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      It was still dark when Porchia Summers wheeled into the parking area behind Heavenly Delights Bakery. Her car’s headlights bounced off one other vehicle, an old, rusty Jeep that looked like it should be in a junkyard instead of her bakery’s parking lot. The Jeep’s owner, Mallory James, adored her car and took offense at any aspersions about its paint, or rather its lack thereof.

      Light filtered from windows near the ceiling. While Porchia hadn’t designed the building, the construction was perfect for baking. The elevated openings were ideal to allow heat in the summer to escape. Plus, she’d gotten it at a bargain price.

      She let herself in, wincing at the ear-splitting volume of the head-banging heavy-metal music blasting in the kitchen.

      To her left, racks of cookies cooled. To her right, multiple ovens baked fresh muffins and pastries for the sales counter. In front of Porchia, Mallory stood with her back to the door, her hands flying as she moved fresh muffins and rolls into plastic bags for Whispering Springs’s three B&Bs and restaurants.

      “Mallory. How’d last night go?”

      When Mallory didn’t respond to Porchia’s shout, she picked up the remote for the portable system and lowered the volume. Mallory whirled around, hands fisted and ready for an attack. The minute she realized it was Porchia, she loosened her fists and greeted her boss with a lift of her chin.

      “Morning,” Mallory muttered. “Sorry about the music. Must have lost track of time.”

      “Not a problem,” Porchia said. “Everything go okay last night?”

      Mallory shrugged. “Sure,” she replied in her usual understated tone.

      Mallory had served as a Marine and come back from Afghanistan unable to deal with what she’d seen and the jobs she’d had to do. Working in an environment that required her to interact with people wasn’t possible. She’d approached Porchia about a job. Given that Mallory had grown up in a family that’d owned a bakery, Porchia knew she’d have been a fool to not hire her. However, Mallory’s only job stipulation was that she had to work at night. At first, Porchia hadn’t been sure how that would work. But it had turned out to be a win-win for both women. Mallory came in at midnight, did all the breads and most of the cookies, and left at seven when the rest of the bakery staff arrived. Before Mallory, Porchia had been at the bakery every day no later than four a.m. Since Mallory has started working for her, she’d had the luxury of sleeping until five most mornings, a serious bonus for her.

      “Great,” Porchia said. “I’ve got a couple of things to do in the office before we open.”

      She was headed toward her office when Mallory said, “Oh, the phone’s been ringing since about four.”

      Porchia’s brow furrowed. “Who was it?”

      “Don’t know. Didn’t answer it. Figured nobody was ordering a cake at four in the morning.”

      Porchia nodded. Another one of Mallory’s idiosyncrasies. She refused to answer the bakery phone, and sometimes even her own cell.

      “Well, you’ve got a point. I guess if it’s important, they’ll call back or have left a message. I’ll check.”

      Mallory didn’t respond and went back to her packaging.

      The bakery phone began to ring. Porchia hurried to the phone mounted on the wall to answer.

      “Heavenly Delights.”

      “Hello, Kat. Miss me?”

      Every nerve in Porchia’s body ran blazing hot, then ice cold. A tremor shook her hand, banging the receiver against her ear.

      “This is Heavenly Delights Bakery,” Porchia said. “There’s no one here by that name.”

      The man on the phone laughed, a deep, haunting chuckle that sent shivers skittering down her spine. “Now, Kat. Don’t play games with me. Why, it’s been seventeen years since I’ve had the pleasure of your company.”

      “I’m sorry,” she replied, imitating her mother’s dressing-down-the-staff voice. “You really have a wrong number.”

      It took two shaky tries to get the receiver back into its holder. Her legs wobbled like gelatin as she made her way to the office. Once there, she closed the door and leaned against it, as though that would keep her juvenile history in the past. Her lungs had seized up the minute she’d heard his voice, and they still hadn’t relaxed. Her breaths came in pants and gulps as her lungs struggled to expand.

      Porchia grabbed the edge of the desk and guided herself around the side until she could collapse into the chair. She rested her forehead on the desk, but that did nothing for the swirl in her brain.

      Her desk phone rang. She had to answer it. Mallory wouldn’t and none of the other staff had arrived yet. It could be a bakery order. She did have a business to run.

      “Heavenly Delights.” Her voice quivered as she spoke. She cleared her throat and said again, “Heavenly Delights Bakery. May I help you?”

