
Chapter One

			Jody Acosta pulled another dress off the rack and held it up for her friend Ash’s opinion.

			“It’s nice, too.”

			“That’s not helpful, Ash. Which one?”

			“Try them both on. Then you can decide.”

			Jody took both dresses to the tiny dressing room in the resale shop and modeled each one for her. “Well?”

			“Definitely the dark green one. It makes your pretty hazel eyes sparkle.”

			“You think my eyes are pretty?” Jody mentally slapped herself and focused on positive self-affirmations. One of the reasons she decided to shop for a new dress to wear to the fancy fundraiser event included pushing herself to improve her self-image. “Forget I asked that. Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome, and you’re gorgeous. Wearing that dress will have every lesbian in the room drooling.”

			“How do you know there’ll be lesbians there?”

			“It’s a fundraiser for an animal shelter. Do I need to say more? Besides, Nicole Bergeron is a lesbian and she’s hosting the event.” Ashley smirked. “If you can’t decide, buy them both. The red one looks very hot on you, too.”

			Jody changed back into her jeans and T-shirt and took the dresses to the checkout. She had to admit she looked forward to the event, new dress or not. She’d heard about it when she’d spent the weekend volunteering at the local animal shelter and saw the lack of cleaning supplies and dog food.

			“Good job,” Ashley said as she started her car.

			“Thanks for coming with me. I suck at shopping.” Jody took a deep breath and enjoyed the feeling of accomplishment. The thrift shop was the perfect place to find bargains. For the first time since her high school prom, she looked forward to getting dressed up and going out. “So, who is this Nicole?”

			“She’s the daughter of the real estate mogul of the county, Daniel Bergeron. She does a lot to support the animal shelters throughout the state.”

			“Huh,” Jody replied. “I hope this event tonight will be fun. I’m glad you agreed to go with me. I’m a little nervous.”

			“If it’s anything like the last fundraiser she hosted, it’ll be elegant and well-attended.”

			“Well, it’s for a good cause.” Jody sat up straight and took a deep breath. She could mingle with the rich and famous for one evening.

			She hung her new dresses in her closet when she got home and made sure her shoes were polished. She thought about Ashley’s elegant comment and pulled out her strappy sandals. Maybe she’d go for elegant, too. She was smiling when she grabbed her favorite body wash and turned on the shower. She finished quickly and stood before her full-length mirror for a minute. She’d never been obsessed with her weight or figure having always been active, so she wasn’t sure why she bothered to check herself out now except she’d never been to a fancy, formal, fundraiser before. She slid into her new green dress and checked her makeup before slipping on her shoes and grabbing her clutch purse.

			“You ready yet?” Ashley called from the doorway.

			“I’ll be right there.” Jody took one last look in her mirror and went to meet Ashley at the door.

			“Wow. You look amazing.” Ashley grinned and shook her head.

			“Thanks. You clean up pretty good yourself.” Jody took her arm and tugged her to her car. The ride only took fifteen minutes and Jody watched the people streaming into the building as Ashley parked her car. It looked like there would be plenty of attendees. She followed Ashley into the brightly lit space and took in the chandeliers and crystal decanters with champagne flutes strategically placed throughout the room. “You were right about the elegance,” she whispered to Ashley.

			“Yeah. It’s beautiful.” Ashley looked distracted as she searched the area for her fiancé. “Do you see Bill? He said he’d meet us at the door.”

			“There he is.” Jody pointed to Bill striding toward them. “He looks quite dashing. And you look stunning. Have fun.” Jody sauntered to one of the tables and picked up a glass of champagne. She perused the room and her gaze landed on the most dazzling woman she’d ever seen. The beauty wore an expensive looking cream tuxedo designed to perfectly fit her solid but most definitely female form. Her thick blond hair flowed to her shoulders, and when she turned toward her, Jody found herself drowning in the depths of dark chocolate sparkling eyes. Heat followed the path as her gaze traveled from her eyes to her feet and back. Her strappy sandals were a good idea. She returned the perusal and took a sip from her glass. She never was any good at the flirting thing. She took a deep breath and released it as she watched the woman glide toward her.

			“Hello. I haven’t seen you at any of my events before. My name’s Nicole.” She never broke eye contact and gently tapped her champagne glass to Jody’s.

			“It’s nice to meet you. This is the first fundraiser I’ve attended.” Jody swallowed the lump in her throat when she realized she’d just cruised the event’s hostess. “I volunteer at the animal shelter on Main Street, so I wanted to participate in the financial support. My name’s Jody.” She took another sip of the bubbly alcohol.

