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About NAKED INTOLERANCES

 

Control or passion, risk – or love?

 

Romantic love is something Gabby Cooley-Burke believes in with all her heart. When her great love died, she was left with her wonderful son and memories to last her a lifetime. Despite encouragement from her girl tribe to begin dating again, she is convinced this should be enough. Ten-year-old Jeremy is hers alone to care for, but that challenge isn't all she faces when she loses her job.

Rick Chagres is protecting his son Will as well, perhaps a little too much. His fears are real and grounded in a scary past. When Jeremy and Will become partners in science class, their personalities clash and a fight ensures, bringing their parents to meet under less than ideal circumstances. Unwilling to tolerate any risks when it comes to his boy, the last thing Rick anticipates is giving Gabby his trust and earning her love.  Can that love offer them protection against an uncertain future? 

Length:  87,000 words

The Flynn's Crossing series is contemporary romance set in the northern California foothills, suspense driven by small town secrets, and complex characters in compelling stories about friendship and love.  You can enjoy the books out of order without ruining their surprises!


Here's where it all began in Flynn's Crossing!

 

Get your FREE copy of the novella Three Blind Dates, the prequel to Flynn's Crossing romantic suspense series, not available anywhere else.

 

Just click on the button below to get started.
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Prologue – It was only yesterday...

 

 

He wrapped her long dark hair around his fingers and pulled her head back to kiss her neck. The waves washed over them, adding warm caresses to hands that were everywhere. 

"Ah Gabriella, the love you inspire in me is constant, like the sea, and as relentless as these waves."

She smiled in satisfaction, knowing that neither one of them would be able to stand the teasing much longer. The sand was hot beneath her back, churning cool water tickled her legs, and possessive fingers traced the curves of her body.

His mouth covered hers in a kiss that was searing, one that left no doubt about how much she stirred him. He was insistent, despite their spot at the edge of the rising tide. His body throbbed against hers.

"Gabriella, I want you, now."

She breathed in his scent mingled with flowers on the shore and the tang of saltwater. Her bikini disappeared magically, melting away, and she was naked in the unyielding sun.

He pulled her to her feet and soon they were running across the sand. They tumbled into a hammock strung between the palms and she laughed aloud at the boldness of it, romping around where anyone could see them.

"I desire you more than anything in the world." His eyes burned deeply into hers.

Triumphant, she rose above him to caress his face, his chest, the evidence of his desire for her. The tropical sun on her back was almost as hot as his body beneath her.

His hands were wandering again, setting fire to her skin. "Gabriella, I love you. You are the most beautiful woman in the world. I will be with you always."

He pulled her closer in the most intimate of caresses. She couldn't help the feeling of exaltation, the celebration of so much more to come. For years, this would be hers. She would be this beautiful, joined with this man, with nothing to separate them and a future that was endless.

She moved to his lips, her hair a curtain to hide their faces, eager right now to kiss him and show him how much he meant to her. "Doug", she whispered, "I love..."

"Mom? MOM! Fusion ate a dead bird. Do you think he'll be okay?"

Gabby gasped and reached blindly, trying to find something to pull over her body and cover them both, surprised to find flannel and denim instead of sand and sun. Confused, she raised her hands to push back her curtain of hair to see this intruder and found instead a ponytail that was coming apart. She blinked and realized she was lying on a couch with sun pouring in through the windows.

"Mom, are you okay?" The boy stood in front of her with a concerned scrunch on his face, an expression that she knew mirrored hers.

Jeremy. His name was Jeremy. He was the product of that passion and love, the stuff that dreams were made of, his blue eyes a reflection of his father's.

She put out a hand to reach for the boy, and he came to her hesitantly. Her arms wrapped around him and he squirmed.

"Mom? Fusion ate a bird. Is that okay?" He wasn't happy being held like this, but she needed it.

Gabby sighed and loosened her grip. "I'm sure he'll be fine. We'll watch him and make sure, okay?" She pushed back the dark hair flopping across his forehead and thought that she'd better make sure he had a haircut soon. The blue eyes looking back at her reminded her again of everything they had lost.

Oh Doug, she thought, you'll always be with me. But you are gone. The love of my life. How will I stand it?


Chapter 1

 

 

"Why can't you just home school me? You're smart enough."

He brought up the most interesting topics when he didn't want to go to school.

"Well thank you for that, I think. But I have a full time job already, remember? The one that we need so that we can buy groceries and pay for your internet connection and video games and stuff." 

