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      “I’m sorry, Jenny. I’m so, so sorry.”

      Jenny Kline stared into the tear-filled brown eyes of the woman sitting across the table from her and tried to resist the urge to pinch herself. There was no point. This whole conversation might seem like a dream, but she knew she wasn’t asleep.

      She really was sitting in a worn booth at the Sunnyside Diner in downtown Hardy Falls, Pennsylvania. She really was having breakfast with Missy Leon, her friend and boss, while a chilly late-March rain pounded against the diner’s big plate glass windows and turned the morning outside to steel gray. She really was smelling bacon and eggs and coffee, as Mr. and Mrs. Bunson and their staff served the local crowd that was bustling in and out of the rain on the way to work on a Monday. And she really was…

      “Did you just say you’re firing me?” she asked, wanting to confirm she’d heard her friend correctly. Maybe Missy had said, “I have to hire you.” Although that didn’t make any sense because Jenny had been working with Missy for a long time now. Almost nine years. Even when Jenny still lived with her ex-boyfriend, Stefan, in his townhouse near the university a few miles away, she’d worked for Missy’s housecleaning business. She’d assumed they’d gotten even closer once she’d finally ditched the bastard and moved home.

      “I’m sorry,” Missy repeated and reached across the linoleum tabletop to grab Jenny’s hand. “I don’t have a choice. I just can’t pay you anymore.”

      Jenny pulled her hand away.

      “I thought everything was good! What happened to all the money?” Okay, that wasn’t exactly tactful, but she was honestly stunned. As far as she knew, the business had been chugging right along. They’d certainly been working hard enough between the housecleaning and the catering work Missy had insisted they start doing last year. In fact, they’d gotten so busy that Jenny hadn’t been able to get out to her art studio in weeks.

      Missy sat back in her seat. Her round face was still blotchy from tears, but there was a harder light in her eyes now.

      “I’m not sure that’s any of your business,” she said flatly.

      Jenny drew in a sharp breath, the slap-down unexpected.

      Ouch. That hurt.

      Because, yes, technically Missy owned the housecleaning service and was Jenny’s boss. And Missy had been the one to cut the deal with Mr. Foster, the caterer, so they could both earn some extra money. Jenny had happily tagged along. Technically, Jenny was a freelancer. But it never felt that way. She might not have been especially interested in all of the business stuff Missy tried to show her—she had enough trouble with her own taxes, thank you—but in everything else she’d considered herself to be kind of a partner. She’d thought she and Missy were a team.

      Wrong again.

      “Sorry,” she managed.

      “God.” Missy ran her hands through her thick mass of curly, brown hair.

      “Here you go, loves.” A matronly waitress came up to the table holding two thick white ceramic plates. She slid them across the table before stepping back and studying them with sharp eyes partially hidden by large glasses. “Everything okay?”

      Jenny forced a smile for the older woman. “Yes, thanks, Mrs. Dorinsky. We’re good.” She’d worked at the Sunnyside through high school and a couple of years after graduation, so she still knew everyone on the staff. Which meant they all felt free to be up in her business.

      Mrs. Dorinsky looked skeptical, but she nodded and headed off, sturdy black sneakers squeaking, to get orders from the four old men who’d just settled at a nearby table. It looked like Albert Cromwell, Harry Newman, Joe Horton, and Martin Scanner were right on time today.

      Jenny turned her attention back to Missy.

      “You don’t need to tell me,” she apologized. “I’m sorry I was snarky.”

      “It’s okay.” Missy avoided eye contact and looked out the window at the rain. “Buster’s been borrowing money from the business for over a year.” The words came out in a rush.

      “What?” Jenny gaped at the other woman, shocked again. “Really?”

      Darren “Buster” Leon was Missy’s husband. The two had dated in high school and gotten married a year or two after graduation mostly, Jenny knew, because Teagan, their now thirteen-year-old son, had been on the way. Jenny actually liked Buster, although sometimes the man could be pretty damned dense.

      “Yeah.” Missy sighed and turned to look at her. “He needed cash to pay for parts and taxes and stuff like that at his shop.” Buster owned a motorcycle repair shop on the other side of town. “He always paid it back before—he just needed it when his accounts receivable got behind, so he could keep the cash flow working.”

      “Okay,” Jenny said, although she honestly knew nothing about accounting and was happy to keep it that way. “If he was paying it back, then—”

      “I said before,” Missy interrupted and picked at the ridged metal strapping running around the edge of the tabletop. “His shop hasn’t been doing so well, and then he got stiffed on a really big job so he couldn’t pay me back, and he needed more to keep going. It all kind of snowballed.”

      “Wow.” Jenny couldn’t think of anything else to say because Missy normally wasn’t this stupid.

      She tried not to let her thoughts show on her face, but she must have failed because the look her friend shot her was defensive.

      “He’s my husband,” Missy said shortly. “His business pays our mortgage.”

      “No, I know.” Jenny tried to soothe, although she wanted to point out that it was total bullshit. Obviously Missy’s business was the one bringing in the cash or Buster wouldn’t have needed to borrow it all the damned time, and he would have been able to repay what he had borrowed.

      On the other hand, finding out what had been going on sure explained a heck of a lot. Not only had Missy hooked them up with the caterer, but she’d also been adding more and more properties to their housecleaning list over the past couple of months. Jenny had been surprised when her friend had refused to discuss the need for another cleaner to handle the expanding workload, but now it was clear why.

      Shoving her scrambled eggs around on her plate, she frowned at Missy. “So, what? You’re thinking you’re going to just do everything yourself? That’s impossible.” They were overwhelmed as it was.

      Missy fiddled with her own food. “Buster’s going to help me,” she said.

      Jenny couldn’t control her snort of disbelief. “Oh, right.” Buster wasn’t exactly known for his cleanliness.

      “He will,” Missy insisted, frowning at her. “This is our business, and he knows we need to make it work.” She shrugged. “Until he gets the motorcycle shop turned around, anyway.”

      Like that will happen.

      “So he thinks he’s going to able to do both?” Jenny asked, feeling even more skeptical. Easy going Buster Leon was far better at coasting along than multitasking.

      “We’ll find a way to make it work,” Missy maintained. “It will just take a little juggling.”

      “If you say so.”

      Jenny didn’t want to argue anymore, but she had a crystal clear picture of how this was all going to go down.

