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			Dedicated in loving memory of my grandparents, Spero and Freddie Siadys. Granny loved Christmas, though she never knew one quite like this one. Granddaddy was my sponsor in Confirmation. He was a shining example of a man of faith. I am honored to be their granddaughter. 

		

	
		
			

			PROLOGUE

			October 27, 2012

			First Lieutenant Gavin Mahoney felt stupid in the costume. He didn’t know why he was even here. Brandon…Brandon wanted to come to the costume party. His cousin, the big oaf, was a sophomore here at Northern Illinois University and on the football team, naturally. He was a walking wall. At least the Zorro mask covered Gavin’s face so nobody would know him. He laughed at the thought. Nobody here would know him, anyway. He was older than them all. Chronologically, he was 25, but he felt eons older than the kids at this party. 

			When had he gotten home again? A day ago…a week ago? His days blurred together. Half an hour prior, he’d walked out of Brandon’s dorm expecting Afghani desert and finding suburban Northern Illinois. It had been jarring. But that had explained the cape and boots. 

			It was his 25th birthday and the weekend before Halloween. The party was his excuse to not go home to his parents’ house.

			He found a wall to hold up and made it his duty to keep it upright while the students tore the rest of the house to bits. Brandon handed him a Solo cup full of beer. He drank it.

			A girl across the room caught his eye. Damn, he thought. She must have sewn herself into that dress. She was clearly Morticia Addams. The black velvet wrapped around her body like a second skin. A stray blonde curl kept poking out from under the long black wig, though…and, despite all the effort she’d put into squeezing her breasts into the push-up backless bra to create that cleavage line, she kept nervously covering it with her crossed arms.

			He lit a cigarette and watched her talking to her friend, a girl in an unimaginative sexy nurse costume. She felt his eyes on her because she looked up and locked eyes with him. Gavin smiled for the first time in…he wasn’t sure how long. She smiled back, and his stomach did a flip-flop. He finished his cigarette. 

			Brandon was suddenly leaning against the wall beside him. “You could talk to her,” his cousin suggested. “She’s a knockout.”

			“And say what?” Gavin asked.

			“Fine, I’ll talk to her,” Brandon said, standing and making a move to walk over to her.

			Gavin grabbed his arm. “I saw her first.”

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 1

			December 19, 2025

			Gavin opened his eyes to find himself in Afghanistan, lying at the foot of a cliff face wall on a winding road descending down the mountain. He had a vague recollection of gunfire and Horatio bleeding…and Evan…something about Evan…

			As he blinked against the harsh light bouncing off the desert, he could remember Evan screaming and coughing up blood. Jesus, he was just a kid, just 19.

			Gavin knew exactly where he was, but he could never piece together what had happened here. All he could remember was Horatio bleeding and Evan…

			He closed his eyes. His head was starting to ache. His breathing was labored. He just couldn’t remember. He struggled to stand.

			When he opened his eyes, Evan stood in front of him. “Jesus, Evan, what happened?” Gavin implored.

			Evan just stood there, looking at him. When he opened his mouth, blood spilled out instead of words. The blood ran down his chin and neck, drenching his uniform down his chest. Gavin tried to reach out for him, but no matter how he moved, Evan stayed just out of his reach.

			Then Evan did speak, but the words were acrid, hurtful. “You left me. You let me die. Becky will never forgive you.”

			“I wouldn’t leave you. I wouldn’t!” Gavin exclaimed.

			Then, the scene blurred, and he was outside Kathy’s burned-out apartment building. Where Evan had stood, now stood Mark Redmond, wearing a smug expression. “You haven’t won yet,” he smirked.

			“Deb is mine,” Gavin argued. “She loves me.”

			“She loves you. That’s true. But I’ll have the last laugh,” Mark replied, grinning wickedly.

			Yet again, the scenery blurred, and Gavin was back on the mountain again. Only Evan was gone. Bob…Uncle Bob put a loving hand on his shoulder and whispered, “It’s nearly over, Gavin, my boy. All the secrets will come out. You’ll be free.”

