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Dedication

For those who have lost everything . . . may you have

the courage to reinvent yourself and, like Evangeline,

discover you have more within than you ever lost.
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Chapter One

Evangeline Austen walked into the small room with an inmate number—not her name—on her shirt. The one she’d been given four years and twenty-seven days ago. Her canvas shoes—no laces, for safety reasons—squeaked on the worn linoleum during the short trek from the door to the single chair in front of the panel’s long table. She kept her hands clasped together, but that didn’t keep the handcuffs connected by chains to the shackles on her ankles from clanking with her every step. Before she sat, she looked each of the three people seated at the table in front of her in the eye.

The parole board held her future—and quite possibly her life—in their hands.

She wanted them to see her. Not as some number or case, but as a real person who had served far more time than she deserved and had paid a higher price than she owed.

She’d done it, if not happily, then without complaint.

She’d learned her lesson, just not the one that came with a six-year prison sentence. No, the lessons she learned were for life: You are the only person you can truly trust and count on. Everyone else will disappoint you. Some will even sell you out.

Evangeline tuned out the litany of preliminary protocols they needed on the record to begin the hearing.

“Miss Austen?”

She met the parole examiner’s gaze.

“You pled guilty to the charges I’ve just listed.”

Not a question, but if the Patrick Stewart—Professor Xavier from X-Men—look-alike without the British charm, accent, or superpowers wanted an answer, she’d give him one. “Yes.”

“Please tell us what happened the night you were arrested for driving a vehicle carrying stolen goods.”

At the time, one seemed to have nothing to do with the other. She’d been completely in the dark and young and naïve enough to believe nothing bad would ever happen to her. She thought she was just helping out, doing her part. She’d done it a hundred times.

No big deal.

Or so she thought.

“I was making a delivery when a cop flashed his lights and pulled me over.” Not just any police officer. No, her ex-boyfriend’s best friend had busted her. He’d made it clear from the word go he didn’t like her. That night, Corporal Chris Chambers turned ruthless to earn his promotion to sergeant.

Up until that point, she’d lived a good life. She’d never been in trouble, gotten a speeding ticket, or had an argument that couldn’t be forgotten with an I’m sorry. Two weeks from turning twenty, she’d thought she had her whole, wonderful life ahead of her.

Stupid girl.

She could see it all so clearly now. That night, she hadn’t known what hit her. “The officer searched the truck and trailer”—Like he knew he’d find something—“and discovered several cases of stolen wine”—Thirty-two total, four of which contained high-priced, rare-vintage bottles—“hidden inside the stacks of hay I was hauling.”

“Wine stolen from Campi Verde Winery,” the soccer-mom-blond parole examiner stated, like Evangeline had stolen her favorite white and red stress relievers that helped her recover from those raucous after-school playdates. Soccer Mom didn’t know what it was like to walk into a place like this and have someone look at your pretty face and want to cut it just to make you as ugly as they were on the inside. They wanted to take you down because there was no going up in a jungle like this without earning your stripes by causing others pain.

Survival of the fittest.

Fight or die.

Only the strong survive.

She’d had to find a strength she never thought she possessed or needed in her previous life. Those early months, when others wanted to take their shot at her, she’d tapped into something primal. They’d left her bruised, battered, bloody, and scarred in body and soul, but they hadn’t destroyed her.

They’d transformed her.

They’d taken that stupid girl and turned her into an emotionless badass Evangeline didn’t recognize.

If they let her out, she wondered if she’d be able to shed the 2.0 version and upgrade to something better, because she didn’t much like herself these days. Always looking over her shoulder. Always ready for a fight. Never one to smile or be kind. Not if she wanted to be left alone.

And she did, because when you were alone no one could hurt you.

Soccer Mom waited for an answer.

“Yes, someone stole the wine from the winery warehouse.”

“You weren’t charged with stealing the wine, only transporting stolen goods with the intent to sell.”

They couldn’t prove she’d been the one to break into the winery and steal the cases.

Because I didn’t do it.

She didn’t profess her innocence now, or spew some sob story about how she was set up. They didn’t want to hear that bullshit. So she stuck to the script and gave them what they wanted.

“Yes, that’s right. I was driving the vehicle with the stolen goods.” Nothing more. Nothing less. She’d broken the law—guilty even if she didn’t know it when she climbed behind the wheel and drove off.

“You never gave the names of your accomplices.” Surly Patrick Stewart Look-Alike held her gaze, asking another nonquestion.

“I took responsibility for what I had done and have served my time as a model prisoner these past four years.” And twenty-seven days.

Soccer Mom leaned forward. “You were denied parole at your last hearing because of a fight that resulted in serious injury to another inmate.”

That bitch had it coming. She came after me.

And Evangeline wasn’t anyone’s victim anymore.

She hated Soccer Mom for bringing up the incident and making her relive the nightmare that nearly cost her her life. It cost her another eighteen months behind bars waiting for this second chance for parole. “That inmate attacked me first.” She barely contained the urge to reach up and trace the scar along her neck and shoulder. “I defended myself. Nothing more. When the guards subdued the other inmate, I surrendered immediately.” That didn’t mean one of the guards didn’t take advantage and kick her while she lay facedown on the ground with her hands on the back of her head. He got a couple good rib shots in because she didn’t want to play nice with him and exchange favors for better treatment and extra privileges. Other women did, but not her.

She spent four days in the infirmary nursing two cracked ribs and over a hundred stitches on her face and down her neck and across her shoulder, and then a week in solitary for a fight she didn’t start. If that fight cost her parole again, she didn’t know what she’d do, because every day in this place stripped away another piece of her soul, joy, and hope.

Soon she’d have nothing left. In the first few months inside, she’d been down that dark hole thinking she had no reason to live. It was hell fighting her way out. She didn’t have it in her to do it again.

