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      “Go talk to my aunt,” Hannah Frederickson said as she strode into the taproom of the Country Time Bar and Grill.

      Her bartender, Deacon Black, looked up with a puzzled expression on his pleasantly rough face. He was standing behind the bar cleaning shot glasses in anticipation of the regular Wednesday night crowd. Well, maybe “crowd” was too optimistic, but they usually had a pretty good turnout when the bowling leagues were playing next door at Murphy Lanes.

      “Huh?” he said.

      “Go talk to my aunt,” Hannah repeated. She walked behind the bar, slid past Deacon, and headed for the bottle of whiskey sitting on a nearby shelf.

      “Now?” he asked, turning to watch her, obviously still confused. “We’re going to open soon, and she lives across town.”

      “No.” Struggling to hold onto her patience, Hannah grabbed one of the clean shot glasses he had stacked neatly on the back counter and poured a generous amount of the whiskey into it. “I want you to go to my office, pick up the phone, and talk to my aunt. She’s on hold.”

      Deacon narrowed his bright blue eyes and tossed the rag he’d been using on the bar.

      “Why?”

      Hannah knocked back the shot, sputtered a little, and poured another.

      “Because,” she said, “I cannot possibly have heard her correctly. I need you to talk to her, and then tell me I’m having either a nightmare or a hallucination.”

      “What’s going on?” he demanded.

      “Just go talk to her!” Hannah shouted.

      “All right, all right. Jeez.” Deacon turned and stalked down the short hallway to Hannah’s tiny office.

      Hannah chugged the second shot, then picked up his discarded rag and began to polish the top of the old wooden bar. She heard Deacon talking, his voice growing louder, and she polished faster. By the time he slammed back into the taproom, the oak bar gleamed as never before. Hell, she’d practically set the thing on fire.

      He walked up to stand beside her, and Hannah stopped her manic polishing to look at him. The expression on his face made her heart fall through the soles of her feet, down into the basement.

      Oh, God.

      She cleared her throat.

      “Aunt Hildy didn’t really say that Uncle George emptied my business bank account, took all of my money, and left town with his assistant, did she?”

      “Bastard.” Deacon said.

      Oh, God. It was real.

      Hannah’s knees gave out, and she sank to the floor behind the bar. It was clean, but she wouldn’t have noticed if she’d stuck to the vinyl.

      “Is Aunt Hildy okay?” she asked.

      “She actually sounded kind of relieved. Except for the whole money thing. She’s sorry about that.”

      Hannah nodded. That was nice.

      Deacon got another glass and poured himself some whiskey from the bottle she’d left on the bar. “She said when she got home from work—”

      “She’s a cashier at the Wal-Mart.”

      “—there was a note on the kitchen table telling her George and Crystal—”

      “The assistant bimbo.”

      “—were heading somewhere warm.”

      “Bastard.”

      Deacon downed his whiskey. He did not sputter.

      “The note said he wanted her to tell you he’d taken your money. He didn’t want you to find out when the creditors started calling.”

      “Decent of him.” Hannah dropped her face into her hands.

      “Did you check your bank account balance?” Deacon asked. “Maybe George is just playing a practical joke or something.”

      Yeah. Because George was such a light-hearted trickster.

      “I got online while I was on the phone with Hildy. It looks like he left me fifty dollars,” she said into her hands.

      “If you knew that, why the hell did you bother having me talk to her?”

      “I didn’t believe it.” But it was true. It was all true. “Why did I let him talk me into being my accountant?” she moaned. “Why? I know what he’s like. It was only a matter of time before he snapped.”

      “The bigger question,” Deacon said, “is how he got access to your business bank account.”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” she said, still not looking up. “I gave him signing authority.”

      “Uh huh.” He paused. “Why?” His voice sounded strained.

      “After my father died, before you came back to town, I was really busy, and it was hard to keep ahead of the bookkeeping stuff. Uncle George said he did that kind of thing for other clients.” She sighed. “And yes, I know I should have started paying the bills again, once you were working here, and I had more time. But I let him keep doing it. It was nice not to have to worry about everything.”

      Of course, now she had a bigger issue to worry about than finding the time to write out a couple of checks.

      Oddly, when she finally looked at Deacon, he seemed relieved.

      “Okay,” he said. “So he paid bills for other clients. That means he must be bonded.”

      She hadn’t thought there was anything below the basement, but she could feel her heart bouncing into a dark pit much further down.

      She swallowed.

      “Um, bonded?”

      “A surety bond,” Deacon said. “If he was handling your cash, you made sure that he…was…” His voice trailed off when he saw her expression. They stared at each other in silence for a moment.

      Deacon squatted beside her, the material of his jeans stretching across his thighs. “Uncle George wasn’t bonded?” he asked carefully.

      She shook her head.

      “I thought you said he handled money for other clients?”

      “Well,” she shifted on her butt. “Not exactly their money. For the other clients he handled the books, and they wrote the checks. But he said he would handle the money for me. Because I was family. He gave me a good rate.”

      “Why didn’t you make him get bonded?” Deacon shouted.

      “He was my uncle!” Hannah shouted back. “I trusted him!”

      Then, to her horror, she started to cry. Deep, gulping sobs. Before she could turn away or try to hide, Deacon heaved a sigh, sat on the floor next to her, and pulled her up against his chest.

      “Come on, now,” he said, stroking his hand down her back.

      “I can’t believe Uncle George did this to me! The b…b…bastard.”