      Last fall, Missy had taken on the contract to clean Dr. and Mrs. Black’s huge McMansion after the couple had fired yet another cleaning service. Mrs. Black wanted what she wanted when she wanted it with no excuses—especially when she was hosting one of her many charity fundraisers.

      On top of that, Ms. Gregory, the town librarian, had just hired them to clean some of her business properties. The old lady was a real estate mogul and a shark who put up with zero shit. Between the two of them, Missy was going to have her hands full and then some.

      “I could help you for a while for free,” Jenny offered. She might be angry and, yes, hurt, but this woman had been one of the most important people in her life for a long time. She wasn’t going to let her drown merely because she was pissed off.

      Missy shook her head and her curls bounced, the fluorescent lighting catching the red highlights in the brown. “No, but thanks for that.” She smiled slightly. “I’m not saying it wouldn’t help, but Buster and I have to figure out a way to handle this on our own. You wouldn’t be able to work for free forever.”

      Well, that was true. Jenny was living with her mother at the moment, but she still had expenses and debt, and she really, really, really wanted to be able to afford her own place soon. As much as she loved her mother, Jackie Kline wasn’t always the easiest person in the whole world to get along with. It probably came from being the police chief. You think you’re in charge of everything.

      “I could ask Mr. Foster to give me more hours,” she said, considering her options. For the most part, they’d only been working with the man when he handled Mrs. Black’s events, but he certainly had more clients. He could probably use her, and the work would be flexible.

      Missy shifted and looked even more uncomfortable. “Um…about that.”

      Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound good.

      Jenny frowned at her. “What?”

      “He asked me to tell you that, uh,” Missy cleared her throat, “he doesn’t need you anymore.”

      Jenny sat back. “He’s firing me, too?”

      “I guess.”

      She tried to understand. “Well, why? I ran my feet off for that man.” Mrs. Black’s fundraisers were killers.

      Missy’s big brown eyes pleaded for understanding. “You spilled champagne on Mayor Truelove’s new dress at the fundraiser on Friday. She complained to him.”

      Jenny gasped, outraged. “That was her own damned fault! She couldn’t wait a freaking second, like a civilized person, for me to hand her a flute. No, she has to try to grab it. And because she’s been having the nail salon put on artificial talons that make her look like a bird of prey, she couldn’t get a grip, and the glass slipped, and she knocked the tray.” Champagne had poured down the new mayor’s fancy sequined evening dress. But Mayor Truelove had laughed it off, shook her bright blond bouffant-styled hair, and said it didn’t matter. And then apparently she’d run right to Mr. Foster! The snake!

      “I guess she thinks you could have caught it. And the dress is ruined. It was expensive.”

      “Oh, right. I’ll bet she couldn’t wait to tell Foster what happened,” Jenny muttered. Mayor Margo Truelove had it in for the Kline family these days. In the last election, some people—including, Jenny knew, the four old reprobates currently yukking it up over at the other table—had written Jenny’s mother’s name on their ballots, even though Jackie Kline did not want to be mayor and was not running.

      It didn’t matter. Margo became convinced that Jackie wanted her job. The woman couldn’t even acknowledge that the only reason she’d beaten the incumbent mayor in the first place was because the write-ins had split the race three ways. No, now Margo spent her days figuring out ways to assert her dominance.

      “Mr. Foster can’t afford to have Margo angry at him,” Missy continued. “She’s holding a lot of town events now. Besides, she’s good friends with Mrs. Black and you know how much business he does with the Blacks. He didn’t have a choice but to agree to fire you.”

      “Right.” Jenny resisted throwing her fork across the room because, with her luck, she’d spear somebody. “So what you’re saying is that I’ve lost both of my jobs today.”

      Missy bit her lip. “I’m so sorry, Jenny. But you’ll find something.”

      Jenny looked at her friend. “Yeah?” she demanded sarcastically. “Like what?”

      Missy was quiet for a moment, obviously struggling to come up with something.

      “Well,” she said at last, “you have all of that waitressing experience. Maybe the Bunsons need someone to work here at the Sunnyside? Or maybe Hannah needs someone at the Country Time?”

      Well, yeah, Hannah had needed someone at the Country Time Bar and Grill. Past tense. In fact, she’d asked Jenny if she wanted to come on board as a waitress because she’d decided to open her local tavern hangout earlier for lunch service. Jenny’s younger sister Josie, a marketing guru and Hannah’s best friend, had been urging her to open the place earlier for a while now, but Hannah had been afraid of the risk. Now that she had an investor fund to help finance the business, she was even more paranoid about taking chances.

      But for whatever reason, Hannah had finally decided to give lunch service a try. Since Jenny had helped out at the Country Time before, she’d asked her to think about making it more official.

      Jenny had declined the offer because Hannah couldn’t give her enough hours to replace the income she made with Missy and Mr. Foster. And Jenny hadn’t wanted to cut back on her hours working with Missy because, you know, they were a team.

      Surprise, surprise.

      Although, to be fair, another big reason Jenny had declined Hannah’s offer was because Josie was usually at the Country Time. Her sister had moved back to town and hooked up with Mateo Guerrero, the tavern’s sexy cook / bartender / dishwasher. It was bad enough that being with Josie and Hannah always made Jenny feel like a complete outsider. She didn’t think she’d be able to handle watching Josie snuggle up with Mat day in and day out on top of it.

      Especially since Jenny had kind of been hoping to snuggle up with Mat herself.

      So, yeah. She’d said no, and Hannah had hired other people for the lunch service starting the first week of April.

      “And you have your painting,” Missy continued, blissfully unaware of her thoughts.

      “Yes.” Jenny always had her painting. Always had her dream hovering just at the edge of the horizon. Just out of reach.

      “It’s nice to have a hobby,” Missy said, smiling and chattering away. “It will give you something to do while you look for another job. I wish I had something I could do like that. Take my mind off things. If I have downtime, I just watch television.”

      Jenny held onto her patience. “It’s not a hobby,” she reminded her friend. “It’s more than that.”

      “Oh, no. I know.” Missy seemed to realize she’d made a misstep. “No, you’re doing good. And you’re even selling things now that your paintings are hanging at the Country Time.” Hannah had decided to feature local artists and had taken on a few of Jenny’s paintings. “People are starting to know who you are. So maybe this is a good thing. You’ll have time to concentrate on that before you have to be tied down with a real job again.”

