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Chapter 1

 

 

As Sarah Meyer watched the Marbleville County sheriff’s deputy tap on the screen of his iPad, she hugged herself to hold back her fear. The usual coziness of her living room now felt unsafe and frightening. Having the deputy there should have helped her feel more secure, but the gangly young man looked barely out of his teens, almost too skinny for his khaki uniform.

Nevertheless, his blue eyes were kind and his expression empathetic. “You’re sure nothing but the Christmas presents were stolen, Mrs. Meyer?” 

“Hanukkah presents,” Sarah said reflexively. This time of year, most folks assumed a pile of gifts were for tucking under a Christmas tree. “There wasn’t anything else of value.”

“So just a few toys,” the deputy said.

She nodded, feeling sick inside. Most of what she’d tucked away in her bedroom closet had been inexpensive items for her eight-year-old son, Aaron. Gold foil-covered chocolate coins, Black Panther underwear, a few Wimpy Kid books. But the big prize, the gift she’d planned to give Aaron on the eighth night of Hanukkah, had been a Hogwarts LEGO set.

Two hundred dollars, and that had been a lucky find on Craigslist. Aaron had begged for it last Hanukkah, then for his birthday in February. It had taken Sarah months to save up enough for such an extravagant purchase. There was no way she could replace it now.

The deputy’s radio squawked and Sarah jumped at the noise. The young man spoke into it, glancing over at Sarah.

“You don’t have to stay,” Sarah said. “The locksmith is on his way and my son is safe at his grandparents.” Her parents had been the first call Sarah had made, even before 911. Once she’d discovered that someone had broken in, she hadn’t let Aaron step so much as a toe inside.

“Who’d you call for the locks?” the deputy asked.

“Jake Goldman.”

The deputy nodded. As small a town as Hart Valley was, the young man would know Jake. “You mind if I wait in my cruiser until he arrives?”

“No problem.”

The deputy walked out. A prickle traveled up Sarah’s spine at the solitude. Thank God Jake would be here soon.

Other than brief chance meetings in town, and a nod hello at the congregation’s small Shabbat services, Sarah hadn’t spoken to Jake since the memorial for her husband, Ian. 

But Jake and Ian had been best friends. They’d had their bar mitzvah a week apart from each other as thirteen-year-olds, and they’d served together in Afghanistan, the only two Jewish men in the unit. Between them they’d managed a Passover dinner last spring at their base in Paktika province.

And Jake had been twenty feet away from Ian twelve months ago when a sniper’s bullet had found Sarah’s husband.

Sarah’s gaze strayed to their wedding photo on the mantle, like it did a hundred times a day since Ian’s death. Ian’s Medal of Honor hung from one corner of the frame. The medal with its star and eagle never had a chance to gather dust considering how often Aaron asked to hold it.

Ian had been running toward a pair of fallen comrades, PFCs who were under his command. The chaplain had told Sarah that Ian had drawn fire away from those two downed privates, saving the life of one. The other had already died.

The walls of her living room seemed to close in on her. She stepped outside, the December cold immediately cutting through her wool sweater. It was too chilly to be out here, but she felt safer on the porch than inside. She settled on the front porch swing.

The wide, deep lawn that stretched to the gravel road was frosted with ice. No streetlamps out here, five miles from town. They were the last house on the road, with nothing but a turnaround past their property.

Ian had hated for her and Aaron to be alone in this house when he was on deployment. He’d wanted them to move into Marbleville rather than tiny Hart Valley, had wanted them closer to the small Jewish community in the county seat.

But his parents owned the house, and had offered it to Ian and Sarah when they’d retired and moved to San Diego. It had been hard to say no when she and Ian could save up for their own place by living here rent-free.

But their isolation had made them a tempting target of whatever thieves had broken in. Sarah could just barely see lights from her nearest neighbor. In the summer when the oak trees between them were thick with leaves, the neighbors’ houses were invisible to one another at night.

She spotted headlights approaching, illuminating the curve of the road. A few moments later, Jake’s white pickup truck emerged. He passed the house, circling the turnaround before parking near the concrete walkway leading up to the porch.

