression. “Chief, Dr. Vine is here to see you. She’s in the
lobby.”

Although he knew the doctor was scheduled to
arrive today, Ethan hadn’t expected a visit. “This is a
surprise.”

“Shall I show her in?”

“I’ll do it, thanks.” He rose to his
feet.

“I thought they were going to hire that
doctor with the three kids,” the secretary said as she ambled into
the hall. Although much of the town buzzed over every morsel of
gossip, Amy lived in a world of her own.

“You didn’t read the article last week?” Barry Lowell
had described Jenni in glowing terms, omitting any mention of her
questionable past. Having once been convicted of a crime he swore
he hadn’t committed, Barry—no doubt with Karen’s
encouragement—obviously intended to give the newcomer plenty of
leeway.

“My copy of Scientific American
arrived last week. I didn’t have time to read anything else,” Amy
admitted as she wandered off.

Ethan passed Ben’s office and the detective
bureau, then opened the lobby door and saw Jenni. Against the
tinted windows, she resembled a ray of sunshine with her short
blond hair.

“Dr. Vine.” He thrust out his hand as he
strode forward. “Welcome to Downhome.”

“Thank you.” She shook firmly.

She’d seemed giddier the last time they met.
Today, her chin had a resolute set and she held herself with
military straightness.

“What can I do for you?” Ethan asked.

“May I speak to you alone?”

“Of course.” He held the door, noticing a
light citrus scent as she breezed by. The desk officer gave her a
big smile. When Jenni returned it, the fellow brightened as if he’d
just met a movie star. Ethan suspected she had that effect on a lot
of men.

For some reason, he remembered the night more
than ten years ago in a Nashville country music bar when he’d first
seen Martha perform. With her long chestnut hair, vivid face and
soulful voice, she’d seemed utterly enchanting and unattainable. He
would never have believed she could become his wife. Or that, once
he had her, he could lose her to cancer.

He shook his head, annoyed at the memory for
intruding at this inappropriate moment. “My office is around to the
left.” He wasn’t sure why he added, “Ever been in a police station
before?”

“I try to avoid them,” the doctor
replied.

Her flame-colored suit smoldered against the
subdued hues of his office. Instead of sitting, Jenni walked to the
window and surveyed the downtown. “Great view.”

“I like it.” He remained standing. This was
not, Ethan gathered, a social visit.

She turned. “I prefer to get things out in
the open. I can’t stand when people talk behind my back, and I’m
sure you would feel the same way.”

“If something’s bugging you, shoot.” He had a
suspicion this outburst stemmed from the insulting remark Karen had
overheard. Although he was willing to apologize, Ethan decided to
let Jenni take the lead.

“I perfectly understand why you might prefer
the other candidate. In your position, I’d have supported him
myself,” she said.

Ethan kept silent.

“As for the slander that was spread about me
in L.A., you should have asked for my side of the story.”

“The medical director told me you’d denied it
and that the board took no action against you. I conveyed that
information to the council,” Ethan explained.

She released a sharp breath. “But you
repeated that whole ugly business. Why?”

“It was my job. If I mishandled the
situation, I apologize.”

“You don’t approve of me, do you?” she said
coolly.

Ethan was caught off guard, perhaps because
she’d hit on the truth. “I don’t know you.”

“You’re being evasive.” A death grip on her
purse strap revealed her tension.

“You didn’t make a very favorable impression
last month,” he conceded. “Perhaps I judged too quickly.”

“You don’t have to like me.” Jenni faced him
squarely. “But you’re part of the establishment in Downhome and I
don’t want to have to watch my back whenever you’re around. Nor do
I want to have to watch it when you’re not around.”

Ethan found the implication insulting. “If you’re
paranoid about authority figures, don’t vent at me.”

“When someone objects to your high-handed
behavior, do you always dismiss it as paranoia?” she returned.

They glared at each other across the office.
Unwillingly, Ethan admired the woman’s gumption.

She’d originally struck him as a fluffy California
blonde. Now he’d have to describe her as a fierce, fluffy
California blonde, if such a creature existed.