      “Sure.”

      Her art WAS a real job.

      It was just a real job that didn’t pay any money at the moment.

      Missy opened her mouth and closed it again. Her face made it clear that she didn’t know what else to say.

      That was wrong, Jenny thought. It shouldn’t be like this between her and Missy.

      “It’s okay,” she said, making herself smile at her friend. “I’ll work it out.”

      “I know you will,” Missy nodded and then shifted to gather up her purse. “I’m sorry, but I have to take off and head over to the Walsh’s house.” She rooted around for money.

      “Um, have fun?” Jenny said.

      “Right.” Missy wrinkled her nose. She threw some bills on the table and grabbed the muffin off her plate. “I’ve got this, but you’ll take it up to pay, right?” They hadn’t gotten the check yet, but they both knew the menu inside and out at the Sunnyside.

      “Okay.” Jenny wanted to protest about her friend picking up the tab, but she stayed quiet when she remembered she didn’t have a job anymore. Missy slid out of the booth and stood for a moment, looking down at her.

      “I really am sorry,” she said.

      “I know,” Jenny assured her. And she did.

      Missy hesitated, then turned and left. Jenny watched her go out the door and step into the heavy rain. After another minute or two, Missy’s little car pulled out onto Main Street and drove away.

      The shock was wearing off a little bit, and now all she wanted to do was cry.

      “Everything okay, honey? Missy left without finishing her breakfast and you haven’t eaten a thing.”

      Jenny looked up to meet Mrs. Dorinsky’s concerned pale eyes behind her dark-framed glasses.

      “It’s fine, Mrs. D.” She hesitated. “I don’t suppose there are any openings here, are there?”

      “No, dear. The Bunsons have been having a bit of a rough time of it since that restaurant with 24-hour service opened out on the highway. We can’t compete.” Mrs. Dorinsky’s plain face creased. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Jenny smiled. “I’m sure. You can just bring the check.” She hesitated. “Does Mrs. B. have some extra muffins around? I wanted to get six or so to take down to mom at the police department.”

      Better make an effort to sweeten her mother’s mood, since it didn’t look like she’d be moving out of the house any time soon.

      “Of course, dear,” Mrs. Dorinsky smiled. “I’ll get them for you.” She bustled away and returned a few minutes later with a white box.

      “Here are six. And the check.”

      Jenny thanked her, took the box up to the register to pay the bill, said hello to a beaming Mrs. Bunson, waved at the four old men at the table and a few other people she knew, then headed outside. She got drenched immediately.

      Well, this sure was a hell of a way to start the day.
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      Not much ticked off the genial Mrs. Bunson, but taking up a parking space at the Sunnyside when you weren’t eating there definitely topped the list, so Jenny drove from the diner to the police station instead of walking. It took longer to move her little pickup truck than it would have to simply walk the four blocks, but today it was definitely the drier option. Plus, she wouldn’t get an angry phone call later if Mrs. B. noticed her vehicle was still in the lot.

      After she parked her truck again, this time between the squat brick police station and the bigger, fancier borough hall, Jenny turned off the engine and sat, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. The bakery box of fresh-baked muffins made the cramped cab smell like heaven.

      She knew her mother would appreciate the muffins, but that was about it. Jackie wouldn’t like hearing that her older daughter was suddenly and completely unemployed.

      Jenny had been working with Missy because, up until the last few months, the housecleaning job had been intense but not all-consuming. Before the cleaning schedule had gotten out of control, and before the catering gig with Mr. Foster had come up, she’d been able to structure her days pretty much as she’d seen fit. That meant she could paint. As far as Jenny was concerned, that made the work perfect.

      Her mother disagreed, to put it mildly. Jackie thought Jenny was being foolish and wasting her time, and she said as much on a regular basis. Now she’d feel vindicated. The phrase “I told you so” was bound to get tossed around.

      Jenny drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. She didn’t have to tell her mother what had happened, of course. She was almost thirty-two freaking years old, and she sure as hell did not have to run to her mommy whenever there was a problem. She could look after herself.

      But Jackie would find out sooner or later. Heck, she might already know some of it. Jenny wouldn’t have put it past Margo Truelove to prance over from the mayor’s office specifically to tell Jackie that she’d gotten Foster to fire her daughter, delighted to have flexed her power to such effect. And besides, as soon as people found out Missy was working with Buster now instead of Jenny, the gossip would start.

      No, her mother would hear everything eventually, so it would be better if Jenny told her before the rumor mill got a hold of it. At least that way Jackie would only be pissed off that she’d been fired from both of her jobs and not because she’d lied or tried to keep it a secret.

      As if anything could be kept a secret in Hardy Falls.

      With a resigned sigh, Jenny grabbed the box of muffins and her purse, opened the driver’s door, and sprinted through the rain to the glass double doors engraved with “Hardy Falls Police Department.” She pushed them open and stepped into the small entry vestibule.

      As the doors slapped shut behind her, she shook herself like a wet dog and then walked over to a long, rectangular window next to a security door. The frameless window had a metal drawer underneath that looked like a bank drive-through and a red button on the side with an index card saying you should “press for service” taped to the wall above it. Jenny hit the call button.

      “Yes?” The voice that came through the speaker on the metal drawer was tinny, but still smooth and controlled. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m the one who can help you,” Jenny said. “I brought breakfast.”

      “Jenny?” There were sounds of a struggle, and then Suzy Griffith was at the window’s thick bulletproof glass, smiling back at her. “Come on in.”

      The security door buzzed open. Jenny walked through to the reception area and pulled the taller and hugely pregnant Suzy into a one-armed hug.

      “Suzy!” She laughed because hugging the station’s receptionist was a little hard these days. “How is the hellion?”

      The other woman’s dark eyes sparkled in a pretty face that was all honey-brown skin and deep dimples framed in close-cropped black hair. “The kid is ready to pop.” She took a step back and rubbed her protruding stomach with one hand. “Or maybe that’s just me. I’m ready to see my baby.”

      Jenny held up the bakery box and shook it. “This will make it all better. Muffins from the Sunnyside.” Knight’s Bakery in town could do many things well, but Mrs. Bunson rocked the muffins. “I’m sure the chief won’t mind if you have one.”

      “You are my hero.” Suzy waddled back to her desk and collapsed into her chair with a sigh. “Gotta sit down. My back is killing me today.”