Not when each new little thing seemed to take a bigger piece.

She couldn’t take it anymore.

She needed out.

Quiet Parole Examiner Number Three kept a steady eye on her. Evangeline usually hid her desperation to get out of here well, but not today. He saw something in her that made him catch his breath and sit back and study her harder. The gnawing need to get out of this place felt like acid eating away her insides. It bunched her muscles and made her want to jump up and make a run for it.

Not that she’d get any farther than the locked door across the room.

Even if they agreed to release her on parole, it would take weeks for the final decision and her release papers to be processed.

But just knowing it was coming would give her something to hold on to until that day. Because she really had nothing else inside or outside this place.

“You will face adversity if released. Are you prepared to handle confrontation in a productive way?”

She answered in a way Soccer Mom understood. “I prefer to use my words to solve my problems. I don’t blame others for what happened to me. I pled guilty so I could take full responsibility. I’m sorry about what I did. I regret my actions and wish I’d made a better choice that night.”

Not that I was given a choice at all.

“I’ve spent the last four years completing my college education. If you give me a chance, I will be able to make a living and be a productive, law-abiding citizen again.”

They’d probably heard a version of that spiel a dozen different ways a thousand times in this room that echoed with the desperation of all those who came before her. She hoped it was enough to convince them to recommend her release.

Patrick Stewart Look-Alike held up a paper. “The prison reports that you are a quiet, respectful, hardworking inmate who prefers to read and study.”

Did he even know how to ask a question? “I’ve worked hard to better myself and use the resources available to me.” Because she’d squandered her days on campus before she was arrested.

“If you are granted parole, what will you do to be a part of the community you wronged?” It seemed like Soccer Mom wanted reparations for the wine she somehow thought got stolen from her.

If Evangeline thought it would work, she’d promise Soccer Mom a whole case of wine to let her out of here.

She tried to find a real answer to that question, because it seemed her whole community, including her entire family, had turned their backs on her when she made a single mistake. She’d had blind faith in someone who’d loved her and wanted the best for her.

Or so she thought.

Never again.

She opened her mouth to spew another bullshit line that sounded good but didn’t really mean anything. She didn’t get the words out because the door next to the parole examiners’ table opened and her worst nightmare walked in.

Lieutenant Chris Chambers, in full sheriff’s department uniform. That’s right, he’d gotten another promotion while she sat in stasis in an eight-by-ten cell.

Her mouth snapped shut and her jaw locked tight. Her whole body went hot with rage and fear.

A bead of sweat trickled down the side of her face.

He stared long and hard at her, his gaze fierce and unyielding. He dismissed her like he’d done when she refused to answer any of his questions the night he arrested her, then he walked to the table, leaned down, and spoke into Patrick Stewart Look-Alike’s ear. He set a folded piece of paper on the table and jabbed his finger down on it.

Panic seized her lungs, clogged her throat, and made her heart jackhammer in her chest.

He couldn’t do this to her. He’d arrested her, slapped on the cuffs, and thrown her behind bars like it was his mission in life to take her down.

Well, not this time. She’d worked hard, taken a lot of crap from other inmates, and held her tongue when she wanted to lash out at the heartless guards. She’d earned her release. He couldn’t walk in here and ruin it for her.

But the reality was, one word from him could keep her here for the rest of her sentence.

The jackhammering of her heart kicked into hummingbird speed.

“Excuse me. What is going on?”

Chris gave her a side-eyed glance, then went back to his covert conversation, indicating he wanted her to shut up and wait.

Well, she’d been doing that for the past four years and twenty-seven days. This was supposed to be her chance to speak on her own behalf.

Parole Examiner Number Three turned to Chris. “We are in the middle of a hearing. If you are here to testify against the release of this prisoner, please state your case to the entire panel.”

Soccer-Mom Blonde kept her eyes glued to Chris’s wide shoulders and chest.

Evangeline avoided another stare-down with his emerald-green eyes. It had been a long time since she’d seen grass that green. Or anyone from home. Even if it was someone who hated her. He was at least familiar, when nothing and no one in this place was even close to what she’d known.

Chris stood to his full height and held up the paper he’d brought in. He spoke directly to her, though he answered Parole Examiner Number Three. “I’m here today to request the immediate release of Evangeline Austen.”

Her heart slammed to a dead stop.

Wait. What?

She couldn’t possibly have heard him right. She’d expected him to spew all kinds of reasons why releasing her into his county would only prove she was a menace to society and a thorn in his side. Not true, but she’d expected him to want her to serve every single day of her sentence for the sheer obstinacy she’d shown him in the interrogation room he’d locked her in for hours, hammering her with questions and accusations.

“Due to a family situation, she is immediately needed at home. I have a judge’s order advocating for her release.”

She didn’t move. She could barely speak. She hadn’t heard from or seen anyone in her family since she was arrested. She’d refused contact. If something happened . . . she didn’t know what she’d do. “What family situation?”

Chris stared down at her, sympathy and pity softening his gaze, and said the awful truth. “Your father died last night.” He waited her out to see if she said anything or reacted.

Tears pricked behind her eyes and constricted her throat. It was all she could do to hold them back as a wave of numbness washed over her.

Self-preservation.

She’d gotten good at hiding her emotions. In here, you didn’t want anyone to see you cared about anything. But the overwhelming sadness nearly exploded through the façade. It hurt more to contain her wild emotions than to let the overwhelming grief burst out of her on a sob.

The gut punch made her feel sick. Every beat of her heart felt like a monumental effort.

“Evangeline.” Her name came out softly from his lips. “I’m so sorry to tell you like this.” Uncommon sincerity filled his words.

