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      “Definitely not enough garlic.” Sophia Abella dipped her spoon into her best friend Angie’s puttanesca sauce.

      Angie slid Sophia a death glare. “Is there ever enough garlic for you?”

      Poor Angie didn’t handle criticism, even after three years of working at Giancarlo’s Ristorante. Sophia considered the question, for apparently one second too long.

      “I’m just asking, Soph, if I took all the garlic produced in California and put it all in this kitchen,” she waved her arms around, “would that even be enough garlic for you?”

      “Angie—”

      Angie snapped the lid back on the saucepan. “I don’t know how you do it, but I used one less clove tonight. More garlic it is.”

      Sophia reminded herself for the tenth time that all good cooks were temperamental. When they were Irish-Italian. “Hey, you asked.”

      “Just once I’d like to hear you say ‘a little more basil, Angie. How about some more anchovies?’”

      At the ‘A’ word, Sophia winced. “You know I’d never⁠—”

      “Right. No anchovies. But seriously, do you need your taste buds dialed exclusively into garlic clove levels? Expand your horizons! Really, I’m begging you!”

      The kitchen doors flew open and Lizzie, Sophia’s head waitress, barged through them.

      “Mr. Seitz really loved my latest joke! He says he’s going to tell his friend, who knows a guy, who knows a guy who’s a writer for Jerry Seinfeld!”

      “I really don’t think our restaurant is the place for your stand-up routine,” Angie muttered and moved to check the ovens. “Or your one-liners.”

      “Where else am I supposed to try out my jokes?”

      “At home in front of your mirror?” Angie said.

      “The mirror doesn’t laugh! Oh, wait. That’s a good idea. I have to write that one down.” Lizzie pulled out her pad and started scribbling notes.

      Angie turned to her, hands on hips. “Just don’t make Mrs. Farrell laugh so hard she chokes on her cannoli again!”

      Sophia held up a hand. “It’s fine, Lizzie. Good entertainment, as long as you don’t overdo it.”

      Honestly, was there something in the air tonight? A full moon, maybe? Not that life was ever smooth sailing at Giancarlo’s but most of the time the trouble came in short spurts Sophia could handle. But tonight, of all nights, she didn’t need the aggravation. Tonight was supposed to be special. She’d waited a long time for tonight.

      Lizzie slapped her forehead. “Oh, honey I’m sorry. I almost forgot. Tonight’s the night, isn’t it?”

      Sophia reached for the pitcher of ice cold water and poured herself a glass. She took a large gulp and nodded. “Tonight.”

      One month of emails, text messages and phone calls would result in meeting her Mr. Wonderful tonight. No, she hadn’t signed up for an online dating service because that was stupid. Also needy, and then there was the fact that her father and stepbrothers would kill her if they heard about it. So when Bruce had begun to re-tweet her on a regular basis, when he too agreed that even a pinch of garlic soothed the soul, Sophia decided to take their mutual Twitter affection to the next level. For a month they’d exchanged text messages and photographs. Bruce lived fifty miles away in Oakland and he was a hunk. The photos didn’t lie.

      “You’re nervous.” Lizzie settled an arm around Sophia’s shoulder. “Don’t be, hon. You’re beautiful and desirable. Any man would be lucky to⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah!” Sophia shrugged the arm off her shoulder.

      She didn’t need sympathy from the tall slim blonde in the room. If Sophia hadn’t had many— okay, any— relationships in the past few years it was simply because she’d been a workaholic. But thanks to Sophia, her father, Giancarlo, now enjoyed the fruits of a solid retirement. He and her stepmother Eileen were touring Italy for the fourth (or was it fifth?) time this year.

      “Angie, get over here and tell Sophia how any man on earth would be damn lucky to have her,” Lizzie called out.

      The oven door slammed shut and Angie stalked over. “You’re beautiful, curvy, smart, kind, you have an unnatural talent for tasting exactly how many garlic bulbs are in a sauce and any man would be blah, blah, blah. Now get out there and do your thing!”

      Her two best friends were right. It wasn’t like she hadn’t had this pep talk with herself this morning and every morning for the past six years. “Aw thanks, Angie. Especially for the blah blah.” She put a hand on her heart. “So moving.”

      Sophia turned on the heel of the FMPs that were murdering her feet and went through the kitchen door to join her family. Because these people here tonight were her family. She had her regulars, people like Ophelia and Ed who had been customers since her father’s days running the place. Plus she had a whole new crew of younger customers. Her stepbrothers Wallace, Billy and Scott and their wives and children came in weekly, whether it was for a date night or a kid’s birthday. They often brought their friends, which included the entire fire department. At last count she had fourteen nieces and nephews.

      Sophia passed her mother Leah’s framed picture on the wall in its place of honor. “Hi, Mama.” Raising her right hand to her lips, Sophia kissed the pads of her fingers, then placed the kiss on Mama’s smiling face.

      It was a ritual.