Not to mention some new jeans, which he clearly needed, and another pair of shoes to make it through the rest of the winter months. His jacket was looking a little small too.

Gabriella Cooley-Burke sighed. The kid was growing like a weed, taking after her in height it would appear. And sometimes, he was ten years old going on forty.

"I think I'd learn a lot faster if I just studied myself, you know, take classes online and then you can give me tests and I'll..."

Gabby put her hand up to stop the words. It would be wonderful to spend her days locked around this wonderful child with his bright mind and his eagerness to learn. It would also be impossible to keep up with him. At some point, his natural intelligence would surpass her college education. You didn't get a whole lot of depth in things like advanced math or biology or hard sciences as a literature major.

Jeremy was playing with his cereal, dawdling as much as he could to delay the inevitable, the return to school after the holiday break. Christmas and New Year's had come and gone all too quickly. They'd spent the two weeks housesitting for artist DK McGiven, part of Gabby's circle of close friends known as the girl tribe. DK's dog Fusion appreciated Jeremy's lively company while DK and her fiancé were on a round-the-world trip to museums and galleries. 

The time off has been bliss for Gabby too, two weeks away from her county position. It wasn't that she didn't like her job. She had a purpose in her role in the business development department, helping new companies through the myriad stacks of regulations and paperwork required to get started. It was rewarding to make a difference for start-up businesses in the area.

Still, it had been nice to wake up without an alarm clock, have a long and leisurely discussion with Jeremy about whatever was currently fascinating him, and spend at least some time each day buried in a book, any book.

"Jeremy, we need to get going or you'll be late. You don't want to start back this semester by disappointing your teacher, do you?" Much as he said he hated going to school, he adored his teacher, Ms. Brinks. 

She watched her son scuff his feet as he headed to the sink to rinse his bowl and put it in the dishwasher. His head drooped, he sighed deeply, and she had to smile inside at his show of immense despair. He could be the biggest actor in the world.

"We're leaving in five minutes, so please brush your teeth and get your stuff, okay?"

He shuffled out the door mumbling something she couldn't understand and Fusion gave a little whine of sympathy.

"I know, boy, you'd love for us to stay home too, right?" The big black Lab wagged his tail from his place stretched out on the floor. Obviously eating a bird did nothing to ruin his mood or, based on how quickly he'd gobbled down his kibble this morning, his appetite.

"We can't. I know you're used to having DK around all the time, so this will be a little tough on you. But we'll be back today before you know it."

The dog got up to follow her to the entry table where she'd laid out her things for today and as much of Jeremy's as she could corral. Waiting for her son, she looked around the great room in appreciation. Someday she'd have space like this. The professional grade kitchen that DK used so sparingly filled one end of the room. A dining area set to one side flowed from that, and the living room centered on the big fireplace. For now, they would have to be satisfied with their little condo.

Her eyes fell to the couch, now in shadows in the early morning. The dream yesterday had thrown her. She dreamed about Doug all the time, missing him anew when she woke up. He had been the great love of her life. No one would ever touch her as deeply as he had.

The erotic quality of the dream was new though. Usually she dreamed about everyday activities like taking a walk with him or sharing an ice cream cone, normal things that had been part of their routine time together. 

But an idyll on a beach, waves crashing over their naked bodies? Never. It wasn't even based in reality. They'd only had time for a couple of trips to the Pacific coast, and the cold waters off northern California didn't invite the kind of romp featured in yesterday's dream.

"Okay, I'm ready. But really, do I have to go? Fusion will be lonely." Jeremy stood before her, his jacket hanging from a finger and his backpack at his feet. 

"Yes, you need to go and I need to get to work too. You don't want me to lose my job, do you?"

He pulled on the jacket with exaggerated movements, as slowly as he could and still making progress. "I guess not."

Giving Fusion a final pat, Gabby picked up her briefcase and purse and herded the sighing boy to the practical old SUV in the driveway. Time to head out and face the reality of a back to school and work day.

*****

"Boy, we really ate through the bucks, both the regular winter budget and the emergency fund for the year too. That early snow storm right before Thanksgiving was a huge drain on the county coffers." Stephen Cartwright, an up-and-coming attorney in the county counsel's office, munched his way through a heat-and-eat meal as he delivered today's line of gossip. 

"So how bad is it?" Gabby took a slow bite of her own sandwich. While she felt her job was secure, she knew that people in other departments were worried that there would be cuts.