      “Yes, you most certainly can,” the man said. “Don’t hang up on me again, Kat. I don’t have a wrong number either. You can call yourself Porchia or Mercedes or Range Rover, for all I care. Doesn’t change who you are.”

      “What do you want, Slade?”

      When he chuckled, Porchia felt a thousand spiders walk up her body. The worst mistake of her life had been taking a ride in the car with Slade Madden.

      “So you haven’t forgotten your old friend.”

      “Not hardly a friend. More like a bad memory.”

      “Well, this memory just did seventeen years in jail for you. Now it’s time for you to pay your bill.”

      Images came racing back at her. Beer cans rolling around on the floorboard of the backseat. A flash of red as the car ran the stop sign. Bright headlights from the oncoming car. The lurch of her body as Slade jerked the steering wheel to avoid the car. A dingy white fence just before the hood of the car slammed into it. Blood as it gushed from her legs and her face.

      And all the sounds. Slade’s laughter. Her begging him to stop and let her out. The crunch of metal into wood. Her screams before, during and after the wreck. The gasping breaths of the old woman trapped under the car’s tires.

      She’d lost everything that night. Her life had never been the same.

      “I don’t owe you anything, Slade. You destroyed my life that night.”

      “Bullshit. It was an accident. You know that. You could have testified in my defense. Hell, your old man had the right contacts to get my case tossed just like he did for his little princess. For the last seventeen years, you’ve been free to do whatever your little heart desired.”

      “You’re wrong. There was nothing Dad could do.”

      “Don’t give me that. He’s a judge. He knows everybody in Atlanta. He could have made some calls. Maybe I would have done a little time, like six months. Instead, my life went down the crapper. I had a full scholarship to play football and then it was on to the NFL. I could have made millions in the pros. You owe me, Kat. You and your family owe me. I figure seventeen years at, let’s say a modest sixty big, and that’s a cool mil. That should give me a new start on my life.”

      “A million dollars. That’s insane. Even if I had a million bucks, and I don’t, I certainly wouldn’t give it to you. You are solely responsible for that night.”

      Using her foot, she dragged the trash can closer to her. The tangy saliva tingling the back of her tongue suggested vomiting was eminent.

      “Your family has the dough, and I bet your dad will do anything for his little girl. Hell, he’d never miss a measly mil. I might have been in prison, but don’t think I haven’t kept up with his success. You, on the other hand, took a while to track down. Clever girl. Thought the slight name change would cover your past. But you forgot. I’m smart. So get on the phone and rattle your dad’s piggy bank for my new start in life.”

      Porchia hesitated. She hadn’t spoken to her parents since Labor Day weekend. Her relationship with them was strained at best, but she made herself see them for major holidays.

      Her parents had been beyond disappointed with her actions that night. What respect they’d had for her disappeared, along with any semblance of trust. Even at fifteen, she’d known better than to get into a car with someone who’d been drinking, regardless of how popular the boy might have been. Just the first in a long line of poor decisions when it came to men, something her parents, and her conscience, never let her forget. For months afterward, they could barely look at her, speak to her. As soon as she’d been cleared of any responsibility for the accident, they’d sent her to Whispering Springs to live with her maternal grandmother, Lillian Summers, until all the talk died down.

      As Porchia aged and matured and learned how the world worked, she’d come to believe they’d done what they’d thought best all those years ago, that in their minds, they were protecting her without damaging their social status. However, a scared and hurt fifteen-year-old Porchia had felt betrayed and abandoned by her parents. Two years later, when they’d asked her to come home, she’d refused, opting to remain in the loving home of her maternal grandmother and in Whispering Springs, where she’d found the joy of anonymity.

      “You’re working off old intel,” she said. “Dear old Dad cut me off years ago.”

      Slade was quiet for a minute. “I know you can get the money. You owe me and I want it.” His voice lost all his fake friendliness. Now it was rough and guttural and threatening.

      She took a deep breath and stiffened her spine. She couldn’t let him know how scared she was of him.

      “Fuck you. Go back into the hole you climbed out of and leave me the hell alone.” She slammed down the phone, her whole body shaking. When the phone rang again, she let it go to voice mail.

      

      A couple of days passed with no contact from Slade. Porchia hoped he’d moved on, but in her heart, she knew she was kidding herself.