      She liked to imagine that Mama watched over all of them from heaven. Sophia may have only been ten when Mama died, but like she used to do when she was alive and running the restaurant, Sophia flitted about the tables laughing, talking, pouring wine, and taking photos.

      “Good evening, Mrs. St. Michaels,” Sophia stopped at the woman’s table. Tonight she was dining with her oldest son, Frank. “More wine?”

      Sophia had a keen eye for every detail of a table, and Frank’s glass was nearly empty. She poured from the bottle of Brooke’s Merlot, one of their finest wines from the vineyard her stepbrother Billy and his wife ran.

      “Thank you, dear. Everything’s great as usual. My compliments to the chef.” Mrs. St. Michaels raised her glass.

      “I’ll tell her.” Sophia returned the smile and moved to the next table. Then the next.

      She filled wine glasses, returned empty plates to the kitchen, and engaged in warm conversation. Sophia had her hand in every part of the business, from management to welcome to the food. She was often the first person to greet a patron, which meant her eyes were constantly riveted to the entrance. Speaking of which, it was almost time for her date to arrive. She glanced at the wall clock— eight o’clock.

      Bruce was late. Not a good first impression for their first official meeting. Sophia was already nervous, as she’d never before agreed to meet any of the many men she’d met online in person. She needed her phone to check if she’d received any recent texts. Unfortunately, not only was she wearing her hot little black dress tonight with no wiggle room, but she’d recently decided that she needed to get a handle on her social media…addiction, some in her family called it. It wasn’t an addiction, exactly. More like a casualty of the nature of her business, if you will. If not for her powerful online social media presence, Giancarlo’s wouldn’t have nearly thirty thousand followers and counting. Three times the population of the town itself, should anyone care to notice.

      But late at night when she was curled up in bed, her phone lying next to her charging (and waking her with constant alerts) Sophia wondered. Maybe her sisters and sisters-in-laws were right. They seemed to think she had an unhealthy attachment to something that wasn’t real.

      She was working on it.

      Sophia checked the reservation book at the front podium. No more reservations confirmed tonight but there were always drop-ins on a Friday. She did a quick sweep of the room and confirmed three cleared tables for the overflow. And, of course, a table set aside for her and Bruce, should he bother to show up. She squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to stay out of the kitchen, where she’d left her phone. He’d either show up or he wouldn’t. If he didn’t he probably had a decent explanation.

      End of story.

      Sophia sensed more than saw the door to the restaurant opening, and her eyes followed the movement, staying riveted to the door. Any minute now Bruce would walk in and her shiny new future would begin. And a man did step through the door—handsome, rugged, dark eyes edgy and penetrating. Sophia stared because this wasn’t her future.

      It was her past.

      “Hey.” He grinned, as if they were just old friends who’d run into each other.

      Sophia’s heart slammed into her chest. Not this. Not now. She drew in a deep breath and closed her slackened jaw. “Riley.”

      “Yeah.”

      If not for the chocolate brown eyes she might not have recognized the man. He’d always worn a military cut, short and square. Now the wavy brown hair teased his collar. And either he hadn’t shaved today, or he was trying to grow a beard.

      “I’m sorry, what are you doing here?”

      Riley made a show of looking past her to the tables. “This is a restaurant. Maybe I want a bite to eat.”

      “Too bad. You’re a little late.” She pretended to check the reservations list and flipped a page. “And we have no tables left.”

      He continued to grin, the classic Riley smile that never reached his eyes. “How about that one over there?”

      “That’s reserved for me. And my date.” God, please, please, let him show up and put Riley to shame. Bruce was every bit as good looking as Riley. And so far, at least online, he’d been nothing but kind and attentive. Sweet, even.

      He pointed. “What about that table? Hell, I’ll sit in the corner. I’m tired, I’m hungry and I want to sit down.”

      She threw up her hands and grabbed a menu. “Fine.”

      Murderous pumps digging into her heels, she limped over to the nearest table to her reserved one. At least this way he’d get a good look at Bruce and with any luck leave with his tail between his legs, sorry he’d ever set foot in Starlight Hill.

      “Thanks.” He folded his long jean-clad legs under the table.

      “I’ll send your waitress over.”

      He grabbed her wrist before she’d moved an inch. “I want a bottle of your best Merlot.”

      She shook him off. “Are you expecting anyone to join you?”

      He didn’t even blink. “Nope.”

      Since he’d gone straight to reading the menu she got the idea he wouldn’t elaborate. Typical Riley. Man of few words and irritating as hell. The thing to do in any shocking event or situation was to just keep moving and keep routines in place. She’d learned that years ago, and she put it into practice now. Sophia limped past Lizzie, who was putting the check down on table five.

      She followed Sophia into the kitchen, nearly bumping into her ass. “Why didn’t you sit Bruce at your table? Holy crap, he’s even better looking than his photos. Got that whole Heathcliff thing going on. Tall, dark and studly. Appropriate, yet devastating scowl in place.”

      Sophia slipped off her pumps and nearly sobbed in relief. Damn blood suckers. “That’s not Bruce.”

