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As a black girl raised by her white mother in a small, southern town, Dana Windley learned to be tough and smart. She created her own place in the community of Leeward, North Carolina and believed, that if she was willing to work for it, she could have it all.

Only one dream eludes her, her own perfect love story.

Reunited with the father she’s never known, Dana finds she must once again prove her worth. Won’t anyone accept her and love her for the amazing person she is?

SBI Agent Jake Monroe seeks the truth. On forced leave, he searches for the evidence he needs to prove his theory of drug and human trafficking in Leeward, North Carolina. But he isn’t the only one trying to unmask a monster. Which monster will be more frightening?

Together, Dana and Jake discover more secrets, but the worst kept secret is their attraction to each other. Can they save each other from those who wish to silence them, or will they be too late?
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The poker run was an amazing success bringing biker clubs from all over the east coast. The ending ceremony at Cupid’s Zone was standing room only.

Jenna and her staff from the Depot catered the dinner with North Carolina pulled pork barbeque, grilled chicken and all the fixings. Several ladies sold baked goods along with canned pickles and jellies. All the proceeds would go to breast cancer awareness. The streets of Leeward were filled with every kind of bike from modern crotch-rockets to vintage Harleys.

Rae was glad the weather wasn’t too warm, and the threat of a hurricane passed without incident. It had been a perfect day for a ride even if she had to ride on the back of Logan’s bike. She wouldn’t admit to liking it. As the day started to fade, she could feel a chill in the air, fall would soon be upon them. She huddled close to Logan, relaxing into his embrace. The freedom of being with him warmed more than her goose bumped skin.

“You need a jacket?” Logan’s deep baritone vibrated her ear pressed against his chest. He rubbed her arms, sending shivers of excitement across her nerves.

Rae sighed, shaking her head she buried her nose in his shirt inhaling the spicy, male scent of him. “No, I’ll be fine, I think they’re getting ready to announce the winners.”

He tightened his arms around her and propped his chin on top of her head. “Did I tell you how awesome you are?”

Rae turned in his arms smiling up at him. Only Logan’s strong, steady embrace kept her tethered to earth, a lightness she’d not felt since her childhood lifted her heart. “And what did I do to deserve this compliment?”

A lift of his brow and a mischievous grin was interrupted when Dana took the stage.

Rae turned her attention to her friend, giving a shrill whistle, she shouted, “Yay Dana!”

Dana grinned and began. “The winning poker hand is...” The crowd cheered and slapped the winner on the back. She named the club who raised the most money followed by the winner of the best bike contest and finally the time came to announce the winner of the Pink Harley.

“The winner of the 1957 Harley Motorcycle painted this lovely pink by my best friend and co-hostess Rae Lynne Grimes is—” Dana put her hand in the pot and pulled out a ticket. She read it and laughed. “Mr. Buddy Grimes!” She shouted.

People gasped as silence descended.

Logan started clapping, Rae joined him, and others followed. The grumblers were soon drowned out.

Ms. Sandy standing beside Buddy, poked him.

Buddy pointed to his chest, mouthing, “Me?”

Sandy gave him a little push towards the stage.

Rae whistled again. “Way to go dad!”

Buddy made his way to the podium. He stumbled coming up on the make-shift stage.  “As many tickets as I bought I coulda paid for a new Harley,” he grumbled, accepting the keys from Dana.

Dana gave him a quick hug. “You want to say anything?’

Buddy cleared his throat. “I am a man of few words, but I have never been prouder of these two girls. They worked hard putting on this shindig. My daughter, Rae Lynne Grimes and the lovely, Dana Windley, deserve your applause. Not only did my daughter paint the bike, she restored it too. Come here honey, this is my daughter, Rae Lynne Grimes.” He hugged her as she stepped on the stage. “I am very proud of you.”

Rae fought back tears as she returned the gesture. “You going to let me ride your bike, Pop?”

He grunted. “Not very likely, you already wrecked it once.”

Rae pouted but grinned when she saw the humor in her father’s eyes. This was the man her mother fell in love with.

He grinned and led her off the stage.

Dana said, “Stick around and enjoy the band. We all deserve to celebrate a great fundraiser!”

The band tuned up, tables moved. Logan waved to her pointing to the door and his parents.