"It's bad. The economy's getting better, but it takes so long for any uptick to trickle through in state tax revenue. And the county's money situation by itself isn't great either." Steve crumpled his lunch bag and tossed it one-handed into the trashcan across the room. 

"Nice shot." David Preston, part of public works management, dunked a takeout container into the same can and came over to join them.

Gabby had a moment to appreciate the good-looking men in front of her. Each had asked her out more than once. She'd let them know that she was happy to be friends but she wasn't looking for a romantic relationship. They'd been persistent but understanding and finally settled on friendship instead.

She really should get over it. She didn't need another grand passion in her life. Having a nice guy to pal around with, and someone to be a good role model for Jeremy, would be a great idea. Regular sex would be a nice benefit too.

But she couldn't bring herself to have any kind of serious relationship when Doug was still so much on her mind. 

"...and between the equipment that was running constantly to clear the roads and downed trees, plus the overtime, plus all of the maintenance, we overran our budget for all of our seasonal line items before we completed the worst of the storm clean up." Dave leaned against the counter and directed his comments to them both. "And winter isn't even finished yet," he added.

She knew that the past couple of years made things tight in every department. Even her own had suffered, not that it made any sense. Didn't the county want new businesses, particularly since they could bring in more tax dollars? But the two positions that had become vacant remained that way.

Dave took a sip from his coffee mug and gave a brief salute to them both as he headed for the lunchroom door. "Okay, back to the grind. I've got to clean off my crystal ball and give the CEO an estimate of how much I think we'll need to support any storms we get for the rest of the season. Like I can predict the weather!"


Chapter 2

 

 

"You'll appreciate my concern, I'm sure."

Enrique Chagres was trying his best to be friendly. Even slumped in the chair, he towered over the small woman who sat behind the principal's desk at his son's new school.

"I do appreciate it, Dr. Chagres, and I have to say that I'm impressed you'd check into things like security to make sure your son feels safe." She raised a hand to stop him as he opened his mouth to start in again. "I can assure you that we take the safety of our students very seriously as well. This is a magnet school, and our students are here because they love what we like to think of as the core educational competencies, mainly science, math and technology. That doesn't mean they don't spend time outside for PE or learn about the arts as well."

Rick knew all this. That's why he'd enrolled Will at Grey Pines Charter School. It's why he had been so particular when they'd moved to the area to be closer to his siblings and to follow his new job at the state university in Sacramento. He wanted the best school system he could find for his son.

Of course, things might still be difficult for a while.

He sighed when he thought about the Christmas they'd shared with his brothers and sister. It had been good to be around them, even if none of them were married or had kids of their own. They all doted on Will, and he was probably on overload from all of the toys, electronics and attention they'd heaped on him. 

His older brother Ham had taken an unheard-of two days off in a row so that he could take Will snowshoeing on the day after Christmas. Since the man was obsessed with his orthopedic surgery practice at the children's hospital in Sacramento, this was saying a lot. Before he'd returned to yet another emergency case, he promised to take Will to River Cats baseball games in the summer, something the boy was already looking forward to.

Rick's younger brother Giles had his own software development company in the Bay area, and from him Will had received a new computer. They'd spent hours together exploring the software that Giles had preloaded for his nephew. Rick tried to keep watch over their shoulders so that he could put more stringent parental controls in place. It was ultimately his responsibility to keep the boy safe. Meanwhile, Giles was the boy's new technology hero.

His little sister Sybil had been the hardest sell for Will. He still didn't trust women much, and he had been suspicious of his artsy actor aunt. The fact that she knew almost everyone who was anyone in Sac and treated them all with equal measures of affection and light-heartedness made her seem somewhat flighty. Rick was a little concerned about her reliability when she'd whisked Will off to the Scrooge Christmas play, but she'd returned him on time. Even she had won Will over with her time and attention.

"You know that we're here for you, for both of you." His older brother had clapped a hard hand on his shoulder on Christmas morning after the madness of presents was done. He wasn't watching the boy but the man when he said it.

"Thanks Ham," Rick answered on a sigh. "It's been a tough few months, and I think the move out here is a good idea. It gets him away from the memories. The unfamiliar will help."

Ham looked at him in sympathy, giving his shoulder a tight squeeze before dropping his hand. "And what about you? How are you doing?"

It wasn't something he was ready to think about, much less discuss. He never wanted to feel that kind of panic, the pure fear and frightening understanding that he was not in control again in his life. It was better to keep everything regimented and on a planned path. 

It was safer.

Rick gathered his thoughts and tried to focus in again on the principal's reassurances.