      “It’ll be okay,” Deacon said, as he held her tighter. His arms were strong and they felt good wrapped around her. Without quite realizing what she was doing, Hannah found herself clinging to him, her fingers knotting in the soft fabric of his dark blue Country Time polo shirt. She hoped she wasn’t getting snot all over him.

      “All of my money is gone,” she sobbed.

      “I know, Hannah.”

      She couldn’t seem to stop crying. His chest was warm and broad, and he smelled good, and he was holding her, and he’d never done that before, not even when they’d known each other in high school.

      Of course, he was her employee now, so it wasn’t surprising he never held her. Employees didn’t usually go around holding their employers. It was probably weirding him out that she was crying all over him. She tried to get herself back under control.

      Sniffling, she pulled away. He let her go, and they looked at each other. Then he shoved to his feet, reached down, and helped her up. She stood, feeling suddenly awkward, and grabbed a tissue from the box behind the bar, blowing her nose as discreetly as possible.

      “Sorry,” she muttered.

      “Better?” Deacon had backed up a little, but he was still watching her with concern.

      He wasn’t exactly a handsome man, Hannah thought, considering him. He certainly wasn’t pretty like his brother, Sam. Yet somehow his face managed to be both hard and sympathetic, framed by receding brown hair kept so brutally short it was little more than stubble. His profile easily could have been stamped on an ancient Roman coin.

      “I guess,” she said, suddenly aware of the heat and hardness of his body in the confined space.

      When she’d known him in high school, before he’d left home at eighteen to join the army, he’d been young and…soft. The years between then and now, the traveling he’d done, the work on oil rigs and in construction, had added layers of solid muscle to his tall frame and some intriguing lines to his face. She’d heard him say he lifted weights regularly because he didn’t want to get a gut.

      Whatever he was doing, it really worked for him. They’d had a sharp increase in female customers since he’d started working at the Country Time.

      He was a drifter who wouldn’t stay in town forever, but while he was here he was a definite asset.

      Maybe she could get him to go shirtless while he was tending bar to try and attract more women.

      A vision of Deacon, shirtless, and maybe dancing and spinning bottles while he made drinks, flitted through her mind.

      Yeah. A definite asset.

      “You have to revoke George’s signing authority,” he said, pulling her from her admittedly inappropriate thoughts. “You’d better call the bank and do it right away.”

      “Sure. Because there’s so much money left to worry about.”

      “You want to get him off the account.”

      “I know that, Deacon.” Just because she’d cried all over the man didn’t mean he had the right to treat her like she was a complete idiot.

      “And you’ll have to report this to the police. You have to tell Chief Kline what happened and swear out an arrest warrant, so George can be found and picked up.”

      “I know that, too,” she muttered, wadding up the tissue and throwing it away. “I’m not completely stupid. I know I have to do that.” Her stomach jumped. George might be a thief, but he was still her uncle. It made her a little queasy to think about having her uncle arrested.

      Deacon could apparently read her mind. “You have to do this, Hannah,” he said.

      “I know.” Then she turned and left him before she broke down and cried all over him again.

      Back in her office, Hannah dropped into her chair and logged onto her online banking site to check her balance one more time. What if she’d made a mistake? What if she’d somehow opened the wrong account, and she still had all of her money, and Deacon was right, and that note from George was some kind of sick practical joke? It could happen.

      Nope, she thought, looking at the numbers. No joke.

      If only she’d made George get bonded. Then she’d have insurance.

      Insurance.

      She sat up straighter, hope suddenly zinging through her.

      The Country Time carried liability insurance, right? Wasn’t there a clause in there somewhere about employees stealing? Wasn’t George basically an employee? Maybe she would be covered…?

      Fingers scrabbling across the desk, she grabbed the phone and called Chet Hinkle, the local insurance agent who’d been handling their policies forever.

      “Hey Chet,” she greeted him when he answered, trying to sound casual instead of desperate. “I need to ask you about the Country Time’s insurance policies.”

      “You do?” Chet’s voice brightened. “Want to schedule a review?”

      “No!” She realized she’d snapped the word and took a deep breath before continuing. “No. I, um, was wondering if I was covered for, uh, employee theft.”

      “Employee theft?” Now Chet sounded confused. “Are you having a problem?”

      “Of course not. I’m just interested.” She gripped the phone receiver tighter. “Can you look at my policy?”

      “Sure. Now?”

      “Yes.” Hannah tried not to grind her teeth. “Now.”

      “Sure, okay. Hold on and let me get your file.”

      After what seemed to be an interminable length of time he was back, huffing slightly, as if moving from his chair had taken an effort.

      “Okay,” he said and she heard papers flipping in the background. “Let’s see what we’ve…huh.”

      Hannah’s blood chilled.

      “What?” she demanded.

      “Huh,” Chet repeated. “Hmmm…uh huh. Oh.”

      “For God’s sake, what?” He was killing her.

      “I remember this now,” Chet sounded cheery again, happy things were falling into place. “Before your father died, I met with him, and he cut back on the Country Time’s insurance coverage. My note says he wanted to reduce premiums.”

      “Okay,” Hannah said slowly. “And what does that mean for employee theft coverage?”

      “Well…” More rustling. “According to the file, he reduced employee theft coverage to a thousand dollars. With the deductible, that’s basically nothing.” He laughed. “Guess he trusted his employees more than you do, Hannah.”

      Hope no longer zinged. “I guess,” she croaked.

      “Hey, it’s all there in the addendum,” Chet told her. “Didn’t you read your insurance policies when you took over the business?”