			“Am I going to die, Uncle Bob?”

			“No. But you’ll understand what happened. You’ll see it all. Look,” Bob said, pointing.

			Gavin saw Shopko and an armored truck. A young Roger Kaminski climbed out from behind the wheel and walked toward the back of the truck.

			“Gavin, stay with Mommy,” his mother said. He saw his mother take his hand. He was not yet four. She approached Roger. “Roger, you piece of crap. You need to pay your child support!” She was yelling. “My sister deserves better.”

			Roger scoffed. “Please. You Fuentes have a lot more money than God. You can’t have mine.”

			He walked to the back of the truck. Gabriella dragged little Gavin along by the hand, following her ex-brother-in-law. “What does money have to do with it? It’s about responsibility. Brandon is your son,” she lectured.

			The guard who rode with Roger came around the back of the truck with his keys. The sun was in little Gavin’s eyes, so grown up Gavin couldn’t see the guard’s face either. The guard unlocked the truck and said, “Lady, we have a job to do. You need to back the hell off.”

			Roger pointed at the store’s door. “Seriously, Gabbie. Leave. Or you’ll get arrested.”

			

			Gabriella sighed and stormed off into the store, dragging little Gavin along. Little Gavin looked back to see the guard enter and head toward the manager’s office as a dilapidated RV drove in front of the store.

			Then the scene morphed again, and Evan was behind a Humvee. Colonel Boyd, their commanding officer, approached. Evan saluted. The Colonel returned the salute.

			Gavin’s alarm went off, and he sat up. The apartment was unfamiliar at first, but then he remembered that he and Deb had come to Batavia to help set up for the Davis’s Christmas party. They had arrived last night and were staying in the apartment over the Davis’s garage for the weekend. He took a few deep cleansing breaths and wiped his brow.

			“Everything okay, Baby?” Deb asked sleepily, turning to face him and wrapping her arms around his waist. 

			“Hmmm. Yeah, just a weird dream,” he replied. He lay back and put his arms around her. After a long pause, he asked, “What would you think if I told you I think I was at Shopko with my mother when your father, Billy Drummond, your mother, Paulie, and your uncles robbed the armored truck?”

			“That of course you were,” she laughed. When he didn’t laugh, she asked. “Were you?”

			“Yeah, I think I was,” he answered. 

			******

			Candy Smith cowered as Hugh Polaski grabbed her arm and shook her violently. “I want that ring, Candy. Gavin Mahoney gave it to his wife.” Hugh was a man of average height, balding but not bald, not fat, but not fit, either. He had a full reddish-brown beard and mustache. Candy wasn’t great at gauging a person’s age, but he was older than her by at least a decade. He honestly looked kind of…bookish…for a bookie.

			“I…she lost the ring you’re describing ages ago. Her husband didn’t give it to her. Her uncle did,” Candy pleaded.

			Cain stepped forward and smacked her, knocking her to the ground. The henchman was young. Maybe 25. He was also rather stupid. He was fit. And good looking. But oh, so stupid. He was tall and muscular with dirty blond hair. He was, unlike the ruthless man he worked for, clean-shaven. 

			Jon called out her name. He was tied to a chair. 

			Cain smiled. It was a terrible smile. He picked up a cast iron skillet. He held it by its handle like a tennis racket. He drew back and hit Jon with it. Over and over. There was blood everywhere.

			Candy screamed in sheer horror.

			“Get the ring, Mrs. Smith,” Hugh said. He walked out the door. Cain dropped the pan and followed Hugh.

			Candy rushed to Jon, but he was gone.

			******

			Connie Davis had asked her daughter, son-in-law, and their friends to help decorate the house, much to Sam Davis’s chagrin, but he had fallen off the ladder when he had tried to hang the giant wreath over the front door around the upstairs bathroom window. Thankfully, he’d only been up five rungs, and he’d only broken his ankle and not his neck. He still wasn’t sure what had happened. One second, he’d been climbing. The next, he had been lying on the ground writhing in pain. That was last week. Tomorrow, December 20, they were hosting a Christmas party at their home for friends and clients of Sam’s law firm, but because of Sam’s accident, they had done very little decorating. 