			“I’m glad you’re here, Jody. I’d offer you a drink but you beat me to it. Come on. I’ll show you the plan.”

			Jody had no idea what “the plan” could be, but she followed Nicole. “Sounds good. Thanks.” Several people, mainly women, interrupted their progress by trying to engage Nicole in conversation while shooting daggers at her, she suspected, because Nicole had taken her hand and hadn’t let go.

			Jody stiffened and pulled her hand away. Nicole obviously got whatever or whomever she wanted. “I’d like to see this plan you’re talking about.”

			“It’s right this way.” Nicole led her across the room to a table with several photos of various shelter animals. “I found most people are more willing to donate after they see who their money is going to support.” She smiled and waved at a couple standing across from them. “We have quite a few supporters who like to symbolically adopt one of these. They pick one from the pictures and donate in whatever name they decide to give them.” She grinned and pointed to a picture of a Dachshund pup. “That sweetie has been adopted by seven different people and has seven different names. She’s responsible for nearly half of the donations going to her shelter.” Nicole took her hand again and led her to one of the small champagne tables. “Another glass?”

			“Thank you.” Jody’s hand tingled when Nicole stroked it with her fingers as she passed her a glass. She swallowed before speaking. “How often do you hold these events?”

			“I try for two or three a year. This is the first for this year, and I’m glad you’re here. I’m afraid I need to leave you for a while to mingle.” She glanced at her gold wristwatch. “Can we meet here later? Maybe in an hour?”

			Jody’s thoughts spun like a top. Jody had no desire to be the conquest of a rich playgirl, even the intriguing Nicole. And she had no doubt that was exactly what Nicole Bergeron was. “I came with friends so I need to find them.” She smiled and headed to the area she last saw Ashley.

			She wandered around the crowded room, smiled, and nodded to a few people while sipping from her glass. When she noted her lightheadedness, she filled one of the small plates with a few hors d’oeuvres and found a bottle of sparkling water. She settled against one of the walls and people-watched while she ate. She hadn’t seen Ashley and Bill since they’d arrived, but she realized she hadn’t paid attention to anyone else once Nicole had crossed into her radar. She finished eating and went to the donation table to leave the check she’d brought for her local animal shelter. She made a circuit around the room impressed with the understated but elegant décor. She had to force herself to ignore their sad eyes pleading to be taken to a forever home as she continued her stroll and checked out the photos of the animals. Once she had enough money saved to buy her own home, she’d consider adopting a dog.

			Her thoughts turned to her mother alone in her house. Maybe she’d like a cat. She could talk to her about it when she saw her the next day. Thoughts of her mother reminded her of their pending wrongful death lawsuit. She had an appointment with the company representative on Monday to discuss the details. She found Ashley and Bill near the exit and she hoped it meant they were ready to leave. She’d met the beautiful Nicole and checked out the animals waiting for adoption. She was ready to go home, change into her sweats, and make a bowl of popcorn. “Have you seen enough?” she asked them.

			“We have. You ready to leave?”

			“Yes.” Jody glanced back toward where Nicole stood talking to an elderly gentleman.

			She pushed away thoughts of Nicole on the ride home. “Did you have a good time?” she asked.

			“We did.” Bill grinned as he spoke.

			Ashley held his hand. “This is our first time at a dressy event.” She leaned and kissed him. “He is dashing, isn’t he?”

			“Very.” Jody smiled. Ashley and Bill’s sister were friends and she’d met Bill at the welcome home party his family planned for him after he returned from deployment in Afghanistan. Jody had only ever seen him in his fatigues or jeans. He was a good guy and she was happy Ashley had found love. Lately she’d struggled to believe it would ever happen for her. She settled into the back seat of the car and enjoyed the memory of the warmth and gentleness of Nicole’s touch when she’d taken her hand.

			




Chapter Ten

			Nicole took a seat outside the dressing room door. After ten minutes of waiting, she began to regret her offer to help her cousin pick an outfit for her upcoming gala event. She had no idea why she’d asked her for help, but Nicole’s mother had insisted that she assist her for no other reason than she didn’t want her showing up in tattered jeans like she had at the last one. As far as Nicole was concerned, she looked terrific in the dress she’d worn for the shopping expedition. She pulled out her phone while she waited and looked up Jody. She hadn’t asked Caleb to do a background check on her, and she didn’t plan to, but curiosity got the better of her. She’d graduated from the local community college with a degree in finance, and she’d been employed by a local furniture store since her graduation. She put her phone away deciding she’d rather get to know Jody on a face-to-face basis. Her cousin stepped out of the dressing room in a beautiful sparkling light beige gown that highlighted her smooth bronze skin and deep brown eyes. She smiled and Nicole grinned. “That is perfect for you!”