      She hadn’t. She’d been too busy coping with her father’s death and trying to run the Country Time without quite enough staff. Maybe George would have mentioned it to her if George had been a better adviser. But it was pretty obvious now that he’d been following his own agenda.

      Chet must have shifted to the computer while she’d been absorbing the new blow he’d just delivered, because the sound of tapping keys had replaced the shuffling of paper in the background.

      “Looks like you still haven’t paid your premiums for the quarter,” he said, sounding genuinely concerned for the first time in their conversation. “Better tell George to get that check out. You don’t want them to lapse.”

      Right.

      “Sure you don’t want to review your policies?” Chet sounded hopeful. “I could come over and—”

      She hung up on him.

      Running her hands through her hair, she tried to think. Apparently insurance would not be riding to her rescue.

      Thanks, Dad.

      Of course, maybe she should have actually looked at the insurance policies before now.

      Her next step was to call the bank to cut off Uncle George’s access to the Country Time’s checking account. On a whim, she asked the woman who’d answered the phone if they would replace her funds.

      Once the woman had stopped laughing, Hannah made an appointment to see a lending officer about reactivating a line of credit her father had taken out a few years ago. She hadn’t needed to use it since his death, but she was going to need it now. Big time.

      After the bank, she called Police Chief Jacqueline Kline to see what she had to do to have her late mother’s older brother arrested. Josie Kline, Chief Kline’s daughter and one of Hannah’s best friends since sixth grade, had always said her mother was scary protective when it came to people she cared about. So, Hannah wasn’t entirely surprised when the other woman said she’d be over in a few minutes to personally take her statement.

      Because the Country Time had just opened, Hannah asked the chief to come to the back door in the hopes of avoiding stirring up the customers. As promised, the other woman arrived fifteen minutes later, a young patrolman in tow. As soon as she stepped into the kitchen, she wrapped Hannah in a tight, motherly embrace before letting her go to study her face, her brown eyes serious.

      “What the hell happened?”

      Hannah shrugged. “I told you on the phone. George ran off with all of the money.”

      Chief Kline nodded, took off her uniform hat and ran a hand through her cap of dark hair. “I need the details. Tell me everything.”

      “Okay,” Hannah sighed. “We’d better go to the office.”

      She led them to the office through a side door so they wouldn’t have to go into the taproom. But she knew her attempts at discretion had probably been a complete waste of time. Sure enough, when she relieved Deacon at the bar so he could go talk to the chief, she got enough speculative glances to assure her everyone knew something was up.

      At least June and Mary Alice, the two servers scheduled for the evening, weren’t there yet. Hannah did not look forward to telling June what had happened. The woman wouldn’t hesitate to let her know she’d been a complete dumbass.

      Then there was Grace, the other server. Kevin, her part-time cook. Jason, the second bartender. Billy, the dishwasher. God, what was she going to tell them? What could she tell them?

      Maybe she just wouldn’t tell them anything.

      Hannah considered that option while she drew a beer from one of the taps for a bowling league guy who’d come in early for a pre-game brew. She frowned into the mug as she filled it, ignoring the way the man watched her with ill-disguised curiosity.

      No. She had to tell the staff. Hell, at the rate things were going, they’d hear the gossip before they got to work.

      Deacon came back behind the bar and touched her shoulder without speaking. Hannah nodded in acknowledgment, gave the bowling league guy his beer, and went back to her office.

      Once Chief Kline and her officer were satisfied they’d gotten all of the information they needed for now, Hannah ushered them out through the kitchen. Thank God Kevin hadn’t been scheduled to work; it was still deserted.

      “We’ll do all we can, Hannah,” the chief said, after she’d sent her officer out to the car. “I’ll put out a warrant on George, so if anyone checks they’ll know he’s wanted. We’ll freeze his accounts, flag his credit cards, and that sort of thing.”

      “What about Aunt Hildy?” Hannah asked, alarmed.

      “I’m going to go talk to her now. We’ll see what we can do.”

      “Thanks.” Hannah shook her head. “I just don’t understand why the bank didn’t call me when the account was emptied.”

      Chief Kline shrugged. “Why would they? George had signing authority, so he could basically do whatever he wanted. The online records you showed me indicate he transferred the money to a variety of accounts. Your bank probably hasn’t even noticed.”

      “Wonderful.” Why the hell was she paying those monthly account fees if the bank wasn’t even looking at her account?

      Chief Kline cleared her throat. “The problem is, if he closed the other accounts and pulled out the cash, or if he transferred the money from them to other identities, we’re going to have a hard time finding him.”

      “Yeah,” Hannah sighed. For all she knew, Uncle George had set up twenty false identities.

      “I have a small department,” Chief Kline said. “I barely have enough people to handle traffic accidents and the occasional drunk and disorderly. I’ll bump this up to the staties, but you’re going to need a lawyer, Hannah. And if you want to find George before he spends all of your money, I think you should consider hiring a private investigator.”

      Hannah stared at the other woman. “And pay him with what? My charm?”

      Chief Kline nodded. “Good point.” She settled her hat more firmly on her head and patted Hannah’s cheek. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Thank you,” Hannah said, meaning it.

      “Just doing my job.” The chief grinned at her, then tapped her on the nose. “Call Josie. If my girl hears about this from someone else, she’s going to be pissed, and I don’t want her bitching at me.”

      Hannah’s stomach clutched. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Chief Kline chuckled and left.

