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Dedication

There are many people who helped me with this book, and with writing in general:

“Thank you” doesn't seem quite big enough for Brenda, who kept nudging me along when I wanted to stop, and bolstered my sagging confidence on an almost-daily basis. You've inspired me in so many ways.

Melissa and Quantum are the kind of supporters every writer needs. They have been devoted followers of my blog, and (thankfully) they always answer with a delighted “Yes!” whenever I need a quick beta read.

Thanks to Christine, for being one of the very first to fall in love with Shelby and this story.

And of course, #hugethanks to Jodie, for the writerly tweetups at Starbucks, and for the chance to trade humorous tweets when I'm “taking a break” from writing. #hashtaghumorrules

Many, many thanks to my Six Sentence Sunday compatriots, who laughed in all the right spots, and kept coming back each week to see what would happen next with Shelby.

Editors Jennifer and Julie helped me immeasurably with this book, and I truly appreciate your patience and expertise.

Finally, big hugs to my sister Karen. I know you're not a reader, so it always touches my heart when you read my stories. I hope you like this one too.

Chapter 1

You just don’t expect to see gunfire at a wedding.

I know, because I’ve been in a lot of weddings, despite my well-known aversion to them. “Always a bridesmaid, never a bride” is not just a cautionary adage, it’s my personal credo.

Having a gigolo for a father might have contributed something to that philosophy. Who really knows for sure?

Today Alexa, my best friend since grade school, glided down the aisle of the chapel to the accompaniment of a string quartet playing an elegant Handel air. For this wedding she wore a white strapless dress, complete with tulle and beaded embroidery that made all the women sigh as she passed. The low v-back and body-hugging mermaid shape, along with her icy blonde beauty, provoked quite a different response from the males in the congregation.

I clutched my single calla lily, watching her entrance with a mixture of awe and disbelief. How had Alexa persuaded me to be her maid of honor, again?

And again.

And yet again.

“Shelby, you’re my good luck charm,” she had cooed while I suffered through the circle of hell known as “trying on bridesmaid dresses”.

“How do you figure that?” I had asked, peeling off a poufy satin monstrosity the color of Mountain Dew. “Every time I’ve been your maid of honor, you’ve gotten divorced!”

“Oh, that has nothing to do with anything. Everything goes off without a hitch when you’re there.”

“Maybe that’s the problem. If I weren’t around, there would be some sort of hitch, and then you wouldn’t be hitched.”

I admired Alexa’s wildly unwavering enthusiasm for weddings, and commitment, and all that “’til death do us part” stuff. Especially since none of her marriages seemed to last very long. Two years was the record so far, and that was because her husband was working overseas for one of those years.

Which was supposedly the reason for the end of that union.

That, and the next husband was already in her sights.

When the evil wedding consultant gleefully rolled in another torture rack crammed with dresses for me to endure, I shuddered. “Have you ever thought that maybe, just maybe, marriage isn’t right for you?”

“That one.” Alexa pointed to a strapless hot pink mini-dress that could have worked—if Hooters ever decided to cater weddings. “And why all these concerns? Don’t you like Jordan?”

“Of course I like him, silly. He seems perfect.”

He was handsome, loving, and completely ga-ga for his bride. Alexa told me during our numerous wedding planning get-togethers, which thankfully required a great deal of wine, about Jordan’s great sense of humor, and even greater job.

Who wouldn’t want him for a husband? If I was the marrying kind, even I would want him for a husband.

Although, as I recall, Husbands One through Three were pretty darn perfect too.

Alexa smiled, spinning her index finger to indicate I should twirl in front of her. “Maybe, Shelby, you’re afraid all of these weddings will change your mind about marriage.”

“Ha!” I, the eternal bachelorette, scoffed, and quite eloquently. Alexa raised her eyebrow as if debating whether to get out of her chair and start the Heimlich maneuver on me.

In the end, I gave up trying to make Alexa see the multiple incredible benefits to staying single. I’ll probably be her bridesmaid when we’re bunkmates in the nursing home, although by then I’ll be adjusting the tapes of her adult diaper, rather than the tiers of her lace-edged wedding veil.

I agreed to be her maid of honor this one last time.

Of course, I didn’t realize when I made the promise this would be Alexa’s final chance to stand at the altar.