			“Thank you, Nicky. I like it, too.” She twirled and batted her eyelashes.

			Nicole hated being called Nicky, and she blamed her brother for calling her that when they were kids. Their cousin picked it up and Nicole had been Nicky to her ever since. “Ready to go home?” Nicole was done with shopping. She dropped her cousin off at home and headed to Sparks for company. It was too early for many dancers, but several women sat at tables and a few lined the bar. She didn’t see anyone familiar so she ordered a drink and found a good vantage point from where to watch the room. She sipped her drink and began to relax. She’d nearly finished her drink when the platinum blonde she’d seen with Emma ambled through the door. She watched her scan the room and grin when their gazes met. Within a minute she was beside her at the bar.

			“Can I buy you a refill?” Her warm breath tickled her neck when she leaned close to whisper the request.

			Nicole’s curiosity got the better of her. She wanted to know who this woman was. “I’d like that,” she whispered back. She finished her first drink and set the empty glass on the bar.

			“What’s your name?” The blonde pressed her breast against her arm.

			“Nicole. What’s yours?”

			“Delia.”

			Nicole stepped back from Delia’s gyrating breasts against her arm. She looked at her watch and feigned surprise. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m late for an appointment. We’ll continue this another time.” She rushed to her car and didn’t look back as she drove out of the parking lot. Now she knew who busty Delia was. Nothing compared to Jody. She drove home, changed into leggings and an oversized shirt, and plopped onto her couch with a cup of hot chocolate. She picked up a book and stretched out with her feet up. After reading a few pages, she put the book down and went to her computer to update her notification for the next animal shelter fundraiser. She printed out the advertising flyer as she did with every event to check for errors. Then she reserved the venue, contacted the caterer, and wrote herself a note to check all the local animal shelters for models. She closed down her computer and went back to her book. Her phone interrupted her before she finished a chapter. “Hi, Jody.”

			“Hi, Nicole. I wanted to let you know that there is a week-old litter of poodle puppies in the shelter on Main Street. I thought they might make a great photo spread for your next fundraiser.”

			Nicole grinned at Jody’s enthusiasm. “Thanks for letting me know. I actually had heard about them already. I think you’re right about the photos.”

			“I thought we could stop on Wednesday on the way home if you’d like to take some pictures.”

			“Let’s plan on it. Thank you for suggesting it.”

			“Okay.” Jody was quiet for a heartbeat. “Did I interrupt your reading?”

			“I’m kind of distracted tonight anyway, so no problem.”

			“Distracted? God, I’m sorry. You’re probably not alone.”

			“No, Jody, it’s okay. I’m alone. My mind keeps wandering for some reason.”

			“Chamomile.”

			“What?”

			“Whenever I can’t sleep or shut my mind off, I make a cup of chamomile tea. Works every time.” Jody’s voice held a smile.

			“I’ll give it a try. Thanks.” Nicole knew she didn’t have any chamomile tea, but she did appreciate Jody’s suggestion.

			“Okay. I’ll let you go. I wanted to let you know about the pups.”

			“Thank you. I’ll see you Wednesday.” Nicole hesitated. She wanted to keep Jody on the phone for some unknown reason. Wednesday could develop tension between them and she wanted to hang on to the pleasant feeling of this call.

			“Good night, Nicole.” Jody disconnected the call.

			Nicole went back to reading her book surprised at how much more settled she felt after talking to Jody. She made a mental note to buy some chamomile tea on her next shopping trip. She set her book aside and was smiling as she drifted into sleep.

			The next morning Nicole rose early to head back to the animal shelter to get more shots of the poodle pups. She hoped to find Jody there, but she was probably at work. She ate breakfast and filled a travel mug with coffee before heading out the door.

			“Hi, Nicole,” one of the volunteers called from the puppy room.

			“Hey, Hanna. How are the new ones?”

			“Great. You here for pictures?”

			“I am.” Nicole could swear the puppies had doubled in size overnight. “They’re growing like crazy.”

			“I know. They’re a bunch of cuties, though.”

			Nicole followed Hanna to get a closer look at them. She’d often thought of adopting a dog, especially since she knew firsthand how many were tossed into shelters, abandoned to a life trapped in a cage. It was also why she donated money to have fenced runs installed in many of the shelters. At least they could have some time outdoors in the sun and fresh air. Maybe she’d consider one of these as soon as they were old enough to be adopted. “Have you started to take dibs on adoptions yet?