      Friday morning, business was brisk, her pastries flying out of the store as though she was giving them away. She glanced at the clock. Almost noon. Someone from the fire station would be by soon to pick up all the unsold pastries from earlier this week. She’d made the firehouses a deal they couldn’t refuse…all the left over pastries from the last two days at sixty percent off. The deal was a win-win for both. She got excellent public relations from it and the firefighters got some cheap treats.

      The bell over the door jangled, and Porchia looked up with a smile ready to greet her next customer. But it wasn’t a customer. Instead, her worst nightmare had just reentered her life. Slade Madden oozed into the shop. Her stomach roiled with the sudden influx of acid.

      “Get out,” she said between clenched teeth.

      “Now, Kat, is that any way to greet an old friend?”

      The bell over the door jangled again as a probie firefighter came in to pick up the firehouse box. He stopped short when he caught sight of Slade. Not surprising. Dressed all in black—jeans, T-shirt, boots and leather jacket—Slade looked like Lucifer himself. Adding to his threatening appearance was a skull and crossbones tattoo on his neck.

      “Um, is everything okay, Porchia?” The young firefighter’s eyes ricocheted from her to Slade and back.

      “Everything is fine,” Porchia lied. She held out the box of pastries. “Here’s your box. We’ll settle up later.”

      Chad, the rookie firefighter, took the box. “Thanks,” he said with a glance at Slade. “I can hang around until you finish with this customer.”

      “No. That’s okay. You’d better get back to the station.”

      As soon as the door closed behind Chad, Porchia held up a finger for Slade to not say anything. She went and closed the swinging door to the kitchen.

      “I have other employees here, Slade, so make it quick and get out.”

      “I don’t like my ladies hanging up on me.” He spread his stance and fisted his hands.

      “Well, that’s fine since I’m not, and never have been, one of your ladies.” She swept her hand around the small bakery. “This is all I have, so if you came here looking for money, it’ll be like getting blood from a turnip. And, trust me, my dad won’t give you a dime. He’ll call the cops on you for some type of probation violation.”

      If only her internal strength matched the grit in her voice, she’d be fine. But her insides were quivering like a puppy expecting to be hit. Luckily, she only had to channel her mother talking to their cook to get her haughty tone perfect. Forcing her spine straight, she squinted her eyes in what she hoped appeared to be a glare and tightened her lips across her teeth as though she were her mother ready to give her tsk of disapproval.

      When he gave her one of his greasy smiles, she noticed he’d had a gold tooth put in his mouth. “No probation worries, my dear. I served my entire sentence. I’m a free man.”

      “Great.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “Now go away.”

      She turned to go to the kitchen, but Slade was faster. He grabbed her arm and jerked her back against the counter. The hard edge slammed into her side and back, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of hearing her scream as the pain shot through her.

      “Not without what’s due me.”

      “Let go of me,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Hey! What’s going on? Is everything okay, Porchia?”

      Porchia and Slade turned toward the deep, masculine voice. Porchia’s heart skipped a beat or more at the sight of Darren Montgomery standing in her kitchen door, a freshly baked apple fritter in his hand. Taller than Slade and more muscular, Darren wore a threatening scowl on his face. He pointedly moved his gaze down to where Slade’s fingers were pressing into Porchia’s flesh and then back up to Slade’s face. He took a step toward them.

      Slade released her arm. “No problem,” he said, a used-car-salesman’s smile on his face. “I thought I’d forgotten to pay for my coffee. I wanted to stop the lady before she got away.” He glanced at Porchia. “I always pay my bills. I’m sure you do too.”

      Porchia rubbed her arm. “I’m fine.” She gave Slade a threatening look, or least she hoped he felt threatened. “He was just leaving, isn’t that right, sir? You’re all paid up here.”

      Slade tipped an imaginary hat. “Real nice place you’ve got here. I’ll see you around.”

      The minute the front door shut behind him, Porchia went on the offensive, wanting to distract Darren from any additional conversation about Slade. Her Grandmother Summers had been well loved and respected. That respect and goodwill had been extended to Porchia when she moved here. The very last thing she wanted was to darken her late grandmother’s good name or her own. So the less Darren—and everyone else—knew about her past, the better.

      She cocked both fists on her hips. “What are you doing coming in through my kitchen? Callie let you in the back door again?”

      Darren’s body relaxed and he grinned. She was positive this was the grin that got every girl in town picking out wedding dresses and checking church reservations.

