
  
    [image: Monroe Family Books 4-6]
  


  
    
      MONROE FAMILY BOOKS 4-6

    

    
      
        LAURA SCOTT

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Laura Iding

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Shattered Trust

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Dear Reader

          

        

      

      
        
          Fractured Reunion

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Dear Reader

          

          
            White Christmas

          

        

      

      
        
          White Christmas

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Dear Reader

          

          
            Deadly Abduction

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SHATTERED TRUST

          

          MONROE FAMILY

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Head for the river! Run!”

      Austin Monroe could barely hear Sam's voice over the roar of the wildfire bearing down on them. He didn't need his buddy’s urging to keep him moving—the heat of the fire scorching his back was motivation enough. The wind had shifted, bringing the fire they'd been fighting straight toward them, breaking through the line. If not for Sam coming back to warn him, he would have been burned to a crisp.

      They still might die.

      Even as the realization sink deep, he caught sight of the river less than fifty yards ahead. Reaching the river before the fire caught up to them was their only chance of survival.

      A slim chance, if the severe drought hadn't made the river too low.

      The heavy Kevlar suit he wore wasn't enough to keep the force of the heat off him. He ignored the sweat rolling into his eyes beneath the helmet as he stayed focused on the river. He slipped, nearly fell, but Sam was right behind him, dragging him upright and pushing him forward. With a herculean effort, he made his way down the bank to the water, jumping in with a feeling of relief. He doused his whole body as best he could in water that was barely knee high.

      It took him a minute to realize Sam hadn't joined him in the river. He glanced back to see his partner using a drip torch to light a backfire on the grassy area surrounding the riverbank to protect them from a lethal burn over.

      He pulled himself back out of the water to join Sam. They didn't have much time as the wildfire bore down on them, moving with astronomical speed as it gobbled up the dry brush with a voracious hunger.

      “Get into the river!” Sam shouted as he lit as many fires as he could with the drip torch. Austin had lost his equipment when the fire had changed direction, so he couldn't do much to help.

      “No.” He wasn't leaving his partner, the guy who'd come back for him. He would not allow Sam to face this alone. When the drip torch was empty, Sam tossed it into the smoldering grass fire. Austin grabbed his arm. “Let's go. We need to get in the water.”

      This time Sam didn't argue, but finally followed him back down the bank to the river. When Austin hit the water, he felt Sam fall heavily unto him from behind, pinning him down. It seemed as if his buddy had used up all his resources to keep going. Austin reached up and pulled Sam down into the water beside him.

      The backfire didn't work as well as they'd hoped. Orange flames flickered dangerously close. Following Sam's lead, Austin took a big gulp of air before submerging his head in the river leaving only the very top of his helmet above the water. He sensed Sam did the same, although the smoke was so thick it was hard to see.

      Over and over again, he quickly lifted his head, gasped for what little oxygen was left in the air and then ducked his head beneath the water again.

      Finally the roar of the fire subsided, indicating it had burned down, the raging beast having moved on to better prey—thick brush lining the ridge to the west of them.

      “Sam?” He levered himself to his hands and knees, reaching for his friend. Sam's smoke blackened face peered up at him and his heart squeezed in his chest. Hadn’t Sam continued dunking his head beneath the water? “Are you all right?”

      Sam gave a tiny nod, but his breathing was harsh, labored. Austin reached for his radio, wondering just how much smoke had gotten into his buddy’s lungs. “Mayday, mayday. Firefighter with smoke inhalation is down in the Rock River, two miles east of the river's bend. Need medic STAT.”

      “Roger that. Medevac chopper on the way.”

      “Sam?” Panic clawed up his back as Sam began to cough, his body convulsing so hard he could barely take a breath. “Hang on, they're coming for us. Just hang on.”

      “Lindsey.” Sam reached up and weakly grasped Austin's jacket. “Take care of her. Take care of Lindsey and Josh.”

      Sam's plea for his wife and child stabbed his heart. His gut clenched with fear. “Don't worry about Lindsey and Josh. You're going to make it out of here to care for them yourself.”

      “Too late,” Sam whispered between coughing fits. “Take care of them—promise me. They'll need... Promise me...” His voice faded as another coughing fit seized him.

      “I promise.” Austin held his partner close, scanning the smoke darkened sky. Where in the world was that chopper?

      Sam stopped coughing, closed his eyes and slumped bonelessly in Austin's arms. No. No! He stared down at his buddy's face, as the medivac chopper cleared the trees and headed for them, knowing with a sick certainty that Sam was right.

      It was too late.
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      Smoke. Accompanied by the wail of sirens.

      Lindsey Winters was used to sirens—they blared past her house often in this part of the city—but it was the acrid smell of smoke that forced her to climb out of her sofa bed located in the center of the living room.

      A quick glance around showed nothing amiss. The living room and kitchen were essentially one room, and she hadn't left a candle burning. There wasn’t any other obvious source of smoke. One thing about having a small house was that there weren't too many places to look for a fire.

      She hastily pulled on a robe and headed down the hall to the single bedroom toward the back of the cottage, where her nine-year-old son slept. “Josh?”

      “Mom?” He answered in a sleepy tone, having just woken up. “Do you smell smoke? I thought I was dreaming about Dad.”

      “It's not a dream, Josh.” Her heart squeezed for her son, who obviously missed his father. Sam had died six months ago, and so much had happened since then, not least of all the recent move to this house. She could understand why he'd make the connection. When her firefighter husband had been alive, he'd often come home reeking of smoke. The kind that came from fighting fires, not from smoking cigarettes or cigars.

      It was the same cent filling the air now. “Come here.” She gathered him in a one armed hug. “Let's see what's going on.”

      In the living room, red and blue lights flashed brightly through the front window. Screaming fire trucks pulled up, blocking the end of their driveway. Pressing her nose against the glass, she peered out and saw firefighters and police gathering around the house next door. It was the Tolliver’s place. They're hadn't been time to get to know her neighbors, but she had briefly met single mom Anna Tolliver and her two girls, who were both a few years younger than Josh.

      “Wow,” Josh whispered beside her. Now that he realized their house wasn't the one on fire, he relaxed a little. “I've never seen a fire this close.”

      “Me neither,” she admitted. As a nurse working in the emergency department of a small Community Hospital, she'd been exposed to the occasional burn patient, but nothing very serious. The really bad burn cases were airlifted to Los Angeles.

      She shivered, despite the warmth of the balmy California spring night.

      A firefighter dressed in full gear jogged across her front lawn, straight toward her front door. She pulled back in surprise, and then went over to open the door before he had a chance to knock.

      “Lindsey?” Her husband's best friend and fellow firefighter and paramedic, Austin Monroe gaped at her in shock. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      Great. Just what she needed. Not. She stifled a sigh and angled her chin, fervently wishing that out of all the firefighters in Sun Valley, Austin Monroe hadn't been on duty tonight. “We live here.”