			Sam wondered if anyone else noticed Gavin staring at Connie. Sam’s wife was beautiful, no doubt, with her long auburn hair and flawless complexion. She had been Miss Teen Illinois, 1985. At 19, she’d been a beauty queen. At 59, she still had all the grace and looks, but she was still 21 years Gavin’s senior. Plus, he’d known Gavin most of the younger man’s life. He was certain that Gavin had no designs on his wife. Gavin Mahoney only had eyes for Deb.

			Gavin and Dan Bradley, Sam and Connie’s son-in-law, were checking strands of Christmas lights. Sam adjusted the paper he was hiding behind.

			It was at that moment that Horatio arrived with his sons to help decorate. He rang at the Davis’s gate. Sam buzzed them in. He wasn’t as close with Horatio as he was with Gavin, but Horatio was CEO of Fuentes International, while Gavin was a silent partner. He was quite fond of Horatio as well. It surprised him that Horatio had offered to help today, whereas it did not that Gavin had.

			As if Gavin read his mind, he said, “Mirabel’s pregnant. Horatio thought he might kill Sean if he didn’t preoccupy himself. I thought we could use the help.”

			Sam nodded. Mirabel was Horatio’s youngest sister. Sean Bowen was Dan’s cousin. Sean was 9 years older than her, and Horatio was not a fan of the relationship. It made sense now. Whatever. Horatio could put that energy into getting this house party-ready, and the two teenage boys would be very helpful. They were good kids.

			Horatio parked, and he and his teenage sons crossed the patio to the back door of the Davis’s house. Gavin smiled, waved, and went back to the lights. “These are good. Let’s go hang them.”

			“Give them to the boys and point,” Horatio laughed, coming in the door.

			Connie, who had been preparing food for dinner later, washed her hands and wiped them dry. She walked over and picked up the string of lights just as Gavin reached for it. He pulled his hand back like the lights were hot lava. Then he…blushed.

			“Okay, why are you acting like a schoolboy with a crush around my wife, Gavin?” Sam demanded. 

			“Am I? No reason,” Gavin answered quickly. Sam had to laugh. He sounded just like Mike…answering just off the beat of a natural conversation. Sam’s son, Michael Andrew Davis, had passed away three years ago this week. He had been 29 and had been on the autism spectrum.

			Horatio handed Gavin a stack of mail. “Hey, got your mail.”

			Gavin took the mail and shuffled through it. He stopped on a letter. “Damnit,” he said, going out the door and to his truck in the driveway. He tossed the mail, less that one letter inside, grabbed a cigarette from the center console, lit it, and slammed the truck door. He opened the letter and started to pace as he looked at it.

			Sam knew the look on Gavin’s face. As an attorney, he recognized the expression. “Tell him to get in here and give me that letter,” Sam said to Dan.

			Dan nodded and walked outside. Their conversation looked intense and animated through the window. Dan walked over, knocked on the window, and motioned for Deb, who had come into the kitchen from the butler’s pantry with a large storage container full of Christmas decorations, to come out. She deposited the container on the floor. 

			Deb walked out, and Dan walked back in.

			“Wow, he must be really pissed. He’s smoking in front of her,” Horatio said.

			Dan shook his head. “Marcia Redmond sent the State Police Commissioner a personal misconduct complaint letter against him. She says he seduced her son’s grieving girlfriend and convinced her to pawn the engagement ring Mark gave her instead of returning it to his family. They opened an investigation. And it apparently came right when he resigned, so he looks like he’s guilty.”

			“He should be angry! That’s bullshit!” Horatio exclaimed. “Wait! He resigned at the Police Department? Why?”

			“I don’t know, Horatio,” Dan pondered. “He said he has his reasons and will explain later.”