      “Tiramisu!” Angie yelled. “Table eight.”

      George grabbed his order and was out the door.

      “You mean Bruce actually showed up?” Angie peeked out the door. “And here I thought maybe you were being fish hooked. Or reeled in. Fish baited?”

      “Cat-fished,” Lizzie said with a smirk.

      “I’m not being cat-fished and that man out there isn’t Bruce.” Sophia rubbed the heel of her right foot, which had taken most of the punishment.

      “Who is he then?” This was from Lizzie.

      “Riley.”

      For a moment, no one spoke.

      “The Riley?” Angie asked.

      Sophia nodded. That brought on a group hug, and Sophia was soon squished between Angie and Lizzie. The combination of Lizzie’s designer perfume and Angie’s garlic/basil/butter/tomato smells were enough to make Sophia dizzy.

      “Oh honey.” Angie hooked her finger towards the back of the kitchen. “You want some Godiva chocolate from my private stash?”

      Sophia peeled the girls off. “Guys, I’m fine. Remember? I’ve got Bruce. It’s all good. Anyway, Riley’s the past. I’m moving forward with no fear. Living out loud.”

      “Sure,” Angie said. “That was your New Year’s resolution.”

      “Move forward.” Lizzie nodded. “And it’s only January the third, so it’s not time to give up on those resolutions yet.”

      “And to have a date with someone new by Valentine’s Day.” Sophia reminded her. And maybe if this thing with Bruce worked out, she’d be with him on Valentine’s Day, her favorite holiday of the year.

      While others were making resolutions to lose weight, get healthy and stop smoking, Sophia had made a resolution to start living again. Stop feeling stuck. Part of living large again was going to have to involve meeting men in real life. No more online dalliances that never went anywhere. No. More. Fear.

      Sophia went for her phone. “I need to see if Bruce texted me. He’s late.”

      Wonderful. A text from Bruce, sent thirty minutes ago.

      Sorry, babe. Can’t meet tonight. Called in to an emergency at the hospital. Another gunshot victim. Later. Xoxoxo.

      Sophia sighed. Of course work would take precedence. Among other things, Bruce was an emergency room doctor in Oakland where he saw and dealt with gang violence on a daily basis. When he wasn’t tending to gunshot victims and saving lives, he was organizing trips with Doctors Without Borders.

      “He can’t make it tonight.”

      “Again? Another gunshot victim?” Lizzie scowled.

      “How many is that this month?” Angie asked.

      Sophia sadly shook her head. “Way too many.”

      Lizzie opened her mouth, then shut it. Opened it again. “Let me get another look at this Riley.”

      “After me.” Angie elbowed her way to the door.

      Sophia watched in horror as her two friends’ heads stuck out the door. Lizzie, taller than petite Angie, stretched on tiptoes over her head. Sophia took one second to haul them both back in. “Stop it. What’s he going to think? Did he see you?”

      Angie appeared to have been hit with a Lust Stick. “Um, yeah. Maybe?”

      “Totally worth it.” Lizzie sighed.

      Sophia stuck her head out the door, and right back in again when she caught Riley staring in her direction. Smiling. “He saw you!”

      “He’s gorgeous.” Angie went back to her pans and stirred sauce.

      “So is Bruce. Do you want me to whip out the photos again?” Sophia pressed buttons on her phone.

      “No, please don’t. Bruce is great, but you know, he’s not here,” Lizzie said.

      “Ever.” Angie added.

      “Wow. The guy has a lot of responsibilities and commitments. He’s a wonderful person. Eventually we will meet. You’ll see!” Sophia waved her phone in the air.

      Lizzie put her arm around Sophia. “We know, hon. And now I better get out there and take Mr. Hunk’s order. So if you’ll excuse me. Duty calls.”

      She sashayed out the doors, hips swinging.

      “That doesn’t bother you?” Angie asked, her eyes following Lizzie.

      “What?”

      “Lizzie is going to flirt with him. It’s what she does.”

      “He’s a free agent and can flirt with whoever he wants. So can she, for that matter.”

      “Hmmm.” Angie threw more spices in the sauce. Stirred. Threw a pitiful glance in Sophia’s direction. Stirred again.

      “Do not look at me that way.”

      “What way?”

      “Like I’m the lonely ex. I’m not! This thing with Bruce is happening.” Except she wasn’t sure what she’d do tonight, since she’d just told Riley that her date was expected.

      Maybe the truth would work. She was dating a busy guy who had a lot on his plate. A do-gooder to the Nth degree. Not like Riley would be jealous or anything, and oh God why was he here? It couldn’t just be that he was hungry. There were plenty of restaurants in Starlight Hill, even some other Italian ones. Of course none as good as hers, but what did he know? As far as she knew, he’d been out of the country for years! He could eat anywhere else in town and never know the difference.

      Lizzie was back within minutes. “It’s like I’m not even a woman. He hardly looked at me. What’s wrong with that guy?”