      “What? Since when? “Then he gave an impatient shake of his head. “Never mind. Come on, we need you and Josh to evacuate the premises. The fire next door is too close and too far out of control to ensure your safety.

      “Is there time for us to change our clothes?” She rubbed one bare foot over the other.

      He frowned, glancing down at her bare toes, and then at her sons equally bare feet. “Two minutes. If you're not ready by then, I'm coming in after you.”

      No need for threats—she believed him. Turning away from the door, she gave Josh a slight push. “Get dressed. Hurry.” As he disappeared down the hall, she grabbed the closest pair of jeans, sweater, socks and comfortable running shoes she could find before ducking into the bathroom to change.

      In less than two minutes she met Josh and headed outside, resisting the urge to gather her meager yet precious belongings. Through the mass of people milling about she saw Anna Tolliver and her girls standing off to the side, surrounded by police. Thank heavens they were safe.

      Austin nodded with approval when they stepped out onto the front porch. He directed them to a spot safely beyond the perimeter of the fire. “I need both of you to stand back here, out of the way.”

      Again, she wasn't going to argue. Austin had been her husband's smoke jumping partner and he knew his way around fires, whether they were domestic like at the Tolliver 's house or a thick, raging wildfire. Smoke jumpers were men who fought wildfires by jumping from planes into smoke filled skies to help prevent the fire from spreading. Her husband and Austin had both trained as smoke jumpers. She hadn't understood the attraction, something she and Sam had fought about.

      Now she was grateful for Austin's experience in fighting fires.

      From their safety zone Lindsey could see orange flames dancing through the kitchen window of the Tolliver’s house. She swallowed hard when she realized how close the threat was to her home. Flames reached up, like gnarled fingers trying to grasp the edge of her roof. The postage-stamp sized lots on which their small bungalow homes were built only gave a couple of feet of clearance between them.

      “Lindsey?” Austin lightly grasped her arm.

      She tore her gaze from the horrifying image of the flames leaping toward her home. “What?”

      “Don't leave without me, okay?” His intense gaze searched hers. “I'll take care of you and Josh. Just wait for me.”

      Her throat was clogged with fear so she simply nodded. No matter how annoyed she had been with him earlier, it was nice to know she wasn't totally alone in the world. Austin may be a bit of an interfering control freak, but he was definitely a man of his word. Her gaze followed him as he turned and jogged back, taking his role in fighting the fire. She intended to watch him work, but quickly lost him amidst the sea of firefighters, unable to distinguish him from the others beneath their heavy gear.

      “Mom?” Josh asked in a tiny, scared voice. “Is our house going to burn, too?”

      She clutched him close, wishing she could sound positive when she had a sinking feeling their situation was about to go from bad to worse. After Sam had died, she'd discovered a mountain of debt. Likely the reason he’d taken the smoke jumping jobs. Not that it had changed the inevitable outcome. She'd been forced to sell the house, grasping the first meager offer that had come in, and had moved here into this tiny one bedroom home in a not so nice part of town.

      This probably wasn't the time to admit she had absolutely no insurance. They'd only moved in two months ago, and her loan had been low enough that the bank hadn't forced the issue. It had been difficult enough to make sure there had been money for food and gas, much less for homeowners’ insurance.

      Now she realized how foolish she'd been. “I hope not, Josh.” She watched the flames of her neighbor's house dance closer. The firefighters aimed a wide, forceful stream of water directly toward the source of the fire, completely drenching her house in the process.

      She should be glad that no one was hurt, but what would happen if their house did catch fire? Where would they go? Where would they live?

      She blinked away tears of useless self-pity. “I really hope not,” she whispered.
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      Reeling from the shock of finding Lindsey and Josh in the tiny, cramped house on Puckett Street, Austin concentrated on fighting the fire. Thankfully the occupants of the home had gotten out safely, but the fire, having somehow started in the electrical system inside the walls, had traveled along the electrical wires, engulfing the entire place before anyone had understood what had happened.

      The house was a total loss. The goal now was to contain the fire, preventing it from spreading to the homes on either side.

      Particularly to Lindsey’s house.

      He didn't understand what had happened. Why had she moved out of the nice place she'd lived in with Sam? Because of the memories? Or for financial reasons? As much as he tried to be there for Lindsey, especially during those first few weeks after Sam’s death, she'd resisted his support. They'd had a huge fight when he tried to give her some advice on how to handle Josh. She'd shouted at him to get a life of his own and to leave her alone.

      He'd backed off, giving her the space she’d asked for. He hadn't been to see her in four months. First, he'd headed off to a three week smoke jumping tour, having been dropped via parachute into the depths of the Oregon forest, and then when he'd gotten back he'd gone home to visit his parents. He’d been haunted by memories of Sam the whole time he had been in Oregon. And at his parent’s home, too.

      He often saw his buddy’s smoke covered face in his dreams. His nightmares.

      And he'd failed Sam again, because things were obviously worse for Lindsey than he'd realized. She'd kicked him out of her life once, but he shouldn't have left so easily. He'd assumed she'd at least been happily settled in her home. He never wanted to hurt her, but this time he wasn't leaving until he knew she and Josh were safe and secure.

      Preferably not living in that death trap masquerading as a house.

      When they finally had the fire under control, he helped stow the gear, his gaze searching for Lindsey and Josh. He figured the police had gotten the Red Cross involved to help locate the family that had just lost their home. There was no way he would allow Lindsey and Josh to return to their place either, not until he'd had the structure thoroughly checked out.

      Might be a good idea to check the electrical wiring in the place, too. He had a sneaking suspicion it wasn't up to code, as the footprint of Lindsey’s house was exactly the same as the one that had gone up in flames. Just the thought of faulty wiring lining the walls of her home made his blood run cold.

      “Lindsey?” He made his way over to where she and Josh both stood, looking shell shocked, their arms wrapped around each other for support. “I'll take you over to my place for what's left of the night.”

      She frowned. “Why can't we go back to our house?”

      “I'm sorry, there’s been water and smoke damage. He was glad he didn't have to lie—there had been a lot of water damage. “I’m afraid the house needs to be cleared by us before you can move back in.”

      “Oh.” She bit her lip and shrugged. “Well, then, a hotel is fine. We don't need to impose on you.”

      “You're not imposing.” Just once he wished she'd simply give in and let him help. Although she didn't realize how much his need to offer her assistance was wrapped in guilt over being the cause of Sam's death. “Actually, it may be better if you drove your car so you're not stranded without a set of wheels.”

      She seemed to like that idea, but still hesitated, her gaze uncertain. “I don't know—a hotel might be better if this is going to take a while.”

      “A few days at the most,” he said even though he didn't point out that if the house needed repairs, the time frame would be undoubtedly longer. “Please? At least for tonight?”

      She grudgingly nodded. “Can we pack some of our things?”

      “Yes.” He was grateful to give her at least that much. His crew was standing around, waiting for him, but he waved them off, figuring he'd get a ride back to the fire station later and followed her inside.