At the minister’s signal, Alexa handed me her bouquet of cascading white lilies and then she faced Jordan, ready to promise to love, cherish, and obey the (fourth) man of her dreams. She beamed at him, eliciting a few more wistful sighs behind us at the evidence of true love. Or maybe it was for the handsome groom in his single-breasted designer tuxedo, beaming right back at her.

Reverend Deering asked Alexa to repeat the vows she most likely had memorized several ceremonies ago. I had heard them often enough that I could have stepped in to recite the words if either of them were prevented from completing their duties.

“I, Alexa, take thee Jordan—”

A ray of June sunshine chose that moment to burst through the chapel windows, highlighting the promise contained in the newlyweds’ expressions. Even I felt swept up in the optimism that accompanied each and every one of Alexa’s weddings. My heart beat with hopefulness, and I wondered if someday I would—

Out of nowhere, gunfire erupted, a quick succession of pop, pop, pop.

Screams quickly followed, along with the frantic sounds of the congregation scrambling for shelter under the wooden pews.

“Sonofabitch!” I tossed the bouquet over my shoulder, as I’d seen Alexa do millions of times, and darted towards my suddenly bleeding best friend, knocking her to the floor to prevent any further harm.

I looked up and saw the minister cowering under a pew, tugging at the tulle swag that moments ago had been decoration, not flimsy protection against wayward bullets. My heart pounded while my brain struggled with two wildly different thoughts.

One, the blood spurting from Alexa’s shoulder ensured I would never have to wear this peach-yogurt-colored dress again.

And two, who could possibly hate weddings more than I did?

Chapter 2

“If this doesn’t make you change your mind about weddings,” I joked, hovering near the foot of Alexa’s hospital bed, careful not to tangle myself in the cords dangling like vines everywhere. I also tried to keep the trembling out of my voice, but I was rattled, not to mention swamped with relief, as I gazed at the ghostly vision before me.

Thank God her wound proved to be more show than substance.

Though Eastboro Hospital was fairly new, and had been named one of the finest small-town medical facilities in Massachusetts, it had the distinct disadvantage of being a hospital, not the swanky venue Alexa had booked months ago to celebrate her marriage. Instead of a chauffeur shuttling her in a white Bentley convertible to the reception, the local ambulance and EMTs had raced her to an emergency room.

Alexa had spent weeks planning the perfect wedding meal, finally deciding on lobster with white wine sauce. Now she would be dining on ice chips from a blue plastic cup.

I choked back some tears. Much as I did not want to be in this wedding, I had never expected it to end like this.

Alexa tried to wave her hand in a dismissive fashion, but the IV tube plugged into it reduced her ability to be la-di-da.

“I’m more devoted to marriage now than ever,” she whispered.

“Honey, so am I,” Jordan gushed from his perch on the side of her bed. He lifted her non-IV hand, which was probably weakened from carrying a three-carat emerald-cut sparkler around, and clasped it to his chest.

Somehow he avoided the huge bloodstain on his satin lapel, the result of him holding her the entire siren-screeching ride from the chapel. How had he managed to keep the black silk bowtie perfectly in place? I knew for a fact it wasn’t a self-tie. Alexa wouldn’t permit such a thing at her weddings.

“You have been so brave.” Jordan gave Alexa’s fingers a heartfelt kiss before twisting to look at me, his expression bewildered beneath a stray dark curl. “Why would anyone want to shoot at my darling bride?”

I bit my lip, hard, and turned to gaze out the window. I was willing to guess Husbands One through Three would have felt the requisite amount of rage, along with numerous ex-boyfriends. And let’s not forget the countless girlfriends and wives of those ex-boyfriends.

“I have no idea,” I answered, with a straight face and a clear conscience. “It had to be some random wacko. There’s no other explanation. I’m sure they’ll send the police over to solve this whole mess pretty soon."

Just then, as if he’d been cued, in walked the man who was going to make my life miserable. I could feel it, just by the way he stopped in the doorway and inspected us, his eyebrows raised, like he’d finally located the missing cast members of a white-trash wedding sitcom.

And for some reason, I felt wildly attracted to him.

He was hot, no doubt about that. He was probably six feet tall, and athletic, judging by how gracefully he moved. His sandy blond hair was ready for a haircut, but he’d probably wait a week or two before realizing it, yet it still looked good curled over his suit collar.

Who the hell was he anyway? I knew he wasn’t a doctor, since there was no stethoscope or that white coat physicians liked to wear.