      Riley wasn’t the flirtatious type. Never had been. He tended to be more the edgy silent type, which had been so sexy until it was damned annoying. “It’s just his way. Don’t worry, you’re still beautiful.”

      “Well. Naturally.” Lizzie fanned herself and put up her order. “He wants the Puttanesca.”

      “Oh, of course he does!” Angie threw up her hands. “The one night it’s short a garlic clove.”

      Sophia rolled her eyes. “Only I would notice.”

      Time to get back out there, and flit around the tables like Mama. Time to pretend the man who’d harvested her heart and eaten it like a peach wasn’t sitting at a table for the first time in years, about to find out that she’d been stood up tonight.  Sophia slipped The Killers back on her feet and limped out the door. Avoiding Riley’s table wouldn’t be hospitable so she swung by, taking care to throw him a casual and completely non-sexual look (easy to do with the pain of the shoes).

      “More wine?” His wine glass was empty.

      Naturally, he didn’t say a word because that would mean speaking. Instead he fixed her with a look equal parts badass and sailor-on-leave.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” She poured.

      “Sit down with me.”

      Also Riley’s way. Orders. The man tended to forget she wasn’t a fellow Marine. “I’m sorry? Did you ask me something?”

      He cleared his throat, stretched and grinned. “Sit down?”

      “No, sorry, can’t. I’m working.” She waved her arm around the room.

      “Thought you had a date.” He glanced at the empty table nearby.

      “Oh, that. He got held up at the hospital.” She smiled, like it didn’t matter one tiny little bit.

      “Hospital? Shame. What does he have? Cancer?”

      “No! Bruce is a doctor. He saves lives.”

      “Impressive.”

      “Exactly!”

      “So that means you have time to sit down with me.”

      “I do not.” She seemed to be pinned under those lazy dark eyes.

      “Sure you do. You had plans to knock off early for Ben⁠—”

      She cut him off. “His name is Bruce.”

      “Whatever. Now that he’s not coming, you can knock off early to sit with an old friend.”

      For Riley to call himself an ‘old friend’ hit Sophia square in the chest. That’s what it had come to. The man she’d lost her everything to, the man who’d been her everything, was an ‘old friend.’

      And two could play this game. “Sure, pal. Let me just get a glass so I can join you.”

      She reached for a wine goblet from the table she’d set up for her and Bruce and joined Riley.

      Riley poured for her before she could do it. “Tell me about your guy.”

      This was new. “You really want to hear this?”

      “I asked.”

      Sophia proceeded to tell him about Bruce and all his accomplishments. How they’d met, leaving out the part that they’d never actually met in person. Riley would take that and run with it, and she already had two supportive but nonetheless big doubters in Angie and Lizzie. They kept saying Bruce was a little too good to be true.

      “Has he applied for Sainthood yet?”

      “Ha ha. Funny.” She went to her phone and scrolled to a photo of Bruce in manly splendor, and shoved it in front of Riley. “There. Laugh at this.”

      “Huh.” Riley squinted at the phone. Turned it sideways. Then he handed it back to Sophia.

      “Not laughing anymore, are you?”

      “You know I’m a die-hard Giants fan, but the Orioles have had their moments. Few and far between but still.”

      She stared at him blankly. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Bruce sure looks an awful lot like the Baltimore Oriole’s short stop.”

      “Really?” She glanced back to her phone. Amazing. Her Bruce was so good looking he also looked like an athlete. Despite her stepbrother Billy’s amazing pitching career with the Oakland Sliders, Sophia still wasn’t much of a baseball fan. Or sports fan. Of any sport. But good to know.

      Riley’s eyes narrowed. “You haven’t met him yet, have you? Is this an online thing?”

      “Of course you would think that! I’m not going to talk about Bruce. Especially not to you.” She gulped down some wine. It was light and fruity for a Merlot and she tasted a pinch of apricot. She’d have to tell Brooke later that she should consider adding a little more apricot flavor for the next harvest.

      “Let’s talk about why I’m here.”

      At that moment, Lizzie came by with his order of Puttanesca. She skillfully took it from her tray and placed it in front of him. “Hot plate.”

      Riley gave her a full-on smile. “Thanks.”

      Lizzie took that opening to flash her megawatt smile, the one that made grown men beg for scraps. “I hope you enjoy.”

      “You know I will.” Riley winked at Lizzie as she left.

      Winked! “Don’t you flirt with my waitress.”

      “Why? You jealous?”

      “Please.” She pointed to the photo of Bruce.

      “Yeah. He’s good looking in a girly-man way.”

      “I’ll have you know he works out. He’s a big proponent of yoga and all its many health benefits.”

      “Yoga?” He grimaced. “Yeah. Girly-man.”

      “I thought we weren’t talking about Bruce.”

      “You started it.”

      Crap, she hated when Riley was right. “You were going to tell me why you’re here? I mean, other than to eat my Puttanesca.”

      He acted like she’d just said something sexual, gave her a wicked smile instead of answering, and wound a strand of pasta around his fork.