      The place was even smaller than he'd realized. Frowning at the open, rumpled sofa sleeper taking up most of the living room, he watched as she gathered clothing together, throwing them into an old, well-worn suitcase.

      He didn't like the circumstances she was living in, that's for sure. She didn't even have a bedroom of her own. Once again, he wondered what had happened? What had caused her to move from the nice three-bedroom house she lived in with Sam to this? What's more, why had she moved without even telling him?

      Or had she deliberately moved just to avoid him?

      No, that didn’t make sense. He’d honored her wishes, leaving her alone.

      Lindsey closed the suitcase and bent over to pick it up.

      “I'll take that.” He stepped forward to lift the heavy case from her grasp. He lugged the suitcase outside and put it in the trunk of Lindsey 's bright yellow car. Lindsey loved the color yellow, and seeing her small car would normally make him smile. But not tonight. Upon returning inside, he went back to find Lindsey and Josh in the single bedroom located at the rear of the house. Josh's suitcase was full, so Austin took it before Lindsey could.

      “Anything else?” He paused in the doorway, looking at them expectantly.

      “I guess not.” She gave one last glance around the compact kitchen and living room with a forlorn gaze.

      “Hey, don't worry, you’ll be back soon.” He placed a hand in the small of her back and gently urged her toward the door. “We need to hit the road. You need some sleep. I have two spare bedrooms, one for each of you.” She'd only been to his place once so she might not know how many bedrooms he had. She and Josh would be far better off in his place than staying in the tiny house, even if the place was safe to move back into. At least they'd each have their own bedroom.

      “Thank heaven's tomorrow is Sunday,” Lindsey said with a wide yawn. “Josh will be able to rest before he heads back to school.”

      “Do you have to work tomorrow?” Lindsey was an emergency department nurse for the Sun Valley Community Hospital, and he'd sometimes run into her when he'd brought patients in from his paramedic runs.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Not until Monday.”

      He was glad she'd have a day to recuperate. He was tempted to take over the task of driving but knew she would be irritated if he tried to take control, so he forced himself to hand her car keys over. She raised a brow, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth, as if she knew what the small gesture had cost him. With this sigh he took off his bulky jacket and hat so he could slide into the passenger seat.

      “You and Josh can stay with me as long as necessary,” he said in a low tone as she drove to his place, located not too far from the home she's shared with Sam.

      “Thanks, but one night should be enough.” She barely glanced at him, her attention on the road. He didn't contradict her, hoping he could convince her to stay if her house needed repairs. At least for a while.

      She fell silent, so he contented himself with watching her. She was beautiful, even with her long blonde hair mussed and not a speck of makeup on her face. He had a hard time tearing his gaze from her profile. Knock it off, he warned himself. This wasn't the time to think about Lindsey as a pretty woman he was attracted to. He'd promised Sam he'd take care of them. Lindsey needed a friend. A helping hand. A shoulder to lean on.

      Not a man who fantasized about something more.

      A fresh wave of guilt hit low in his belly. First, he'd caused his partner’s death, robbing Lindsey and Josh of a husband and father. Then he'd botched his attempt to help her. What was wrong with him that he was attracted to his best friend's widow?

      Could he sink any lower?

      He'd had girlfriends in the past, but nothing serious. He’d preferred being foot-loose and fancy free. He came from a large family with brothers and sisters and parents who had been married for over forty years. If he was to marry, he wanted a relationship like his parents. But since he hadn’t found anyone that remotely interested him, he’d decided he wasn’t the type to settle down.

      So why was he so interested in the one woman who had marriage and family written all over her? A woman with a nine-year-old son who needed a father?

      He gave himself a mental shake. He'd always admired Lindsey from afar, but she was strictly off limits.

      The sooner his hormones figured that out, the better off he would be.
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      When Lindsey awoke, the sun streaming in through the window was on the wrong side of the room. She blinked, disoriented by her strange surroundings, and then gradually realized where she was.

      Austin’s house. She and Josh were sleeping in the two spare bedrooms of Austin’s home after their neighbor’s horrible house fire. Thankfully no one had been hurt.

      The tantalizing aroma of bacon and eggs made her stomach growl, reminding her it had been way too many hours since her last meal.

      If you could even call macaroni and cheese out of a box, a meal.

      Scrambling from the wide bed, she headed for the shower. Sleeping in a regular bed rather than a sofa sleeper had her feeling more rested than ever. She hastily dressed and then took a few minutes to blow dry her hair. Not because she was vain and wanted to look nice for Austin, she told herself. But because she wanted to be ready so she could do whatever needed to be done to obtain permission to move back into her home.

      When she emerged from her bedroom, feeling wide awake and ready to face the day, she noticed the door of Josh’s room was ajar and her son was nowhere in sight.

      He was probably already in the kitchen helping himself to Austin’s breakfast. Good thing her son had always gotten along with Austin. The poor kid had been through enough trauma lately, between his problems at school and the recent move away from his friends.

      If she had her way, they wouldn't impose on Austin’s hospitality for long.

      She entered the kitchen trying not to feel self-conscious. “Good morning.”

      “Hi.” Austin’s warm and appreciative gaze swept over her. Her mouth went dry as she stared at him. He stood in front of the stove, wearing a fitted paramedic a blue T-shirt that emphasized his broad shoulders and a pair of well-worn jeans that rode low on his hips. His mahogany-colored hair was long and a bit shaggy. Holding a spatula in his hand didn't come close to compromising his masculinity.

      Liar. Who was she trying to kid? This was the reason she had taken time with her appearance. What was wrong with her? Why couldn't she control this ridiculous attraction to Austin Monroe? Taking a deep breath, she glanced to where Josh was seated at the table, his mouth full of crunchy bacon. She kept her tone light. “Austin, you didn't have to cook for us. I'm sure we could have gotten by with cereal.”

      He shrugged, dividing his attention between her and the eggs in the frying pan. “I cooked for myself but made enough for everyone. If you're hungry, have a seat.”

      She was famished, so she pulled up a chair across from Josh and sat down. Less than a minute later, Austin set a plate in front of her with two eggs cooked over easy, wheat toast and two slices of bacon.

      Everything made exactly the way she liked it.

      His thoughtfulness made her throat close and for a moment she couldn't speak. This was why she'd avoided Austin in the months since Sam's death. Being this close to him was painful because every moment with him only magnified Sam's shortcomings as a husband. He and Sam may have been close friends, but they couldn't have been more different.

      “Thanks,” she murmured, avoiding his gaze and turning her attention to her food. When he took a seat beside her, she was all too aware of his presence.

      The cozy atmosphere in the kitchen was almost too much to bear. She couldn't remember the last time Sam had joined her and Josh for a family meal. For too long Sam had insisted on sitting in front of the television to eat, claiming he needed to relax after his long day at work. They'd grown so far apart over the years since Josh’s birth, she sometimes had looked at him and wondered how she'd fallen out of love with him so quickly.

      Or if she ever really loved Sam the way he deserved to be loved at all?