      Hannah went back to her office, closed the door, and sat behind her desk, rubbing at the wicked throbbing in her temples. She considered calling Josie and getting it over with, but she just couldn’t face her friend.

      She checked her bank balance again, instead.

      Still fifty dollars.

      And she was still screwed.
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      Hannah had dug out some ibuprofen and was drinking water after swallowing three tablets when there was a brief knock on the door. It opened, and Deacon stepped into the office.

      “Who’s tending the bar?” she asked automatically.

      “June’s here,” he said, closing the door and walking over to drop into the visitor’s chair. “What did Chief Kline say?”

      “She’s putting out a warrant for George’s arrest and talking to people,” Hannah told him. “She’s also going to send the information on to the state police so they can spread the word—or whatever it is they do. But to find my money, they have to find George. She wasn’t encouraging.”

      “I was wondering if your insurance would cover—”

      “I already called Chet,” she interrupted him. “My father dicked around with the policies a couple of years ago. They won’t cover squat.”

      “Too bad.” He frowned. “Are you going to declare bankruptcy?”

      She ran a hand through her hair. “Jesus, Deacon. I just found out about George a couple of hours ago. I think I can take a minute to think before I decide what I’m going to do about it.”

      But she already knew there was no way she’d declare bankruptcy. If she did, she might as well close; it was extremely unlikely any of the vendors would agree to keep working with her afterward.

      Hannah refused to close the Country Time Bar and Grill.

      This bar, this place, had been in her family for four generations. Her father had counted on her to keep it going. He’d trusted her. Her employees depended on her. She’d been training to run it since before she could legally drink in it. In a lot of ways, it was home. She would be damned if it was going to fail on her watch just because some old asshole couldn’t keep his hands off her accounts.

      Deacon tapped his fingers on his knee. “Well, whatever you do, I guess you’re going to need some legal help.”

      “Yeah.” Hannah had been thinking about Chief Kline’s advice and come to a rather distasteful conclusion.

      “Did you call your attorney?” Deacon asked.

      “No,” she answered absently. “Bob retired and went to Indonesia as a missionary, remember? We had his farewell party here a couple of months ago.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Of course I remember. Are you telling me you don’t have another attorney?”

      “No. He gave me some names, but I haven’t called anyone yet.” Because she’d been too busy. But in hindsight, she should have made the time.

      “So call Bob. There are phones in Indonesia.”

      “Not where he is. Besides, what’s he going to do? Fly in to the rescue?” She snorted, picturing the big, silver-haired lawyer. “Right. He probably has malaria or something by now. Bob never did have much common sense.”

      He also hadn’t been especially spiritual, as far as she could tell. Which was why she’d always wondered if he’d really become a missionary, or if he’d had another reason for disappearing so completely. Like, oh, jail.

      “Then call one of the attorneys he recommended.”

      “Deacon.” Hannah folded her hands on her desk and leaned towards him. “I hate to mention this, but at the moment I don’t have enough money to hire a flea. Bob would have done me a favor because he’d been friends with my father. I guarantee you none of the people he recommended will work without a retainer.”

      “Good point.” Deacon crossed an ankle over the opposite knee.

      Hannah shifted back in her chair again, watching him warily. She wasn’t exactly sure how he’d react to the decision she’d made.

      “I do, um, have another option. For legal advice, I mean,” she said.

      Deacon studied her expression for a moment, then dropped his foot to the floor.

      “No,” he said.

      She drew in a deep breath.

      “I think—”

      “Hannah—”

      “—I’m going to call Sam.”

      “Sam, my brother.”

      “Your brother Sam, the attorney.”

      “Your ex-boyfriend. The same guy who slept with one of your waitresses,” he said, as if seeking clarification.

      “And who is an attorney, yes.”

      “In the backseat of her car.”

      “While he was an attorney.”

      “In your own damn parking lot.”

      Unable to remain seated, Hannah lunged to her feet. She paced the few steps it took to get to the wall, then back again. “Look, I don’t like this any more than you do. But Sam is an attorney. A good attorney. I think.”

      “I wouldn’t know. We haven’t exactly been on speaking terms since I punched him in the face.”

      Well, she still felt a little guilty about that. After the police had caught Sam and Louise in the parking lot and charged them with public indecency, Sam had come back into the Country Time, apparently to try and talk to Hannah. She’d never found out what he would have said because Deacon, only back in town for a month or so, had jumped over the bar and punched his brother in the face. She hadn’t been able to stop him.

      Admittedly, she hadn’t tried very hard.

      “Sam,” she pushed on, “is an attorney who will not charge me anything.”

      Deacon blinked. “Huh?”

      “I said, he won’t charge me anything.” If she worked it right.

      “How do you know?” he demanded.

      Good question.

      “Because he dumped me when we dated in high school, and after I gave him a second chance, he screwed one of my waitresses in my parking lot. I’m going to play the guilt card.”

      “That’s a hell of a lot of guilt.”

      “He’s sure got it.”

      “I don’t trust him, the self-centered prick.”

      “Look, I know you two have issues—”

      “Issues?” Deacon sounded highly offended.

      “But he works for a big firm in the Lehigh Valley, and he must know some private detectives. He can help.”

      “Maybe he can, but will he?”

      Another damn good question. Hannah paced over to the room’s tiny window and stared out, arms crossed over her chest. Honestly, she didn’t have a clue whether or not Sam would cooperate. After all, she’d made sure he’d known he was persona non grata at the Country Time. They hadn’t even spoken for two years. But she had to believe he’d help her, if for no other reason than to rub her face in the fact that she needed him.