			“You can be the first. Dr. Meyers will be back today to check on them, but she told me yesterday that they all looked plenty healthy.”

			Nicole watched the pile of pups crawling over each other. One sat quietly off to the side, its bright brown eyes beseeching her to give it a home. “I think I’ve been chosen.” She pointed to the puppy.

			“That’s one of the three females. She’s going to be one of the bigger ones in Dr. Meyers’s opinion.” Hanna held out her hand but the puppy’s gaze never wavered. “Her vision seems to be clearing faster than her siblings.”

			Nicole smiled and squatted to be able to look closer. “What do you think, little one? You want to spend your life with me?” She watched as the tiny tail moved slightly. It was probably gas, but she took it as a sign and turned to Hanna. “She’s mine. Please let me know when Dr. Meyers says she’s old enough to bring home.”

			“Absolutely and congratulations. You’re a mom.” Hanna registered the adoption on the paperwork the shelter kept on all their animals. “Name yet?”

			“For now, let’s call her Tiny.” Nicole took a few close-up shots of her new dependent and swore she was posing as she tilted her head when Nicole cooed at her. “I’ll see you later, little one.” She waved to Hanna as she went to her car. If she stayed any longer she might take home the whole litter. As she drove to work, she made a mental list of puppy items she’d need when she brought Tiny home. She grinned as she drove, surprised that a helpless puppy could bring her such happiness. She couldn’t wait to share her news with Jody and that thought startled her. Jody was an animal lover. That’s all it was. She called her before going in her building.

			“Hi, Nicole.”

			She scrambled to come up with a logical excuse for calling. “I got to work and I was thinking I’d take a look at all the paperwork I have on your father’s accident. If you have your copies I thought maybe we could compare them at lunchtime.”

			“I’m at work and I don’t have them with me, but I could stop at home and get them and meet you somewhere.”

			“Am I wrong to presume I have more flexibility as far as how long I’m gone for lunch than you do?”

			“No, but I can take an hour and a half.”

			“Okay. Can I invite myself over to your place? I think we’ll have more room to spread out.” Nicole held her breath and waited.

			“Sure. We’ll use my dining room table.”

			“Great. I’ll see you about twelve fifteen.” Nicole put her phone away and forced herself to concentrate on work.

			

			




Chapter Eleven

			Jody tried to remember if she had any clothes or dishes strewn around her apartment but decided it didn’t matter. Nicole invited herself over so it would be what it would be. Ashley called her a neat freak, so she relaxed and concentrated on pricing the inventory she’d been working on. She checked the time and wondered if the clock had stopped, so she double-checked it on her computer and it matched. She mentally shook herself and wondered how she’d come to a point of looking forward to spending time with Nicole. The first time she’d seen her across the room at the fundraiser, she’d immediately caught her eye, but she was a beautiful woman. Now that she knew who Nicole was, she ought to feel angry and push her away. She was looking forward to scrutinizing all the evidence of the accident, but wasn’t fooling herself that she was also looking forward to spending time with her. She checked the time again and grinned. Ten more minutes. She finished what she was working on and let Pete know she was leaving for lunch before heading to her car. She mentally scrolled through the items in her refrigerator as she drove. Nicole would probably have her own lunch. If not, Jody hoped she liked tuna. She parked and her phone chimed just as she walked through her door. She squashed the disappointment that surged when she thought it might be Nicole canceling and answered it. “Hello.”

			“Hi, Jody. Do you like pizza?”

			“Yes. Very much.”

			“Vegetarian okay?”

			“Perfect. Thank you.”

			Five minutes later, Nicole was at her door carrying two pizza boxes. 

			“That smells divine. Get in here quick.” Jody stepped out of her way and closed the door before rushing to get plates, silverware, and napkins.

			“I’m glad it’s okay with you. I figured since I invited myself over, the least I could do is feed you.” Nicole set the boxes on the table and opened them.

			“I’ve got Coke, water, or 7 Up.” Jody stood with the refrigerator door open.

			“Coke please.” Nicole was piling pizza on two plates.

			“Mmm. Where did you get this pizza?” Jody reminded herself to chew. “This is the best pizza I’ve ever had.”

			“It’s kind of a neighborhood secret. A tiny mom-and-pop place half a mile north of town. They’ve been there for years.” Nicole took a bite, chewed, and swallowed before continuing. “My brother found it one day and my whole family has been getting pizza there since.”