      Jenny frowned with quick concern. “You shouldn’t be working.”

      Suzy shrugged. “I feel okay. Just a little unwieldy. The kid’s not due for another couple of weeks anyway, and I’ll go nuts if I’m stuck at home.” She ran her hands over her stomach then scowled at the phone when it rang at her elbow. “Sorry.” She picked up the receiver and answered.

      “Hey, hobbit. What are you doing here?” a lazy male voice said.

      Jenny squeezed her eyes shut for an instant.

      Of course he would be there. She should have known. It was just her luck today.

      Police Officer Harry Newman III. Grandson of one of the old men she’d left back at the Sunnyside Diner, and one of the few people in Hardy Falls she actively tried to avoid if it was at all possible.

      Smoothing out her expression, she turned deliberately and looked at the man lounging in the hallway that led back to the squad room.

      He made an impact, she could admit that much. His dark uniform shirt was unbuttoned at the neck to expose a bit of white T-shirt underneath, his arms were crossed over his broad chest, his long legs were crossed at the heel. His black police-issue shoes gleamed with polish, his golden-brown hair sparkled in the fluorescent lights overhead, and his eyes, more green than blue, glinted with undisguised amusement behind ridiculously long lashes.

      The first time she’d met him when he’d joined the department three or four years ago, she’d about swallowed her tongue despite the fact she’d been living with Stefan at the time. But that had been before she’d gotten to know him and found out how annoying he could be.

      “I told you not to call me that,” she reminded him coolly. Once upon a time, she’d made the mistake of saying that she thought of herself as the “hobbit in the middle” of the three Kline kids because her older brother, Jordan, and her younger sister, Josie, were both so much taller than she was. Harry heard, and he never forgot anything.

      He smirked, obviously unrepentant.

      “If the shire fits,” he said, shrugging.

      Jenny tried not to growl.

      “You’re an ass,” she assured him.

      He shrugged again, but his eyes were laser-focused on the white box she held. “Is that food?”

      “No.” She resisted the urge to clutch the box to her chest, which would not have done the muffins any favors.

      “You’re lying. I can smell it from here.” Putting his nose in the air like a wolf, he sniffed then grinned. “Hot damn. Muffins.” Straightening, he reached out and gestured with his hand. “Give.”

      “No.” Jenny swung around, putting her back to him to protect the baked goods. “I need to see my mother, and I might need a bribe.”

      Suzy, who was still on the phone, looked up at her with huge, soulful eyes.

      “Exceptions made for the pregnant woman, of course,” Jenny amended and slipped open the box to put a random muffin on Suzy’s desk. The receptionist gave her a broad smile.

      Harry had tried to circle around her, but she spun away again before he could make a grab for the box. She looked at him over her shoulder and saw him scowling, hands on hips.

      “Why do you have to be so mean? And why do you need a bribe? What did you do this time?” he demanded.

      Jenny knew she shouldn’t let him irritate her. She really shouldn’t. But…

      “Nothing,” she snapped. “I didn’t do anything, there’s nothing wrong, and even if there is, it’s none of your business.”

      She immediately cursed herself because now he would know that something was indeed wrong. Before he could press her further, she turned back to Suzy. The other woman had hung up the phone and was watching the two of them like a spectator at a tennis match, one hand cupped protectively over her belly.

      Crap.

      “Is the chief busy?” Jenny demanded.

      Suzy’s big eyes widened, but she smiled. “Well, nobody’s in there yelling at her at the moment.”

      Jenny nodded sharply, then marched to the closed office door on the other side of the reception area. A sign on the wall read, “Jacqueline Kline, Chief of Police.” The smell of old coffee coming from a huge machine bubbling in the break room next door was potent enough to knock out the faint of heart, and she wondered if that was where Harry had been heading before he’d decided to stop and harass her. Or maybe he’d just heard her voice and thought he’d grace her with his presence.

      She raised her hand to knock on the door and couldn’t stop herself from glancing back at him. Sure enough, he was watching her, but his expression was thoughtful and without any of the usual cynical amusement. It occurred to Jenny that a focused Harry Newman was even more attractive than the normal smirking one.

      Shaking off the thought, she knocked. When the call came to enter, she pushed open the door. Stepping into the little office, she closed the door behind her and smiled at her mother.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Jenny!” Jackie Kline, slender with sharp blue eyes under short black hair just starting to turn silver at the edges, settled back in her chair and grinned. “I thought I heard you out there. This is a surprise.”

      “Yeah.” Jenny sank into one of the visitor’s chairs.

      Jackie was quiet for a moment.

      “Uh-oh,” she said.

      “Nothing bad,” Jenny assured her quickly. “Look, I brought you muffins.” She put the box on her mother’s desk. “From the Sunnyside, so you know they’re good.”

      “Muffins? Really?” Distracted, Jackie opened the box and looked inside. “I’m a cop, and you don’t bring me donuts?”

      “Ha ha. You know you like muffins better.”

      “True.” Jackie picked out one and put it on the desk on top of one of the napkins Mrs. Bunson had provided. She picked off part of the crown and popped it into her mouth. “Good,” she mumbled around the crumbs. “Want one?”

      “No.” Jenny shook her head. “I just had breakfast.”

      “Did you give one to Suzy?”

      “Do you think I’m crazy? Of course I gave one to Suzy.”

      “And Harry?”

      “No,” Jenny said shortly. “Harry doesn’t deserve one.”

      “Hmmm.” Jackie pulled off another bit and tossed it into her mouth, watching Jenny as she chewed. “What did you do?” she asked after she’d swallowed.

      Jenny’s irritation flared again. “Why does everyone think I did something?” she demanded. “Maybe something was done to me.”

      Her mother’s eyes sharpened. “And was something done to you?”

      Jenny shifted in her seat. “Sort of.”

      “Jenny.”

      Jenny shifted again.

      “I’m handling it. I’m only here to try and beat the gossip,” she said. “I didn’t want you to be blindsided.”

      Jackie settled back and watched her steadily. “I think you’d better spill it.”

      Jenny didn’t want to “spill it.” But at this point she kind of had to.

      Drawing herself up, she cleared her throat.

      “Okay. So, I didn’t tell you this before, but at the Blacks’ party on Friday, when I was working with the caterer, I sort of, um, spilled champagne all over Margo Truelove, our town’s beloved new mayor.”