"...and we don't release the children to anyone who is not on the approved list, no matter what. You'll want to give us a list of names of who, other than you, can pick Will up, or who else we can call in an emergency."

He was always going to be there for his son, all the time. He owed him that, after everything the boy had been through.

The guilt still weighed on him.

He summoned his most winning smile, which he hoped looked genuine and not like the sneer his ex-wife had often charged him with. "I'll work on that, Mrs. Everly. We're still settling in, and I'm sure that I can find someone here locally just in case. But I plan to be here all the time for my son, no matter what."

The small woman watched him with something akin to compassion, and he wondered how often she had faced the kind of situation he had in Virginia. Surely in this small town, things like that didn't happen. Safety was one of the reasons he'd chosen Flynn's Crossing for their new home.

She stood, and Rick did as well. He was more than a foot taller and he knew his shoulders spanned the small space. He tried to be less imposing, but it didn't seem to bother the woman. He had a grudging respect for her then. At least she didn't seem like the type who would back down if things ever got tough. That gave him some solace.

He took her proffered small hand in his much larger one and her handshake was surprisingly firm. She patted his arm in a comforting way and he wondered if she didn't feel a little bit sorry for him too. He didn't like that, but he was used to it by now.

"Don't worry Dr. Chagres, we'll take good care of Will."

*****

The boy was swinging his legs and banging his shoes against the middle-schooler-sized chair in the outer waiting area. Rick released a deep breath, grateful as always to see Will where he'd left him, a feeling he'd had a lot since the incident last fall.

He thought back to their discussion over the weekend, repeated so many times it was beginning to feel scripted, and repeated one final time this morning.

"Why can't we live down in Sacramento by Uncle Ham and Aunt Syb? We could get a house near them, and then we could hang out with them all the time."

Rick sighed each time this came up. "Because they have busy lives and won't be able to hang out all the time like they did over Christmas. Your aunt is a busy actor, and she's rehearsing or in a show every day. And your uncle's in surgery a lot, helping kids get better."

Will had heaved a dramatic sigh each time at this point in the discussion. "But Dad, we're in the middle of nowhere. Why do I have to go to this stupid school anyway?"

And then it was Rick's turn to sigh again. "I've explained it to you, it's a magnet school for kids who like science and math and computers, all the cool stuff you love. The kids are smart like you. You'll have a great time." 

Rick sincerely hoped the kid had a great time.

To say that the past three months had been very hard would be an understatement. Will hadn't settled back in after everything that had happened in the fall, and he'd returned to his old school with a bad attitude and a penchant for fighting. That was new. He had been such a happy kid before then, excited by learning even if he was something of a loner.

Now, he seemed intent on fighting based on any excuse and it had gotten him expelled eventually from the school where he used to excel.

The move had been necessary for many reasons, but most importantly, Rick had packed up their lives and crossed the continent to give Will a fresh start. The temporary teaching gig he found at the Sacramento university was an unexpected blessing. He'd been thinking that he would need to move them without a job to go to, dipping into his savings to support them until he found something. The universe aligned for just a moment, and Rick had taken it as a hopeful sign.

"Come on, buddy, you know you love to learn new things. This school has a terrific science lab, a big new computer lab, and even a state-of-the-art gym." Not to mention a state-of-the-art security system and a locked down campus when the kids were in session each day. It gave Rick some peace of mind.

"But Dad, I really don't need to go to school. I can learn on the internet. Just like the programs Uncle Giles loaded on the new computer, ya know?"

Damn Giles and his training programs. His brother might be a genius in creating learning software, but he'd raised the boy's expectations too much. Now he thought anything he needed to learn he could find from a computer program or on the web.

"That's not enough, and you know it. Besides, don't you want to make some new friends, boys you can hang out with?"

Will had looked at him then, eyes big and scared. "I don't want to hang out, 'kay? Besides, I'm sure the boys at this school are all dopes."

So much for putting a good spin on things and looking at the positives, Rick mused, as he let the responsibility of being a single parent weigh on his shoulders. Will wasn't going to be cajoled into this, but he needed to be protected.

He dropped to his knees in front of the frowning boy. "Look, I know you've been through a lot, but none of these kids know anything about that. They won't know anything about you that you don't want to tell them. We've moved here for my job, that's all. Okay, buddy?"

The fear seemed to fade a little bit in the boy's eyes, and for that Rick was grateful. He didn't lean away when Rick moved closer and hugged him.