      “What can I say? I love Callie’s apple fritters.”

      Her jaw tightened. Callie couldn’t make an apple fritter with instructions from an “Apple Fritters for Dummies” book. Porchia had made those fritters.

      “Great. That’ll be two dollars.”

      “Two dollars? Isn’t that a little steep?”

      “Not when I know Callie fed you at least two more in the kitchen.”

      The twinkle in his eyes let her know she’d hit the bull’s eye.

      He tilted his chin toward the door Slade had just exited. “About that guy—” he started.

      “Stop. Don’t say anything. It was nothing. Just a jerk being a jerk. It’s over.”

      “Didn’t recognize him. Someone you know?”

      “Nope. Never seen him before today. Probably just passing through town. Now, what are you doing here and why aren’t you at the D&R?”

      Darren loved the cattle ranch he and his brother Reno ran. The ranch was a good hour outside of town, so for Darren to be in Whispering Springs on a Friday morning was definitely out of the ordinary.

      “Hot plans for the evening.”

      “Really? Do tell.”

      Darren pointed to the glossy brochure Porchia had on the counter. “I’m up for bids.” He gave her a leer. “And, baby, let me tell you, you’ll get every dime’s worth.”

      A loud laugh bubbled up from deep inside Porchia, something she desperately needed after Slade’s little visit.

      “You are in the bachelor auction? You? Darren Montgomery? What is this world coming to when you have to sell your wares on the street?” She tsked. “D&R a little hard up for money this month?”

      Shaggy long dark hair brushed the collar of his denim shirt. Piercing-blue eyes that could make any woman drown in them. And his voice. Oh Lord. His deep Southern drawl combined with a husky laugh made her gut tumble to her knees.

      He chuckled. “What can I say? Aunt Jackie caught me in a good mood one day and I said yes. Besides, it’s for a good cause. It’s to raise money for an abused women and children’s shelter.”

      “I know.” She pointed toward the large plate-glass window at the front of her store. “I’ve had the flyer up for a couple of weeks.”

      “You coming tonight?”

      “No. Why would I?”

      He tapped on the brochure. “You have all the various information. I thought maybe you were checking out the manly goods.”

      She laughed again. One thing about Darren, he never failed to entertain her. If only he were her age instead of being years younger. The age thing was her problem, not his. But being thirty-two and dating a guy still in his twenties made her feel desperate, and she wasn’t.

      However, she didn’t make the best decisions when it came to men. Slade was only one example. Somehow every loser found his way to her doorstep.

      She really liked Darren and valued their friendship. If he had some fatal flaw, like every other guy in her past, she didn’t want to know.

      If she gave in and let herself get romantically involved with him and it didn’t work, there went their friendship. And since he was the brother-in-law of one of her good friends, a failed romance could also put a damper on her girl friendships.

      No, she had just too much to lose if everything went south. It was in her best interest to keep him as her friend and nothing more.

      “Manly goods? It might be worth it if there were any manly goods to be seen.”

      He leaned over to whisper in her ear. The scent of man and sugar and cinnamon was an aphrodisiac for her. She felt a tug in her gut just behind her navel. Her breath caught, holding all that deliciousness in.

      “The date I’m offering is very special. It’s not just any girl that I’d want to take. Check it out.”

      His warm breath on her neck had her knees going weak and her head wanting to turn until her lips could meet his. In the end, she grinned and pushed him back.

      “I’m sure you’ll raise a lot of money tonight. Have fun.”

      

      Six hours later, Porchia locked the back door of the bakery, exhausted and ready to put her feet up. Her car was the only one in the lot, which was not unusual. However, what was different was finding a piece of paper on her windshield held down by a wiper blade.

      “See you soon.”

      The note wasn’t signed, but it didn’t have to be. Slade Madden was fully aware of where she worked and what she drove. He’d probably already scoped out where she lived. That thought didn’t bring any comfort.

      During the drive from the bakery to her house, which was a mere five miles, Porchia watched her rearview mirror for any sign of Slade, but if he was back there, he was doing an excellent job staying hidden.

      Her house phone was ringing when she walked in. She dropped her purse and tote bag on the couch and hurried to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Kat. Nice house.”

      Her eyes shut in frustration. “Slade. There’s nothing here for you. I have nothing. If you don’t stop calling me, I’m going to go to the sheriff’s office and file a complaint.”