      Jackie closed her eyes.

      “And she was wearing an evening gown.”

      Jackie winced.

      “And I think it was expensive.”

      Her mother’s sigh was heartfelt and deep.

      “And why didn’t you tell me this before?” she asked, eyes still closed. “You know that woman has gone insane as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Because Margo said it was okay. She said it was a mistake, and mistakes happen, and the gown didn’t cost that much.”

      “And you believed her?”

      Now Jenny winced. “I guess.” She’d forgotten about it, to tell the truth. “But then today I found out that she went to Mr. Foster yesterday and told him to fire me and so he…is. Firing me, that is.”

      Jackie’s eyes snapped open.

      “Say what now?”

      “Mom,” Jenny warned, leery of the expression on Jackie’s face. “Don’t do anything stupid. I wouldn’t have even told you about it except you know as well as I do that Margo is going to wait for an opportunity to come over here and make snide comments and throw her weight around—”

      “She’s got enough of it,” Jackie muttered.

      “—so I didn’t want you to be caught by surprise.”

      “Well, thanks for that, but if that old biddy—”

      “That old biddy is the mayor and has power in the town council for some reason I will never understand. And she still basically runs the Chamber of Commerce.” Margo had been head of the town’s Chamber of Commerce for years before she was elected mayor. Her roots ran deep. “Don’t pick a fight, okay? She can make your life a living hell.”

      “She already makes my life a living hell,” Jackie grumbled. She leaned forward and jammed about half of the muffin she’d been picking at into her mouth, chewing violently and swallowing with some effort. “I won’t have her hurting you,” she warned.

      Jenny shrugged, resigned. “I did spill the champagne on her. I lost the whole tray of flutes, and it made a mess. Mr. Foster has the right to fire me. He would have fired any of the other girls—he didn’t single me out. I remember when Kayla, one of the college kids, dropped a tray of canapés on Mrs. Black’s dress. She didn’t even get to finish out the evening.”

      Jackie’s scowl was ferocious. “I still don’t like it, and I’m going to make sure I let Foster know.”

      “It’s his business, so he has the right to run it the way he sees fit.”

      Jackie was silent for a moment. She took another, more manageable bite of what was left of the muffin. “At least it was just a part-time job, and you were only working for him once or twice a month,” she said when she was done chewing. “With as much work as you and Missy have in the cleaning business, you won’t even miss the money.”

      “Yeah,” Jenny said. This was the harder part. “About that. There’s something else you should probably know before the rumors start flying.”

      Jackie went still. “Do tell,” she said softly. It was not a suggestion.

      “Um…I’m not going to be working with Missy anymore.”

      Jackie blinked.

      “Excuse me? Did you get another job?”

      “No.” Jenny fidgeted and wished the office was large enough to pace. “Missy’s, uh, having financial problems, so she can’t pay me.” She figured her mother didn’t need to know about the situation with Buster.

      Jackie’s eyes were steady on hers. “So, are you telling me that you lost both of your jobs?”

      Jenny shrugged.

      “And, since you weren’t considered a W-2 employee in either job, you can’t even get unemployment?”

      Jenny had really hoped her mother wouldn’t figure that part out so quickly.

      “Yeah.”

      “Jennifer Marie Kline, I told you it wasn’t a good idea for you to work this way,” her mother’s voice snapped. “Forget the extra taxes—”

      “That Missy helped me pay,” Jenny pointed out.

      “You need a real job with real benefits. You’re thirty-two years old, for God’s sake, and now that you’ve finally gotten your head out of your butt as far as that loser Stefan is concerned, you need to be moving forward and planning for the future!”

      Jenny’s stomach clenched. Here it was. The conversation she’d been dreading. The argument they always seemed to have.

      “I—”

      She was interrupted by a knock on the door. Harry stuck his head into the office without waiting for a response.

      “Chief,” he said, sounding urgent. “We’ve got a situation out here.”

      “What is it?” Jackie asked as she got to her feet and moved quickly around the desk.

      “Suzy.”

      “Suzy?” Her mother’s face morphed from disapproval to concern as she followed Harry out into the reception area. Worried, Jenny went after them.

      Suzy was sitting at her desk. She was panting. Her face was sweaty, and her hands were on the mound of her stomach. Her dark eyes were wild when she looked at Jackie.

      “I was getting up to go to the bathroom, and…and…” she gestured. There was a puddle of liquid on the floor near her chair.

      “You peed yourself?” Jenny asked, confused.

      Suzy’s scowl was sudden and deep. “No!” She shut her eyes. “Oh, man.”

      For a moment Jenny still didn’t get it. Then she did, and her mouth dropped open.

      “Your water broke? Is that what that is?”

      “Yes!” Suzy yelled, panting harder. “I’m not sure this little bugger is going to take his time,” she told Jackie and winced. “I thought I was just having back spasms, but maybe I’ve been in labor? Now the contractions are coming pretty hard and fast. Oh, man.” She breathed hard. “Crap. Shit. My first one was in a hurry, too.”

      Jackie ignored the puddle on the floor and crouched next to Suzy. She put her hands on her stomach before she nodded.

      “Yeah, I think you’re right.”

      “Holy shit.” Suzy swallowed. “Holy shit, I’m having a baby.”

      Jackie grinned at her. “Yes, you are.” She got to her feet and turned to Harry. “Call Tony, will you? He was heading to Pocono Summit for some training today. Tell him to meet us at the hospital.”

      Looking a bit shell-shocked, Harry ran to do as he was told.

      “But the hospital’s forty minutes away,” Suzy wailed, even as she gasped through the next contraction. “The baby wasn’t supposed to come yet. This is too early. He wasn’t due for two weeks! We don’t have a baby sitter for Marley today after daycare!”

      “Babies have their own schedules. I’ll call your mother from the car.” Jackie gently helped Suzy to her feet.

      “I’ll call the ambulance,” Jenny said, trying to be helpful. But her mother shook her head.

      “No point. We’ll lose more time waiting for them to show up. I’ll get her there.”

      “But what if the baby comes before we get there?” Suzy wailed. “Marley was fast. The second is supposed to come even faster!”

      “Well, then I’ll have to dust off my midwife skills,” Jackie told her with admirable calm as she steered her toward the hallway. Jenny ran into the break room and got the coat she assumed was Suzy’s. She draped it over the pregnant woman’s shoulders to try to protect her from the rain.