Rick was happy that things seemed to be temporarily settled, even as he noticed more that he needed to care for. God, the kid was growing like crazy. He'd have to find out where to buy boys' clothes around here soon. It seemed he'd put on half a foot in the past few months and he needed new jeans already. He was going to have the Chagres height, no doubt about it.

Hopefully he got everything else from the Chagres side, too, Rick was praying. He was smart, and up until last fall, he had been as much of an over-achiever as Rick and his siblings were as children. Maybe over-achiever was the wrong word. Maybe it was more like driven by the joy of discovering things that he enjoyed.

He had rubbed the boy's head and loosened his arms around him, pushing his gangly form back to look him in the eye.

"I'll always be here for you, you know that, don't you?" 

The boy nodded solemnly.

"I know Dad. It's just... it's just hard, ya know?"

Yeah, he knew. He knew more than Will could possibly guess. He hugged harder again, happy to feel his son's arms tighten around him too.


Chapter 3

 

 

"So Ms. Presley shuffled our science partners, and now I'm stuck with this dumb new kid who just moved here."

Jeremy was doing a good job of shuffling the broccoli around his plate with his fork too. Gabby knew he wasn't fond of vegetables in any form, but she insisted he eat them. If he did, he had privileges. If he didn't, there were plenty of things like computer and TV time that wouldn't be happening.

Of course, he'd discovered a willing partner in crime in Fusion. The dog lay under the table at the boy's feet, and he was more than happy to consume anything Jeremy could scoop off his plate when his mother wasn't looking. It also gave the animal a ton of gas, but that was cool too. Or at least the boy thought so. Gabby was hoping that it didn't do any permanent damage to the dog's insides, not to mention peel paint off the walls in DK's house.

Keeping a sharp eye on the broccoli, Gabby centered in on the dumb kid remark. "Why do you say he's dumb? That's pretty judgmental."

Jeremy liked big words. He was constantly asking what the big words meant, and once he knew, he tried to use them as often as possible.

"It's not judgmental," he countered, struggling a little bit with the pronunciation. "He's just dumb. He didn't say anything during the whole science class, and when it came time to turn on the microscope, he didn't know how to do it."

"Well, maybe the school he came from didn't have electronic microscopes. Maybe they had the old fashioned kind, you know, the kind you have in your room?"

Jeremy made a rude remark, then looked sideways at Gabby with some broccoli balanced at the edge of his plate. Seeing her watching, he sighed and put one small piece in his mouth, chewing like it was rusty nails.

Hiding a smile, Gabby considered her son. The expressive face was so like hers that there was no mistaking him for her child. Dark brown hair fell in waves when it was longer like this, and the beginnings of gentle curls wrapped around his ears. Haircut, definitely. He was going to have her height. Doug hadn't been short, but Gabby had been forced to wear flats when they were together so that she wouldn't tower over him. Jeremy was already taller than most of the boys in his class.

He turned his blue eyes up to hers, and she marveled again at how much they reminded her of Doug's. Her husband's carefree attitude had been emphasized by his surfer dude good looks, dirty blond hair and bright blue eyes. He'd always been a little more devil-may-care than she was comfortable with, but that was one of the reasons she had loved him. 

He had been such a contrast to her. They almost balanced each other, even if their values weren't always aligned. His easy ways and expectation that life would magically work out had served him well, until the end. It had gotten him killed, but she didn't want to think about that part.

She concentrated on all of the good times, the great dad he'd been to the little boy sitting across from her because he was a fun guy to hang out with. She'd been the responsible one, the disciplinarian, the one who made sure Jeremy had his shots and got to the dentist and had clothes that fit.

And made sure the mortgage was paid on time on their little condo, and made sure the car payments were sent in, and made sure that they had food in the house. Doug was a free spirit, saying that too much structure – often including a steady job – got in the way of his energy. She'd loved that about him and wished just a little bit that she could be like that too.

"I dunno, I just think he's a dope. He didn't say anything all class, and then at the end of the day, he just got up and left. Didn't say 'bye either."

Gabby tried to think of this as a teachable moment and wondered if she could find the right way to present it. "Maybe he's shy or scared, being in a new school and all. You've gone to school with these kids for a long time, but he doesn't know anyone. Maybe he needs a friend. Have you thought about that?"

Jeremy pushed the broccoli around in contemplation, absently taking another piece and chewing it without the theatrics this time. Obviously, this was a new concept he needed to consider. Gabby was grateful it distracted him enough to eat more vegetables.