      “No, you won’t. I’ve asked around town about you. Everybody I’ve spoken to thinks you’re a wonderful addition to their little community. What would they think of their nice addition if they learned about your part in killing a nice little old lady?”

      Bile began rising in her throat as her nervous stomach spasmed.

      “I had nothing to do with the accident. The courts found you totally liable, and that’s why you went to jail and I didn’t. I’m sorry it happened, but it did. Like you said. You did your time and now you’re out. There’s nothing I can do to help you restart your life. Nothing.”

      “Yeah, there is. Money. Starting over takes money, money you can provide. That’s a nice little shop you have. I bet you have it insured and everything. Be a shame if something happened to it.”

      His threat came through loud and clear. He wasn’t going away empty handed. What was arson to someone like him?

      “Give me some time. There’s no way I can get a million dollars, but I might be able to scrape up twenty thousand.”

      “Chump change.”

      “Twenty grand is it. Take or leave it.”

      “One week.”

      “Two, at least. I don’t have that kind of money lying around.”

      “Two weeks, and if I don’t have my money by then, I’ll look for ways you might could get it.”

      He hung up. Porchia stood with the phone receiver in her hand, tears flowing down her cheeks. She’d been so stupid getting in that car with Slade Madden. It’d been the perfect screw you to her parents, who’d never approved of any boy she liked, unless he happened to be the son of close friends in the same social class. Dating someone like Slade Madden had been completely out of the question.

      Where was she going to get twenty thousand dollars in two weeks?

      Asking her parents wasn’t an option. They didn’t approve of her living in Texas or of her owning a simple bakery. So they’d never give her money unless it was to move back closer to them.

      Getting into the small trust fund her paternal aunt had left her wasn’t an option either. She couldn’t access that until she was thirty-five or married. Right now, her father controlled it, so even if she could get into it, there’d be many questions.

      She had nothing she could sell worth twenty grand.

      She had to think. She’d bought herself a couple of weeks to come up with a solution to her Slade problem. What, she hadn’t a clue, but the answer had to be there…somewhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Porchia had bought herself a small window of time to figure out how to handle Slade’s demands. She knew if she stayed in town, he would continue to dog her.

      Frankly, she didn’t know if he was dangerous or all hot air. If he was as threatening as he wanted her to believe, she could put her employees at risk if he kept coming to the bakery.

      She’d not known him all that well seventeen years ago, more by reputation than personal interaction. How far he would take his threats was anyone’s guess.

      Prison changed a man. Sometimes for the better. She was thinking not so much in this case.

      Slade Madden had been a popular senior at her high school. Captain of the football team. President of the senior class. But he’d also been known for being quite the party boy. Born into a lower middle-class family, he hadn’t met the criteria her parents believed acceptable for their daughter.

      They’d believed her too young to date at fifteen, other than the occasional country club dance where they could keep an eye on her.

      Plus, it was their opinion that any senior—particularly Slade Madden—was simply too fast for her. As her parents had told her numerous times, she was too immature to be dating a senior.

      However, Porchia believed the bottom line had been that his family simply hadn’t been in the same social and economic class as hers.

      One night, he’d come to a party where she was a guest. He’d been tall and handsome and smelled dreamy. When he’d asked her to take a ride with him, she’d jumped at the chance. All her friends had been so envious.

      She knew he’d been drinking but had thought it was only beer. It hadn’t been real booze or anything. But she hadn’t realized how much he’d had to drink before she got in the car.

      He drove his car like he faced life…fast and reckless. A corner taken too fast. A missed stop at a stop sign. A momentary loss of control. An elderly woman standing in her yard.

      Everything had happened so fast. Lives had been irreparably changed.

      Porchia pulled herself back from the memories. She had to get out of her house tonight. She needed something to distract her, and nothing could be more distracting than a bachelor auction, not that she planned to bid on anyone. But Tina and Delene were going, and she’d said she’d try to come.

      At eight, she went to the Whispering Springs Country Club, purchased an admission ticket, was handed a bid paddle with a number on it and walked into a room of giggling, twitching, loud-talking women. The mix of perfumes, hair sprays and other assorted scents was almost overwhelming. The ladies of Whispering Springs and its surrounding areas had shown up in full force and dressed to grab attention.

      She looked down at the simple black slacks and multi-colored sweater set she wore. She was a simple glazed doughnut on a tray with fancy petit-fours.