Rae nodded and grabbed Dana’s hand. “Come, I want you to meet Logan’s parents.” Rae dragged Dana to the front door. “I’m so glad you all came.” She embraced each in turn.

Logan made the introductions.

Dana stared at Sam, studying him with an eerie intensity. “You look familiar.”

Rae glanced between her friend and her lover’s stepfather. “Dana?”

Sam smiled, trying to hide his discomfort. “Perhaps I have one of those faces?”

Dana eyes widened. “I swear I’ve seen you—a picture, you were in the Army.”

Sam said, “Marines.”

Dana chewed at her lip. She turned to Logan. “Sam Birdsong?”

Logan nodded. “I took Sam’s name.”

The color leached from Dana’s face. She darted between Rae and Logan.

“Dana?” Rae called. Returning her attention to her guests, she said, “I-excuse me. I’m not sure what’s wrong.” She hurried after Dana.


Rae caught up to Dana as she was dragging her mother to the front door, Buddy in tow. “What’s going on?” Rae whispered.


Buddy lifted his shoulder with a shake of his head.

Dana stopped Ms. Sandy in front of Sam. “Is this him, mom. Is this my father?”

Sandy gaped up at Sam and paled. She reached for Buddy’s hand.

Buddy put his arm around her shoulder. “Sandy, are you okay?”

“Oh my God, Sam?” Her voice was thin and high.

Sam’s pallor grayed as he looked from Sandy to Dana. The big man trembled, tears streaming down his ebony cheeks. “How? You’re dead. Your brother...” He turned his hazel eyes to Dana and whispered, “Daniela?”

She nodded tears streaming down her own face. “No one calls me that.”

Sam reached out and touched her face. “I thought you were dead. Robbie said there was an accident.”

Dana nodded, staring up at him. “Why would Uncle Robbie say that?”

Sandy whispered, her voice hollow with emotion, “You know why? The same reason we left Georgia.”

“Why didn’t you wait for me?” Sam asked his face contorting with anger.

Sandy sighed, closing her eyes. “I did, after we got out of the hospital. There really was an accident.” She put her hand on Dana’s back rubbing circles comforting both of them. “I went to the base, but you’d already deployed. I had nowhere to turn, since we weren’t married...”

“And Windley?” He interrupted.

She sighed. “Tom, he helped me get away from my family. He adopted Dana, Daniela,” she swallowed.

“Your neighbor, the old guy who was always helping you?”

She nodded. “He died the year after we moved here. He was a good man.”

“Tom could have found out,” Sam said. “He could have gotten word to me.”

Sandy tightened her jaw. “He helped us.”

“He wanted you for himself.”

“We thought you didn’t want us,” Dana said taking his hand.

Sam looked down at their joined hands and he said, “I blamed myself. That sonofabitch, I can’t believe—”

“Uncle Robbie’s dead.” Dana looked into her father’s eyes. “He died in a car accident.”

“My sweet baby girl, all these years lost. I thought you were dead. Lillie can you believe it? My daughter—”

Lillie nodded and looked up at her husband, a sad smile on her face. “Yes darling, she’s alive and so is her mother.” Lillie narrowed her eyes as she met Sandy’s.

Sandy nodded and leaned into Buddy’s embrace. “It’s been over twenty years.”

Rae looked from her lover to her best friend, torn between them. She closed her eyes, resigned to the chaos that was her life. She was afraid of losing them both.

Logan gripped her hand and pulled her into his arms. “You won’t lose us,” he whispered knowing her thoughts. “We’ll figure this out.”

Rae clung to the fragile thread of hope, but she wasn’t so sure.

Prologue

Nursing Home in Columbus, Georgia

Late August

The lunch tray crashed to the floor startling the other patients.

“Mr. Clinton, is everything okay?” The dark-skinned nurse rushed to the old man’s side.

Henry Clinton snarled at the woman. “No, it’s not okay,” he mimicked. “She’s supposed to be dead.”

The plastic tray fell short of the television, landing on the dingy linoleum floor splattering food across the front of the dining room. “They lied to me,” he growled glaring at the television.

“Let’s get you cleaned up and I’ll get you another tray...”

“I don’t need your nasty black ass in my face. I told you, stay away from me.” He struggled to his feet.

The nurse motioned for an orderly to assist the old man.