			Sam, having remained silent, observing from his seat at the table, slammed down his paper, grabbed his crutches, and stood up abruptly. “What?” he blustered. He knocked on the window beside him and motioned for the couple outside to come back in. Gavin looked up at him, held up his hand, and nodded. Damn it. That meant Gavin would get around to talking to Sam whenever he damn well pleased. As his attorney, Sam wanted that to be now. But as his friend, Sam knew that it wouldn’t be.

			******

			Meanwhile, Gavin took a long drag off his cigarette and squinted into the sun as his wife walked toward him.

			“So?” she asked, crossing her arms. 

			He offered her the cigarette. “What’s wrong?” she asked, taking it from him. She took a drag as well and leaned against the truck beside him. He shrugged. He didn’t want to cause her any pain. This had to do with Mark. Dead for two years, and Mark still hurt her.

			“I know you have the ring Mark gave you. Did you try to return it?” he asked, broaching the subject.

			“Of course. I tried to give it back at the funeral. His mother wouldn’t take it. I mailed it to her after we got married. She mailed it back,” she replied.

			He handed her the letter. She read and reached for the cigarette again. As she processed the contents of the letter, her mouth dropped open and then slammed shut tight. “I don’t understand. Why does she claim I pawned it? Why would our relationship even be a matter for an ethical reprimand? We were both adults and single…unlike…” She took another drag.

			“I don’t know, Honey. I told you; people just suck. Where is it?”

			“In my storage unit. Miranda brought it back to Illinois for me after Essie was born. She put it in my storage from when we packed up my house,” she replied.

			“DeBella, I’m sorry.” He took the last drag and crushed out the cigarette. He exhaled and then leaned down to kiss her. “Let’s go talk to Paulie.” He climbed behind the wheel of the king cab truck. Deb walked around to the passenger side and got in. As he backed out of the drive, his phone beeped. He handed it to his wife. “Tell Sam to chill. I’ll talk to him when we get back.”

			“How do you know it’s Sam? Oh, it’s Sam. Never mind,” she laughed, taking his phone from him.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			“Debbie! Sergeant Mahoney!” Paulie Edwards exclaimed as Gavin and Deb came into the office.

			“I’m no longer with the Illinois State Police. I’m not Sergeant Mahoney. I’m Debbie’s husband. I think it’s okay to just call me Gavin, Paulie. Even if I did arrest your brother,” Gavin said. He had instantly liked Paulie when he’d questioned him two years ago about the disappearance of Kathy Kaminski, Deb’s mother. 

			“Oh, I understand that…That was Vic’s doing, not yours. Hard to believe it’s been two years already.”

			“How are Renata and Lucy doing?” Gavin asked. Poor Renata. Her grandfather had exacted revenge on everyone involved in her rape. She had not been complicit, but it had upended her and her daughter’s lives.

			“They’re good. I gave Renata a job at the other location. She’s worked her way up to Manager. She’s got a nice boyfriend. You’ve met him, actually. He was the clerk here the night you raided the RV and Vic’s unit.”

			Gavin smiled. “Yeah, he’s a nice kid. I’m glad, Paulie. I wish her the best,” he said. 

			“Hey, Paulie, we just went through my unit. I had a friend put a ring in there in April…but the ring isn’t there. In fact, I’m missing a number of things. Has anybody been in my unit?” Deb asked, interrupting their conversation.

			“Nobody you didn’t grant written access,” he replied, typing in Deb’s information on his computer keyboard. “Let’s see…Miranda Davis on April 26, and Candace Smith on June 12, July 18, and November 25.”

			“Candy?” she asked, her eyes tearing up. “Really?” Damnit. Gavin hated seeing her hurt. He’d move heaven and Earth to keep any pain from touching her.

			“You did give her permission,” Paulie advised.

			“Yeah, I did. What do I do to revoke that?” she asked.

			Paulie, a good man, had already printed the form. He took it off the printer and handed it to her. Deb signed it.

			“Thanks, Paulie,” Gavin said, shaking the older man’s hand.

			Deb and Gavin returned to the truck. She was completely dejected. “If she needed money, I’d have given it to her,” she said sadly.