      Whatever. She wasn’t here to impress. She was here for the entertainment.

      “Porchia!”

      She turned toward the voice. Tina stood on a chair waving her arms. Leave it to Tina and Delene to get a front-row table.

      Getting to them was a challenge. She weaved among throngs of ladies crowded around small tables littered with empty glasses. Apparently, the organizers believed the better oiled the crowd, the looser the purse strings.

      “You made it,” Delene said, giving Porchia a quick shoulder hug.

      “I’m here. Now who do you two have your eyes on?” Porchia held up the auction date brochure. “There are some juicy ones here.”

      Tina and Delene exchanged glances.

      “Okay, which one of you is buying Sheriff Singer?” Marc Singer had recently been voted in as county sheriff, and she knew both her friends had laid claims.

      “Neither,” said Tina. “We figure he’ll go high and neither of us has the money. And second, Delene can kick my ass.”

      Delene laughed. “You know it.” She looked at Porchia. “You got your eye on anyone?”

      Porchia shook her head. “Just bored, so I came to watch you two.”

      “You sure? Darren Montgomery is on the auction block.”

      “I’m sure,” Porchia said with a smile. “And why would you think I would be interested in a date with Darren?”

      “Good evening,” a tall, older woman yelled into a microphone on the stage. “I’m Reese McClure, your host for the evening. Thank you all for coming and supporting this very worthwhile cause. Each bachelor has outlined his planned date that’s up for sale.” She held up the glossy brochure. “If you don’t have a program, please see the ladies at the ticket counter. You can’t know the players without a program.”

      The room of ladies chuckled.

      “Let’s get started, shall we? First up is Michael Buchannan. Michael is a lawyer with Montgomery and Montgomery Law Offices. He’s new to Whispering Springs, so let’s make him feel welcome. Bid high and bid often.”

      An attractive blond man strutted onto the stage wearing a three-piece suit. Smiling, he waved to the crowd. And the auction got underway. Porchia leaned back in her chair and enjoyed watching the bidding frenzy as one attractive bachelor after another came on the stage. While the three ladies laughed, gossiped and critiqued the bachelors and the bidders, there were no bids offered up from their table.

      “Okay, ladies,” Reese McClure said. “Everybody loves a firefighter, right? Welcome Chad Jamison.”

      The rookie firefighter walked onto the stage wearing his turnout pants with the suspenders hanging down around his hips. The tight muscles in his chest were nicely highlighted by the spotlight operator as he’d apparently lost his shirt.

      There was a ripple of female sighs through the crowd. The opening bid was fifty dollars and Porchia was a little concerned. The last bachelor had sold for over three hundred dollars.

      Then Chad grinned and flexed his biceps and the bidding became fierce.

      Tina stood and waved her bid paddle at the emcee. “Three twenty-five,” she shouted.

      A woman Porchia didn’t know called, “Three seventy-five.”

      Tina glared at the other bidder. Porchia bit her lip to keep from laughing. Chad continued to strut the stage, pausing to flex and pose.

      “Five hundred,” Tina shouted.

      “Are you kidding?” Porchia said. “Where are you going to come up with five hundred dollars?”

      Tina waved her off. “VISA.”

      Delene shrugged. “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

      The other bidder blew a kiss to Chad and sat.

      “I have five hundred dollars. Do I have another bid?” the emcee asked. When there were no more bids, she said, “I have five hundred going once, going twice, sold to paddle number one-forty-five. Go meet your date, Bachelor Chad.”

      Chad jumped from the stage and headed for their table.

      “I’m dying,” Tina said. “I can’t believe I just did that. But O-M-G, is he cute or what?”

      Chad came over and kissed Tina on the cheek. “Thank you.” He took her arm and led her back to the cashier’s stand. Porchia had noticed that as soon as the bachelor sold, the group running the auction got their payment. She figured each man had been instructed to take his winner to the cashier immediately.

      “We are so honored to have the next bachelor tonight. Help me welcome our new sheriff to the stage. Marc Singer.”

      Marc walked out dressed in his sheriff uniform. His hair was tousled as though he’d been running his fingers through it. The excitement in the audience was electric. Porchia knew this was one of the organizers’ big draws. She expected Delene to bid on him since Tina had bought Chad, but she was wrong. Delene stayed true to her word and let the bidding go on around her.