The young janitor moved forward to clean up the mess. He studied the television. It was one of the local channels from up the coast. He listened as he mopped. The news anchor was talking about a young woman who’d been reunited with her father after twenty years apart. He didn’t recognize either of them, but the older woman standing slightly behind the girl reminded him of the picture his father used to carry in his wallet. It was the one he now carried in his own wallet.

“She was supposed to have died in that car crash,” Henry Clinton mumbled as the orderly helped him from his chair. “That damned son of mine. If he wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him myself.” He snorted. “It’s ironic, isn’t it? My Robbie was the one who died in a car accident.” He shuffled to the television pointing a gnarled finger at the big, black man on the screen. “That buck defiled my little girl. Their abomination doesn’t deserve to live.” He beat his fist against the screen until the orderly pulled him away and led him back to his room.

The black nurse chuckled. “The lieutenant of the KKK has a half-black granddaughter. Now that is ironic.”

The janitor tugged at his collar hiding his tattoo. The newscaster had moved on to another story. The girl was gone but he would find her, and he’d make her pay.
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Early October, Washington, North Carolina

Dana Windley shoved back her chair and lunged for the throat of the man sitting across the table from her. “You, ignorant redneck prick.” Her husky alto filled the restaurant causing patrons to pause and stare. Dana was not easily ignored, at nearly six-feet tall with curves in all the right places, she commanded attention. Her tight, short skirt rode high on her hips revealing thick, dark thighs as she leaned over the table in her attempt to wrap her long, slender hands around her date’s throat.

The restaurant was a local hangout for up and coming businesspeople. Its proximity to the waterfront attracted tourists and with the theatre across the street, artists and actors also came to dine and mingle. Dana, a local celebrity from her work with breast cancer awareness programs, fundraisers and the theatre, and more recently with the opening of her dating club, Cupid’s Zone, was not afforded anonymity. Everyone in the tri-county area knew her.

They were stunned into immobility at the sight of the well-known businesswoman crawling onto a table and threatening her date in the middle of the crowded restaurant. The wait-staff backed away to the safety of the hostess’ podium to watch the spectacle with horrified fascination.

Dana’s copper curls bobbed with the intensity of her tirade. Her gawping date, pale from fear, couldn’t raise his eyes from the view of her abundant curves threatening to spill over her décolletage.

“Should we call the police?” One of the waiters asked reaching for his phone.

“Nah, he deserves it.” The hostess wrapped her arms around her waist, silently cheering.

Jake Monroe couldn’t help profiling the hostess. It was obvious she’d had a rough life. Bleached blond hair, not professionally done, in dire need of conditioning and touching up. The lines on her face were premature and spoke of long nights with a bottle or pills. She’d probably been with a few too many men just like the jerk.

“What? What did I say?” The man scooted his chair back to avoid the glossy pink claws that should be considered lethal weapons. “I just said if you lost a few pounds you’d be really hot. I’m still willing to take you to bed. Hell, I have been locked up for thirty days.” His chair teetered on its hind legs. “With the lights off, I won’t care.”

Jake grabbed the back of her date’s chair and righted it before it could crash to the floor. “Ms. Windley is perfect just as she is.” His words had the desired effect—distraction.

Dana halted her climb and stood, straightening her skirt. Her glare shifted to a smile as she recognized him. She launched herself into his arms as she cried out, “Jake!”

Jake barely moved as he caught her against his chest. Only a couple of pounds heavier and a few inches taller, Jake caught Dana to him as if she weighed nothing. His job had taught him to be prepared for the unexpected. Dana Windley leaping into his arms may have been one of his fantasies, but it was definitely unexpected. Grinning at the armful of woman pressed against him, Jake savored the feel of her in his arms. Reluctantly, he eased her to the hardwood floor. Her delectable curves sliding against his need nearly stole his breath away. He held her a minute longer than was wise before releasing her. He had no right to hold her, no right to want her, but that didn’t stop the ache at the loss of her warmth.

“When did you get back? Are you here to stay? You’re not going to arrest me for threatening this creep, are you? I was provoked,” she asked, aiming her thumb at her date as she fluttered her long dark eyelashes at Jake. Entranced by her topaz eyes, he would have promised her the crown jewels.

“Are you a cop?”