She didn’t want to believe him. This was some cruel joke. Any second he’d take it back and tell the board that she didn’t deserve to get out.

It couldn’t be real. She was supposed to get out and go home, so that everything would go back to the way it used to be.

Stupid girl. Nothing will ever be what it used to be. Not now. Not ever.

Four years and twenty-seven days she’d refused to see her father—the only member of her family who had tried to contact her or visit. Now it was too late.

Numbed. Shocked. She did what she’d learned to do in here and tried to get through the next minute without completely falling apart. “What happens next?” The tremble in her voice revealed her hidden emotions.

Soccer-Mom Blonde pursed her lips. “You are being released for the funeral. Your final parole papers will be expedited. But if you truly want to atone, you’ll agree to the terms set forth by Lieutenant Chambers.”

Her stomach dropped like a stone. She eyed Chris. “Terms?”

Nothing came easy or free.

“Someone’s still stealing and counterfeiting wine. I think you can help me catch them. If you agree to help me, not only will you get your parole today, but if your help leads to an arrest, your record will be expunged.”

She jolted with that stunning news. She’d come to terms with the fact that this would follow her the rest of her life. But here was a chance to wipe the slate clean.

On paper.

But not with her family.

That would never be.

“How can I possibly help you when I don’t know anything?” She didn’t talk when he arrested her or when her lawyer told her it would keep her out of jail. Chris said she had the right to remain silent, and she’d lived by that these last years.

For good reason.

She didn’t get to unload.

Not without hurting the people closest to her.

Chris closed the distance between them and pinned her in his green gaze. “You know more than you think. Sign this and you’re free.”

She snatched the paper from his hand and read the terms, then glared up at him. “Free,” she scoffed. “I’m under your thumb.”

“Better than behind bars.” He cocked one eyebrow in challenge.

“We’ll see.” She took the pen he held out to her, and instead of stabbing it into his black heart, she signed the paper.

He took it, folded the paper, and stuffed it in his pocket. “Come with me. I’ll get you processed out of here.”

Patrick Stewart Look-Alike nodded for her to go ahead.

Soccer-Mom Blonde tore her eyes from Chris’s ass long enough to point her finger at Evangeline and issue a scolding like she was talking to her five-year-old. “You do the right thing and stay out of trouble.”

Chris’s gaze bounced from Soccer Mom to her.

She kept her face perfectly blank, though Soccer-Mom Blonde deserved a good smart-aleck retort for talking out her ass. She didn’t know the first thing about Evangeline or her life. What she’d done.

Or hadn’t done.

Chris shook his head and walked over to the guard by the door he’d come through earlier. He turned back and stared at her. “You coming or what?”

She stood, chains clinking, and shuffled over to him.

“Why are you limping?”

She didn’t answer. “Are we going, or not?”

Chris nodded for the guard to open the door. She walked between the guard and Chris down a hallway to a processing area. She stood on the inmate line while the guard unlocked the cuffs at her wrists and ankles. She rubbed her wrists, then held her hands clasped in front of her as a guard behind the glass-protected counter passed a large bag through the metal drawer.

Chris took the bag and waved her over to another room. “Get changed.”

She followed a female guard and took a seat on a wood bench and opened the bag that contained the clothes she’d worn the day she’d been processed into the prison.

She remembered every humiliating detail of the intrusive strip search.

Shaking off that nightmare, she kicked off her shoes, peeled off her orange jumpsuit, pulled off her socks, and put on her old jeans, musty-smelling navy-blue T-shirt, pink socks, and worn brown leather boots. She found a hair band in her jeans pocket and twisted her hair up into a messy topknot. That was the best she could do.

The only things left in the bag were her dead cell phone, a pack of four-year-old spearmint gum, and cherry lip balm. She’d asked Chris to hand her purse off to her father the night of her arrest, when her father had come to the police station hoping to take her home only to discover it wasn’t that easy. She stuffed the useless phone in her pocket, tossed the gum in the trash, and used the lip balm on her dry lips.

The guard led her out of the small room to where Chris waited with a new brown paper sack. He held it up. “I asked one of the guards to clear out your cell.” He opened the bag and showed her the contents. “Is this all you have?”

“I left the diamonds and cocktail dresses in my other cell.” She rolled her eyes, snatched the bag of books and letters and pictures sent to her by her best friend, Jill, and waited to see what happened next.

She didn’t do anything in this place without someone telling her what to do first.

Chris held his hand out to indicate she should walk ahead, down the long hall that led to a door that read NO INMATES PAST THIS POINT.

Her gut twisted. What if they didn’t let her out? What if Chris busted up laughing behind her and the guard by the door dragged her back to her cell and slammed the door on her once again?

“Evangeline? Are you okay?” Chris’s soft, deep voice whispered into her ear so close she could smell the coffee on his breath as it feathered across her neck.

“If this isn’t real, I’m going to kill you,” she whispered back, her whole body vibrating.

Probably not a good idea to threaten a cop. But she meant it.

His hand settled on her shoulder. “I’m getting you out of here.”

The buzzer went off. She jumped under his hand. But the door in front of her opened.

She walked out of Chris’s light grasp and went through the door.

They processed her out of the prison, and before she really accepted what was happening, she stepped outside and the soft breeze whispered over her cheeks and feathered through her hair.

She stopped, closed her eyes, and just breathed in freedom.

When she opened her eyes, Chris was ten paces ahead and called over his shoulder, “Come on, Evangeline. Let’s go home.”

She didn’t know where that was anymore.





Chapter Two

Evangeline stared through the sheriff’s department’s SUV window up at the two-story house she had grown up in. The sun dipped below the hills and cast the house and property in varying degrees of gray shadows. Nothing had changed and everything had changed.

The four years had weathered the white paint along with her memories and battered heart.