      “I don’t have a choice,” she said.

      “There have to be other options for legal counsel.”

      “Free legal counsel,” she reminded him, turning to face him again. “Preferably pretty good free legal counsel. Someone I can find quickly who might have a lead on a private detective.”

      “There’s got to be another way,” he argued.

      “Well, I don’t know, Deacon.” She threw up her hands in frustration. “This is my first embezzlement, okay? I’m doing the best I can. There might be other options. Maybe a lot of other options. Maybe better options. But Sam’s the only option I know about, so I’m going to start with him and take it from there.”

      Deacon huffed out a breath. Belatedly she realized seeing his older brother again might be difficult for him.

      “You don’t have to be around when I talk to him,” she offered. “I’m going to ask him to meet me here, but I’ll bring him back to the office. You can go outside and take a break, so you don’t have to see him.”

      He gave her a disgusted look and stood, his big frame filling the small space. “I’ll be there,” he said, an edge to his voice.

      “Deacon—”

      “I have to get back out front,” he interrupted. “Mary Alice will be here soon. We’ll be okay for a while without you, if you have stuff to do.”

      Recognizing male pride when she heard it, she decided to let it go.

      “Wait!” she called when he reached the door. He looked at her again, eyebrows raised in query. “Don’t say anything to June or Mary Alice about what happened. I want to tell them myself.”

      “Should I send them back to the office once Mary Alice gets in?”

      “No,” she said. “I’ll tell them after their shift is over.” That way she could come up with some kind of a plan before she talked to them. Maybe.

      Deacon frowned at her.

      “They’re going to hear rumors,” he pointed out. “Everyone out there knows the cops were here earlier. The gossip’s already spreading.”

      “I just need a little time.” She rubbed her aching forehead.

      “What am I supposed to say when they ask me what’s going on?”

      When, not if.

      “Just tell them the police were here investigating something.”

      Deacon shook his head. “They’ll want details.”

      “Okay, fine.” She shoved a hand through her hair again, headache pounding. How long did it take ibuprofen to work anyway? “Fine. If they ask you anything, send them to me, and I’ll tell them. Otherwise, I’ll talk to them at the end of the shift. Okay?”

      “I guess.” Deacon studied her for a moment and his face softened a little. “You know we’re going to work this out somehow, yeah?”

      She stared at him across the small office. “We?”

      He shrugged. “All of us. We’ll figure something out.” Then he left, closing the door behind him.

      Hannah found herself fighting tears again. We, he’d said. All of us, he’d said, and he’d meant it. He was right, too. Everyone who worked at the Country Time would do what they could to help. But Hannah was the one who was responsible. She was the one who paid their salaries. And she was the one who’d let George put them all in jeopardy.

      She sat down in her chair and planted her elbow on the desk, chin in her hand, her entire body stiff with tension.

      Now she had to call Sam.

      Lovely.

      Reaching out, she fiddled with the black cord on the old-fashioned, slightly greasy, beige phone.

      She’d met Samuel Black, Deacon’s brother, when she’d signed up as a peer-to-peer English tutor to earn extra credit in high school. She’d been assigned to Deacon, a new kid whose family had just moved into the district. He’d been failing miserably in his junior year English requirement, and the guidance counselor thought he might work harder if his tutor was a girl.

      Which was why she’d been sitting with Deacon at the Black family kitchen table, trying to help him slog through A Tale of Two Cities, when Sam had come home after football practice.

      Hannah could still remember how dazzled she’d been the first time she’d seen Deacon’s brother. She’d thought he was simply beautiful—all dark curly hair and big blue eyes. Plus, he was a senior, while she and Deacon were only juniors. His presence had overwhelmed her to the point that she’d stammered like an idiot.

      She’d been totally shocked when Sam had flirted with her, but she’d almost fainted dead away when he’d actually asked her out to a movie. He’d kissed her sweetly in the back row of the old movie theater, and she’d drawn a big heart around his name when she’d written about that night in her diary.

      The movie theater had been torn down a year later. She and Sam hadn’t lasted that long.

      Her fault, she admitted now. He’d gotten bored because she’d never been available when he’d wanted to go out.

      Well, she had a lot on her plate, even then. She’d been taking care of most of the household chores, something she’d started doing after her mother died in a car crash when she’d been eleven. It had been her and her father for years, and she liked to think she was taking care of him.

      By the time high school rolled around, she was working nights and weekends at the Country Time, too. Not serving drinks or anything, but learning the business from the ground up. Between her various responsibilities at home and her father’s business, the tutoring, and her school work, there just hadn’t been a lot of time to go to football games or hang out at the movies with her boyfriend.

      Sam, probably frustrated as hell, had tried to push the physical thing one night in his shiny red Camaro. She hadn’t been ready, and he’d backed off. Way off.

      After he dumped her for a cheerleader with big boobs, Hannah told the guidance counselor she didn’t want to tutor Deacon anymore. She didn’t want to take the chance she’d have to see Sam—and Sam’s new girlfriend. That had worked so well, she hadn’t run into Deacon’s brother again until he’d come back to town a few years ago as a big-time lawyer. They’d met, and the old spark had sizzled. This time she hadn’t been scared, so the sweet kisses transformed very quickly into wild sex.

      Boy, had there been sex.

      Hannah sighed nostalgically.

      Then lung cancer killed her father and she’d gotten crazy busy trying to run everything. And Sam had nailed Louise, her waitress, in the parking lot.

      Good times.