			“I’m sorry, mi Vida,” he replied, not knowing what else to say.

			They drove back to Batavia, but instead of going to the Davis’s, Gavin parked outside Candy Smith’s house.

			******

			Candy had been Deb’s one and only friend in high school. Back then, she had been Candace Pruitt. She and Deb had been the only two goth girls in the school at the time. When they had graduated, Candy had gone to NIU, where she dropped the goth girl routine, while Deb went to work at Macy’s, also dropping the goth thing. They had stayed best friends through Candy’s college years and Deb’s failed marriage to Dan. Deb had believed they still were the best of friends. Candy had married her college sweetheart, Jon Smith, and they had a son, Jason’s age, Vince. Deb couldn’t fathom why Candy would steal from her.

			Candy opened the door and was at the truck before Deb even unbuckled her seat belt.

			Her face revealed her guilt. Deb’s heart broke. Gavin grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. He stayed behind the wheel as she exited the truck. She was thankful. She knew he was fighting his protective instincts to let her handle this. 

			

			“Why?” was all Deb could say as she stood face to face with her supposed best friend.

			“It was stuff I didn’t think you’d miss,” Candy replied, staring at the ground. What the hell did that mean? It was still her stuff, whether she missed it or not.

			“If you needed money, all you had to do was ask,” Deb insisted.

			“Yeah. Right. You’d help us after Jon gambled away our house payment for six months.”

			“I’d have asked that he get help, but yeah, I would have. Let’s just go get my stuff back,” Deb replied.

			“You pressing charges?” Candy asked, climbing into the truck.

			“If it were my decision, I would,” Gavin said, stoney-faced. “But you’re her friend, it’s her stuff, and it’s her decision.”

			Deb shook her head and got back into her seat in the truck. “No. But this didn’t just affect me, Candy. Marcia Redmond somehow found out that the ring Mark gave me was pawned and blamed Gavin. She filed an ethical complaint against him. I won’t go to the police. But you’ve thrown away our friendship, Candy. I’m done.” 

			Gavin pulled away from the curve, drove to the corner, turned right, and parked half a block down out of view of Candy’s house. He said, “Norstar, call 911.” Deb looked at him. What was he up to?

			“Gavin, why? I don’t want…” Deb started.

			He grabbed her hand. “Honey, the front door is hanging off its frame, and there’s blood on her shoes.”

			“Hugh Polaski and his henchman, Cain, killed Jon! And if I don’t give them that stupid spider ring you lost back at that Halloween Party Freshman year, they’re going to kill me, too!” Candy exclaimed.

			Deb covered her right hand with her left. She was wearing gloves. Gavin put on his poker face. They waited for the police, gave their statements, and left Candy to deal with her own mess. 

			“Who the hell is Hugh Polaski?” Gavin asked as soon as they were away from the scene. “Give it to me. If anyone asks, it’s in our safety deposit box.”

			“Is that where it will be?” she asked, pulling off her glove and looking at the silver ring. The setting was shaped like a spider. A 2-carat uncut polished ruby was set as the back of the spider. A small diamond chip served as the head. It had been a 16th birthday gift from her Uncle Bob. When she was just 19, she’d gone to a Halloween party with Candy at NIU. There, she had…encountered…a soldier just home from Afghanistan. He had been dressed as Zorro. She had been Morticia Addams. He had stared at her for a long time. Candy noticed and had dared her to go kiss him. When she walked over and gave him a peck on the lips, he had…kissed the hell out of her. She had pulled the ring off and given it to him on a whim. She had walked away without even getting a name. Two years ago, she had met Gavin Mahoney when her boyfriend, Mark Redmond, was murdered. A year and a half ago, she’d realized Gavin had been Zorro. He gave her back the ring when they decided to move in together.

			“Yes,” he replied, turning into their bank’s parking lot instead.