      Five hundred came and went quickly. As did seven-fifty. As the bidding neared a thousand, the bidders began dropping out, but there were still a few diehards who apparently wanted to be patted down by their sheriff.

      From a dark corner at the back of the room, a voice rang out. “Five thousand dollars.”

      There was a momentary stunned silence at the bid before the emcee collected herself.

      “I have a five-thousand-dollar bid from paddle number two-ninety-five. Do I have any other bids? Going once. Going twice. Sold to the lady in the back for five thousand dollars.”

      Marc hopped from the stage and made his way to the back of the room. When he and his bidder made their way to the cashier, there was a growing murmur through the audience. His buyer was Dr. Lydia Henson, fiancée of Jason Montgomery.

      “What’s going on?” Porchia asked. “That’s Jason Montgomery’s fiancée. Why in the world did she buy Marc Singer?”

      Delene shrugged. “No clue. I don’t run in those circles. Here comes Tina. Maybe she’ll know something.”

      “Did y’all see what I just saw?” Tina asked, dropping back into her chair.

      “You mean Dr. Lydia Henson with Marc Singer?”

      “Yeah. Crazy, huh?”

      “We were just wondering what was going on?”

      “Don’t know. They were pretty closed mouth as she was paying.”

      The emcee tapped on the microphone. “Now here’s an interesting date for sure. A ten-day camping trip with a cowboy. Who wouldn’t want that? Help me welcome Darren Montgomery to our stage.”

      Darren strode from the right-side wing wearing jeans, a plaid snap shirt, highly polished cowboy boots and a black hat. He lifted the hat as he entered and bowed to the audience, which drove the ladies into a giggling mania and sent Porchia’s heart racing. Just as every time she saw him, a familiar swirl of lust began to churn in her gut.

      Then, before the bidding started, he blew a couple of kisses from the stage, one directly toward their table. Porchia pretended it was meant for all three women, but she would have sworn she felt his lips touch her cheek.

      She settled in to watch the women claw each other to death for Darren, resigned that she and Darren were simply not meant to be more than the best of friends.

      The opening bid came from Porchia’s right. Five hundred dollars. That made her sit upright. An opening bid of five hundred? For a camping trip? She, and many other women in the room, twisted in their seats trying to get a look at the bidder. Sarah Jane Mackey was waving her paddle and glaring around as though daring anyone else to buy her man, not that Darren was her man. Last year, she’d tried to trap Darren into marriage by stabbing needles into his condom stash. It hadn’t worked, but that hadn’t slowed her obsession.

      Another girl stood and raised her paddle. “Seven-fifty.”

      “Who’s that?” Delene whispered.

      “I was going to ask you guys that same question.”

      Tina leaned in. “New chick in town. Name’s Rose or Violet or some flower. I forget. She’s the new nursing director at the hospital. She was in the shop last week. Seems nice enough. Look.” Tina tilted her head toward Sarah Jane. “I think Sarah Jane is trying to kill her competition with a death stare.”

      All three women turned and Porchia chuckled. Sarah Jane didn’t stand a candle to June Randolph, Porchia’s mother. Nobody had perfected a death stare like June Randolph. Porchia should know. She’d been on the receiving end more than once.

      Tonight, Sarah Jane stood with her hands on her hips, her lips pulled tight across her teeth and glared at the new bidder. Then she raised her paddle again. “One thousand.”

      Porchia turned toward the stage to watch Darren’s reaction. She knew him well enough to recognize he was not happy. A date with Sarah Jane had to rank high on his not-to-do list. A two-week vacation with the harpy would be nightmarish.

      “Fifteen hundred,” the nurse countered.

      “Two thousand.” Sarah Jane continued her threatening stance, which seemed to be working as the nurse pulled down her bidding paddle and sat.

      Porchia saw Darren’s lips move as he said something to the emcee, who nodded. Then he caught Porchia’s gaze and gave her a wide-eyed help-me look.

      “I have two thousand,” the emcee said. “Are there any other bids?”

      Sarah Jane looked around, a triumphant smile on her face.

      Porchia simply couldn’t let that haughty rich bitch win this date so cheaply, or at least cheap for Sarah Jane. The woman had too much money and wasn’t afraid to flaunt it. If Darren had to spend time with Sarah Jane, Porchia wanted to make sure the cost took a chunk out of Sarah Jane’s obscenely large allowance.