Jake cursed, he’d forgotten the loser. He wished him to hell, anywhere but with Dana. “With the North Carolina State Bureau of Investigations.”

Eyes widening with alarm, he began to whine, “Oh, shit man, the SBI, I ain’t done nothing.” He scrambled from his seat knocking the chair to the floor. “The bitch attacked me.”

With a raise his brow and arms crossed over his chest, Jake waited. As part of his training, he’d learned the value of reticence. Many people, uncomfortable with the silence, would start to ramble. He’d learned a lot by keeping his mouth shut.

“I don’t want no trouble, man.” He backed away. “I just joined the club because the guy on Facebook said it was free.” Bumping into the waitress bringing their appetizers, he stumbled.

Jake motioned towards the food, keeping his tone bland, “You might want to get yours to go.”

His head bobbing, the jerk stammered, “Yeah, sure, fine man, I didn’t do anything illegal.”

Dana sighed and dropped into her seat. “Another fabulous date. I swear I can’t get a break. He’s the third asshole I’ve dated this week. I bet he even left me the bill.”

Jake fought back a grin. “What happened to Billy?”

Dana rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me started on Billy Grimes. He’s the king of the AH club.”

“And Cupid’s Zone?”

A nod towards the door, she replied, “My latest match up. I think my program has a serious flaw. I don’t know how he got through my security. I’m going to ream Phil a new one if he can’t do something about this program...”

“You may have been hacked.”

“Hacked? Who would want to hack a dating site?”

She pursed lips painted the same pink as her nails. They were full and made for kissing. Jake shook his head and tried to regain his thoughts. Hacking, they were talking about hacking. He didn’t think she’d want to hear the horror stories he was privy to as a state investigator.

Dana waved her hand for him to sit.

He picked the chair up and folded his lanky frame into it. At six-six, he always felt like he was sitting at the kiddie table. “You have a lot of personal information in your files: birthdates, first pet’s name, credit card information...”

“Shit.” The expletive rolled from her lips. Pulling her phone from a tiny purse that matched her coral pink outfit, she surprised him when she punched a number and shouted an urgent voicemail. “Phil, call me, I think I’ve been hacked.”

She has Phil Archer on speed dial. That shouldn’t bother him as much as it did. “Phil’s back in town?” The last Jake had heard, Phil had left town after the DA decided the shooting of Polly Bryant was justified.

Rae still believed Phil wasn’t merely saving her life when he killed Polly. As the most likely suspect for Rae’s third rapist, he could have been riding himself of a witness. Unfortunately, there was no evidence to support that theory. Polly admitted to killing Elva and shooting Todd. The investigation had nearly cost them their lives. They were lucky to walk away with only a few nightmares. Jake wished he could have given Rae some kind of closure. It was one more failure on his list of screw-ups and broken promises. One of the reasons he couldn’t stop searching for the truth.

Dana nibbled at the appetizer of fried calamari and banana pepper rings. “He’s been working out of town quite a bit, but he comes back every few weeks.”

Jake’s mind wandered to the case that first brought him to Leeward, the Bryant family business. Had Elva Bryant been the head of some backwater, organized crime ring? Was Malcolm a clueless husband or her estranged business partner? There were too many unanswered questions.

“What are you doing back in town?” Dana asked with a smile that showed off a dimple. “Did you miss me?”

The question pulled him from his brooding. Yes! He wanted to shout. Dana’s smile was like sunshine dispelling the dark clouds that filled his soul. Her can-do spirit and loyalty to Rae had attracted him immediately when he’d first come to Leeward. But he’d had a job to do and she’d been dating Billy. The man didn’t deserve her. The sweetness and innocence Dana exuded, made a man want to take care of her. Not that she needed him to. With her dynamic personality and pinup girl curves, Dana Windley was a dangerous combination. His chest tightened, as did his pants. Jake didn’t have anything lasting to offer her, not even the security of his job. Moving his lips into a parody of a smile, he replied, “Vacation, Rae promised to take me fishing.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, she and Logan had some family thing to go tonight and I didn’t feel comfortable attending. Have you already eaten?”

“No, I’d love the company. I hate eating alone.”

Jake shrugged. “I do it a lot.” The waitress brought over another menu and a glass of water. “Why aren’t you at that family thing?”