      “Good?” She didn’t need his approval, but he was a customer and as such she would like him to leave satisfied with his meal.

      “Excellent. You’ve done a great job here, Soph.”

      No thanks to you, she wanted to add. “Thirty thousand followers on Twitter and counting.”

      “I’m one of them.”

      For once she didn’t have words.

      “I’m living here now. I wanted you to know first, because, you know. It could be awkward.”

      “Right.” But not with Bruce in her pocket. “Does this mean what I think it means? I mean, you’re⁠—”

      “Out.”

      Once that had been her greatest dream. He’d leave the Marine Corps and come home to Starlight Hill with her. She veered off into safer territory, although in Riley’s case, not so much. “So how’s Lucy?”

      “Not good.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” It made sense that he’d be back in the area. Lucy lived in nearby Napa, and Riley would want to look out for his younger sister as he always had. She’d struggled with addiction for years.

      He went back to his pasta, occasionally took a sip of wine, and studied her. He’d always had a way of making her feel like she was on display. Like maybe she’d forgotten to wear clothes. She picked up her phone and reminded herself that there were guys like Bruce in the world. A guy who made her feel good, even if, okay, she’d never actually met him but she would soon enough.

      Finally, she couldn’t stand it any longer. “All right, stop. Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I’m worried about you.”

      Sophia blew out a breath. “You don’t get to do that anymore.”

      Naturally, he ignored her. “The guy.”

      “Bruce?”

      “Yeah. He’s not real. And I don’t want you⁠—”

      Sophia put up her hand. “Don’t.”

      He leaned forward. “Listen to me. These people with a lot of time on their hands do this kind of thing. Prey on someone innocent. Someone needy⁠—”

      Her right cheek started to twitch. How did he always know which buttons to push? “Needy? Needy? You think I’m needy?”

      “Did you tell him you want to get married? Settle down? Have four or five kids?”

      Sophia’s face flushed, and her twitch went into overdrive. “What if I did? He wants the same things I do!”

      “Sure. That’s what he told you, anyway.”

      Sophia leaned across the table and gave him her best wish-you-were-dead scowl. “You would think that.”

      “What seems odd to me is that this guy says he’s a doctor but his picture is of a Baltimore Orioles’ short stop.”

      “Did you ever think he might just look like him?”

      “No.”

      She stood up. “I’m not going to sit here and let you insult me anymore. I’m not an idiot, you know. I might want certain things in life, but I won’t let some man fool me.” She turned to give him a deadly look. “Not anymore.”

      “Sophia,” he called out.

      “What?” She whipped around.

      “If you have any trouble with this guy, you call me first.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because I’m the new chief of police.”

      At the look of shock he might have witnessed on her face, he shot her a big grin. “And by the way, this sauce is great but a little short on garlic.”
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      Late that night, after Riley and all the other customers had left, Sophia sat at a table with Angie and Lizzie, one on either side of her. All three of them were attempting to eat their weight in chocolate.

      “Riley. The new chief.” Sophia poked at the bowl of chocolate mousse. She wasn’t hungry, not even for dessert. It felt like six years ago again, when she hadn’t been able to keep much of anything down for weeks and her stepmother Eileen had wanted to call nine-one-one on a daily basis.

      “It makes sense,” Lizzie said. “I heard the new chief they hired was some young guy. Bert had to retire. Bad knee.”

      “Did you have to flirt with him?” For one second Sophia had been irrationally jealous of the way Riley had smiled at Lizzie. But men smiled at Lizzie all the time. It was a fact of life like the sun rising every morning in the east and it had never bothered Sophia before. Much.

      “Please. He flirted with me for your benefit.”

      “Don’t let him get to you, hon.” Angie rubbed Sophia’s back.

      “At least I shouldn’t have to deal with him often,” Sophia said.

      “Make sure you keep to the speed limit. That’s about all Bert had to do. That and give drunk people a ride home.”

      Sophia snorted. “He said to call him if I have any problems with Bruce. Riley says Bruce isn’t who he says he is.”

      Not a word from either Angie or Lizzie. The silence filled the room, and Sophia could hear the sprinklers go off outside in the courtyard.

      “Oh my God. You two don’t believe he’s real, either.”

      Lizzie put her hand on Sophia’s. “If you take the time to think about it, you’ll realize you don’t even want him to be real.”

      “I think I’m with her on this.” Angie leaned over and took a spoonful of mousse. “You’ve had lots of online relationships, flirtations. But how many of these guys have you ever met in person?”

      Not fair, because all the other relationships had fizzled out. Chat rooms, Facebook friendships, Instagram pals, all long distance stuff that had never gone anywhere. She’d met a lot of nice people all over the country. Barry, ‘Montana Guy’ with the cattle ranch. They’d exchanged photos and phone calls for a year. He always wanted her to come out and see him, but the long distance thing hadn’t worked out too well and eventually Barry married a local girl. Miss Cattle or something. Bruce had actually been the first online relationship who was technically physically close by though they’d never officially met.