Sarah realized she was holding her breath. The links between Jake and Ian were so strong that having Jake here was almost like Ian returning. Except Ian would never come back, and she couldn’t breathe from the pain of that.

Then Jake swung from the truck, a shadow barely lit by the porch light that just reached him. As he strode up the walk with his big toolbox, his features clarified. His high cheekbones, cleft chin, dark eyes. He’d let his straight dark hair grow out after his Army discharge. Now it looked in need of a trim.

The deputy drove away as Jake climbed the stairs. He seemed to get taller with each step higher. She’d forgotten that at six-foot-three, Jake topped Ian’s height by four inches, and towered over her own five-five.

Sarah quickly got to her feet. “Thanks for coming out so late.”

“Absolutely no problem,” Jake said.

His presence brought her heartache and comfort all at once. He was a stark reminder of Ian’s absence. But at the same time, seeing Jake brought back cherished memories of her late husband.

Ian had always been the somber one, Jake more cheerful. But Sarah didn’t know if she could bear one of Jake’s characteristic grins right now. It would remind her too much of Ian’s gentler smile.

But Jake must have sensed how fragile she was because he just nodded toward the house. “You said it was just the front deadbolt?”

“The deputy checked the back door and all the windows,” Sarah told Jake as she led him inside. “He told me the rest of the house looked secure.”

“I’ll take a look anyway.” He crossed the living room to check the front window.

Sarah swung the front door shut, even though it wouldn’t latch. Jake raised a brow at the wooden rod she had in the window track, her poor man’s security system.

After he’d checked every pane of glass in the living room, he asked, “How about the bedrooms?”

Sarah could feel herself blushing, which was silly. Still, she felt awkward leading Jake into her and Ian’s room. Just her room now.

Anger darkened Jake’s eyes when he saw the mess. The thieves had pawed through her dresser drawers, spilled some of the clothes on the floor.

Sarah quickly scooped up her panties and bras, T-shirts, and sweaters, and tossed them into the hamper. It sickened her to think of putting on a pair of panties the thieves might have fingered. She wished she could just throw everything into the trash, but she didn’t have the money to replace it all. She’d just have to wash everything and be satisfied with that. 

As Jake had in the living room, he inspected the window glass in the two bedroom windows for any cracks. Ian had installed locks here, flip up levers that kept the window from opening more than a few inches. Jake nodded his head in approval, then they went to Aaron’s room.

While Jake examined the windows there, Sarah gathered up her son’s clothes from the floor. What the thieves had scattered was mixed up with Aaron’s usual little boy mess. She took the pile of clothes back to her room and added them to her laundry hamper.

Jake took a quick look at the small bathroom window, then they went through the kitchen to the service porch. Spying the back doorknob, he frowned at her. “I’m surprised they didn’t come in this way, considering you’ve only got a thumb lock.”

“Ian was going to replace it,” Sarah said. “When he...” Got back.

“Yeah,” Jake said, the word sounding squeezed tight. “I’ll put in a deadbolt here and replace the one they drilled through in the front.”

Sarah glanced at her watch. Nearly eleven. “It’s too late for so much work.”

“I’m not leaving here until your house is secure. Ian would have my butt if I didn’t make sure you and Aaron were safe.” He swung the toolbox up on the dryer. “Need a few more tools.”

He squeezed past her in the narrow service porch. As he continued on toward the living room, a longing caught Sarah by surprise. She wanted to call him back, to ask him to hold her for just a moment.

As he went out the front door, Sarah realized that hardly anyone really touched her. There were Aaron’s sweet hugs, only at night-time now that he was a big boy, and the occasional embrace from one of the ladies at the congregation. The depth of her ache for physical contact shocked her.

She hurried to grab the hamper and started a load of wash. When Jake returned with power tools and a pair of deadbolt locksets, Sarah went out to the kitchen. To stay out of his way, and because she felt so tender and needy being close to him.

Even so, she felt so much safer with Jake nearby. She leaned against the chipped Formica counter and watched him work through the open pocket door to the service porch. 

Ian had been handy around the house too. Sometimes she would just stare at her husband’s hands as they manipulated the tools. She would imagine those hands on her.

Just for a flash, it was Jake’s hands brushing her
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