Dana shuddered. “I don’t really feel comfortable with everything just yet. Mom and Buddy haven’t been dating long, and Billy might be there. It’s...complicated.”

“How are things going with your dad, uh, Sam?” He flushed, he probably shouldn’t have asked but it had been so bizarre to find out Dana and Logan were steps.

“Yeah, that’s another complication. I swear, it’s strange not being the only black person in the family anymore. I don’t know how to treat him. We’ve been playing this nice-nice thing. I’m afraid Sam doesn’t know what to do with me either.” She sighed. “What about you Mr. Agent, what’s happening with you?”

Jake shrugged. He could tell her the truth that his job was hanging on by a fraying thread, but instead, he said, “Same old stuff, nothing interesting.”

Her astute gaze said she was not fooled by his response. “They gave you a fit when Elva was killed.” She shook her head and said, “Not your fault, no one knew Polly was losing it. I guess all those years of Todd...”

Todd Bryant had hurt a lot of people. Jake wasn’t sure what he’d done to Dana, but he could imagine. “I was depending on Malcolm to give me the information I needed to prosecute Elva. But with her dead, I guess he doesn’t see the need.”

“Maybe he’s trying to protect his son?”

Jake doubted Malcolm’s paternal concern. He hadn’t bothered to contact Todd in nearly twenty years. Or had he? Jake was missing something, but he kept his doubts to himself.

Their orders arrived. They ate and talked of mutual friends, and regaled each other with stories from their childhoods, as they passed a lovely evening together.

Dana told him about going out for the part of Annie in the school play. “The teacher who was directing the play said I should wear white makeup, so I’d look lighter.”

Her laugh was tinged with pain at the teacher’s careless bigotry. He’d experienced it himself with his tanned skin, dark hair and eyes. People had trouble assigning him to any certain race or nationality. As an SBI agent, his skin color worked for him, allowing him to blend in with whichever group he needed to from black, white, Hispanic, to even Asian. The truth was, his heritage was all the above. He told Dana about his Hawaiian great-grandmother who met his great-grandfather, a Puerto Rican from New York, stationed at Pearl Harbor. “The law didn’t want them to marry but they married in secret. They had seven children; my dad’s mother was the oldest, a real beauty.”

“And of course, you favor her.”

She was teasing, but the appreciation in her eyes warmed him deep inside, heating up places that needed to stay chill. He was in Leeward for an investigation that didn’t include falling into bed with Dana Windley. “Well, I hate to spoil the party but if I’m going fishing with Rae Lynne tomorrow, I’d better get some sleep.”

Dana stood, glancing around the near-empty restaurant and searched for the bill. “Oh, jeez what time is it?”

“I got it.” Jake was already handing the waitress his card.

“No, you rescued me. I should pay.” She reached for her wallet.

Shaking his head, Jake put his hand on hers. “Next time.”

Her luminescent, golden eyes bore into him, searing him. “Will there be a next time?” Her words lingered on the air, hovering like a wish on a falling star.

Shit, he shouldn’t have led her on, but he wanted a next time. He wanted so much more.
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Cupid’s Zone, Leeward, NC

“You’ve been hacked,” Phil said straightening from the computer. He peered at her over the rims of his black-framed glasses. “I’ve installed new firewalls and upgraded your security. It will take a little longer to navigate the menu, but it’ll keep everyone’s information safe.”

Dana frowned. “But why get access to my computer and alter the dating parameters? Why not steal information...”

“Who says he didn’t,” Phil interrupted. “You need to contact your clients and make sure they know their data has been compromised. Tell them to change passwords and security questions.”

Her heart dropped to her stomach. Oh no, this is not what I need right now. The business was just getting up and going. Calling her clients and telling them there’d been a computer breach might shake their confidence in Cupid’s Zone. They might decide to take their business elsewhere. There are a lot of online dating companies. But Cupid’s Zone is more. Dana offered a safe place to meet with programs designed to unite people with similar interests, and on certain nights—a nightclub atmosphere without all the hassle. Easing into the seat Phil vacated, she pulled up her client roster. An email blast telling of the unauthorized access, first and then a follow-up with phone calls. Dana wouldn’t let her clients down. Trust was an important part of her company. Not informing them of the security breach would destroy the company faster than being honest. All she could do was reassure them that everyone at Cupid’s Zone was on the job and the situation was being handled quickly and efficiently. Releasing a sigh, Dana picked up the phone and dialed the first name on her list.