      Porchia pushed to her feet. “Two thousand three hundred.”

      Before Sarah Jane could react, the emcee said, “Two thousand three hundred going once, twice, sold. Congratulations. Go collect your date, cowboy.”

      Porchia’s mouth dropped open. What had just happened?

      Tina grabbed Porchia’s arm. “What are you doing?”

      “Wow. That didn’t work out like I’d planned.” Porchia pushed to her feet and headed to the cashier before Darren could get to her. She’d explain to him later that she’d been trying to drive up the price.

      She was digging for a credit card when Darren caught up with her.

      “That surprised me,” he said with a warm smile.

      “Me too.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” She pulled the credit card from her wallet.

      “Wait. Before you pay, part of my offer for the date was if the winner didn’t want to go or couldn’t go for some reason, I would pay her bid and add a ten percent bonus. So, you’re off the hook. I’ll pay the bid. You don’t have to go away with me.”

      Two thoughts occurred almost simultaneously.

      First, hadn’t she just told herself that she needed to get away? That she needed some time to think? Camping trips didn’t require a lot of brain power. Eat, sleep and fish or whatever. A few days away could be just what she needed. Besides, she could always take her car and leave whenever she wanted.

      Second, and this one really scared her, she wanted to spend ten days with Darren. She enjoyed his company. Relaxed and quick to laugh, he was easy to be with. She could just be herself. He accepted her no matter how she was dressed or what mood she was in.

      Sure they flirted…a lot. But the flirty comments had been received with a laugh and then forgotten. That was the kind of friendship they had. So this was simply a friend helping a friend, no romantic entanglement.

      She supposed camping could be fun, if dirt, bugs and sweat were on her list of fun things. They weren’t, but she did owe him for stepping in with Slade this morning.

      “Nope,” she said and handed the card to the cashier. “I bought you, so you’ll just have to put up with me.”

      His lips moved slowly up into a smile. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem at all. How about—”

      Before he could finish, a loud roar went up from the ballroom where the auction was taking place.

      “What was that?” Porchia asked.

      Darren snorted. “I’m pretty sure the emcee just announced the surprise bachelor for this evening.”

      “Oh?” Porchia’s eyebrows arched. “Anyone I know?”

      “My cousin, Jason.”

      “Jason Montgomery? But aren’t he and Dr. Henson engaged?”

      “Not anymore. They had some big tussle last week. I have no idea over what, so don’t ask. And at the last minute, he volunteered for the auction.”

      “Hmm, maybe I should have saved my money.” She winked at him.

      “Ha. Come on. Let’s go see who’s bidding on him.”

      The better question would have been who wasn’t bidding on him. At least twenty women held bidding paddles high in the air. Porchia grabbed Darren’s hand and dragged him back to her table. Chad had joined Tina, sitting in Delene’s seat.

      “Where’s Delene?” Porchia asked. She retook her seat. Darren pulled over a chair and sat down.

      “Paying.”

      “Really?” Porchia grinned. “Who did she buy?”

      “Zack Marshall.”

      This time Darren’s eyebrows rose. “For real? Good for her. Zack’s a great guy.”

      “This is crazy,” Tina said, gesturing toward the bidding women.

      “Yeah,” Chad said. “I’m kind of hurt it wasn’t a madhouse for me and I flexed my muscles and everything.”

      Tina patted his thigh. “Their loss. My gain.”

      The emcee tapped on the microphone. “Ladies,” she shouted. “Ladies. Quiet down a little so I can hear. The last bid I heard was three thousand five hundred. Is there another bid?”

      “Five thousand,” came the reply.

      “Who’s that?” Darren asked.

      Tina and Porchia twisted around to see the bidder.

      “Well, isn’t that interesting,” Delene said as she and Zack joined the table.

      Zack and Darren greeted each other warmly with back slaps and then Darren introduced him to Chad.

      The women ignored the male bonding. “What’s interesting?” Porchia asked.

      “The bidder.”

      “Who is she?” Tina asked.

      “Her name is Katrina Murphy. She’s the new hospital administrator. Rumor has it she’s been dating Marc Singer. So maybe this is tit-for-tat? You buy my boyfriend and I buy yours?”

      “Maybe. Who knows?”

      “It’s going to make our camping trip quite interesting,” Darren said to Porchia.

      “How so?”

      “Jason had planned on bringing Lydia. Since they broke up, he was going by himself. But
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