      Sighing again, she picked up the phone and called Sam’s cell. A part of her hoped he’d changed the number, but he picked up after two rings.

      “Hello,” he said.

      His voice was deep and always sounded intimate.

      “It’s Hannah,” she said abruptly.

      There was silence on the other end of the line.

      “Hannah Frederickson,” she added.

      “I know that,” he said. Now he sounded intimate and annoyed.

      “I need some help,” she said.

      “You do?” Intimate, annoyed, and shocked.

      “I’d rather not get into it over the phone.”

      More silence. She could practically hear Sam assuming she wanted an excuse to see him again. The truth was, she could have happily lived the rest of her life without seeing him again, but she wanted to look him in the eye when she talked to him. Maybe then she’d be able to judge his real reactions. Maybe she’d be able to tell if he was lying to her.

      Right.

      “Hannah—” he started.

      “I can’t come to you. I need you to come to the Country Time. Tonight.”

      It would be the first time he’d been inside the Country Time since he’d been inside Louise, but what the heck. Seeing Sam again couldn’t make the day any worse.

      He laughed shortly. “Like I’m going to just drop everything and come running because you decided to call me after two years.”

      “You will.”

      More sarcastic laughter. “Please. Why would I?”

      “Because you owe me.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You had sex with Louise in the parking lot. You owe me.”

      He huffed out a breath. “I don’t owe you anything. You got your payback when Deacon slugged me. I could have sued, but I didn’t.”

      Hannah welcomed the anger surging inside her. It made her feel like she wasn’t helpless, wasn’t a victim, wasn’t dependent on the good graces of a man who had trampled all over her feelings. Twice. She realized she was gripping the phone’s receiver so tightly her fingers ached and forced herself to relax before she cracked the old plastic.

      “It’s not enough,” she said through her teeth. “You humiliated me. Everyone in town was laughing at me, talking about me.”

      “They talked about me, too.”

      She snorted. “No they didn’t. You weren’t around for them to laugh at. You were in Allentown or Philadelphia or New York doing your lawyer thing. I was here every day, smiling and acting nice when people came into the bar to ask personal questions or make stupid comments. It took months for the gossip to die down. Months, Sam.”

      Her stomach roiled because she knew it would all happen again once people found out about George. She wanted to scream. Honest to God, men and their dicks!

      “Okay, I understand you’re pissed off because you were on the front lines—”

      “Pissed off?” She was shouting now. Dimly, she hoped the music in the taproom was loud enough so the customers wouldn’t hear her screaming at her ex. “I mean, Jesus. You couldn’t even drive the car to a different parking lot before you jumped Lou?”

      “She only had a half hour break.”

      Hannah would not dignify that with a response. She took several deep breaths, struggling to rein herself in.

      “You owe me,” she said, proud of the chill she heard in her voice. “You will come over here because you actually might be able to help me.”

      “Hannah—”

      “You know you really screwed up, and you know I paid the price for it. You know that you owe me some kind of consideration for the time we were together. You know that, Sam.”

      This time he was silent for several minutes, but she waited him out.

      “Maybe,” he said finally.

      “Tonight,” Hannah insisted.

      “I said, maybe. If I show up, it will be late. And Deacon had better not punch me again.”

      Hannah could hear the stubbornness and knew pushing him any further would be counterproductive.

      “Whatever. Just get here,” she said. “Before two.” She slammed down the phone and tugged at her own hair. “Aaarrrgh!”

      She didn’t want to see him again. She didn’t want to look at him and know he had lied to her, cheated on her. Twice. She didn’t want to talk to him and wonder if he was lying to her again.

      Letting go of her hair, she let out a deep sigh and attempted to smooth it back into place.

      Well, you couldn’t always get what you wanted, could you?

      Taking Deacon at his word that she wouldn’t be needed out front for a while, and praying he wouldn’t send June or Mary Alice back to her office until she knew what she wanted to tell them, she turned back to the spreadsheets on her computer.
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      Deacon left June to tend the bar, ignoring her pointed questions because he didn’t want to get into it with her, and headed out back to the spot they’d set up as a break area for the staff. It wasn’t much—just a few plastic lawn chairs on an old cement pad—but the breeze was cool when it brushed against his skin, and the dumpster was pretty far away.

      He grabbed one of the plastic chairs, dropped into it, and stretched his legs out in front of him.

      Sam. Fucking Sam.

      He still couldn’t believe Hannah was actually going to call his brother, not after the way the man had hurt her.

      Although she was right when she’d said Sam could give her legal advice. Hell, he could freaking smother her with legal advice. Wasn’t he admitted to not one, but two bar associations? Couldn’t he practice law in Pennsylvania and New York? Hadn’t he graduated from fancy lawyer school summa cum laude? Didn’t their parents remind Deacon of those facts whenever he tried to talk to them?

      Why, yes. Yes, they did.

      Deacon huffed out a laugh that had little to do with humor. The bars he was admitted to weren’t places his parents bragged about nearly as often.

      He crossed his legs at the ankles and his arms over his chest, staring into the scrub trees beyond the cracked asphalt of the parking lot.

      He thought Hannah was being overly optimistic to think Sam would fall in with her plans. As far as he could tell, his brother’s normal way of dealing with guilt was to shrug it off. Even getting arrested for public indecency hadn’t seemed to put a dent in the man’s calm self-assurance.

      He fisted his hands under his armpits.