			She removed the spider ring and placed it once again in the palm of his hand. She took a deep breath. He felt it, too. She knew because he closed his hand around the ring and shivered. Then he quickly turned to her as she turned to him, and they kissed. A slow, soft kiss. Then he opened his door, got out, and walked into the bank. God, she loved him. More than she had ever known a person could love.

			He returned 15 minutes later. She looked at him. He smiled and took her hand. “It’s okay, mi Vida.”

			“I told her I was done with her. She was in real trouble.”

			“Mmmm. She’s lying. She lied to you. She stole from you. You’re better off.”

			Half an hour later, they returned to the Davis’s house, having bought what they could buy back of Deb’s stuff from the pawn shop. Deb’s china, gifted to her by Uncle Frank, the candlesticks from Sam and Connie, also a wedding present from her previous marriage; and several pieces of furniture were recovered. However, the wedding set Dan had bought her, which she was saving for Jason, had been sold, along with a few other pieces of jewelry she’d acquired through the years, but they got Mark’s ring back. They had packed the stuff in the back of the truck and covered it.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 3

			Connie had ordered several trees, and Deb was decorating the one in the kitchen when the party planning company arrived with the tent, heaters, tables, and chairs that were being set up on the patio and driveway in front of the garage. The party planner and his workers set about unloading the truck. There was a flash of golden hair and a boyish face with a strong Norwegian jawline that made Deb audibly gasp and drop the ornament she was hanging. The glass ornament shattered on the Spanish tile floor. “Oh, crap! Sorry!” she exclaimed.

			Connie grabbed the dustpan and brush from her laundry room, an add-on to the back of the kitchen. “It’s okay. It’s just a simple Christmas ball, nothing expensive or special,” she assured her. 

			Deb peered out the window at the back of the man. When he turned, he revealed himself to be Nick Redmond, not Mark, as she had at first thought. But of course, it couldn’t have been Mark. It had to be either Nick or Lance, Mark’s brothers. It was crazy how much alike they all looked. “Excuse me,” she announced, suddenly walking out the kitchen door and across the patio toward the man. She yelled, “Nick Redmond!” Her voice was angry, her stance even angrier.

			******

			Dan Bradley positioned himself in front of Deb. She seemed agitated. Nick couldn’t hear what Dan said to Deb, but she huffed and dropped the arms she had crossed over her chest. He thought she looked good. He’d heard she had a baby. She didn’t look like it. If anything, she was down a size. Her hair was longer. After Dan Bradley talked her down, she said, more calmly, “Tell your mother I have the ring, and she can have it.” Then she turned on her heel and went back inside the house. Damn. His mother had done something.

			Nick turned to grab the stuff off the truck and continued working. He’s here, too, he noted, seeing the state trooper standing by the corner of the house. Only he wasn’t a state trooper anymore. Still, he had found the man who had killed his brother. He supposed his mother would have been grateful had he not attached himself to Mark’s girlfriend. Nick understood where his mother refused to do so, that you don’t always choose who you love. He was in a bit of a conundrum in that area himself. 

			Talk about polar opposites: Gavin Mahoney had a tawny complexion, whereas Mark had been as pale as snow. Gavin’s hair was dark. Mark had been blond, like Nick. Gavin had golden brown eyes that were rather striking in that they were unexpected. Mark had blue eyes. Mark had a baby face. Gavin’s age didn’t necessarily show on his face, but it wasn’t a baby face. His eyes reflected experience. Certainly, he was a handsome man, but not in any of the ways Mark had been handsome. One of them had been a strange choice for Deb. Nick wasn’t so sure Mark hadn’t been the poorly matched one. Nick laughed; his brother had been a little goofy and geeky. That was not the vibe Gavin Mahoney put off at all. Serious, intelligent…and a little intimidating…was more accurate. He smiled and waved to Gavin. Gavin nodded in response. 

			******

			It was at that moment Gavin decided to just be happy. That poor guy was just miserable. He went back to the front of the house and climbed the ladder as Dan handed up the giant wreath Sam had been trying to hang when he’d fallen. Why on Earth had he attempted this alone? It took both Gavin and Dan to get it up safely.