      “Can I do anything?” she asked.

      “Maybe answer the phones?” her mother said, obviously distracted. “Help Harry?”

      “Sure.”

      Okay. She could answer phones. Harry could fend for himself.

      “But I was supposed to get drugs this time!” Suzy wailed and then panted again as she waddled and dripped fluid down the hallway to the employee entrance. Jenny followed, feeling helpless. “They were going to give me an epidural this time! They promised!”

      “I’m sorry, sweetie. We’ll see where you’re at when you get to the hospital.” Jackie tried to soothe her and usher her down the hall and past the squad room and the holding cells.

      “It’s not fair! I didn’t even know I was in labor!”

      Jenny put her hand over her mouth to smother her laugh because she was pretty sure Suzy wouldn’t appreciate it. “Do you have a bag packed?” she asked.

      “Yes!” Suzy turned her head, and her crazed eyes latched onto Jenny. “I have everything packed. Tony laughed at me because he thought I was jumping the gun. But it’s at home!” Big tears rolled down her face. “It’s at home, and I can’t get it, and I wore a skirt, and now I’m dripping everywhere!”

      Jenny helped her mother maneuver Suzy through the employee entrance at the end of the hallway. “We’ll get it,” she promised.

      “Tony’s on it,” Harry said from a safe distance away. “He’s going right by the house. He’ll pick up the bag and meet you at the hospital.”

      “Okay.” Suzy clung to the doorframe when Jackie tried to pull her outside. “I’m having a baby,” she said. And then she smiled.

      “Yes, you are.” Jenny reached up to kiss Suzy on the cheek and then peeled the other woman’s fingers from the doorframe.

      Jackie helped the receptionist, who wouldn’t be pregnant too much longer, through the door. Harry hustled after them. A minute later, Jenny heard the sirens.

      Baby Griffith was coming in hot.

      Harry came back inside, and for a moment they just stood staring at each other.

      “Holy shit,” he said, running his hands through his hair until it was a rumpled mess. “Holy shit!” He pointed at the floor. “And what the hell is that?”

      Jenny turned and saw that Suzy had left a wet trail the length of the police station.

      “Want to help me clean up amniotic fluid?” she asked.

      Harry went pale.

      “Oh, hell no!”

      “Wimp.”
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      Jenny followed Harry to the doorway of the squad room and stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at him as he sat down at one of the four desks clustered in the center of the space. He ignored her and picked up the phone receiver, glanced at the computer screen, and punched out a number.

      “You know, I don’t even really work here,” she pointed out.

      Harry waved her away and started talking to whomever it was he had called.

      “Just because I’ve been cleaning houses for a living doesn’t mean I want to clean the police station, too. If it’s anybody’s job, it’s yours.”

      He ignored her. From what she could hear of the conversation, he was contacting the part-time police officers to help provide coverage since Tony would be out of action for a while.

      She guessed that was important.

      Muttering under her breath because of course she would clean up the damned floor, Jenny took off her coat and hung it on a hook before heading to the utility closet to get a mop and bucket. After she filled the bucket with water, she hauled it out and started mopping.

      The phone rang, but Harry yelled that he would get it, so she kept working.

      By the time she made her way back to the squad room, she could hear that he was talking to Suzy’s mother, who’d gotten Jackie’s call and seemed to be freaking out because her daughter was on the way to the hospital.

      “Yes, Mrs. Brennan. Yes, ma’am. The chief will drive very safely, ma’am. Yes, I know it’s a long way.” He paused. “No, ma’am. I swear you don’t need me to take you in the police cruiser. Just meet them at the hospital, like the chief said when she called. Don’t even worry about intercepting them.”

      Jenny grinned as she mopped, listening to him calm the woman down. She couldn’t blame Mrs. Brennan for being nervous, though. Under the same circumstances, her own mother would have been a wreck, trying to boss everyone around.

      Her smile faded. When Josie and Mat had kids, that’s the way it would go. Jackie would be simultaneously over the moon and as protective as a mother bear.

      Maybe if things had gone differently with her and Stefan, she’d be pregnant by now and—

      “Done?”

      Jenny jerked back to reality, only to see Harry standing in the doorway of the squad room watching her. He was keeping a safe distance away from the bucket, though.

      “Almost.” She frowned at him, irritated for no good reason.

      Out in the main open space, the phone on the receptionist's desk rang again, and Jenny jumped.

      “I need to forward the phones to dispatch,” Harry muttered. “I’ll get it.”

      She scowled at him when he turned away. “I’ll answer it this time,” she snapped and propped the mop up against the wall. Her mother had asked her to answer the damned phones.

      “You don’t—”

      “I said I’ll get it!”

      Pushing him aside, she strode over to one of the desks and picked up the phone. She didn’t know a lot about how the station’s antiquated system worked, but she took a guess and pushed the button next to a red, blinking light. To her surprise, it connected.

      “Hardy Falls Police Department.”

      “He-…hello?” The voice was elderly and frail.

      “Yes.” Jenny sat down on the chair at the desk. “Who is this?” She looked at the caller ID and blinked. “Mrs. Brady?”

      Vera Brady was 92 and still lived alone in a farmhouse at the foot of a mountain.

      “Yes.” Mrs. Brady took a quavering breath and then let it out. “Is this Jackie? It sounds like Jackie.”

      “No, Mrs. Brady. This is Jenny. I’m Jackie’s daughter.”

      “Jenny. I know you. And your sister and brother.” Another breath.

      Harry had followed Jenny, and now he made an impatient gesture, wanting to know what was going on. She waved her hand at him. “What’s wrong, Mrs. Brady? I can tell there’s something wrong.”

      “I…I fell, dear.”

      “Oh, no.” Jenny thought of the little lady who looked like a stiff breeze could knock her over. “Don’t move, Mrs. Brady,” she said urgently.

      “I…can’t, honey.”

      “Hold on.” Heart pounding, Jenny looked up at Harry, who was already shrugging into his coat. He glanced at her with green-blue eyes that did not hold even a hint of humor.

      “What happened?” Concise. In control.

      “Mrs. Brady fell,” Jenny told him. “I don’t think she can get up.”

      Harry nodded. “Tell her I’m on my way,” he instructed. “I’ll be there in five minutes. Less, if possible.”