So many happy memories. The slap of the screen door echoed through her mind as she remembered her brothers chasing her out of the house and down the five steps to the driveway while she laughed and raced to the fields to escape their torment. Tickle fights, being tossed over her brothers’ shoulders, pigtails dangling, the boys carrying her like a sack of potatoes and threatening to dump her in the water trough or a pile of horse dung.

A tear slipped over her lashes and down her cheek as she remembered the way her father used to carry her up the steps and to her bed, where he would tuck her in, after they’d been out late at one of her brothers’ baseball games. He would hold her close, then kiss her on the forehead and whisper, “Love you, pumpkin.”

Nostalgia—a thousand memories of this place, her family, a childhood filled with happiness—bombarded her mind, in stark contrast to today’s reality.

Her father died yesterday, prompting her immediate release from prison.

The cop who had arrested her had now taken her to the house she’d been raised in, to a mother she hadn’t seen or spoken to in four long years.

When you’re a kid, you think your mother knows everything—it once seemed that she did—but her mother didn’t know what really happened when Evangeline got arrested.

Evangeline had swallowed that truth.

Her father’s death made everything more complicated and sad.

As much as she wanted to be here, she wanted to run away, because the home she remembered didn’t exist anymore. It disappeared the second Chris slapped the cuffs on her.

The illusion of the life she thought she’d had before evaporated, revealing all the flaws in the place she lived in and the people she thought she knew.

For the first time, she had seen things the way they really were. The slap of reality hit hard and made her finally grow up and let go of childish things.

Being an adult sucked. She wanted to go back to being a kid, merrily living life, carefree and naïve.

But you can’t go back.

And so she had to find a way to move forward.

Elation for being out of prison warred with the grief of losing her father, which tangled with the anger and injustice she’d lived with after her arrest. How could he die now, when she’d been so close to coming home?

It left so much unsaid and unresolved.

She’d held her tongue with Chris on the long drive, except to say thank you for the delicious cheeseburger, chocolate shake, fries, and onion rings he’d generously gotten her at a drive-through burger place. After years of prison food, the meal tasted like heaven and punctuated the end of her imprisonment, starting off her freedom on a very tasty and nostalgic note. They’d eaten in silence because she didn’t have anything else to say to the man who reminded her of all the things she wanted to forget.

She’d let the miles of rolling hills that gave way to fields lined with grapevines in the beautiful Napa Valley pass in silence. But now, before she confronted her mother, she needed to know what happened.

“How did my dad die?” Her throat ached with the tears she choked back. If she let them loose now, they’d never stop, because she had a lot of things to cry about, not just her father’s passing.

Chris didn’t look at her, just answered the question. “Heart attack at home just after dinner with the family. Apparently there’d been a heated discussion, he got agitated and angry, and it just hit him. He died at the hospital shortly after he arrived.”

Something in the way he spoke of the argument made her suspicious. Her family had always been close. Arguments were few and far between.

Which led her to one conclusion. “They fought about me.” A ball of guilt settled in her gut.

Chris turned and stared at her, his eyes filled with something she couldn’t read. Reluctance? He’d never held back. “The funeral is tomorrow. Your father’s lawyer contacted me because he’d spoken to your father the other day about your parole hearing.”

“How did he know about it?”

“Your dad had his lawyer keep tabs on you. I met with the lawyer this morning, then went to get you out. Because of the funeral, you could have petitioned for a compassionate release, but extenuating circumstances prompted me and your father’s lawyer to go to a judge to get an order to guarantee your immediate release and the possibility to clear your record.”

“I probably would have gotten parole anyway.”

He stared at the scars on her cheek and neck. “You needed to get out of there now.” Chris’s words held a bite.

She let the subject drop, unsure whether he thought she should get out or belonged right where he’d put her. His behavior didn’t compute. He was a cop. She was an ex-con now. Before, he didn’t like her seeing his best friend, Darren. Why? She didn’t know. He probably thought she was trouble.

If that was the case, then probably in his mind she’d proven him right.

“We are going to talk about what happened. And Darren.”

Did he think one had to do with the other? She didn’t know.

But she’d had four years and twenty-seven days to think about how she’d ended up in a cell.

She never liked where her thoughts took her, but that didn’t mean that some of the wild ideas she’d come up with weren’t true.

Maybe Chris just wanted to remind her that part of her release today included her sworn promise to help him with his open case. Not that she had any information, even though he thought she did.

Yes, she wanted to clear her name, or at least her record, but she wished she could simply put the past behind her and catch up with the people she missed the most and leave the rest in the past.

She’d missed so much these last four years.

She relied on her best friend Jill’s once-a-week letters and visits she made several times a year to keep her up to date on everyone’s lives while Evangeline faded away from who she used to be into the woman she became locked in a cage.

Her brother Charlie had gotten married six months after she’d gone in. He had a wife and two children. She was an aunt to babies she didn’t even know.

Jill had gotten married two years ago and now had a six-month-old. Evangeline had missed her brother’s and her best friend’s weddings. She didn’t get to be maid of honor, throw a blowout bachelorette party, cry over finding the perfect wedding gown, pose for pictures in a bridesmaid dress she’d probably never wear again, or give a toast to her friend’s happiness and wish her a lifetime of love. She didn’t get a chance to catch the bouquet with dreamy enthusiasm that soon it would be her turn to walk down the aisle to the love of her life.

Nope. She’d been standing in line to get a tray of food she barely ate, or to go out to the yard where she ran sprints and did jumping jacks to keep up her strength and get her blood pumping so she could feel alive, if only for a few minutes. Because most of the time, she felt nothing.