			The tent was up within an hour. Where, a few months prior, there had been a large window and window seat in the Davis’s formal living room, there was now a set of new French doors opening out onto the expanded patio. The tent was placed outside the French doors, expanding out across the patio and driveway in front of the garage. The tables and chairs were set up. The heaters and lighting were installed. A final tree was set up in the center. Fairy lights filled the ceiling of the tent. The florist delivered hundreds of Poinsettias. By dinner, the house was fully decorated, and the tent was ready for the party. 

			Horatio loaded his teenage boys into his car. Gavin and Deb were staying. Their kids were at Camille’s house with Sammy, Dan and Miranda’s infant son. Camille’s contribution was caring for the kids while the others decorated. Being Friday, Pete, her husband, had been at work in the city. 

			Gavin liked the couple well enough. But he knew they weren’t his biggest fans. Camille was a feisty woman of mixed race with pretty green eyes and near blonde natural curls. She had been Miranda Bradley’s roommate in college. She remained her best friend. Pete Camacho was her college sweetheart. He hailed from Richmond, Virginia. His mother had been Puerto Rican and his father African American. His mother had died from ovarian cancer when he was 17. He’d had a rough childhood. Maybe that was why he was emotionally stuck there. Pete was jealous of Gavin. Miranda had told Gavin. But even if she hadn’t, he would know it. Pete was full of little digs and jibes. Gavin was glad that he hadn’t had to endure them today. It was tiresome and a little ridiculous because Gavin’s opinion of him was that he was an upstanding guy, brave, devoted to his family and wife, and intelligent.

			While the dinner tomorrow night was being catered, tonight, in exchange for everyone’s help, Connie had cooked. Working herself all day, she’d started a stew in the morning, which cooked slowly. Now, after they’d finished, she made some homemade biscuits to eat with the stew. She cooked a heart-healthy Chicken Marsala with wild rice and broccoli for Sam. Gavin personally would prefer the chicken, but he’d eat the stew. She’d also made some chicken nuggets and French fries for the kids. He wanted none of that. 

			Camille arrived with four children and three babies. Her husband, Pete, arrived minutes later. Due to the tent’s placement, they parked on the street and came to the front door. Connie opened the front door for them each in turn. Pete was in a great mood. Gavin had rarely seen the man so happy. But he was overflowing with Christmas spirit today. He wore a huge grin, and as Connie opened the door to him, he exclaimed, “Ho, ho, ho! Merry Christmas!” Then he added, “Hey, I hope you don’t mind, but my sister, her husband, and son showed up at my office when I was getting ready to come home. I brought them with me!”

			“Of course! How wonderful!” Connie exclaimed.

			“Are you sure? Do you have enough food?” came the female voice from outside the front door behind Pete.

			“Oh sure, Pete knows I always cook more than enough!” Connie happily replied.

			Gavin gave a wry smile, a hint of recognition, but he quickly recovered, confident his face revealed nothing.

			But Pete had seen. “Gavin Mahoney, do you have something to say?”

			“Gavin Mahoney!” Pete’s sister exclaimed, pushing past her brother and turning to the group of people in the family room. “Lieutenant!”

			“Lorraine,” Gavin said, taking a sip of his beer. “Hello.” 

			“You know my sister? Of course, you know my sister,” Pete said. He stepped inside, followed by a man and a young teenage boy. The boy was clearly Lorraine’s son. She was, like Camille, a woman of mixed race. Her hair was long, light brown, and a mass of wild curls. She had it pulled away from her face with a hair band. Her stunning blue eyes sparkled like sapphires. The boy had her blue eyes. 

			The boy politely asked, “May I use the restroom?”

			“Right there under the stairs,” Connie said, pointing.

			“Thank you,” he said, heading off in the direction Connie had indicated.

			Then Gavin greeted the man with, “Wyatt.” 

			“Lieutenant,” Wyatt greeted Gavin.

			“How do you know each other?” Connie asked, inviting the guests to enter with a gesture.