      “That’s why I was so excited about tonight.”

      “Yeah,” Lizzie said. “And I was pretty surprised you’d agreed to meet him.”

      “Well, it was time.” It was true that she hadn’t officially dated anyone since … well, since Riley. Because it was possible that she didn’t have any business dating at all. Merely a technicality, though. Anyway, online seemed like a good way to test a guy out first. If she hadn’t met any of the men maybe that said more about the men she’d met than it did about her.

      Or did it?

      “It’s been six years.” This was said very tentatively by Angie.

      “I’ve been busy!”

      After Riley, she’d thrown herself back into the restaurant. Her dream, after all. But sometimes late at night after long and punishing hours, she’d still think about Riley. Wonder how he was doing in Iraq or Afghanistan or wherever the Marines had sent him next. Secretly checked to make sure he was still among the living. Mostly for Lucy’s sake.

      “You haven’t been that busy!” Lizzie said.

      “Good grief, it’s just a little paper work,” Angie said. “Ten minutes of your time.”

      Ten minutes of her time? Just a little paper work? Good God, if Mama heard that up in heaven she’d likely roll over in her grave.

      “Personally, I think you’re ready for the real deal,” Lizzie said. “A living, breathing guy who will sit across the table from you and hold your hand. Stare into your eyes and call you ‘babe’. Let me fix you up!”

      “Honey, don’t you want to get married and have kids anymore?” Angie asked.

      “You know I do.” It was long past time to get started on her baby factory. She was Auntie to fourteen and a built-in babysitter but someday she wanted one or two (maybe four or five) of her own precious babies.

      “For that you’re going to have to put yourself out there,” Lizzie said.

      Sophia nodded. “I think I’m finally ready.”

      “Sure you are.” Angie patted Sophia’s hand.

      “I can’t have him think I’ve been pining away for him all this time. And it might look that way.” How pathetic would that be?

      “You just have to take care of a few loose ends, that’s all. You’ve put if off long enough,” Lizzie said.

      No use arguing. Her best friends were right and it was long past time.

      She was going to have to divorce Riley.

      
      It was eleven at night when Sophia pulled her sedan into her little carport on Cherryview Lane.

      Home sweet home.

      She lived in the same home she’d grown up with Mama and Daddy-o, spending all of her spare money and time in the last few years making her little house into a warm home. Hershee, her faithful French bulldog mix, would be inside waiting for her. Maybe someday she’d actually have a husband and child inside waiting for her too. Damn. She was either going to have to sign up for one of those dating services or try her hand at dating roulette with Angie and Lizzie.

      But first the divorce.

      She face planted on the steering wheel. Why oh why did love have to be so complicated?

      It hadn’t been this complicated for Mama. Sophia had heard the story all her life. Her parents had met when they were both eighteen-year-old students at the Culinary Institute in New York. Married just six months later and moved to California to open a restaurant. Mama was pregnant by twenty with Sophia’s oldest sister Anna, and had three daughters by age twenty-six. Sophia might have been the daughter that physically looked the most like her mother, the one that loved cooking and running a restaurant like her mother did, but in the love department she wasn’t even in the same swim lane with Mama.

      Far from meeting while pursuing higher education, Sophia had met Riley at Henry’s, a dive bar in Napa, a few months after she’d dropped out of Berkeley and turned twenty-one. When she’d been out celebrating her freedom from being another drone in training to take over corporate America, Riley had been in the same bar raising hell on leave with fellow Marines. One look at the edgy guy in the military crew cut staring at her like he was a missile and she was the heat, and Sophia made a beeline for the ladies’ room where he couldn’t follow.

      Sophia opened the front door to a waiting Hershee. As usual, Hershee greeted her with a jump and a twirl, then by launching her little body straight to Sophia’s legs. Sophia picked her up and gave her a tight squeeze and Hershee responded by licking Sophia’s nose.

      “Hi, sweetie. I guess you’re hungry. Sorry I’m late, but you know. Friday night.”

      Hershee yipped, which was her way of asking about Sophia’s day.

      “Fine for the most part. The usual. But then my husband showed up. That put a damper on the evening.” Sophia picked up Hershee’s dog bowl and scooped in a cup of the organic dog food she bought from Whole Foods in Napa, and then reached into the fridge for some leftover rice to mix in.

      Hershee only deserved the best of ingredients, and that included the occasional bit of human food. Sophia figured as long as Hershee had regular exercise, she could afford to eat well and enjoy one of the few pleasures she had in her little doggy life. Sophia poured some chilled Chardonnay from Brooke’s vineyard into a wine glass and then sat down in front of her laptop. First order of business was to call Bruce out on his impersonation of a baseball player. Next order of business was to tell him she was done with their online relationship. She was going to have to move on and date real live men and have conversations that went beyond text messages and tweets. She fired a quick email to Bruce telling him he’d been outed by one of her friends, not by her husband, because he might misunderstand the situation.

      Might think she was the one with the issues.