Ethan wondered what it took to warm up those
blue-gray eyes and why none of the millions of men in L.A. had
offered her a reason to stay. Suddenly, Downhome had become a more
interesting place to live. But not necessarily a more comfortable
one.

He ought to defuse the situation. Mildly, he
said, “I should know better than to argue with a doctor.
Particularly using a medical term like paranoia. I take that
back,”

“Do you ever smile?” Jenni asked. “I mean
really smile, not just twitch the corners of your mouth?”

He blinked in surprise. “All the time. At
home, anyway.”

“I admire your wife if she has that effect on
you.”

Ethan didn’t care to discuss Martha with
Jenni. “I have a five-year-old son,” he said. “Naturally, he’s a
brilliant wit.” Simply mentioning Nick lightened his mood. “He has
a gift for inspiring laughter.”

“That’s better.” She relaxed her grip on her
purse strap.

“What is?”

“When you mentioned your little boy, you gave
evidence of containing actual human DNA.”

A strange thing happened to Ethan. He
chuckled. Until this moment, he hadn’t realized how rarely he did
that around anyone aside from Nick. “I’ll have to be careful around
you.”

“Why?” Jenni asked.

“You’re smarter than you—” He stopped.

“Smarter than I look?” Her voice held a
challenge. “Believe me, I’ve heard that before.” She seemed rueful
rather than angry. “It’s amazing the way some students assume a
medical school must have accepted a blonde based on her sex
appeal.”

“What did you do about it?”

“I kicked their gluteus maximus on exams,”
Jenni returned. “It wasn’t easy, since I’m no genius. You can
accomplish miracles if you study like a maniac and forgo a social
life.”

She hadn’t mentioned needing to work. Perhaps
her parents had paid the bills, but Ethan could hardly hold that
against her. “I’d say you just kicked my gluteus maximus,
figuratively speaking,” he said. “Confronting me took guts.”

It was her turn to smile. “You’re a good
sport.”

“How about a truce?”

Jenni released a long breath. Apparently,
she’d been prepared for a rougher reception. “Fine. Live and let
live.”

Ethan registered that he’d instinctively
shifted toward her. If he wasn’t careful, he might start
flirting.

He eased back, trying not to be obvious.
Although he didn’t completely dismiss the possibility that Jenni
had had an affair with her patient’s husband, he could see why
Karen and Olivia believed her.

“There is one matter I’d like to mention,” he
said.

“Oh?” She withdrew into caution again.

Being rich and gorgeous must be tougher than
he’d thought if it produced such a strong defensive mechanism.

“Have a seat.” That might put their meeting
on a more neighborly basis. “Coffee?”

“No, thanks.” She perched on the edge of a
chair.

He helped himself to a mugful from the pot
atop a low file cabinet. “When did you get into town?”

“This morning.”

“You stopped by my office straight away? You
really be steamed.”

Her cheeks flushed. “I’m not sure my wheels
touched the ground on the way from Nashville. I don’t like being
put under a microscope.”

“Fair enough. From now on, you have leave to
put me under a microscope. Turnabout’s fair play, right?”

Her expression shaded into mingled amusement
and embarrassment.

“What did I say?” he inquired. “You have the
funniest look on your face.”

She blushed deep red. “I was wondering who
you use as your personal physician.”

Now he understood. The reference to a microscope must
have reminded her that, if he became her patient, that would mean
getting examined in a very intimate manner.

Ethan hoped his discomfort didn’t show as
clearly as hers. “Fortunately for both of us, I have a doctor in
Nashville. I schedule visits when I take my son in. He’s
diabetic.”

“I see. Please let me know if there’s
anything I can do to help.” She folded her hands in her lap.

“There is, but not with Nick.” Ethan finished
stirring his coffee and settled behind the desk. “There’s a public
health project I’ve been trying to get under way for the past year,
but it ran into snags.” He’d mentioned this during her visit, but
since she hadn’t responded, he chose to try again.

“Why is a police chief concerned with public
health?” Jenni asked.