      “The ambulance—”

      “I’ll call them from the car.”

      “Her door is probably locked.”

      “I’ll get in.” And then he was gone.

      “Harry’s on the way, Mrs. Brady,” she told the woman. “Officer Harry Newman. He’ll be there soon. And he’ll call the ambulance.”

      “Oh, that’s good, dear.” Already there was less tension in the fragile voice. “He’s such a good boy. He’s been here before, so he knows where the key is.”

      “Good.” Jenny swallowed her emotions and forced herself to concentrate. Harry would be there soon, but the ambulance could take a few minutes longer if it was in another part of the county. Then there’d be the ride to the hospital, which, as her mother had pointed out, was pretty far away. “What happened, Mrs. Brady?”

      “Oh, don’t you have to go do something else, dear?” The sweet old lady sounded concerned. “I don’t want to keep you.”

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. I’ll stay on the phone with you until Officer Harry gets there.” Jenny was in the back of the building and couldn’t see what was going on up front. But she was afraid if she tried to put Mrs. Brady on hold, she’d lose her, so everyone else was just going to have to wait.

      “That’s nice, dear. I fell in the kitchen. I lost my balance.”

      “That’s too bad,” Jenny said. She wasn’t sure if talking was good for Mrs. Brady or not, but she thought she remembered something about concussions and not falling asleep.

      “I had mice in the furnace last year, and Officer Harry came to help me. Such a nice boy.” The voice was drifting away, becoming fainter.

      “Mrs. Brady!” Jenny said, urgency making her blood pump. “You stay with me now. Don’t you leave me. Officer Harry will be there in just a minute.”

      “Can’t move, but I think I might have broken my leg.” Mrs. Brady sounded petulant. “Hurts like a son of a bitch.”

      Jenny bit back a laugh at the unexpected language. “Well, you shouldn’t move anyway.”

      “Just one bloody step between the living room and the kitchen, but it did me in. Lucky I didn’t hit my head. But I carry my phone with me. My children told me I needed to carry my phone…”

      Mrs. Brady’s voice started drifting again.

      Jenny stayed on the line with the elderly lady, trying to get her to talk until, after a few minutes that seemed to last an eternity, she heard faint sirens in the background. Then there was the noise of a door opening and a deep male voice, muffled because the phone receiver was likely against Mrs. Brady’s cheek.

      “Well, you certainly have gotten yourself in a mess, haven’t you?” she heard Harry say. He sounded gentler than Jenny had ever heard him before.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Harry.” Mrs. Brady started to cry, and Jenny wished she could hug the old lady and tell her it would be okay.

      There were some more muffled noises, and then Harry’s voice came over the phone line.

      “Okay, I’ve got this. I told the chief what was going on, and the ambulance will be here in a few minutes.”

      “Good,” Jenny said. Mrs. Brady really should have called 911, and the ambulance would have been notified even sooner. But the emergency service number hadn’t been available in their area for very long, and the older people forgot it existed. Plus, 911 operators were strangers, not townspeople, and the ambulance service covered the whole region, so they were strangers, too. “Is she okay?” she asked and held her breath.

      “She took a good tumble, didn’t you, sweetheart?” Harry said, and again she heard the care in his voice when he addressed the old lady. “I think she broke her leg and maybe her hip. But we’ll get her all fixed up.”

      “Okay.” Jenny started to breathe again.

      “I’m hanging up now. See you soon.”

      “All right.” They hung up, and Jenny went to deal with the rest of the mopping, trying to keep her mind off of what was happening to a woman she’d known her whole life.

      Once she’d finished, emptied the bucket, and put away the supplies, she headed back out to the reception desk in the main area. There wasn’t anyone waiting for service at the window—thank God—so she swapped out Suzy’s wet chair for another. She settled herself behind the desk and clasped her hands together on the wooden top.

      And suddenly little old Jenny Kline was in charge of the entire Hardy Falls Police Department.

      Eeep.

      Jenny looked around the room. The coffee maker had shut off automatically, so it was deathly quiet except for the faint hum of the computer, and the purr of the copy machine tucked away in a corner.

      Really, really quiet.

      Mommy?

      Jenny chewed on her bottom lip, not entirely sure if she should stay or go. Harry had talked about transferring calls to dispatch, but he hadn’t done it before he left, and she hadn’t thought to ask how it worked. If the technical gods smiled upon her, she might be able to figure out what to do. Except the technical gods rarely smiled upon her. And wouldn’t it be special if she broke the police department phone system while she was here alone?

      No. It would not.

      Sighing, Jenny got her purse from where she’d dropped it in her mother’s office, and pulled out her cell phone on the way back to the receptionist's desk. She was going to have to call her mother to ask for help. That’s assuming Jackie wasn’t too busy assisting the doctor in the delivery room.

      Chief Kline could be a little bit of a control freak.

      Sitting back behind the desk, Jenny hesitated with her finger poised over the speed dial number.

      She didn’t want to leave, which was stupid considering she didn’t have the slightest clue what she was doing. But if the phone line had been forwarded earlier, she wouldn’t have answered the call when it rang, and sweet Mrs. Brady would have been stuck talking to a stranger. What if another little old lady called the station by mistake before someone got back?

      Jenny stared at her phone.

      On the other hand, surely they’d had this kind of situation before. Suzy wasn’t freaking nailed to her desk.

      “You’re overthinking this,” she told herself.

      Before she could decide what to do, her cell phone rang in her hand and scared the crap out of her. The ring tone wailed the “Immigrant Song” by Led Zeppelin.

      There was no little old lady on the other end of the line this time—it was her mother.

      “Hi,” Jenny said when she answered. “Everything okay?”

      “Baby Griffith is in a hell of a hurry, but at least they’re in a room at the hospital and not in my squad car on the side of the road,” Jackie said. “Sounds like Suzy’s sister has Marley, so Mr. and Mrs. Brennan are on the way. Tony came flying in a few minutes ago. He looked like he was going to faint when the nurse ushered him into the delivery room. I could hear Suzy yelling at him from out in the hall.” She chuckled. “I’ll be heading back to the station soon.”

      “Okay.” Jenny tried not to sound relieved, but she knew she’d failed when her mother laughed again.