      She slammed a door on the excruciating memories.

      “Do you need to head back to the fire station?” She glanced at Austin. She knew from Sam's schedule, the firefighter paramedic crew were usually scheduled for twenty-four hours on duty, then off for forty-eight, unless they were needed for additional shifts.

      “Nope, I'm off duty as of this morning.”

      “Did you get much sleep?” She had driven him back to the fire station last night after he'd brought their suitcases in and had gotten them settled. It had been late before she'd tumbled into bed, close to two in the morning. He must have gotten even less sleep than she had.

      “Enough.” He shrugged again offering a crooked smile. “I'm used to interrupted sleep with my schedule. It's hard to sleep after the adrenaline rush of fighting fires. Although I have to admit, it was more difficult than usual last night, knowing you'd moved into a house on Puckett Street without telling me.”

      She focused her attention on her food, wishing she could think of a way to avoid this conversation. “I mailed a change of address note. And there's nothing wrong with living on Puckett Street.”

      “Yes, there is. None of my friends live there,” Josh argued.

      Lindsey stifled a sigh. She and Josh had been over this too many times to count. “I’m sure you’ll make new friends. And I've been driving you over to your friend's house as often as I can.”

      Austin frowned. “I didn't get a note.”

      He hadn't? She frowned, knowing she'd sent one. “Must have gotten lost in the mail.” She tried to change the subject. “Do you know what caused the Tolliver’s fire?”

      “Faulty electrical wiring.” He finished his meal in record time, the same way Sam always had. Must be part of the firefighter’s strategy—to eat quick before the next call. He held her gaze. “Your house has the same footprint and likely built by the same company, so I'd like to have a professional check out the wiring before you move back in. Especially now, with the potential water damage, too. We drenched your house pretty good to prevent the fire from spreading.”

      Her heart sank. What he said made sense, but she didn't want to be dependent on him. Hadn’t she become too dependent on him the last time he tried to help? Staying with Austin was dangerous to her emotional well-being. Being independent was important to her, now more than ever. “Can you get someone out there first thing Monday morning? I’m working day shift tomorrow.”

      Austin slowly nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to suggest she could make her own arrangements, but then realized she had no idea where to start. How many electricians did she know? None. Obviously, she would be stupid to refuse Austin’s expertise.

      At least for this. But if he tried to take over other aspects of her life, she'd have no choice but to leave.

      “Can I be excused?” Josh pushed away from the table. “Tony and I want to go skateboarding. He’s glad I’m back in the neighborhood.”

      Austin opened his mouth as if to respond, but then closed it again when she raised a brow in his direction. She turned to her son. “Sure. Be back home by dinner time though.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” Josh disappeared from the kitchen.

      “I appreciate you not interfering,” she said to Austin, admiring his restraint.

      “You’re welcome.” He hesitated then added, “Lindsey, I know the last time we saw each other, you were very angry with me. I'm sorry if you felt I tried to take over your life. I never meant to hurt you in any way. I care about you and Josh—you’re Sam's family for heaven's sake. You must know I only want to help. Please, make yourself at home here, okay?”

      He was being too nice. Again. She tried not to feel guilty as he threw her words back at her. She had told him to stop interfering in her life and to leave her alone. During those first few weeks, right after Sam's death, Austin had been glued to her side. In the early days, she'd appreciated his strength and compassion, but after a while, when he'd continued to make decisions for her, especially related to Josh, she'd gotten annoyed. The fact that he was so attractive didn't help.

      If she were honest, she'd admit that she'd pushed Austin away for two reasons, her attraction to him and because he had been trying to take over her life. Both were equally dangerous. She needed to remain strong enough to resist him. “I know you're only trying to help. But I need you to understand how important it is to me that I stand on my own two feet.”

      “Is that why you sold Sam's house?”

      “No.” She stood and cleared the breakfast dishes from the table. “You cooked, so it’s only fair I clean up.”

      He caught her arm. “Did you sell the house because you couldn't afford it?”

      “What difference does it make?” She subtly tried to tug her arm from his grip.

      “It makes a lot of difference. I could have given you the money to make your house payments until you received the company life insurance payment.”

      “I don't want your money, Austin.” She jerked out of his grasp. What part of being independent didn't he understand? She wasn't like her mother. She didn't need a man to survive. She could manage just fine on her own. “My financial situation isn't any of your concern. Let's leave it at that, okay?” She turned and busied herself with washing their dishes, hoping and praying Austin would leave it alone.
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      Austin tried to stay out of Lindsey’s way for the remainder of the day. It wasn't easy. His three-bedroom home didn't seem nearly as spacious with Lindsay and Josh staying there.

      Not that he was complaining. He was grateful she'd allowed him to help this much. He didn't understand why she was so dead set against leaning on him for support. It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out Sam must have left some debt. As Sam had died on the job, Lindsey should have gotten a nice payment from the company's life insurance policy.

      Enough of a settlement that she wouldn't have needed to sell the house and move.

      He scowled, wishing he'd known about her financial difficulties. He never should have backed off. But then again, he'd never imagined she'd been forced to move either. All this time he'd been imagining her and Josh living in their nice house, getting back into their normal routine. He had seen her in the emergency department a few times over the past two months but had kept it light, asking how she was, without getting too personal.

      Concern nagged at him as he made phone calls, leaving messages with several contractors about Lindsey’s home. If he had his way, he'd put the stupid thing on the market. She and Josh could live with him until they got back on their feet.

      He winced. Yeah, sure. Like she'd allow that to happen. Not. Give it up, Monroe.

      “Do you have laundry that needs to be done?” Lindsay stood in the doorway of the living room. “Our clothes smell like smoke.”

      “Ah, sure.” Do not imagine Lindsey touching your boxers, he told himself sternly, as he fetched the laundry from the hamper in the bathroom. “Are you sure you don't mind?”

      “Why should I?” She gave a careless shrug. “May as well combine loads.”

      She acted as if doing his laundry was no big deal, but in all the years since he'd left home no woman had ever done his laundry. Sharing that sort of chore seemed more intimate than it should. And the awkwardness between them was driving him crazy. He wished she would relax, but it seemed as though Lindsey was constantly in motion, doing one thing or another.

      When Josh returned from skateboarding, Austin suggested they go out and grab a bite to eat. At first Lindsey looked like she was about to argue but then she nodded in agreement.

      He took them to a nearby family restaurant, unsure of what kind of food, other than pizza, Josh liked to eat. Apparently he had chosen well when Josh grew excited over the variety of menu options.

      “The new subdivision across the street from our old house is awesome for skateboarding,” Josh said after the waitress had taken their order. “You should see the houses, Mom, they're really cool.”

      Lindsey simply smiled and nodded. “I'm glad you and Tony had fun. What else did you do besides skateboarding?”

      “We hung out at his house—he has the newest video game and it's so sweet...” his voice trailed off and suddenly he slouched in his seat, picking up his plastic cup of soda and holding it in front of his face.