“It’s outreach—a form of crime prevention.”
Inside a drawer, Ethan found the folder full of reference articles
he’d saved, along with his comments. “I’ve been trying to talk the
city council into funding a pilot project, but they don’t see the
benefits. So I figured you and I could prove to them how great the
need is.”

“There’s no funding?” She frowned.

He bit back the urge to point out that
investing some unreimbursed time in her new community wouldn’t kill
her, especially considering that she could obviously afford a small
fortune for designer clothes. “Not yet,” he admitted.

“You realize we’d require materials?” Jenni
probed. “I presume we’re talking about vaccinations and so
forth?”

“Right now, I’m more interested in assessing
medical needs and educating people about everything from child
development to gun safety.” Ethan had been mulling the subject
since he’d returned to Downhome. “We’d make referrals rather than
provide on-the-spot care.”

“‘We’?” she said.

“I’d need to accompany you, since we’d be
visiting the less savory part of town.” He hadn’t viewed that part
of the project as problematic until now.

“You could use this as a chance to snoop into
people’s homes,” Jenni noted none too happily

“That’s not my motive.” Still, since she’d
mentioned it, he wouldn’t mind paying Arturo Mendez a visit.

“Listen, Chief…”

“Ethan,” he corrected.

“Okay, Ethan,” Jenni said.

“May I call you by your first name?”

“Would you let me finish, please?”

He sat back, properly chastened. “Shoot.”

“First of all, I just got here. I haven’t
even talked to my nursing staff or met my patients. It’s way too
soon to contemplate a new project.”

“We could wait a few weeks. I realize I’m
pushing hard, but I’ve run into delay after delay and I’m growing
impatient.” Ethan could see that this approach wasn’t working, so
he switched to a different one. “I’d like to get rolling this
summer so kids don’t enter kindergarten and first grade with
untreated health problems.”

“In addition,” Jenni continued as if he
hadn’t spoken, “I ran into trouble at my last position because I
tried to help a patient outside a clinical setting. Which reminds
me that, considering my reputation as a home wrecker, I wouldn’t
want to spend too much time alone with a married man.”

“A married man?” He recalled her comment
about his wife. “Oh, I’m single.”

She thought it over. “Still, gossips can make
mountains out of molehills.”

He pretended to be perplexed. “Meaning?”

“You and me. People could read implications into it.
Heaven knows why.”

“Yes, heaven knows why.” Aside from the
fact that the air between us hums like a tuning fork.

“You’re smiling,” Jenni said. “That was an
attempt at humor, right?”

Ethan drew himself up as if offended. “I was
not smiling. That was my poker face.”

“Take my advice, Chief. If you want to play
cards, stick to Go Fish.” She rose. “Sorry to disappoint you about
the outreach, but I can’t handle it right now. If you’ll excuse me,
my staff is expecting me.”

He didn’t press the point. As matters stood,
they’d simply opened negotiations. He could wait a while and bring
up the subject again.

When they shook hands, Ethan found himself
enjoying the contact much more than he should have. “I’ll say one
thing for you. You’re a good sparring partner.”

“Since you oppose violence, I’m sure you’ll
want to give me a wide berth,” Jenni retorted.

“That would be my preference. However, it’s a
small town,” he teased.

She shot him a look. “I’m sure we can manage
to keep our distance.”

Ethan felt a twinge of disappointment. “Of
course. But they say distance is relative.”

He escorted her to the lobby. A weathered
farmer filling out an accident form at the front desk spotted the
newcomer. “Ma’am.” He swept the baseball cap off his head.

“Good morning. I’m Dr. Vine,” she replied
cheerfully.

“You’re the new doctor? I feel better
already,” the old fellow replied gallantly. “I mean, I feel sick.
How about an appointment?”

She laughed. “I never realized Southern men
were so courteous. Men in L.A. don’t remove their hats and they
hardly ever pay compliments.”

“They’re durn fools,” the farmer observed.
“Guess I’ll be visiting you about my arthritis soon. Just
remembered my wife’s been nagging me to get some medicine.”

“I’ll be glad to help.”

When she went out, the man gripped the
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