			“Thanks for bringing it. I’m not sure I want to find it. I’ll be three hundred pounds by the end of the year.” Jody grinned but knew the truth of her words. It had taken her years to lose the extra weight she’d carried throughout high school. She cleaned off the table when they finished eating and retrieved her paperwork. “Hopefully, this paper shuffling won’t give us indigestion. I’m stuffed.”

			“Yeah. Me, too. But it was worth it.” Nicole grinned and leaned back in her chair. “Oh. I have something to tell you. Well, I want to tell you because I’m excited about it. I have someone new in my life. Her name is Tiny.”

			“Your girlfriend’s name is Tiny?” Jody worked to keep the disappointment out of her voice as the scene of the attractive woman crawling out of Nicole’s car flashed through her mind.

			“Girlfriend? I don’t have a girlfriend. I’m adopting one of those poodle puppies.” Nicole smiled and took a sip of Coke.

			“A puppy. That’s great. I’ll have to stop by the shelter tonight and see her.” Jody hoped her relief didn’t show. “What made you decide to adopt a puppy?”

			“She picked me.”

			Jody chuckled.

			“Honest. She did. I took some pictures and she sat off to the side staring at me.”

			“I see.” Jody grinned, but she understood. “And her name?”

			“Hanna told me that Dr. Meyers told her she’d be one of the biggest of the litter, so Tiny felt appropriate.”

			Jody shrugged. “Makes sense to me.” She broke out laughing and Nicole joined her.

			“Let’s look at the papers we talked about.” Jody spread her copies out in front of her.

			Nicole did the same and they matched up each group. “It looks like you have the same information I do.” She compared both copies of the medical examiner’s report. “I’ll request the final copy of this when I get back to my office. I don’t think it’ll be any different but it can’t hurt.”

			“I thought the same thing. Why didn’t we get the final copy right away?”

			“Who knows? Bureaucracy? I think it goes through several hands before it’s finalized, and in accident cases, they want to get cause and manner of death released as soon as possible so the family can get the death certificate. I’ll check on it.”

			Jody refilled their glasses and reviewed all the other papers. She read the incident report carefully. It didn’t seem possible that her father had lost control of the Hi-Lo and crashed into the rack, but that’s what the report said. “Did you say we’re going to talk to workers who were there?”

			“Yes. I notified them already and they’re more than happy to help.” Nicole collected her papers and put them into her briefcase. “If I stay a few more minutes will it make you late?”

			Jody checked her watch. “Nope. I told my boss I’d be an hour and a half.”

			“Did your dad ever talk about having a locker at work?”

			“Not that I remember. I can ask Mom. Why?”

			“I don’t have a record of him having one, but I know the guys share them sometimes.” Nicole finished her glass of Coke. “I’ll double-check today. We can check it out on Wednesday.”

			“Sounds good. Thank you for the pizza. I enjoyed it and your company. I don’t think I’ve told you how much I appreciate you letting me participate in the review of the information.”

			“No problem. I can’t imagine how awful it must have been for you and your mom. I hope we can find a definitive answer for you.”

			“Me, too. Mom is tired and wants to move on.” Jody turned to hold Nicole’s gaze. “Do you think I’m being unkind by pushing for resolution?”

			“I can’t know how difficult it must be to try to move on from a tragedy like that, so I understand your need for closure. Your mother seems like a strong lady. She’ll probably let you know when she’s had enough.”

			Jody sighed. “Yeah. I just want to know what happened, you know?”

			“I do, and I’ll do my best to help.” Nicole touched her hand briefly. “I’ll let you get back to work.” She stood and took her glass to the kitchen sink. “Thanks again for meeting me today.” She smiled and left.

			Jody squelched her disappointment. She’d hoped for something. Anything that would prove her father’s innocence in the accident, but she wasn’t going to give up. Not yet. She went back to work and turned her attention to pricing inventory. She finished the day and decided to swing by the animal shelter on her way home.

			“Jody! It’s good to see you,” Hanna said. “Are you here to see the puppies? They’ve brought more traffic through here than I’ve ever seen.”

			Jody laughed. “I’m only here to see Tiny. I heard she was adopted.”

			Hanna laughed with her. “Nicole Bergeron claimed her yesterday. I’m glad at least one of the litter has a home. So, you want one?” Hanna looked expectantly at her.

			“I’m not ready yet, Hanna. I don’t even think my apartment complex allows pets. I’m waiting until I have a little house.” Jody watched the puppies for a few minutes and waved at Tiny after Hanna introduced her before leaving. She stopped at her mother’s on the way home. “Hi, Mom,” she called from the doorway.