––––––––
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WEARY, DANA DROPPED the phone to the desk. Touching fingers to her throat, she felt the pounding of her heart and fought the queasiness. The security breach hadn’t just threatened the financial information of her clients. Blinking back tears, she rocked in her seat. Two of her clients were in the hospital. Oh God, please, don’t let this be my fault. One client, beaten by her date who’d become jealous when she’d spoken to a coworker. The other was in a coma, brutally raped. The suspect believed to be one of the dates the girl had met through Cupid’s Zone. Clasping her hand over her mouth, Dana ran to the bathroom spewing the breakfast she’d eaten earlier.
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Coastal Regional Convalescent Center,

New Bern, North Carolina

The man ran from the brick canopy of the hospital entrance, the collar of his khaki all-weather coat up, his head down, scant protection from the pelting rain. The blur from the fog and rain distorted his vision, but Agent Jake Monroe was sure of his quarry, as he watched the man fob the keychain. The silver Lexus beeped, the headlights flashing, it was Malcolm Bryant’s car. Jake tapped his fist on the dash of his SUV. “Gotcha.”

The rain had disrupted his plans for fishing but had given him the excuse he needed to drive into town. Jake wanted to find out what Malcolm was up to. Suspicious, since he’d failed to give the SBI access to his ex-wife’s business information, Jake was determined to discover if Malcolm Bryant was indeed a victim of his ex-wife’s nefarious dealings, or her rival.

Jake had learned through contacts that Malcolm was moving Todd from Duke Medical Center to Coastal. That seemed a risky move. Todd was still recovering from brain trauma after being shot in the head.  Was he bringing him closer home to renew their relationship or did Malcolm just want to keep an eye on his out-of-control son? Jake’s cynicism was in full-jerk mode. He sighed. What if Malcolm really is just a father trying to reconnect with his son? Yeah, and what if I’m really Santa Claus?  Jake waited, engine running, for Bryant to pull out of the parking lot. Regular visiting hours were just ending, and cars lined up at both exits.

His supervisor’s words flitted through his thoughts to the rhythm of the wiper blades. “Malcolm Bryant was your source in this case; without his cooperation, you have nothing.” Jake’s vision cleared as the rain sluiced the dust from his windshield like the gray mist from his memories. No, Marisol Grimes was my original source. She’d first come to the field office without Malcolm. Jake tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. He’d been the new guy, just out of training. They’d assigned him the case because no one else took her seriously. This wasn’t Marisol’s first visit to the SBI office.

The original detectives on the case had taken her statement but had done little more than make a few phone calls. “Young Mexican girls run off all the time,” the older agent had proclaimed when Jake had confronted him. Ten years too late to look for evidence of the murder Marisol claimed to have witnessed. He’d tried a search for unclaimed bodies, gunshot victims, anything that might corroborate her story. Nothing had showed up and Jake was ready to give up, until he’d stumbled across an article in a local paper about a drowning victim. The man’s picture and obituary matched what Marisol had told him about the murdered man. Another lucky break came when Jake happened to be in Florida visiting family and saw a picture of a woman flash across the television screen. She’d resembled Marisol Grimes enough to have been her sister. He’d frightened his grandmother leaping up from the table to listen to the news report. A woman had been found dead in a Miami hotel of a suspected drug overdose. On a hunch, Jake had talked to the reporter who put him in contact with the detective on the case. The woman bore an unusual barcode tattoo. The Miami detective said these were becoming common in the sex trade.

It was their first big lead. Jake had called Marisol to identify the woman.

Jake had asked Marisol to come into the office to view the pictures and give him a DNA swab. That was the first time Malcolm had joined her. The memory troubled him. He’d known Marisol was nervous but chalked up her anxiety to the death of her cousin. But what if that wasn’t it? Could Malcolm’s presence have been what was making her so nervous?

Jake stared out the window willing the traffic to move.

Elva’s tax records resulted in a few inconsistencies, nothing that shouted “crime boss” but coupled with the other things he’d uncovered, suspicious. Jake had worked the case for almost ten years, following the money, rumors and anything that might be considered illegal. Nearly twenty years since the initial crime that had started this investigation, but still too many unanswered questions
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