      “I think we know who has issues in this situation,” Sophia said out loud to Hershee, who was now curled up at her feet. “I certainly didn’t send him a photo of someone else.”

      But she also hadn’t told him she was still, technically, if you wanted to get right down to it… married.

      The problem, as she saw it, was that Sophia didn’t much like the D word. She tried not to say it at all, instead choosing to think in terms of separation. She and Riley had been separated for many years. She figured the D word hadn’t happened because there was no need for it. If, perhaps, she’d met some other guy maybe she’d have worried a little more about such things. On the other hand, every year she’d waited to hear from Riley. But then one year turned into the next and she hadn’t been served papers. Hadn’t been notified that she was no longer a dependent of the United States government, entitled to military benefits. She didn’t use them anyway, but still.

      And now the man himself was back, and while that might seem like the best time to get this done once and for all, it meant she’d have to talk to him. More than she had tonight. About things maybe she didn’t want to talk about. She was going to have to ask him for the D word. Unless he did first. Actually, now it made sense that he’d come back to town. This way he could easily ask her for the D word. He probably just hadn’t wanted to do it tonight right off the bat.

      Her cellphone rang and caller ID showed it was her sister-in-law, Diana. Sophia didn’t have to wonder what Diana was doing up at almost midnight. With two little girls under five, it was the only time she had to work on her young adult novels.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Sophia answered.

      “Can we get a table for tomorrow night? I know its short notice.”

      “Of course! You know there’s always a table for you and Scott.” Family always came first.

      “Thanks. I should have called last week, but it’s been crazy. And also, can you babysit Sunday?”

      “Sure, let me check my calendar.” Sophia pulled up her calendar on her phone. Unlike most businesswomen, her calendar was filled with babysitting dates. “Yep. Looks like I’m free.”

      “Oh thank God.” Diana began to count out her litany of ‘problems’ which sounded like nothing of the sort to Sophia. Ballet lessons, food battles, preschool separation anxiety for Chloe, evaporating nap times for two-year-old Courtney, no more morning sex, boo hoo. Diana was living the dream and hardly seemed to be aware of it.

      Sophia decided to interrupt Diana and clue her in on what real problems actually resembled. “Riley came in to the restaurant tonight.”

      No sound on the other end of the line. No surprise. No shock.

      “You knew!”

      Diana cleared her throat. “I’ve been trying to think of a way to bring it up. I have to attend those city council meetings for the paper, and that’s where I heard about our new police chief.”

      “I could have used a heads-up.”

      “It’s a sore subject.”

      “He didn’t say much. Just told me he’s the police chief and that the sauce needed more garlic.” Uncanny how he’d known that. “Also, that Bruce isn’t real.”

      Again no response from Diana.

      “Uh, hello?”

      “I don’t think he can be real, either. I didn’t want to say anything. Sorry.”

      “So super nice guys who treat a girl like a lady don’t exist anymore? Is that what we’ve come to? We have to question anyone with noble motives?”

      “I didn’t think you were serious about meeting him or I would have checked him out. I thought maybe this was just another one of those … things.”

      “Another one of what things?”

      Diana sighed. “One of your online flirtations. You’re way too addicted to social media.”

      “I have to do it for the restaurant!”

      “Right. Look, I don’t think Riley is going to cause you any problems. He’s just here to do his job. We really need him. Bert was just burned out after so many years and we actually have a lot more crime in town than most people are even aware of. I think Riley’s going to be good for us. He’s young, and he can connect with some of the at-risk youth a lot better.”

      Sophia sighed. “I guess. Hopefully I won’t see much of him. And I suppose this means we can finally, you know, get our paper work done.”

      “You still can’t say the word?”

      “I can! I just don’t want to say it, that’s all.”

      “I’ve always believed maybe there was a reason neither one of you ever went through with a divorce.”

      She snorted. “No reason other than the fact that I’m lazy.” And apparently, so was he. Which come to think of it, was one word which she’d never before associated with Riley.

      “Who knows? Maybe there’s still a chance for the two of you.”

      Diana of all people knew their history. Had a front row seat to the implosion and its aftermath. “No. I’m never going there again.”

      Sophia hung up with Diana and walked to her bedroom. In her closet, she poked around the back wall until she found the brown container nestled under several other boxes. One might say her old life was in this package exactly where she liked to keep it. She slid the top off. The ring box with her wedding ring was inside. She popped it open for the first time since she’d moved into this house three years ago and took a look at it. Probably should have sold it long ago, but it wasn’t worth much to anyone else. The tiny diamond was all her enlisted man fiancé could afford.

      It was true that she’d never before or since loved anyone the way she’d loved Riley, but she figured it was because she’d been so young and virginal. Sheltered. Impressionable. Naïve. She’d never before had all the breath leave her body when a man walked into a room. Never given up everything she’d ever known and loved just to be with him. The photo of their wedding day still inspired a smile, and it no longer felt like her heart was being harvested and her bones ground into powder. Riley, looking so badass in his Marine dress blues. Her, in a sweetheart collar wedding gown, her gaze happy and hopeful. Was that just eight years ago? If so, why did it feel like eighteen?