			“Hi, honey. Come on in. I’m in the living room.”

			Jody found her mom in her usual chair with her needlepoint. “You’re making progress.” She kissed her mother on her cheek and settled on her couch.

			“I am. I found this larger project this morning. Hazel and I are getting together once a week with another lady from my book club to have a needlepoint day. It’s fun.” She set aside what she was working on. “So, how are you doing, honey?”

			“I’m good. I met with Nicole today to compare paperwork regarding Dad’s accident. We have the same ones as she does.”

			“Ah. Is there anything more that she can do for us? This can’t linger forever I suppose.”

			“She’s following up on the medical examiner’s report. She has the same preliminary copy as we do.” Jody sighed and turned the conversation to her mother’s friends and the book her club was reading. If there was any new information from the suit, she believed Nicole would update her. “How do you feel about leftover pizza?”

			“Sounds yummy!” Her mother stood and followed Jody to the kitchen.

			Jody reheated the leftover pizza and sat across from her mother. “Have you thought anymore about adopting a pet?”

			“I have, actually. My friend Jeanie is looking for a home for her Main Coon. He’s a sweet cat but her husband has become allergic to him. She’s willing to give me all his toys and litter box. What do you think?”

			“I think it might be nice for you. Does he have a name?” She thought of Nicole’s Tiny.

			“Jeanie calls him Mr. Grumbles. I guess he makes grumbling noises when he wants to eat.”

			“Makes sense.” Jody finished her pizza and wrapped the leftover pieces in foil for her mother. “I’d like a dog someday I think. Not until I have a house though. I guess I’ll head home.” She kissed her mother’s cheek. “Call if you need anything.” Jody drove home with her thoughts bouncing between a puppy and a kitten.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Nicole left work with a wave to Stacy and headed to the animal shelter. Tiny and her littermates were sound asleep when she entered the building to check on them. She watched them sleep for a few minutes before collecting cleaning supplies and working on the dog runs. Her mind wandered to Tiny and how she’d be able to balance her puppyhood with her job. She could probably make an area for her in her office, but potty training would a challenge. Maybe it was a bad idea to adopt a puppy. She second-guessed her decision several times until she went back to check on them and Tiny bounced toward her. Her tail worked a little better than the previous day and her eyes seemed to focus on her. She realized it was going to be a long few weeks until she could bring her home. “Hey, Tiny. You’ve got a permanent home when you’re old enough to leave your littermates. We’re going to have a great life together.” Nicole continued to talk and Tiny never wavered with her gaze. “I’m going to go home now and begin puppy-proofing my house. You be a good girl and finish all your food so you’ll grow up to be big and strong.” Nicole turned to head to her car and nearly bumped into Hanna.

			“You are going to make a great puppy mom,” she said.

			“Thanks. It’ll be a learning experience for us both.” Nicole grinned and pushed aside the minor embarrassment at getting caught talking to a week-old puppy. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She stopped on her way home to look at doggy beds and bought four. She took the examiner’s report out of her briefcase when she got home and reviewed it before writing a formal request for the final copy. She put it in an envelope with plans to drop it off at the post office the next day. She couldn’t imagine it would be any different than what she had, but it would put Jody’s mind at ease. Hers too she realized. She placed each of Tiny’s new beds in different rooms. Once she brought her home, they could be moved if necessary. She ate dinner, changed, and headed out the door. It had been a while since she’d been to Sparks, and she looked forward to some female company and maybe some dancing. The bar was crowded when she walked in, so she stood by the door and scanned the room. She didn’t see Emma or Delia anywhere, but it didn’t mean anything. The place was full of lesbians and there had to be a few single ones in the group. She ordered a drink and stood at the bar watching the few dancers. She noticed a couple leave and went to claim the table. She relaxed and enjoyed the atmosphere while she sipped her drink. Her mind wandered to Tiny, and she acknowledged a sliver of apprehension at the responsibility she was about to take on. She shifted in her seat and turned toward the door as a familiar face appeared. She suppressed her surprise and smiled when Jody turned to approach her.

			“Is this seat taken?” Jody asked.

			“It is now.” Nicole stood. “Red wine?”

			“Yes. Thank you.”

			Nicole took a deep breath while she waited at the bar for Jody’s wine. They had quite a bit more of the facts in her father’s death case to review and spending social time together might be ill-advised, but she couldn’t ignore the pleasure that flowed through her when she’d seen her enter the room. “Here you go.” She set Jody’s glass in front of her.