      God, it was infuriating. He’d been aching to get a taste of Hannah Frederickson for years, ever since high school. It had about killed him to watch her fall for Sam the first time, back when she’d been his tutor—to see the light in his brother’s eyes while he’d charmed her, and to know that as soon as Sam had shown up and smiled at her, she’d forgotten all about Deacon.

      Hannah had buzzed around in his brain like a wasp the whole time he’d been away; the one woman he’d never been able to forget. When he’d finally come back to Hardy Falls, the Country Time had been his first stop. Lord only knew why he’d decided to hire on as her bartender.

      Well, he had needed a job.

      

      “Holy shit.”

      Deacon turned around from stacking glasses on the back counter and found himself face to face with Sam for the first time in over ten years.

      “Holy shit,” Sam repeated. He stood at the bar, obviously surprised. “I didn’t believe her when she told me you were back in town.”

      “Hannah?”

      Sam nodded and smiled. “Last night.”

      It was pretty clear what he and Hannah had been doing last night. Deacon felt his stomach tighten. Stupid.

      “You’ve hooked up again,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      Sam’s grin broadened. “Oh, yeah.”

      Deacon nodded and tried not to betray his reaction.

      “Seen the old man yet?” Sam asked.

      “No.” He’d only been back in town a week.

      “Better do it soon. It wouldn’t be good for him to hear about it from someone else.”

      “Planning on telling him?”

      “Maybe.” Sam smiled again. “Welcome home.” Turning, he headed for Hannah’s office.

      “Christ.” Getting one of the clean glasses, Deacon poured himself a drink.

      

      He’d fully expected Hannah to fire him after Sam’s little parking lot rendezvous. Hey, she’d dropped him right quick back in high school when Sam had dumped her the first time. He’d figured she wouldn’t want to look at Sam’s brother this time around either.

      But she hadn’t fired him. Hadn’t even considered it, as far as he could tell. He’d taken that as a good sign.

      And now, after two blissful Sam-free years, now when Hannah seemed to have moved on and finally—finally!—started to see Deacon as more than just the stupid, pimple-faced jerk he’d been back in high school, now when she might even be starting to look at him with a little bit of interest, here came Sam again.

      “Shit.”

      Deacon’s cell phone buzzed and he dug it out of his back pocket, automatically checking caller ID.

      Sam Black.

      What the hell?

      He hesitated for another instant, then answered.

      “How did you get this number?”

      “Never mind that. What the hell’s going on over there?” Sam demanded.

      “I guess Hannah called you.” Deacon settled back in the chair again.

      “Yeah, but she just told me to get over to the bar and didn’t give me a reason why I should. She hasn’t had the time of day for me in two years and now she calls and demands I come over? I don’t think so. I’ve got…stuff tonight.”

      Deacon stared across the parking lot, smiling a little at his brother’s obvious irritation. He had to take his amusement where he could find it.

      “I really can’t say what she wants,” he said with deliberate mildness. “Guess you’ll have to come find out.”

      “Bullshit. I’ll be damned if I’m going to jump because she thinks I should. I don’t care what happened to her after I got caught with Louise.” Sam’s voice was tight.

      Interesting. It almost sounded as though Sam was acknowledging some sort of responsibility. Deacon frowned. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the fact that it had only taken one phone call from Hannah to penetrate his brother’s thick protective coating.

      On the other hand, Sam’s coating could self-seal with amazing swiftness. He might be flailing around a bit at the moment—hence this phone call—but if he kept rationalizing, Deacon had infinite faith he’d work out a reason to justify not showing up.

      Too bad that wasn’t what Hannah wanted.

      “So don’t come,” he said, keeping his tone careless. “She’s got plenty of people here. I’ll help her. I told her not to call you in the first place.” It might have been years since they’d had a real conversation, but he still knew how to push his older brother’s buttons.

      “Wait.” Sam sounded truly offended. “You mean you think you can handle this thing for Hannah?”

      “Sure.” Deacon said, still casual.

      “Yeah, right,” Sam sneered. “You’ll help her? The place will fold in two weeks.”

      “I know the business. You don’t,” Deacon said, feeling resentment grow. No matter what his family thought, he wasn’t goddamned stupid.

      “I’m an attorney,” Sam ground out.

      “I can look things up on the Internet.”

      He hadn’t meant this conversation to turn into “anything you can do I can do better,” but apparently Sam could still push his buttons, too.

      “Really? The Internet?” Sam’s laugh was derisive. “Oh, I’ve got a big picture of how that will go.”

      “We don’t need you. Hannah doesn’t need you.”

      “She’s the one who asked for me.”

      Deacon’s grip on the cell phone tightened. He wanted this conversation done. “Then why are you even talking to me about this? Are you coming or not?”

      There was a beat of silence on the other end of the phone.

      “I’ll be there,” Sam snapped, and abruptly cut the connection.

      “Great.”

      Deacon shoved the phone back into his pocket. Sam probably would show up. That should make Hannah happy, anyway.

      Sighing, he stood and stretched out his back, reaching his hands to the sky before dropping them back to his sides. He’d better get inside before June came hunting him. Once the leagues were finished, they’d get busy.

      The hell of it was, Deacon thought as he trudged towards the building, he’d told Sam the truth. He really did know the business. He knew the customers and the vendors. He probably could be of help, if given the chance. Maybe even more than Sam.
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      Hannah had decided the first thing she should do was figure out exactly how much money she was going to need and when she was going to need it. She felt that would be both mature and logical. Her other option—running around her office bellowing and waving her arms like a gorilla—didn’t seem like it would be nearly as useful.