      Austin glanced around to see what had caused Josh's sudden change from chatterbox to mute. He caught sight of a police officer in full uniform sliding into a booth not far from theirs with his son, who looked to be about Josh's age. He frowned. A friend from school? Or maybe an enemy, since Josh didn't look happy to see him.

      “Sit up, straight.” Lindsay scolded with an annoyed frown. “Don't spill.”

      Josh sat up a fraction of an inch and continued to blow bubbles into his glass with a straw. Austin could tell he was hoping the other kid wouldn't see him.

      “What's your favorite subject in school?” He thought it was time to change the subject. He edged his chair over, hopefully obstructing the kids view of Josh from the booth.

      “I don't know.” Josh shrugged, still slouching in his seat.

      “Come on, you must have a favorite,” Austin urged. “English? Math? History? Science?”

      “Math is okay, I guess.”

      Lindsey glanced at him in surprise. “Just okay? What are you talking about? You love math.”

      Josh didn't answer as the waitress chose that moment to bring their food.

      As they ate, Josh didn't say more than two words unless asked. Austin wondered what was up with Josh and the cop’s son, but decided he'd wait until he and Josh were alone to ask.

      Lindsey didn't seem to notice Josh's silence. Would she resent his interference if he asked Josh what was going on? Or would she remind him that Josh wasn't his concern? He didn’t want her to get angry at him again. Or worse pack up and leave.

      Lindsey and Josh shouldn't be alone. Sam should have been there with them.

      Sam's death had been his fault. Over these past few months, the truth had been gnawing at him. Sometime soon, he needed to confess to Lindsey how he had been the cause of Sam's death.
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      “Lindsey, your next patient has been placed in room six.”

      “Thanks.” She flashed a quick smile at the charge nurse and glanced at the clock hanging over the main electronic census board, amazed to realize her shift was nearly over. These short six hour fill-in shifts were wonderful, especially while Josh was in school.

      But then her smile faded as the reality of her situation set in. Short shifts were nice, but she really needed to pick up more hours to pay for homeowners’ insurance. Yet with all the trouble Josh had gotten into over these past few months, the thought of leaving him home alone even for another hour or so bothered her. She’d prided herself on always being home for him.

      Shaking off her troubled thoughts, she read the name listed beside bed six and the emergency department census board where the patients’ names automatically lit up the moment they were registered in triage. Her assigned patient was Blaine Larson, a sixteen-year-old with a possible concussion he had sustained during a fistfight.

      “Great,” she murmured under her breath. “I hope this isn't where Josh is headed.” Skipping school and arguments in the playground were bad enough—she couldn't take it if Josh started fighting.

      With a sigh she logged into the computer to read through the initial information the triage nurse had collected. Blaine was awake and alert but only oriented to his name and place. He was confused about the date and time. Otherwise, his vital signs were stable.

      After logging off the computer, she grabbed her stethoscope and headed into the room. Blaine was a tall, broad-shouldered and nice-looking kid. He had a large welt on his lower lip, but no other outward signs of trauma. With closed head injuries though, the worst part of the damage was hidden from the naked eye.

      “Hi, Blaine, my name is Lindsey. I'll be your nurse. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I don't remember. From what I've been told, me and some of my friends were arguing with a couple of jerk football players and one of them slugged me in the face.”

      “Hmm.” She glanced over at her patient’s mother seated next to him then looked back at Blaine. “Can you answer a few questions for me? What's your full name?”

      “Blaine Michael Larson.”

      “What day is it?”

      “I don't know.” He glanced at his mother for help. Lindsey shook her head, indicating his mother shouldn’t answer.

      “Do you know what month it is?” Lindsey persisted.

      “Uh, July? No, wait, August.”

      Not even close. She frowned. “What about the year? Do you know what year it is?”

      “No.” Blame rubbed his jaw. “All I know is that someone hit me in the face”.

      “Where are you now? What is this place?” Lindsey asked.

      “A hospital. Sun Valley Community hospital.”

      “That's right.” She smiled, taking a pen light from her pocket and flashing it in the boy's eyes. His pupils looked equal and reactive to light. They weren't overly dilated or misshapen. “Does your head hurt?”

      “Not really.” He frowned and gently fingered his swollen lip. “Not as bad as my mouth. It really hurts.”

      “I'm sure it does.” She glanced at Blaine’s mother. “Do you know if he lost consciousness?”

      “Yes, apparently for a few seconds he did.” The woman's sighed. “I don't know why he was involved in a fight, he normally gets along fine with people.”

      She nodded, thinking the same thing about Josh. In the past he'd gotten along fine with other kids at school. Only lately he'd been complaining of stomach aches in the morning. And his grades were slipping, no doubt a result of skipping school. With everything that happened after losing Sam, her son was turning into a complete stranger.

      And she didn't know how to get him back.

      “Okay, I need to listen to his heart and lungs. Then we'll have the doctor come take a look. He may want to get a CT scan of your son's head, just to make sure everything is alright.”

      “I understand,” Mrs. Larson said.

      Lindsey performed a quick assessment but other than his lack of memory Blaine appeared to be a healthy sixteen-year-old. After documenting her findings, she went out to discuss the case with the emergency department physician.

      The physician on duty was Dr. Markham. He examined Blaine Larson and then ordered blood work and a CT scan of his head.

      “What about a drug screen?” Lindsey asked. “I know he's only sixteen, but shouldn't we check, just in case?”

      “That's a good idea. I'll ask his mother.” Dr. Markham took Blaine’s mother out of the room, and after a brief conversation he returned. “Yes. We're going to add a urine drug and alcohol screen. She said she's never caught him doing any drugs or drinking, but it's best to make sure.”

      “Will do.” Lindsey called the radiology department to arrange the CT scan of his head, then quickly went into draw Blaine’s blood. Per Dr. Markham’s orders, she was to place a twenty-gauge capped IV in his antecubital vein. “You're going to feel a poke here,” she warned.

      “Ouch,” he yelped when she slid the needle in.

      “All done.” She drew blood off the line then taped the catheter in place and flushed it with normal saline in case they needed the IV access later. “One of our techs will be here shortly to take you to radiology. We're going to get pictures of your brain to make sure there's no bleeding in there.”

      “Alright.” Blaine was pretty cooperative, considering the gaps in his memory. Some head injury patients could get very aggressive.

      She checked on her other patients, one was an elderly man who was waiting to be admitted to a hospital bed for management of his congestive heart failure and the other a young girl who'd broken her wrist falling out of a tree. All in all, a quiet day as far as shifts in the emergency department went.

      She took five minutes to eat a sandwich she'd brought from Austin's house, while Blaine was getting his scan. Hopefully, she and Josh would be able to move back home soon. It was sweet of Austin to lend them a hand, but sharing his house was much harder than she'd imagined.

      Even worse was the deep temptation to let Austin solve her problems. She knew he would not hesitate to do whatever she asked, if she so much as dropped a hint.