"Well if he needs a friend, why doesn't he talk? Do ya think maybe he can't talk?" His eyes were wide at that idea. Since he never seemed to stop talking, the thought that someone else couldn't was way outside his normal world.

God, she hoped that wasn't true. While the kids were learning to be tolerant in school, she knew that some, the boys in particular, could be cruel at this age. If this new child had any sort of problems, he would be a magnet for the troublemakers.

"Hard to tell, isn't it? Why don't you make an extra-special effort to talk with him tomorrow? You know, make him feel welcome?"

Jeremy nodded, still deep in thought. He ate another piece of broccoli. 

Gabby wanted him to understand that there were all sorts of people with different capabilities in the world. "Jeremy, you know how we've talked about being tolerant and understanding about people who are different from us and not being judgmental about their abilities?"

Jeremy nodded, watching her while he chewed.

"This is an opportunity to practice that. You know, stand up for someone who might be different, stand up for your beliefs, for your convictions. You can do that, right?"

The boy chewed and swallowed, then nodded solemnly. He looked back at his plate and pushed the green pile around again. Coming to some sort of conclusion, he put down his fork.

"Mom, if it's important to stand up for my convi- convic-," he struggled for the word.

"Convictions?" Gabby hid a smile.

He nodded hard. "Convictions." She watched him roll the word around a couple of times, setting it in his mind.

"Well if I should stand up for my convictions," he smiled when he got it out correctly without a hesitation, "then I have to stand up for all of them, right?"

Again Gabby nodded, wondering where this line of thought was headed.

"Mom, I have a conviction that I don't like broccoli and I don't want to eat it anymore."

God bless the boy, Gabby thought as she burst out laughing.


Chapter 4

 

 

"How are you settling in?" Dr. Davinia Dawson regarded him thoughtfully across the top of her tea mug as he tried to figure out where he could best stash his stuff in his small campus office. Rick appreciated her attention and concern, particularly the calm air she brought with her even in the midst of his current uncomfortable chaos.

Davinia had been the chair of the faculty interview panel charged with the emergency fill of an engineering faculty position in the school of business and technology. The professor Rick was replacing carried a full teaching load along with other activities, and he was a big favorite with the students. He was a little mouse of a man who was known for his smiling ways, great jokes, and easy humor in the classroom. It was said that his famous humor was still in place, despite the hard fight he had undertaken against the rampant cancer that was discovered before Thanksgiving.

Things would be a little different under his own charge, Rick knew. While his teaching references were terrific, he found it harder to be approachable and welcoming after what he'd come to term as the 'incident'. Life had shifted on its axis and would never be the same again. It had changed his attitude to all business in the classroom, the same as it was now in the rest of his life.

True too though, he was an imposing and attractive figure, tall and broad-shouldered and exotic looking with his darker skin. He had always been a co-ed magnet, something he'd learned to manage with gentle grace and wry humor. It had pissed his ex-wife off to no end, and he hadn't understood until much later how jealous it made her to think that he was the subject of so many horny young fantasies.

The grace was harder to come by these days. He had to watch it, or he appeared to be abrupt and rude.

He looked up at the woman standing in his doorway, only now remembering that she was there and she'd asked him a question. He'd felt her sympathy from the very beginning. She was one of only a handful who knew the full story of what had happened. He gave her an exasperated look.

"I'm not sure how it's going, to be honest. My son doesn't want to go to school. Seeing my brothers and sister over the holidays was good. They all dote on him. But now he has expectations of them and they're all busy people. I'm not sure we'll be getting together with them all that much."

Davinia nodded in understanding. "Family is important, I agree. But you'll find, I think, that in Flynn's Crossing we tend to take care of our own. It won't be long before you and your boy will have all sorts of new friends. People will have your back."

How had she targeted the one thing that he knew he could never let happen again? The idea of anyone having his back where Will was concerned was laughable now. Look what happened the last time. There was no one he could trust.

"Thanks Davinia. I appreciate the advice." Not that he was going to take it. No, it was Will and him against the world. His family was even too much of a stretch when it came to protecting his boy.

"And how is the housing situation working out?"

Here he could be sincere. "The place we were able to rent is great. It has plenty of room, not far from Will's school, and we can walk to town. The ladies did a great job in finding exactly what we needed."

Davinia nodded and smiled. "Yes, Lisa and Danielle are quite accomplished at that. They have so many properties they either own themselves or manage for others. And with a longer term lease, you were undoubtedly a very attractive tenant."