Like now, when she stuffed her grief and overwhelming sadness about losing her father way down deep. It took everything she had to hold back the rising tide of emotions, because when she finally broke, she didn’t want it to be in front of the man who’d put her away. She didn’t want him, or anyone else, to see how truly broken she was inside.

“Evangeline? You okay?”

Like Chris cared. He wanted to dump her off and get the hell out of here. Well, she’d like to leave, too, but she didn’t have anywhere else to go or any means to get there.

She managed to find her rusty manners. “Thank you for what you did to get me out today, buying me lunch, and bringing me home.”

“I’ll be in touch.”

Right. Freedom didn’t come free.

She owed him, and he aimed to make her pay.

She didn’t look at him, just nodded, slipped out of the SUV, walked up the path and steps, and stood in front of the door.

For the first time in her life, she knocked at the door to her house. Not just because she didn’t have a key, but because she didn’t know if she’d be allowed in.

Her mother opened the door and stared at her through the screen. The automatic smile despite the deep sadness in her eyes went flat.

“Hi, Mom.” Hope tinged those two words, a hope that maybe her mother would see her and not be angry about what happened. That maybe seeing her would allow her mom to forgive.

Evangeline made a mistake. That was all.

She’d never meant to shame or embarrass her mother or the family.

“You look terrible.”

Evangeline tugged one side of her jeans up her hips, but the weight of the material just dragged them down her skinny frame again. “This is what happens when I don’t get your home cooking.” She wanted to keep things light and let her mom know in some small way that she missed her.

“That’s what happens when you go against everything I taught you and end up in jail.” Her mother’s gaze went past Evangeline’s shoulder to where Chris now stood. “Taken away by the cops and returned the same way.” Scorn like she’d never heard filled her mother’s words.

“Mrs. Austen.” Chris gave her mother a nod and handed Evangeline the sack of her meager belongings. His green gaze stayed on her face for a long moment before he turned to her mom again. “I’m sorry for your loss. If there’s anything I can do, please let me know.”

The words were meant to comfort, but they only seemed to make her mother angrier.

“You didn’t have to bring her here now. She broke her father’s heart. She killed him.”

All the blood drained from Evangeline’s head. The world spun, but all she could do was stand there and take it.

If the contempt in her mother’s words could cut, she’d bleed out all over the floor, because that accusation sliced deep.

Chris planted his hands on his hips, hung his head, sighed, and then looked her mother in the eye. “I’ve been a cop a long time now. I’ve learned in some harsh ways that nothing is ever black and white and that the gray area in between can be a murky mire that’s hard to navigate.” Chris turned his penetrating gaze to Evangeline. “Sometimes people do the wrong thing for the right reason. Sometimes their silence speaks volumes if you only listen for what they aren’t saying.”

“She’s held her tongue for four long years, keeping her father wondering why she did what she did and why she turned her back on him and this family. She didn’t have the decency to face him when he tried to visit her. He just wanted to see her.” Her mom’s voice shook with those words.

Evangeline wanted to defend herself, but remained silent, even under Chris’s steady gaze, even as nervous butterflies fluttered in her stomach.

What did he know?

Maybe he only suspected something and wanted her to finally spell it out. Not going to happen. She’d held her tongue this long. She’d take it to her grave.

Which might be sooner rather than later, if her mother kept glaring at her like she had lasers in her eyes and wanted to blast Evangeline to hell.

“Seeing someone you care about in a place like that isn’t easy. It breaks your heart to see them alone, isolated, and suffering. She spared Mr. Austen that consequence.”

“Spared him? He drank. He wallowed in his grief, and not understanding why. He became so depressed he couldn’t work, let alone get out of bed some days. In the last weeks, he barely spoke to anyone.” Her mother stared her down again. “Your brothers stepped up and did what was necessary to keep this ranch alive, but it’s failing, just like your father’s health did. He’s gone.” Her mother choked back tears, even though they shimmered in her eyes. “And because of you, this ranch will be lost soon, too.”

Before Chris tried to make another excuse for her bad behavior, she touched his arm and spoke for herself. “I’m sorry you’ve suffered because of what happened.”

“You should have thought about us before you broke the law.”

You’re all I thought about.

“It’s too late now. He died missing his little girl, worried sick over someone who couldn’t be bothered to even talk to him. A few words from you, and he’d have been happy again.”

If it was so damn important, and her father had felt that bad, how come her mother never, not once, asked Evangeline to intervene? Her mother never tried to come and see her. She didn’t send a letter. Nothing. Not one word. It hurt that she had given up so easily on Evangeline.

“Do you want me to leave?”

Chris would then have to find her a place to stay. She felt sick with worry, desperate for her mom to stop acting like this and hug her.

Say one nice thing.

Pretend, if she had to, that she was happy to see her.

“Unlike you, I care about family.”

Yeah, Evangeline could feel the love.

She remembered her mother’s stern lectures and the way one look could put her in her place. Evangeline never wanted to disappoint her mother. Making her mom hate her this way had never been her intent, but it was the result she never saw coming.

Just another consequence she had to live with for what she’d done.

“I promised your father that you would be allowed back here so you could get on your feet. I won’t go back on my word, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. You will have a roof over your head, but I expect you to figure out what you’re going to do next and get it done as soon as possible. There’s enough to take care of around here, I don’t need you dragging us and this place down any further than you already have. Understood?”

“I’ll get my shit together and be out of here as soon as possible.”

“Language. I know you’ve been living like an animal, but you will not act like one in my home.”

Evangeline missed her sweet, loving mother. They’d been close, even through the teen years when Evangeline rebelled and asserted herself like a spoiled brat. The year or so before her arrest, she went a little wild at college, and Mom’s scolding had turned to real disappointment. Her mother grew up in poverty, working in the fields before and after school in the Central Valley with her migrant parents. She’d wanted a better life for her children. She and Dad worked hard to give it to them. Evangeline took it for granted. She didn’t truly understand what it was like to come from nothing, where every opportunity was a gift. Her mother tried to make her understand. She really hadn’t understood, not until everything had been taken from her.