			“Warrant Officer Wyatt Franklin? He was a chopper pilot,” Gavin said, forcing a smile. The truth was he didn’t much like the man. Lorraine was okay. But Wyatt Franklin was a womanizer and a creep, in Gavin’s opinion. 

			

			“Still am. Just in the private sector now.”

			“And Lorraine was, 13 years ago, anyway, a photojournalist in Afghanistan,” Gavin continued.

			“Yes, how are you, Gavin?” she asked, blushing.

			“Oh, great. Just great,” Gavin replied.

			“What? Why is this awkward?” Pete questioned.

			“What’s awkward?” Gavin asked. 

			“How’s Horatio?” Wyatt asked. And there was the awkward, Gavin thought.

			“Great. He left about 15 minutes ago,” Gavin replied quickly.

			“Nope. He’s on his way back,” Deb announced cryptically.

			No sooner were the words out of his wife’s mouth than there was a buzz at the gate, and when Sam answered it with a “Yeah?” Horatio’s voice came back over the intercom, “Hey, Hunter can’t find his air pods. He thinks he left them in the kitchen, and apparently, he’s going to die if he doesn’t have them for 24 hours.”

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 4

			“I eat like this because my wife makes me. Why do you?” Sam asked Gavin, looking longingly at the stew. Connie had set a plate of the heart-healthy chicken marsala in front of Gavin as well as her husband. Gavin, unlike Sam, was delighted with the meal.

			“I don’t know. I do a lot of horrible things to my body. Broken bones, torn ligaments, bullet holes. Drinking. Smoking. The least I can do is feed it a healthy diet and exercise. It also helps keep the headaches at bay.”

			“Headaches?” Sam queried.

			“He’s vain and doesn’t want to get fat,” Horatio huffed.

			“Whatever, I’m a size down from before I got pregnant the first time, and I haven’t felt hungry or deprived,” Deb defended him.

			“How is it that you two…um…gentlemen are acquainted with people who own a house like this?” Wyatt scoffed. Gavin’s eyes narrowed. He’d never liked this prick. How he married a lovely girl like Lorraine Howard was beyond him. He was a bigot.

			“Didn’t you know, Wyatt? We’re rich,” Gavin sneered, leaning forward.

			“Rich?” asked Wyatt. 

			“Yeah. Rich,” scowled Horatio.

			Lorraine looked at her brother, who nodded. “Let me ask you, Wyatt; you keep a set of wrenches in the helicopter?” Pete asked.

			“Of course,” Wyatt replied.

			“What brand?”

			“Fuen…Oh, you’re kidding?”

			Pete pointed at Gavin and then Horatio, who raised an eyebrow.

			Lorraine, sitting beside Wyatt, smiled awkwardly. “Funny meeting you two here today. I’ve been working on footage from…” Then realizing that had been the day Horatio had been wounded, she stopped.

			“June 19th?” Horatio finished. She nodded. “It’s okay to talk about it, Lo. At least with me.”

			“What would you have me say about it, Horatio?” Gavin asked, taking a bite of chicken.

			“You’re deflecting,” Deb interrupted. “Just tell him.”

			“Tell me what?” Horatio asked.

			Gavin sighed. “This isn’t the time and place, DeBella.”

			“It never is,” she retorted, setting down her spoon and pushing back her chair. She started to stand, but he grabbed her arm. He never wanted to make her angry. And he told her everything…not always right away…but eventually. He had a taciturn nature. But to her, he never wanted to be distant. Sometimes, she forced his hand at revealing pieces of himself to others. It made him uncomfortable, but he didn’t blame her for that.

			“Fine. Sit.” She sat back down and crossed her arms, waiting. “I don’t talk about June 19th because I can’t talk about June 19th,” he said, looking at his plate.

			“What the hell does that mean, Gav? You can’t talk about it?” Horatio huffed. Gavin hated this. He never wanted to admit this. He’d only admitted it to his wife after his support group at the VFW encouraged him to share what he wouldn’t share with them with his wife, and his neurologist agreed. Ever since
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