      No. She needed to be strong. When she caught a glimpse of Blaine being wheeled back to his room, she jumped up to meet with him. A quick glance in the chart revealed the results were negative. She checked on his laboratory work too, before heading over to talk to Dr. Markham again.

      “Labs and radiology reports on Blaine Larson have come back negative.” She tapped the computer in front of him. “You can check them for yourself. Even his drug screen is negative.”

      “That’s good to hear. He’d fine to be discharged home, but his mother needs to keep an eye on him for the next twenty-four hours.

      She nodded. “Blaine’s after visit summary will include care of concussion patients.” Their system was set up to pull that information together automatically. This was one of those instances in which upgrading to a new computer system had helped save them time, at least from the nurse’s perspective.

      She had just finished giving Blaine’s mother his after-visit summary, reviewing the care of concussion patient, when she heard her name being called.

      “Lindsey? You have a call on line two from Sun Valley elementary school.”

      The school? Josh? Her stomach knotted as she hurried over to pick up the phone. “This is Lindsey Winters.”

      “Mrs. Winters? Eric Dolan, principal of Saint Sun Valley school. We have Josh in our office. He's been caught skipping school again. You'll need to come in.”

      Not again. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temple. What was wrong with him? This was the second time this month. Then a week before that she'd been called because Josh had used foul language on the playground. Her sweet son, using bad language. She could hardly believe it. “I'm at work, as a nurse in the emergency department, but I'll do my best to arrange coverage for my patients so I can get there.”

      “We’ll be waiting.” Principal Dolan didn't sound sympathetic.

      Feeling sick, Lindsey sought out the charge nurse. “I'm sorry, I need to go. Josh is in trouble. Again.”

      Sue glanced at the clock. “Well, your shift is over in forty-five minutes anyway, I guess we can cover your patients.”

      “Thank you.” Lindsey gave a quick status update on her remaining patients to other nurses, then left the hospital. Outside in her car, she hesitated, thinking about Austin. As much as she wanted to remain independent, there was no denying Josh needed someone to talk to. Maybe even a father figure. She'd noticed how Austin had tried to draw Josh out over dinner last night attempting to break her son's bad mood.

      For a moment she rested her forehead on the steering wheel. Austin was the last man she should lean on for strength. He was far too appealing. Too nice. Too attractive.

      Too single!

      He was just being nice with his repeated offers to help. And she understood. He was doing this because he was Sam's friend and wanted to look after her. Yet she knew he had a reputation throughout the emergency department of being a bit of a womanizer going from one nurse to the next. She had no interest standing in line for her turn.

      If he was interested, which she knew he wasn’t. And he hadn’t done anything to encourage her attraction to him. He thought she was the grieving widow. He had no idea how strained things had gotten between her and Sam before his death.

      She knew Sam's death was her fault. Her husband had probably been upset and not thinking clearly while fighting that wildfire because she'd told him she’d filed for divorce and had asked him to move out, right before he'd left on that last smoke jumping mission.
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      Austin was standing in Lindsey 's house, assessing the water damage in the corner of her living room, when his phone rang. Recognizing her number, he quickly answered. “Hello? Lindsey? Is something wrong?”

      “Austin, I'm so sorry to bother you but I need your help.” Her voice sounded thick, as if she was crying. “I just received a call from the school. Josh is in trouble.”

      He frowned; Josh had seemed perfectly fine yesterday. Well, except for his odd withdrawal at dinner. “What happened?”

      “He was picked up by the police for skipping school, again,” she admitted.

      “Skipping school?” Again? Why hadn’t she said anything about the first time?

      “Yes.” She sniffled loudly. “It started a couple months ago, right after we moved. He's skipped school at least three times and I was also called because he used bad language on the playground. I don't know what has gotten into him. He won't talk to me, but I wondered if you might have better luck. Would you mind talking to him?”

      He didn't hesitate. “Absolutely. I’ll leave now.”

      “Good. Thanks.” She sounded relieved.

      “I'll meet you at the school.” He pocketed his cell phone and then glanced at the contractor he'd hired to go over Lindsey 's house. “I want a full report within the hour on what needs to be completed to bring this place up to code.”

      “Will do,” the contractor agreed.

      Satisfied, he left Lindsey’s house and jumped into his truck. The elementary school in Sun Valley wasn't too far, although the house Lindsey had shared with Sam had been much closer. Pushing the speed limit as much as he dared, he made it to the school within fifteen minutes. He parked next to Lindsey’s bright yellow car and walked into the building searching for the principal's office.

      He instinctively knew where it was. He had spent a few hours in the principal’s office when he'd been a kid, too. Not in California, though, but back in Milwaukee Wisconsin where he’d grown up with his siblings.

      He found Lindsey was already there, wearing her green hospital scrubs, her arm looped around Josh's thin shoulders. The kid stared down at the floor, as if he wished he could just disappear.

      “Mrs. Winters, surely you understand that this behavior has to stop,” the principal was saying. “This is the fourth incident over the past two months. Joshua's grades have deteriorated, and if you don't figure out a way to keep him from skipping school, I'm afraid he will need to repeat the fourth grade.”

      “I understand.” Lindsey’s desperate gaze sought his. Austin’s stomach squeezed in sympathy. First Sam's death, then moving to a new house, then the fire and now this. He had a feeling she couldn't take much more.

      “Have you taken our advice and arranged counseling for Josh? “The principal asked in a perplexed tone.

      Austin was surprised when she nodded. “Yes.” She glanced at Josh, who stared stubbornly at the toes of his shoes. “Dr. Ellen Sandberg is convinced that Josh's anger and lack of interest in school is directly related to the loss of his father.”

      Austin hadn't known about Josh seeing a psychologist. What else didn't he know? There was a lot Lindsey had kept from him.

      “Hmm.” The principal's expression was serious. “That may be, and of course, we're very sorry for your loss. I'm sure this is a difficult time for both of you. But Josh is certainly old enough to understand right from wrong, and skipping school is wrong.” The principal spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “I'm not sure what you expect us to do. We can't pass him if he doesn't attend school.”

      “I know that.” Austin noticed how Lindsey’s grip tighten on Josh's shoulder. “He won't do it again.”

      When Josh hunched his shoulders and stubbed his toe into the floor, Austin wasn't convinced.

      “Josh?” He stepped forward joining the conversation. “What happened? Why did you skip school?”

      The boy shrugged and glanced up at him, defiance reflected in his blue eyes. “I don't know.”

      “I don't know is not an acceptable answer,” Lindsey said in a sharp tone. “How do you expect to pass if you don't go to school?”

      He understood Lindsey’s frustration, but there had to be more going on here. Did Josh miss Sam that much? His gut clenched. He hadn't lost his father, so he couldn't even begin to imagine how Josh was coping. Was the boy lonely? Josh had mentioned not having friends nearby, although he had spent the day with Tony. Austin had grown up in a rowdy, noisy family with several brothers and sisters. He'd never been lonely, even when he'd wanted to be left alone.