She did try to assuage her mother’s disappointment and feed her own sense of needing something more, something meaningful in her life, by refocusing on school and family. But she never got the chance to make her mother proud again.

Would her mother be proud if she knew the truth? Maybe. Evangeline would never know.

In reality, her mom wasn’t acting any differently than many of the guards she’d dealt with in prison. She knew what was expected and she’d do as she was told, keep her head down, and soon she’d be out of this prison, too.

Chris took her hand from his arm. She hadn’t even realized she was still holding on to him to get him to keep quiet. He gave her hand a soft squeeze, then released her. “Stay away from trouble.” He walked down the steps to his car, leaving her wondering about his phrasing and the hint that maybe he did know something.

She stood on the porch, waiting to see if her mother would let her in once he left, or order her to leave. “I can sleep in the barn.”

“You’ve created enough gossip. I won’t have people talking about how I made you sleep with the horses.”

“It’s a few steps up from jail, believe me.”

Her mother swung the screen door open. “You got exactly what you deserved. You stole from good, hardworking people just trying to make a living like everyone else. Why? We gave you everything you needed.”

Evangeline didn’t have an answer that would satisfy or explain well enough to change her mom’s mind. “It’s done. I served my time. I paid my penance. I can’t change what happened. I can’t bring Dad back for you. I can’t get back the last four years I missed with him or the family.” I can’t make you love me again. “Nothing I say or do will make this better. All I can do is try to move on.”

The last thing she wanted to do was let loose her grief and anger, but it was there in the pounding of her heart and clogged in her throat.

Her mother thought she didn’t care.

Evangeline cared so much she choked on it.

But it wasn’t fair to fall apart and make her mother console or comfort her.

“Some of us can’t simply move on. I have to bury my husband tomorrow.”

Evangeline hung her head and wondered if she could live with a broken heart. “I miss him. I missed all of you every day I was gone. You’re not the only one hurting.”

Her mother rolled her teary eyes. “Of course you’d make this about you. I’m the one who watched your father fall apart, bringing this family and the ranch along with him.”

She’d take the blame.

She’d been doing that a good long while now, it felt like her due.

She followed her mother into the house. It smelled the same. A mix of dinner, lemon dusting spray, and coffee from the pot that was always hot and fresh. Somewhere in there lingered her father’s outdoorsy scent: wind, hay, horses, and leather.

“Your grandmother moved in two years ago after she had shoulder surgery. Even she couldn’t get through to your father.” Her mother waved her to follow down the hall next to the dining room with the table filled with platters and plates of baked goods. “People have been dropping off food and offering their condolences all day. I finally got tired of visitors and asked them to leave so I could have some peace and quiet. I sent Joey to the funeral home to drop off your father’s good suit. The one I hoped he’d wear to your wedding to Darren, but you put Darren off and decided to screw up your whole life instead.”

Not true. She’d never intended to marry Darren. You don’t marry the bad boy once you figure out he’ll never grow up and be a responsible adult. “Mom, I wasn’t even twenty. I hadn’t finished college. I wasn’t sure what I wanted.” Which was why Darren had so easily distracted her from what was important.

“Too late now. He was a good man who adored you and would have taken care of you.”

He could barely take care of himself. He was all about fun. And she lost herself in that. For a while. Until it wasn’t fun anymore.

“I don’t need anyone to take care of me.” Least of all a guy who wanted her to go along with everything he wanted to do. Darren didn’t want to make her happy, he simply wanted her to be a passenger in his life. Well, she didn’t want to simply go along for the ride. She had dreams. She had plans. And while she’d been partying with him and cutting classes, she’d neglected school and what she wanted.

Until everything went south and that life disappeared.

She didn’t miss him at all.

Her mother stopped outside the open guest room door and raised a disapproving eyebrow. “You needed someone to talk sense into you before you did what you did. Darren must have been devastated when you were arrested.”

Based on the three very short letters she received, it didn’t seem like it.

She didn’t want to talk about her ex. Not with Chris. Not with her mom.

They cared more about his feelings than hers.

“But you weren’t thinking about him or anyone else. Were you?”

She held her tongue. Her mother wouldn’t like what she had to say to that.

She needed a place to stay and didn’t want to blow it two minutes inside the door. She could hold it together for a little while. She had a plan to get on her feet as soon as possible. All she needed was a laptop and she’d be on her way to making her own money.

“I gave your room to your grandmother when she moved in, since it’s next to the bathroom and she needed her own space. I went through your stuff, got rid of most of it, but I saved your clothes and a few things I thought you’d want.”

Evangeline couldn’t believe her ears. Her room wasn’t hers anymore.

But it was supposed to always be hers.

A wave of sadness crashed over all her memories of her bed, her things, and the person she’d grown into in that room.

She stared at the boxes stacked next to the tiny closet. An insignificant amount of things left over from her past.

She wanted her room and her old life back.

She wanted her mother to talk to her like she was her beloved daughter, not some ex-con charity case she’d tolerate but not accept as anything more than someone passing through.

She wanted to wail that she’d done the right thing and didn’t deserve this.

But she couldn’t do that to her mom. Not then. Not now.

Just because her mom wanted to lash out and hurt her didn’t mean Evangeline needed to do the same. Because it wasn’t the same.

If Mom knew the truth, she wouldn’t be treating her like this now.

But the truth wouldn’t make Mom feel any better. It would only make things worse.