      “Don’t worry. Harry told me what’s happening with Mrs. Brady. The ambulance is there, and they’re getting her ready to head to the hospital, so he’ll be back as soon as he locks up. But I forgot to switch the phones to dispatch, and it sounds like he did, too. Usually Suzy takes care of that kind of thing.” Her mother sighed. “I’m going to miss the hell out of that woman. I always do when she’s out. Anyway, I’ll tell you what to do, and you can lock the front door so people don’t wander in to pay tickets or whatever.”

      “I’m going to stay for a while,” Jenny said before she thought better of it. “I can answer the phones and help, like you said.”

      Jackie was quiet on the other end of the line, and Jenny could tell she was surprised by the offer.

      “I honestly didn’t mean for you to stay,” she said. “I wasn’t thinking right when I left.”

      It was nice to hear that her mother could be as fallible as the next person.

      “It’s okay,” Jenny assured her. “I want to do it.”

      “Do you think you can handle it?” Doubt was evident in Jackie’s voice.

      Jenny tried not to be hurt by such a clear lack of confidence.

      “Sure,” she said. “It’s just answering phones. I know how to talk on phones. But I will lock the front door since I don’t know that part. Harry will be here soon, anyway.” She wasn’t exactly sure why she was pushing. She should just transfer the damned calls and be done with it.

      “I don’t think you know what you’re getting yourself into,” Jackie said after another moment. “But okay. Listen to the callers complain and take messages. Either Harry or I will get back to them as soon as we can. And call one of us right away if something comes up that you can’t handle.” She paused again. “Are you—”

      “I’ll be fine,” Jenny said with as much assurance as she could muster. “All is well here. Drive safely and tell Suzy I said good luck.”

      “All right. And…thank you, honey.”

      “Sure.”

      As she clicked off her cell phone, Jenny wondered why the hell she’d done what she’d just done.

      “You are the biggest idiot,” she said out loud. Who in their right mind volunteered to listen to people argue and complain?

      Maybe she’d done it because it would be nice to feel needed, even for a little while. Especially today.

      At that moment the phone rang. After the silence in the station, it made her jump a mile. Thank God the call turned out to be just a telemarketer trying to sell her toner for the copier. Jenny dealt with it by hanging up on him and felt a lot better about things.

      “See? Nothing to it.”

      Then she remembered the front door and what her mother had said about locking it. She pulled out some paper and wrote a quick note to say they were closed, then grabbed the tape dispenser and trotted out into the entry vestibule.

      It wasn’t until the inner security door “snicked” shut behind her that she remembered it was self-closing.

      And self-locking. You needed a code to get back into the main area.

      A code she did not have.

      Which meant she had just locked herself out.

      “Are you kidding me?” she demanded of the heavens. “Are you freaking kidding me? For Christ’s sake!” Could this day get any worse?

      Yes, she could get out of the front door. But her coat, purse, and cell phone were all inside, along with the keys to her truck. All going outside would do was get her wet. She’d still have to wait around until someone let her back into the station.

      Standing at the transaction window, she looked over at the receptionist's desk and put her hands on the thick glass, feeling like a puppy at the shelter. She could see her cell phone on the desk, her purse next to it.

      So close. So close and yet so far.

      A few long minutes later, the question about whether or not the day could get any worse was answered with a resounding “yes” when Harry Newman, hair so wet it looked almost black under the lights, came striding into the reception area from the hallway. He stopped, obviously puzzled, and looked around the empty space before he spotted Jenny standing on the other side of the window. He stared at her, then grinned.

      Jenny closed her eyes because, really?

      Harry’s voice came over the intercom. “I’m sorry. Can I help you?”

      When Jenny opened her eyes, she saw him standing at the desk, watching her with definite amusement. She punched at the button on her side of the intercom.

      “Just open the goddamned door,” she snarled.

      Nothing happened for a moment. She was just about to walk outside, rain be damned, because he was so obviously playing with her. Then the buzzer sounded, and she heard the security door unlatch. She quickly pulled it open and marched in before the asshole could change his mind. Stopping in front of the receptionist's desk, she glared at him, hands on her hips.

      “Thanks,” she spat.

      Obviously unfazed, Harry cocked his head. “That didn’t sound very sincere.”

      “Go to hell,” she snapped before she thought better of it.

      “That’s better.” He nodded. “Just out of curiosity, why were you out there?”

      “Mom thought I should lock the front door, and I forgot this door closed on its own until it was too late,” she muttered, stomping around the desk and dropping into the chair. When the phone rang, she practically jumped at it, glad to have an excuse to stop talking to him.

      It was Mr. Looper, a gentle older man she knew from her time working at the Sunnyside since he’d been living in town forever. Apparently some loose dogs were running around his house, and he thought they belonged to his neighbor. He wanted the police to go talk to the neighbor because Dazzle, Mr. Looper’s Chihuahua, was frightened.

      Jenny made soothing noises and took careful notes, assuring Mr. Looper she’d pass on the information. When she hung up the phone, Harry had his hip propped on the desk, arms crossed.

      “What?”

      He rolled his eyes, green in this light, to the ceiling. “I was just waiting for you to get off the phone so I could forward the office line,” he explained patiently. “I locked the front door while you were talking.”

      “I had a sign—”

      “I know. I saw it and taped it up.” He gestured with his chin to the tape dispenser sitting nearby.

      “Oh. Good.” Jenny felt jittery, and she didn’t exactly know why. This might be the first time that she and Harry had actually been alone together. “You don’t have to forward the phones yet,” she said. “I told my mother I’d stay and answer them for a while,” she told him.

      Harry’s surprise was evident before he smoothed his expression.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. Why is it such a shock to everyone that I want to help?” she demanded.

      He shrugged. “Because you’ve never shown any interest in doing it before.”

      That gave her some pause, but at least he didn’t say it was because she was stupid or couldn’t manage things. She looked down at the phone on the desk and ran her finger along the edge of the silver receiver.

      “I was just thinking it was nice that Mrs. Brady got through to someone she knew,” she tried to explain. “Maybe it made her feel better.”

      “I think it did.” Harry nodded. “She was crying when I came in, clutching her phone like it was a lifeline. Thank God she carries the receiver around with her.”

      “How bad is she?” Jenny asked. Concern for the sweet old lady moved through her all over again. “Will she be able to come home?”

      Harry’s mouth tightened. “I don’t know. But honestly, she probably shouldn’t be living alone anymore anyway. I’ve been stopping by to see her now and
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