			“Thank you.” Jody took a sip and set the glass down. “I wasn’t sure I’d see you here.”

			“I was here a few days ago, but I didn’t stay long. I’ve been stopping at the shelter after work to check on Tiny.”

			“She’s a cutie. I think she’ll be a good companion for you.” Jody took a swallow of her wine. “Would you dance with me? I mean since we’re both here…”

			“I’d like that.” Nicole stood, took Jody’s hand, and pulled her to the dance floor. “Since we’re both here and all,” she whispered in her ear as she held her.

			“I think I find myself in an awkward position.” Jody moved to put a small space between them. “It feels wonderful to dance with you, but we’re in the middle of a dispute over the cause of my father’s death.”

			“I get it.” Nicole led Jody back to the table. “I have an idea.”

			Jody looked at her but remained silent.

			“I think we should declare Sparks a neutral zone. While we’re here, there’ll be no talk of lawsuits or anything related. Okay?”

			Jody smiled. “I think that sounds perfect.”

			Nicole smiled back. It did sound perfect. “So, do you want to dance some more?”

			Jody stood and reached for her hand. “Let’s.”

			Nicole checked her watch when they sat back at the table. “How long can you stay tonight?”

			“I should head home pretty soon. I’m sort of celebrating finishing up recording our new inventory today.”

			“Time for another wine?” Nicole knew she was pushing but couldn’t stop.

			“One more,” Jody said.

			Nicole went to the bar and returned with Jody’s wine and a ginger ale. “Here you go.” She set the glass in front of Jody.

			“Thank you. I visited Tiny today. She’s growing fast. They all are.” Jody sipped her wine.

			“I visit her every day. I went to buy her a bed yesterday and bought four of them. I’m afraid she’s going to be a spoiled puppy.” Nicole took a drink of her ginger ale.

			“Let’s dance one more time before I go, okay?” Jody asked.

			“Sure.” Nicole stood and reached for Jody’s hand before drawing her into her arms. She held her close as they moved to the music and reluctantly released her when it stopped.

			“Thanks for the lovely evening,” Jody spoke softly as she stepped back.

			“I’ll walk you out.” Nicole followed Jody to her car and waved as she drove away. She took a deep breath and reminded herself she needed to keep her distance. At least until this lawsuit was resolved, but she was smiling as she drove home.

			She grabbed a sparkling water from her fridge when she got home and downloaded the pictures from her camera to her computer. It was too late to start creating flyers, so she organized them by group and closed down her laptop. She checked her calendar and circled the date she’d planned for the next fundraiser before heading to bed.

			She woke the next morning to her phone. “Morning, Caleb. What’s up?”

			“I wanted to update you on the gala party, thingy, whatever Mom is calling it this year. She wants it to be ‘super fancy.’”

			“That doesn’t sound any different than previous years.” She climbed out of bed and put on her robe while she switched her phone to her other hand.

			“Maybe you ought to give her a call. I think she has the idea that you’re in charge of it. Are you?”

			“Hell, no. I don’t even want to be there. It was enough I had to take our cousin shopping for a dress. This yearly event is Mom’s baby. Let her be in charge.” Nicole began to pace.

			“I have a feeling she’ll be calling you soon, so be warned.” Caleb disconnected the call.

			“Damn!” Nicole made coffee and mentally reviewed the work she had planned for the warehouse the coming week. Most importantly, Wednesday with Jody. She ate breakfast, showered, and headed to work.

			“Good morning, Stacy.” Nicole went into her office and checked the stack of work orders in her in-box. She booted up her computer and began the work for the day. She took a break after an hour and went to make her daily walk-through on the warehouse floor. Satisfied that everything was in order, she went back to her office. “Would you please put this in today’s mail, Stacy?” She handed her the envelope addressed to the medical examiner. “Thank you.”

			“Are you okay this morning?” Stacy asked.

			“I’m fine, why?”

			“You seem distracted.”

			Nicole sighed. “My mother’s planning her yearly world-renowned fancy social event and it sounds like she wants me to take over planning it.”

			“Ah. I suppose I could help. Maybe. If you think I’d be helpful,” Stacy’s voice trailed off as she offered.

			Nicole smiled at her office manager. She was phenomenal at her job, but she hated parties. “Thank you for the offer, Stacy, but I have a party planner in mind if Mom forces this on me. I’ll let them do their thing. By the way, the envelope I gave you is a request for the final coroner’s report on the Acosta case. Please bring it to me as soon as it arrives.”

			“Will do.”