“Hopefully you can find something suitable for the funeral tomorrow, though I hope, out of respect for your father and this family, you’ll keep your head down, your mouth shut, and stay out of my way.” Evangeline glanced into the rarely used room. Her mother didn’t offer her one of her brothers’ rooms upstairs. They got to keep theirs, even though they didn’t live here anymore. But not her. She’d become an unwelcome guest in her own home. “It’s small, but I’m sure you’re used to much less.” Her mother rushed past her and fled toward the kitchen, tears in her eyes.

Despite her mother’s anger, the last thing she wanted to do when she came home was upset her mom. She couldn’t imagine what she’d been through these last years, thinking the worst of her daughter and watching the man she loved die so young.

At fifty-nine, her father should have been thinking about retirement, not about whether his daughter would survive behind bars.

Evangeline closed the bedroom door, went around the bed, moved the side table out of the way, went back around, and shoved the bed into the corner of the room. She moved the table to the side of the bed, went to the window, and opened it to the breeze.

The room wasn’t much bigger than her cell, but it was prettier, with the crocheted cream bedspread, oak dresser with an oval mirror, and floral prints in silver frames. She set the paper bag filled with her meager belongings on top of the boxes. From the bag she laid out the notebooks and letters neatly on the dresser, inserted the photos into the mirror frame, and touched her finger to Jill’s beautiful freckled nose in the picture of the two of them when they were five and sitting on their big-girl bikes, hands braced on the handlebars, smiles big as the sky.

“Thanks for sticking by me.”

She turned off the single crystal lamp on the dresser, sat on the edge of the bed, toed off her shoes, lay down on her side with her back pressed to the wall, clasped her hands under her chin, and settled into the quiet and gave in to fatigue.

She’d learned crying in jail didn’t earn you any sympathy and only made you look weak. But right now, a guest in her childhood home, her heart broken, her soul raw, no one to see, no one who even cared, she let the tears fall. For a past she couldn’t change. For her father. For the loss of it all. Her innocence. Her freedom. The future she might have had. For the lost chance to make things right with her father.

Her wracking sobs shook her body, vibrated the bed that wasn’t hers, and echoed in the quiet, but didn’t ease her mind or heart. The hurt, sadness, anger, and anguish amplified with every tear, gasping breath, and hiccup. She resented every futile tear. She’d waited so long to shed them, hoping they’d take away the pain, but all they did was remind her that she couldn’t change the past.

She wasn’t who she used to be.

She didn’t really know who she was now.

Not the beloved daughter. Not the little sister watched over by her overprotective brothers. Not the college student with a bright future. Not the naïve girl she used to be, but a woman who kept her back to the wall and didn’t trust anyone.

Tired to the bone of carrying the heavy burden, she cried herself to sleep with a promise to herself that she’d find a way to make things right with her mother.

She didn’t know how, she just knew she couldn’t live the rest of her life with her mother hating her.





Chapter Three

The pressure inside Rhea pressed on every cell in her body. Her husband had died and her daughter had come home. Both of those events made her so angry she wanted to explode.

But she sat at the table, wearing her black dress and pearl necklace, perfectly still, silently raging.

Her mother-in-law, Ines, appeared in the kitchen doorway, looking Rhea up and down until her eyes filled with concern. “Did you sleep at all?”

“How can I sleep when the ranch is a breath away from going belly-up and she is back under this roof? I can’t believe she came back now.” Rhea looked up at her mother-in-law’s sorrowful eyes, and the grief overpowered her anger. “How can I sleep without him beside me?”

Ines laid her hand over Rhea’s clasped ones on the table. “It doesn’t feel like it right now, but you will be okay.” Ines lost her husband nearly seven years ago. That had been the last funeral Rhea had attended. Not to be unkind, but she thought the next would be Ines’s. Not Richard’s.

They had plans. Richard would turn the ranch over to the boys and let them run things. She and Richard would finally have time together. They’d take that trip to Hawaii he promised her. He’d finally have time to repaint their bedroom. They’d go on more dates, reconnect, and reignite the spark that brought and held them together for the last thirty-three years while they raised their children and built a business.

Empty nesters, they’d finally have time for each other without all the distractions from their grown children.

“We raised our kids. It was time for us to have our time together again. This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she raged. “He wouldn’t let it go. He worried and worried about her and it sent him right to his grave. I wish it had been her.”

“Ssh! She’ll hear you.”

Rhea stared up into Ines’s reproachful gaze. “I don’t care. She wrecked him. If not for what she did, he’d still be here. He spent thousands for a lawyer to try to get her out. She wouldn’t even see him. She sent all his letters back.”

Ines went to the coffeepot and poured a mug. “She was such a sweet girl. Kind. Always ready to pitch in and help. Strong-willed and feisty when she needed to be. Especially with her brothers. When she got arrested, everyone was surprised by what happened. No one expected her to break the law. Now, Joey, he’s a wild one and a bit impulsive. You might think he’d get caught up in some trouble. But Evangeline, no way.”

“I thought the worst of it was failing a few of her classes at school. And yet, she not only did it, she pled guilty.”

Ines eyed her. “Did you ask her why, last night?”

“What difference does it make? She broke her father’s heart. The sight of her makes me so angry.” Rhea squeezed her hands into fists, her nails biting marks into her palms. She didn’t feel them. Nothing hurt more than losing Richard.

“She’s your daughter, Rhea. Nothing changes that.”

“The way I feel about her has changed. I cannot believe after what she did she came back here.”

Ines’s disapproving gaze bore into her. “She didn’t kill anyone. She drove a truck with stolen goods. She took responsibility, just like you taught her.”

“I taught her not to steal in the first place.”

Ines rolled her eyes. “You taught the boys not to swear, but they do that all the time.”

Rhea tried to hold on to a sliver of patience and her sanity. “It’s not the same.”