No pun intended, he was sure, as the ladies in question seemed to be most into each other, though they had looked Rick up and down and provided appreciative smiles. Will had even picked up on the vibe and watched them with a big puzzle on his face. At least he hadn't asked any questions about that – yet.

"There's so much to do, so much to see, so much history to experience. I think that you and your son will find a lot to enjoy in your explorations."

They used to like to do that, plan a trip by researching the story of a particular area of the East Coast, and then visit it and pretend that they were part of another era in time. Sometimes it had been early settlers or Civil War heroes or even slaves in the Underground Railroad. There were stories to explore out west here too. 

"Bring him by Witch Hill Winery sometime soon. My husband Marcus would love to tell your boy all about the legend of the witch, and I'm sure you'd enjoy tasting some of our wine." Giving a quick wave, Davinia turned and emptied the doorway before Rick had a chance to respond.

He doubted they'd visit and doubted that they'd spend much time on those local adventure kinds of things. Will didn't seem to be interested in that anymore, closed off inside himself. 

Shoving a stack of file folders into a drawer, Rick realized that saddened him even more.


Chapter 5

 

 

"Are you going to the meeting tonight?" Steve stuck his head around the partition of Gabby's cubicle and waited for a reply.

She pushed her hair back impatiently and dug around in a drawer for her clip to pull it back. She'd forgotten a band today in the rush to get out the door at DK's and the heavy curtain was falling in all the wrong places, getting in her way and annoying her.

"I don't think I can. I need to pick up Jeremy at Serena's. She's sitting for me while I go to the parent-teacher conference. Start of the semester, you know?"

No, of course Steve didn't know, she realized. He was single without personal responsibilities, footloose and fancy free as the old saying went. 

She, on the other hand, was responsible for shaping and caring for a young life, making ends meet, and hoping she got it all right. Yeesh.

"I'll text you if anything interesting comes up. It seems that the supervisors are going to announce some of the budget cuts. They're blaming part of it on the economy, but the storm didn't help. Dave's been here late every night for a week trying to figure out how to make money appear out of thin air."

Triumphant at last, Gabby pulled a huge hairclip from her desk and quickly pulled back the thick mass of hair. Maybe she should schedule a haircut for herself along with Jeremy. 

"Keep me posted, okay?" She waved Steve out and went back to the big stack of paperwork waiting in front of her.

It would be great, someday, if the county had an automated system to deal with this. There was one in the works, though the rollout had been pushed back twice. Maybe she could be promoted to a business development coordinator position once it was in place, actually recruiting jobs to the community. That would be a whole lot more fun than pushing the piles of paper like she had in front of her today.

Her cell phone rang, and the caller ID reading came back as DK. Suddenly happy and energized, Gabby grabbed the receiver before another ring went by.

"DK! How are you? How's the trip? How's engaged life?" She knew the words were tumbling out, but she was delighted to hear from her friend.

DK McGiven was perhaps her very best friend among the group of best friends they called the girl tribe. Gabby liked to think that she'd been instrumental in helping DK meet her soul mate, an internationally renowned lifestyle writer named Vince Cassidy, the man who was now DK's fiancé. When DK had decided to develop a friends with benefits relationship with the gruff man, Gabby had stepped in to help set the scene. It had worked out a whole lot better than anyone had expected.

She sighed at the memory. At least someone was having a great romance. 

Her friend was laughing on her end of the line. "The trip is amazing, Gabby. Vince is incredible! He's so knowledgeable, and what he doesn't know, we're having fun learning together. And the art! I just can't tell you what it means to me to have so much inspiration."

A nationally known metalwork artist herself, DK was no stranger to the world she was now exploring in depth. This trip would be the first of many, Gabby was sure. Between Vince's lifestyle critic gig and DK's art, they would be heading out to new venues all the time.

"I've been following your trip through your posts online. Your pictures are to die for. And Vince's blog entries make me feel like I'm right there with you." Gabby was happy for the technology that kept them connected, even halfway around the world.

"I'll tell him you said so. He's been a bit of a grouch about writing them, but when he does, you can see he enjoys it. I think he's finally starting to lighten up a bit!" She laughed again, and the pure pleasure in her voice made Gabby ecstatic for her friend. 

"Gabby, it's so great to hear your voice, particularly since it's the middle of the night here in St. Petersburg."

"Russia's what, a twelve hour time difference? What are you doing up in the middle of the night? On second thought, don't tell me. I'll be jealous!"

Gabby could almost hear DK purr through the phone. What she wouldn't give to have Doug back by her side. Realizing anew that love like that would never be in her life again dimmed her joy.