      “Josh will need to serve a detention. And make up the work he's missed,” the principal continued. “You'll have to talk to his teacher to arrange for the completion of all missing assignments.”

      Austin could see that all this talk about extra homework was only making Josh feel worse. Not that he shouldn't do the work, obviously it needed to be completed. But there was no sense dwelling on it.

      “Let's go,” he spoke in a low tone to Lindsey.

      She nodded, understanding his desire to speak with Josh outside of the school. She turned to the principal. “I will be in touch with Josh's teacher.”

      The principal stood. “Ms. Winters, I'd like to receive a report from his counselor prior to allowing Josh back into class. I need to know there is something more going on here with Josh's truancy.”

      “Okay.” Lindsey's worried frown brought a wave of helpless anger washing over him. She shouldn't have to bear the burden of all of this alone. She needed help and support to get through this. She tugged Josh's arm. “Let’s go.”

      Josh followed her out, looking completely dejected. Austin felt bad for the kid. What in the world had happened? There had to be a reason he was acting like he was. Because of the move? It didn't seem like a simple move would be enough to cause him to skip school. Josh had always been a nice kid, had never been in trouble before that Austin was aware of.

      “I'm sorry to bother you,” Lindsey said as they walked through the parking lot to their respective cars. They'd managed to stay out of each other 's way that morning as she'd gotten Josh up and ready for school and then left for work. But now they were walking closely together.

      “It's not a big deal. I was at your house talking to the contractor.” He glanced at Josh, who lagged behind as if he didn't want to be near either of the adults. “We’ll meet at my place, okay? I'd like to try talking to Josh alone.”

      She nodded and he figured it was a sign of how upset she was that she didn't jump on his comment about the contractor. “Do you think he'll talk to you, Austin? So far, Dr. Sandberg hasn't had much luck.”

      “I don't know, but I’ll try.” He opened the driver side car door for her. When she leaned close to slide in behind the wheel, her subtle scent teased his senses. He hoped he hid his reaction to her well enough that she wouldn’t notice.

      He’d tried to keep his distance from her, but that was much harder to achieve when they were living together under the same roof.

      She hesitated, placing her hand over his on the top of the car door. His pulse leapt at the light touch. “I'd really appreciate you talking to him. I just don't understand what has gotten into him over these past few months.”

      For a moment he stared at their hands, wishing he could pull her close, but then she turned away. Josh climbed into the passenger seat and was staring sullenly out the window. Austin took a deep breath, forcing himself to maintain control.

      “I'll see you at... my place.” He'd almost said home. As if Lindsey and Josh belonged there with him. Giving himself a mental shake, he closed the car door and waited until she pulled out before sliding into his truck to follow.

      The ride to his house was short. He pulled into the driveway, parking beside Lindsey 's vehicle. He strode inside, finding Lindsey and Josh seated in the living room. Josh stared at the floor again, looking miserable, and Lindsey didn't appear to be feeling much better. He hated the deep grooves of worry around her eyes.

      She rose to her feet when she saw him. “I'll let you guys talk while I throw in some laundry.” She caught herself and looked at him askance. “If you don't mind?”

      “Of course not,” he hastened to reassure her. The last thing he wanted was for her to feel like a guest. He would rather she be comfortable. “I told you to make yourself at home.”

      She nodded and disappeared down the hall toward the laundry room. He didn't think she'd appreciate knowing how much he liked having her there to share the housekeeping chores. To be honest, he wouldn't have minded doing most of the work himself, as long as she stayed with him. Tearing his mind from those ridiculous thoughts, he turned to look at Josh. He gestured to the vacant spot on the sofa. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

      The kid shrugged without making eye contact. Austin purposefully sat next to him, trying to think of a way to get the boy to open up. “I think I know what you're going through.”

      “Yeah, right,” Josh muttered. “You don’t.”

      “I do,” he repeated. “I know you miss your dad very much. I guess school doesn't seem very important right now, does it?”

      Josh shook his head. “No. It's not.”

      “Are the kids teasing you? Or are you just sad over missing your dad?”

      Josh was quiet for so long he was afraid the boy wouldn't answer. When he finally spoke, Austin had to lean forward in order to hear him. “The first time I left school, struggling over missing my dad, Bobby’s dad caught me. Bobby's been making fun of me ever since.”

      The cop’s son? Remembering the kid and his dad in the restaurant last night, Josh’s strange behavior made sense. He and Bobby obviously had a history.

      “Bobby has no right to make fun of you, but continuing to skip school isn't going to help.” He paused, then asked, “Did Bobby’s dad find you again, today?”

      Josh nodded, his face grim.

      That figured. Austin leaned forward. “Look, Josh, I know school seems stupid right now, but you have to pull yourself together. The last thing you need right now is to fail your classes. You don’t want to repeat fourth grade, that will only cause more teasing. Do you think your dad would want you to skip school?”

      “No.” Josh hunched his shoulders again, as if he wanted to curl into a ball. “But sometimes I'm so sad I can't stand it. I leave school because I don't want any of the other kids to see me cry.”

      Oh, man. He could completely understand. He wrapped his arm around Josh's thin shoulders. “Josh, I cried when your dad died. It's nothing to be ashamed of.”

      Josh swiped his face against his arm and sniffled loudly. “I just miss him.”

      “I know you do.” He held on to Josh tightly, wishing more than anything he'd been the one to die that day instead of Sam. “I miss him, too.”

      For a long moment they hung onto each other, sharing their grief. He glanced over to see Lindsey working in the kitchen, keeping busy. These past few months must have been just as hard on her.

      “Why don't you tell your mom about this?” He asked, when Josh finally pushed away.

      “I don’t want her to feel sad, too. She always looks like she's gonna cry when I talk about my dad.”

      Josh was protecting his mom. Austin couldn't say anything—he probably would have done the same thing.

      “I wish I didn't have to see Bobby at school tomorrow,” Josh muttered.

      “I know it’s not easy, but you have to learn to ignore Bobby,” Austin said firmly. “He's just a kid. There must be some way to avoid him.”

      Josh shrugged. “I've tried to stay away, but he always finds me. Then he’s mean to me.”

      “Is that when you were caught using bad language on the playground?” Austin surmised.

      “Yeah.”

      Bobby sounded like a bit of a bully. Josh needed something to help take his mind off missing his dad. “Okay, Josh, we need to find something to keep you busy. Do you like sports?”

      “Sort of,” Josh said without enthusiasm. “I like to skateboard but I'm not all that good.”

      Austin racked his brain, trying to think. Bobby was probably into sports, so Josh needed something different. He remembered the Tai Kwon Do studio he had passed on his way to the elementary school. “What about learning martial arts?”

      Josh perked up. “That might be cool.”

      So far, so good. “I'll talk to your mom about this. But Josh, you really need to stay in school. Just avoid Bobby and his friends. Getting your grades up has to be your top priority.”

      “Can Tony learn Tai Kwon Do with me?” Josh asked.