“People make mistakes. Richard hated that she was in that place. He drove himself crazy with worry for her. But that wasn’t the only thing weighing on his mind. Ranching isn’t what it used to be. The California drought has taken its toll on the land and cattle prices. He had two boys expecting to inherit a prospering business so they could take care of their families. But with each passing year, and profits drying up as fast as the fields, he saw the legacy he’d built turning to a mirage. What he wanted to leave his kids just wasn’t there. He became desperate to find a way to turn things around.”

“I can’t believe he actually entertained that offer to work with Warley.”

Ines spoke over her mug. “Charlie and Joey will have to consider it. Something has to change.”

“I can’t think about that right now.” Rhea stared at her wedding ring. Missing Richard swelled in her chest like a rising tide, temporarily smothering her anger. Tears gathered in her eyes. One slipped down her cheek. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

“Your daughter is here. You can’t bring Richard back, but you can repair your relationship with Evangeline. He’d want that for both of you. Talk to her. Get the answers to the questions I know you’ve been asking yourself.”

Rhea met Ines’s steady gaze and read a knowing in them she didn’t understand. “Do you have something you want to tell me?”

Ines sipped her coffee. “You’re so angry at her, but you won’t give her a chance to explain her side. I can’t imagine what she’s been through the last four years, separated from her family, friends, that man she was seeing. Everything she loved in her life taken away. She comes home and everything is the same but different.”

“That’s what she gets for what she did,” Rhea snapped, letting loose some of her pent-up aggression.

“You need to forgive.”

“She killed him. I can’t.”

“You know that’s not true. He didn’t want her to suffer. He loved her so much he couldn’t take her absence. He missed her. Didn’t you?”

Rhea couldn’t give in to her tender emotions. She needed to hold on to her anger or she’d crumble. Missing Richard was an ache that throbbed and grew within her until she felt like her whole body would crack, then burst with all her sorrow and drown her. She wore her anger like a shield to protect herself.

“I was so busy trying to take care of Richard and worrying about this ranch, I didn’t have time to miss her.”

What she didn’t admit—couldn’t admit—was that she blamed herself. When Richard sank deep into his depression, she’d wanted to demand that Evangeline do the right thing and speak to him. But then he’d get better, and she didn’t speak to, or write, or go see her only daughter. She let Evangeline suffer the consequences for what she’d done.

She’d called it tough love. Evangeline had been selfish and reckless and irresponsible, drinking, partying, and cutting classes to the point where she’d been put on academic probation.

But seeing her child physically scarred and emotionally changed from the bright, fun-loving girl she’d been stabbed Rhea’s heart.

It wasn’t that she didn’t care.

It hurt to care so much.

Ines shook her head, frustrated, disappointment in her eyes that Rhea wasn’t giving an inch. “How did she look?”

Rhea pressed her lips together and fought off the sympathy she didn’t want to feel but was there in the background all the same. No mother wanted to see her child so . . . broken. Gone was the sparkle in Evangeline’s eyes. She didn’t smile. Not once. Not that she had reason to with the reception she’d received, but it didn’t look like Evangeline had had reason to smile for a good long time. Rhea wanted to say, Good. You deserve that. But it made her heart ache to think that way about her only daughter.

It was so much more than the disheartened look in Evangeline’s eyes. She hated seeing her daughter’s gaunt face, stick-thin body, and the weariness that sagged her shoulders. It reminded her too much of what she’d seen in Richard’s face and the disillusionment that had settled heavy on her husband’s shoulders and in his heart.

“I don’t know what happened to her.” Rhea barely got the words out. “She’s got a scar on her face and one running down her neck. It disappeared under her shirt.”

“She must have gotten into a fight with someone in jail.” Ines sighed and stared out the window, regret and sadness etched on her wrinkled face. “Poor, poor girl.”

“No one ever called to tell us she got hurt.”

“She’s an adult. Unless it was life-or-death, I imagine they wouldn’t call her next of kin.”

The blood drained from Rhea’s face and left her light-headed. She’d never considered that Evangeline would be put in that kind of dire circumstance. She imagined prison life wasn’t easy. It shouldn’t be. You’re there to suffer the consequences of what you did. But she never thought of her daughter in mortal danger.

Maybe that was naïve and stupid. Of course her daughter had been with other criminals, some dangerous even to their fellow inmates. Just because it was a women’s prison didn’t mean it was like a sorority. Women could be as dangerous and vindictive as any man.

Maybe more so in some cases.

“Did she tell you how she got hurt and why?”

“I didn’t ask.” Now her anger had a partner. Guilt. As heavy and burdensome as her grief.





Chapter Four

Evangeline caught some of the conversation between her grandmother and mother. She didn’t owe them an explanation and didn’t want to give them the terrible details. What purpose would that serve? Evangeline wasn’t going to try to gain her mother’s sympathy with sad and disturbing tales of life behind bars. Her mother didn’t need those images in her head. Evangeline would carry the nightmares. She hoped they faded with the new life she wanted to start immediately.

As far as she was concerned, jail and that life were behind her. Where they belonged. Because she never wanted to go back.

She walked into the kitchen, stopped just inside the door, and took in her mother wearing a black dress, her face pale, eyes darkened by lack of sleep and too much worry and grief for one person to carry.

She regretted that she had contributed to her mother’s incensed expression.

Her grandmother hadn’t changed. Same dark hair pulled up in a chic French twist, lips tinted red hinting toward cranberry, dark eyes sparkling with life and love. She was glad they didn’t dim when Nona looked at her.

“Morning. May I have coffee?”

Nona came to her and wrapped her in a hug.

Evangeline jolted with the contact, but Nona’s floral scent brought back a flood of memories from childhood, when she’d run into Nona’s arms every time her grandparents visited. Evangeline held her grandmother close, and for the
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