      Even if that was exactly what she felt like doing.

      It was too late in the day to start calling her vendors, so, for lack of a better plan, she began comparing the accounting records to her online bank statements.

      George appeared to have kept relatively up to date with normal operating expenses, which was a relief. He’d probably been afraid the vendors would complain to her if he fell behind. She couldn’t find any payments for the last round of deliveries, but she’d expected that.

      Still, it wasn’t too much of a surprise when she found the first discrepancy. About a month ago the bank statement showed a deposit slightly lower, and then a cash withdrawal slightly larger, than the transactions reflected in her accounting records.

      Stomach clenching, she kept looking and spotted another difference. And another. And another.

      Once she’d compared deposits and withdrawals for the last six months, she’d found ten discrepancies. Never especially large amounts, which was why she hadn’t spotted them before. Of course, since she’d also been under the impression she had a trustworthy accountant, she hadn’t exactly been diligent about checking her bank statements. Stupid. So stupid.

      Hannah sat back in her chair and ran her hands through her hair so she wouldn’t throw the computer against the wall.

      It sure looked like good old Uncle George had been stealing from her all along. Yesterday might have been his big score, but he had helped himself to the business’s money on a regular basis.

      “You bastard.”

      She shoved her chair away from the desk, tried to breathe, to think past the anger and the hurt. It could be worse, she reminded herself a little desperately. At least the vendors were pretty much up to date. She’d find money to cover what she owed. Somewhere. No worries.

      Times like these were when she missed Lou the most. Louise Weber hadn’t just been a terrific waitress, she’d been hell on wheels with numbers and coming up with creative ideas to handle problems.

      Hannah sighed. She missed Louise for a lot of reasons other than just her business skills. Mostly she just missed her friend. Or rather, the friend she’d thought she had.

      She glanced at the phone. She could always call Josie and talk things over with her. Chief Kline was right; if she found out what was going on through the grapevine, she’d really be pissed off. And a pissed off Josie was not a lot of fun.

      Still, it would probably be better to wait a day or two before making that phone call. God willing, she’d have more information or a plan or something by then. The last time they’d spoken—jeez, two weeks ago now!—Josie had been involved in some big ad campaign. It was her first after being promoted to a new team at the New York City ad agency where she worked. Hannah didn’t want to distract her friend with problems she couldn’t do anything about.

      Which meant she was on her own.

      Rolling back to the computer, Hannah pulled up her calendar to see what deliveries were scheduled in the next couple of weeks. Her eye caught on the current date and held. She froze, staring at the screen in horror.

      It was September 9th.

      September…9th.

      Quarterly estimated taxes were due on September 15th. Quarterly unemployment taxes were due on September 15th. Payroll taxes for last month were due on September 15th. And September 15th was—she checked the calendar—only six days away.

      Queasy, she switched back to her bank records. Nope, no tax payments.

      Which meant everything was still due.

      Plus, the money withheld for payroll taxes from the first pay of the current month was missing too.

      And, as Chet had pointed out, the quarterly insurance premiums were due. Even though the policies apparently weren’t all that great, she still needed coverage to operate the business.

      She was so totally screwed.

      Hannah groaned and laid her head on her desk next to the keyboard. The scarred wood bit into her forehead as she rolled it from side to side.

      “No. No. No.”

      George had planned it this way, of course. He’d chosen a time when the bank account was at its highest, and then he’d taken everything.

      The office door opened.

      “Hey, Hannah, we need you at the grill—” Deacon’s voice cut off abruptly. “What’s wrong, now?” he demanded.

      “There’s no money. None at all,” she said. She felt hollow inside.

      “We already knew that.”

      She sat up and looked at him. “It’s September 9th and there’s no money. Quarterly and payroll taxes are all due on the 15th, and there’s no money.”

      “Oh.” He paused. “Oohhh,” he said again as it sunk in. For a moment he just stood there, absently wiping his hands on a bar rag. “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can’t you get an extension or something?”

      “How the hell should I know?” She rubbed her face. “I think there are a lot of penalties if you don’t pay on time, and even if I get an extension, I still don’t have any money.”

      “You need a new accountant. Fast.”

      “Yeah, no shit, Deacon. God.” As if she hadn’t figured out that news bulletin.

      “Do you know anybody?”

      “No.” She tried to tamp down her irritation. “Look, I’m going to the bank tomorrow. Dad took out a line of credit a couple of years ago, but we haven’t had to use it since he died. I’m going to reactivate it. That should buy me some time to figure out the rest of this mess.” But she was going to have to borrow a lot more than she’d thought she would. And then she’d have to pay it back. Her stomach jittered.

      “You still need an accountant.”

      “Well, I know that. But I also need to be able to pay them. Sue me if I don’t have an accountant ex-boyfriend who screwed one of my waitresses in the parking lot so I can guilt him into doing work for free.”

      “Too bad,” he said, tucking the rag in the front pocket of his jeans. “I’ll come with you to the bank.”

      Hannah blinked at him, surprised. “What? No. Why?”

      “You need another set of eyes and ears while you’re dealing with those people. I know almost as much about the Country Time’s business as you do.”

      “I guess,” she muttered. It was true. Somehow she’d come to depend on Deacon more and more in the time since he’d started working for her. It was too bad he’d be leaving sooner or later.

      Thinking about Deacon leaving made her stomach churn more than it already was, and she spoke without thinking.

      “Maybe I should take Sam,” she said. “Since he’s an attorney and all.” Then she winced because she didn’t want to piss Deacon
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