"Okay, I won't give you the gory details, but I have to ask you for another favor."

"Shoot," Gabby replied, wondering what it could possibly be.

"Would you mind staying at the studio for another couple of weeks? Vince and I want to go to China to explore the new dig that was just opened up. You know, the one with the statues that they're calling another Pompeii?"

Gabby had no idea what she was talking about, but the idea of another couple of weeks out in the big barn house didn't require any thought at all.

"No problem. Jeremy is in heaven anyway. He and Fusion are joined at the hip, though your dog might never recover from the volume of vegetables Jeremy keeps slipping him under the table."

Now it was DK's turn to laugh. "Don't worry, he has a cast iron stomach. You'd be amazed what he's eaten over the last year alone. The worst was when he brought in a squirrel, except it was still alive and jumped up and ran for cover when he dropped it. I spent the better part of a morning trying to keep him away from it so that I could rescue the poor thing and move it outside."

Gabby joined in the laughter in response. "Well at least he didn't eat that. He ate a dead bird the other day, according to Jeremy, but at least it didn't come back up."

"Gross! Yup, that's my doggy boy all right, the four-legged eating machine. Are you sure it's okay?"

"Sure, we're delighted to do it. We've got a nice routine going. You know me, just grinding along from day to day. Nothing disturbs our little world."

She waited for DK's response, which seemed to take a long time to travel around the globe. When she did reply, her voice was softer. "Honey, why don't you shake things up a little, and go on a date once in a while?"

They'd had this conversation more than once over the past year. Her friends had respected her first year of being a single mother in mourning, supporting her and caring for Jeremy as always.

During the second year, this past year, they had been gently reminding her that life did go on. They'd suggested possible date prospects, and each one had set her up at least once. But none of this had worked out. She would always love Doug, and no one would replace him.

She tried for a jolly tone to set her friend's mind at ease. "Come on, I'm so busy right now, I don't know how I'd even have time for a date, much less a relationship. My world revolves around Jeremy. If it doesn't involve him or it isn't part of my job, when would I have time for it?"

Her interoffice line buzzed and she noted her boss's name on the display. 

"DK, I have to go. Don't worry about Fusion and the house. Jeremy and I have it all covered. Just keep posting those pictures so that I can live vicariously through you!"

*****

She'd taken a moment to pull back her hair again. The clip was doing a poor job of keeping it in place and she didn't want to look unkempt or disorganized when she went to her boss's office. Why the man was so insistent that she come to see him right away she wasn't sure. He usually popped in on his staff in their cubicles when he needed something.

The corner office of the County Executive Officer was one of the few closed spaces on the floor. In fact, the county prided itself on its open floor plan and natural lighting, lack of floor space hierarchy, and abundance of conference rooms and meeting areas big and small for impromptu or planned meetings of the minds. 

The CEO himself was standing, staring out the window at the freeway that ran through the area, connecting Sacramento with the foothills and mountains beyond. Cy was a good boss and a decent leader, the kind his staff respected and worked hard to please. Gabby had learned a lot from him, and she was grateful for his flexibility so that she could take care of whatever Jeremy needed too.

He didn't turn around when she entered, so Gabby cleared her throat. "Ah, Cy? You wanted to see me?"

Cy turned, and Gabby was surprised to see profound sadness on his usually kind and affable features. He cleared his throat, moving to sit down and then seeming to decide differently.

"You know Denise from HR, right?" He gestured to a woman at the small conference table in the corner of his office. Gabby hadn't noticed her sitting there, quiet and unmoving.

"Sure. Hi Denise." The other woman nodded but did not smile.

Denise waved to indicate a chair in front of Cy's desk. "Why don't you sit down, Gabby?"

Gabby got a prickly feeling up her spine.

Cy cleared his throat again. "Ah, Gabby, you know that the county is in a big financial bind, the kind that will take at least a couple of years to recover from."

Gabby nodded, her insides clenching. Wherever this was going, it didn't feel good.

"We've been instructed by the sups to come up with ways to balance the budget." He paced for a moment, then sat down behind his desk with a big sigh.

There was a set of slim files on Cy's desk, set at angles to the computer screen on one side and his multiline phone on the other. He picked up the top one, opening it up and reading for a full minute before he put up a hand to rub his eyes. When he brought his hands together, his tightly interlaced fingers on top of the open file were white with intensity.

"There's just no easy way to do this. Gabby, I'm afraid that
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