      She’d once loved him so much her heart ached just looking at him. But then that pleasant ache, that touch of glowing warmth that made her heart feel larger, turned into a bone melting and relentless pain. He’d abandoned her. It took years to get over him, and now that she was finally past all that agony she’d never open up her heart to him again.
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        * * *

      

      Riley Jacobs had been in Starlight Hill for one day and already crossed off two major meetings from his list. First, his initial meeting with the staff, if one wanted to call three other police officers and a dispatcher a ‘staff.’ Later that Friday he’d treated himself to dinner at Giancarlo’s and then crossed another important meeting off his list.

      The one with his wife.

      He’d looked forward to that one the least, for obvious reasons. But while he expected some soul crushing glares from his beautiful brown-eyed wife, he hadn’t been prepared to learn that she’d been lured by some creep posing as a saint and pretending to look like a ball player. Everything he already knew about Sophia told him that she wasn’t naïve about online scams, but his wife possessed one trait that made her a soft target for anyone: she’d always believed the best in people. Now he had one other matter on his agenda. Track down the creep and beat the shit out of him. Nah, there would be no more beating anyone for him. Those days were long gone. Sure, he’d miss them but he had bigger fish to fry. He was now a card carrying member of civilian society and determined to act like it. If worse came to worse and he hadn’t done enough on his own to enlighten Sophia, he’d go ahead and use some of his law enforcement contacts to shut the jerk down.

      Even though he was scheduled to move into his rental later on Saturday, and all the resultant angst he could look forward to with that situation, he went ahead and took a drive up to Napa early in the day to see Lucy. Because he was a glutton for punishment. He was also worried, as Lucy was up to her eyeballs in shit again. More like their father than she’d ever want to admit, Lucy couldn’t seem to stay away from her drug of choice. Meth, last he’d heard. Rehab hadn’t worked the first time or the second time, because Lucy kept coming back to the same environment and the same old connections.

      Maybe a third time would be the charm.

      He puttered his Harley down the back roads, enjoying both the view and the weather, even in mid-January only a mild chill to the air. The back roads of Napa were familiar to him, as were the little hidden pockets of town no one wanted tourists to see. The places where he and Lucy had grown up, unaware that their quaint little town inspired postcards of charming bed and breakfast locations and endless vineyards.

      And then there was his old family house, right smack in the middle of downtown next to Olga’s, a woman who claimed to be a psychic and palm reader and who kept the neon-lit palm sign on all night. Since the area was zoned for both residential and business she got away with it. Even had a client in Lucy, who had never been known for her wise choices. He and Lucy had inherited the house when their mother had passed away which at least meant that Lucy would never be on the streets. As for Riley, he hadn’t been back in years but now that he was, things were going to change. He had a lot of cleaning up to do, and he might as well start here in his old stomping grounds.

      He pulled his Harley up to the front of the small shared driveway with Olga’s Palm Reading and shut off the engine. No sooner had he done that than the voice of a man drifted outside. Riley followed the sounds, his boots echoing on the concrete pathway.

      Stupid bitch … clean up this place … piece of shit… when are you going to learn …

      Riley didn’t knock. He simply opened the door to what might have been a scene from his childhood, except in the place of his mother stood his sister and in the place of his father stood a Neanderthal-like moron with a block for a head. Good to know Lucy hadn’t changed her type.

      The halfwit turned to Riley. “Who the hell are you?”

      Riley didn’t need to answer as he advanced because Lucy did it for him. “Oh God, Riley, don’t! Just don’t! He’s leaving. Aren’t you, Dick?”

      Dick. His name was Dick? In what universe was someone named so appropriately?

      “Who said I’m leaving, bitch?” Dick raised his fist towards Riley.

      Big mistake, because in three seconds, six foot five inches or so of Dick were lying face down on the floor, his arm about to be broken in two places. The bigger they are, the harder they fall. This guy fell like an iron bar.

      “Dude, I was just about to leave,” he said. “Tell him, Lucy, honey.”

      “Yeah, he was leaving.” This was from Lucy, hiding behind the couch.

      “Sounds like all three of us are in agreement.” Riley slowly released the man, who got up to his full height and shook it off.

      “See you later,” Dick said, moving towards the front door.

      “Or not.” Riley watched him go. Then he slammed the door shut and turned to his sister. “What the hell, Lucy?”

      “I was just going to ask you the same thing!” Lucy came out from behind the couch. “What the hell. You can’t just walk right in here and start throwing people out of my house.”

      Typical. Never a ‘thank you for saving my ass’ or a pinch of gratitude. Nothing but a pissy attitude, which he might have expected. Whatever. Riley knew it was the addiction talking. When she was clean, Lucy was human. A good and compassionate woman who reminded him of their mother on her better days.

      “Came to check on you.” He moved closer. Her dirty blonde hair was tousled
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