			Nicole went back to her office and forced away memories of Jody and their evening together. She worked until noon and ordered a pizza lunch for the workers. That reminded her of the lunch she’d shared with Jody at her apartment. She took a walk on the warehouse floor to distract herself. She passed the Hi-Los and thought of Jody as she touched the one her father had driven. She walked around the rack they’d stopped to look at and had caused Jody’s tears. She gave up and went back to her office to turn her thoughts to payroll. She finished and collected all the information she had on Harold Acosta’s case. She couldn’t find anything new and put it all away until Wednesday. “I’m going to head home, Stacy. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She headed to her car and decided to skip a visit to Tiny and had a hard time suppressing her anticipation at seeing Jody on Wednesday.

			




Chapter Thirteen

			Jody finished cleaning the last dog run and put away the cleaning supplies. She’d taken her time hoping Nicole might show up to visit Tiny, but it was near dark so she gave up and went home. Nicole had no reason to seek her out, but Jody held out hope that she would. She needed to reset her expectations. They were going to investigate her father’s accident on Wednesday and things could get tense. She focused on her paperwork when she got home and sat to watch the news. When she rose to make herself a cup of tea, she noticed a message on her phone. She returned Ashley’s call.

			“Hey, Jody. Thanks for calling me back.”

			“Sure.”

			“I wanted to make sure we’re still on for Friday night.”

			“Absolutely. I’m looking forward to it.”

			“Me, too. Do you want to stop to eat on the way?” Ashley asked.

			“Good idea. Do you want to meet at the restaurant?”

			“That sounds good. See you about seven?”

			“Yeah. How’s Bill?”

			“He’s great. We went to the church today to make reservations and talk to the minister.”

			“Wow. Time is flying. Have I told you how happy I am for you two?” Jody squelched a stab of regret for not keeping in closer touch with her. “Let me know when we need to go for fittings.” Jody smiled and stifled an image of her and Nicole dancing at the wedding.

			“We can talk about it Friday,” Ashley said.

			“Good. I’ll see you Friday.” Jody put her phone away and went to bed. The next morning, she stopped at her mother’s to check on her.

			“Good morning, honey. Is everything okay?” Her mother looked worried.

			“Yes. Everything’s fine, Mom. I wanted to say hello and make sure you were doing all right.”

			“Do you have time for a cup of coffee?”

			“Sure.” Jody sat in her seat and took a bite of one of the chocolate chip cookies her mother set in the middle of the table. “These are good,” she mumbled with her mouth full.

			“Hazel made them. They’re leftovers from our book club meeting. Is there anything new with the warehouse?”

			“We’re going to talk to dad’s fellow workers tomorrow. I don’t know if we’ll find out anything new, but it’s worth a try.”

			“Let me know what happens.”

			“You know I will, Mom.” Jody sipped her coffee.

			“I know you will. I’m just a little anxious.”

			“We might not find anything, Mom, but I appreciate Nicole letting me stay involved.”

			“Are you two getting along all right?” Her mom looked worried.

			“Oh yeah. No problems.” Jody smiled at the memory of holding Nicole while they danced. “No problems at all.” Jody hugged her mother and left for work.

			Jody finished updating the store’s books by noon and left for lunch. She settled in the small restaurant she’d been in when she’d seen Nicole and the beautiful woman. She reminded herself that Nicole probably had beautiful women falling at her feet everywhere she went. She’d said she didn’t have a girlfriend and Jody shook off the feeling that she was probably one of many women to have fallen under her spell. She finished her sandwich and took a 7 Up to go back to her office. She finished the afternoon and stopped by her mother’s on the way home. “Hi, Mom,” she called from the door. She stepped inside and nearly tripped over a huge furry cat. “Mr. Grumbles I presume.” She ran her hand over his back as he rubbed against her leg.

			“Hi, dear. I see you’ve met Mr. Grumbles.” Her mother leaned against the kitchen wall and grinned.

			“He’s a friendly one, isn’t he?” Jody continued to pet him.

			“I never realized how much joy a pet could be. He’s been curled in my lap all afternoon after Jeanie dropped him off.”

			“I’m glad, Mom. I’m sure Jeanie misses him.” Jody had to admit the warmth of his body and his purring was calming.

			“I have a chicken roasting if you’re interested,” her mother said.

			“Yum.” Jody sat on her mother’s couch and smiled when Mr. Grumbles settled in her lap.

			“Are you nervous about tomorrow, honey?”

			Jody thought for a moment. “Not nervous, but it sounds like the company did a thorough examination of everything, so Nicole
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