      “Yes, but the deal is that your grades cannot suffer. Understood?” He wasn't sure this idea would go over well with Lindsey, especially considering her financial difficulties, but he'd do his best to convince her. Josh needed something to focus on, something that would help him deal with missing his dad. The martial arts were all about being spiritually strong, as well as physically strong. He thought maybe it could work. “I'll talk to your mom and see if we can work out a schedule that works for you and Tony to take classes together.”

      “Cool.” For the first time since seeing Josh sitting in the principal's office, he saw a spark of interest flare in the boy's eyes.

      “Just remember, your grades must improve,” Austin warned. “Homework has to come first.”

      “I know.” Josh nodded eagerly. “I can pull up my grades, they're not that bad.” When Austin raised a disbelieving brow, the boy’s chin dropped to his chest and he added, “Well, maybe they are bad, but I'll make up all my missing assignments.”

      “I'm glad to hear it.” He wanted to believe Josh could pull himself together. “And I'm here if you ever want to talk about your dad.”

      “Okay.”

      Austin stood, glancing toward the kitchen to where Lindsey was busy with folding laundry on the kitchen table. She looked so beautiful, with her blonde hair falling in waves to her shoulders, that he had to physically steel himself against the need to pull her close. “I'd like you to get started on those missing assignments right now, while I talk to your mom.”

      Josh frowned. “Are you gonna tell her why I've been skipping school?”

      He hesitated, not wanting to break the boy's trust. Yet at the same time he didn't want to lie to Lindsey either. “Josh, I'm sure your mom understands how much you miss your dad.”

      “But I don't want her to be sad, too,” Josh protested.

      Austin understood the boy didn't want to contribute to her grief. “I know, but she loves you and needs to know where you're going to be alright. Telling her might help her agree to send you to Tai Kwon Do classes.”

      Josh grimaced but then nodded. “Okay,” he grudgingly agreed.

      Austin turned toward the kitchen, wishing he felt as confident as he sounded. Unease tightened his gut.

      He and Lindsey needed to talk about more than just the repairs on her house. Josh needed someone to talk to, someone he could relate to. Austin wanted to be there for both of them.

      He needed to fulfill his promise to Sam.

      There had to be a way to convince her to let him help.
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      Lindsey was grateful Dr. Ellen Sandberg had returned her phone call so quickly. She nodded at Austin when he came into the kitchen and continued her conversation. “I need to make an appointment for Josh, as soon as possible. He skipped school again and they won't let him back into class until you see him and provide an update on his progress.”

      “I could probably squeeze him in later this afternoon, say about five o’clock?” Dr. Sandberg offered.

      “Five would be great. Thank you so much.” Relieved she disconnected from the call. Austin’s presence in the kitchen made it seem smaller than normal.

      She was keenly aware of how Austin intently watched her as she folded a load of clothes. She flushed under his scrutiny and hoped he'd blame her red cheeks on the heat from the dryer.

      “I would like to go with him,” he said.

      “With whom?” Flustered, she glanced at him. “Oh, you mean with Josh? To his psychologist’s appointment?”

      “Yeah.” Austin tucked his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “I'd like to go with him to see Dr. Sandberg. At five, right?”

      Surprised, she stared at him. She couldn't believe he was offering to go with Josh. When things had started going downhill between her and Sam, she'd suggested marriage counseling, but Sam had flatly refused to attend. He hadn't believed there had was anything counseling could do to change things between them.

      “I—uh—don't see why not. Although we'd have to get Dr. Sandberg's approval.” She glanced away, wishing Austin wasn't so appealing. He looked great even wearing nothing more than a casual T-shirt and well-worn denim jeans. He smelled amazing, too. For a moment she remembered how he'd stood at her side throughout Sam's funeral. It had taken every ounce of willpower she'd possessed not to lean on his rugged strength. To keep him at a safe distance.

      She wasn't a pathetic widow who needed a man to get by. Sam hadn't deserved to die, but she'd already planned to live her life without him. Jumping into a relationship with another man wasn't part of the plan. No matter how difficult things were, she wasn't about to follow in her mother’s footsteps, leaping headfirst into a new relationship the moment the previous one ended. Lindsey had suffered through three stepfathers, not to mention several boyfriends in between.

      None of the men her mother had hooked up with had been a contender for father of the year.

      “Here, let me help.” He crossed over and pitched in, picking up a shirt and folding it. She subtly edged sideways, trying to give him more room. The muscles of his arms rippled with the simple movement, and she remembered the day Austin had come to help Sam fix the leaky roof. He'd stripped off his shirt, displaying the bronze muscles of his shoulders and chest to full advantage.

      Not that Sam had been a wimp, but for all Austin's strength there had always been a gentleness about him, as well. A soft caring side that her husband had seemed to lose somewhere along the ten-year course of their marriage.

      Stop dwelling on the worst, she told herself sternly. Sam wasn't a bad guy, there had just been something... missing. Sam was gone, there was no reason to dwell on what had failed in their marriage.

      Austin looked good, whether he was doing housework or repairing the roof. Yet she knew it wasn't fair to compare Austin to Sam. She needed to focus on Josh, not her inappropriate response to her husband's best friend.

      Besides, even if she had been in the market for a man, Austin wasn't her type. She knew Austin never lacked female company. Even Sam had mentioned how single women flocked to his friend. He'd claimed Austin never dated the same woman twice. She'd often suspected Sam had been jealous because Austin had been single and Sam wasn't.

      Thank heavens she wasn't looking for a relationship, or she might have been come obsessed with Austin too.

      Annoyed with herself, she finished folding the laundry and stepped back. “We should probably consider an easy dinner, as Josh has his appointment at five.”

      “Lindsey—” he began, but then halted when his phone rang. He lifted the device to his ear. “Hi Mark. Tell me what you found.”

      She listened, belatedly realizing Austin was talking to the contractor about her house. He'd mentioned being there earlier, but she'd been so upset over Josh that it really hadn't registered in her brain.

      The serious expression settling over Austin's features was not reassuring.

      “Thanks Mark. I'll discuss the situation with the owner and get back to you.” He lowered his phone and glanced at her.

      “What's wrong?”

      “Did you buy the house from a realtor?” He asked.

      “No, I bought it directly from the owner. Why?”

      “The electrical wiring isn't up to code. And the water damage from your neighbor’s fire means you also need to replace the drywall in the living room, and likely replace some of the insulation in the attic.” His expression was grim. “It's going to take a few weeks to get your house into shape before you and Josh can move back in.”

      Stunned, she dropped into the closest kitchen chair, her knees weak. Surely, he was exaggerating. “Weeks?” She echoed.

      “Yes. I’m sorry. Lindsey, I'd like to help. I don't want to steal your independence, but I need to know you and Josh are safe. Plus, I think Josh could really use a male role model right now to help keep him in school.” He dropped to his knees beside her chair and caught her hands, his gaze imploring. “Will you please consider moving in with me temporarily? Just until your house repairs are complete.”
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