No, this man wore a light tan suit, nothing expensive, but it fit him incredibly well, emphasizing his broad shoulders and trim build. His tie was loosened, as if he was at the end of a long day and ready to have a few beers with his buddies, but somehow we had derailed that plan.

He studied Jordan briefly before turning his eyes towards Alexa, his expression softening.

Without warning, he focused his attention on me. His green eyes lit up, as if he somehow recognized me, and then his lips lifted in a smirk. I would have found it kinda sexy, if I didn’t feel like I’d just become the punch line in a private joke.

I flushed, hoping his snarky demeanor was because I was still wearing my floor-length bridesmaid’s dress, spattered with Alexa’s O positive, and not because I’d just examined him thoroughly, and blatantly, and no doubt lustfully.

Heat rose up my neck and settled in my cheeks, but he had already looked away. Normally my curvy figure garnered lots of admiring glances. He must have been a leg man, since my breasts bouncing out of my corseted bodice had merited only a few seconds of his attention. I knew my hair was looking its brunette best, since Alexa had commented how much she envied the sexy waves trailing down my back, something her fine blonde hair could never manage.

I felt a moment’s irritation at being dismissed by this man who made my heat index skyrocket. Clearly he was a coldhearted glacial entity. An abominable snowman that had discovered how to walk upright amongst the rest of us warm-blooded animals.

Under different circumstances, I might have considered dating him, in spite of his complete lack of interest, and the clear absence of warmth or friendliness.

Even with all these obvious imperfections, he was actually a marked improvement upon my last few dates.

He strolled towards Alexa’s hospital bed. “That’s one helluva wedding present you’ve got there. I don’t think lead is on the list until about the second or third anniversary.”

I blinked at the sympathy in his voice. Okay, so maybe I had misjudged him just a tiny bit. Just because he had no interest in me didn't mean he was devoid of humanity.

Alexa’s eyes welled up with tears. I knew I had to distract her, or she’d be wailing, and then I’d be bawling along with her. Even though I normally experienced post-traumatic stress after each of her weddings, this one had ratcheted that up to a new level of nerve-wracking.

I sprinted towards the mobile table, intent on grabbing the tissue box, so Alexa could dry her tears.

That was the plan.

The reality was my sexy little kitten-heel shoes had a different idea. I mean, obviously they couldn’t plan anything. They were kitten heels, for God’s sake. But they could apparently frolic with as much abandon as a real feline, because the next thing I knew my heel was skating across the gray-green speckled linoleum, and my arms were wind milling like I was this close to lifting off for my first solo flight.

I tried to catch my balance, but there wasn’t anything to grab hold of. Everything was spinning around really fast, making me dizzy, probably from all of the adrenaline coursing through me, since we’d missed out on the champagne by dashing straight to the hospital.

Jordan had his hands clasped on either side of the round O of his mouth, so he wasn’t going to be any help. Mr. Smirky Pants had his back turned to me, and had no idea I needed assistance since he was busy chatting with my wounded friend. For a brief, jealous moment I wondered if he was going to be next in the lineup for prospective husbands. 

From Jordan’s look of horrified amazement, he had the exact same thought.

Before I could do anything, my attempts at regaining my balance failed.

Miserably.

Chapter 3

I shot forward, right into the back of the man who I had no hopes of impressing. Ever. My arms instinctively wrapped around him, and I had a nanosecond to appreciate his muscular chest, but then my forward momentum proved too much. We collapsed onto the bed, right onto the lap of my best friend.

My front was completely and totally aligned with the backside of this man who I hadn’t even formally met yet. It was a very nice backside, and I was glad to make its acquaintance. But it felt a little too early in our relationship.

My entire body blazed with embarrassment. I had no doubt my facial features were permanently branded into his jacket.

“Well,” he said.

I knew his face had smirk all over it, even though I was staring at the back of his neck, inhaling a sexy woodsy scent I’d never forget, even when I eventually obliterated this moment from my brain’s hard drive.

“Bet you didn’t think you’d be having a threesome in the hospital on your wedding night.”

Yep. That’s what he said.

It almost made me yearn for the relative serenity of dodging a speeding bullet a couple hours earlier.

I managed to peel myself off his back, although it took some assistance from Jordan, and a passing hospital orderly, to get me completely upright.

I finally plopped down in an orange plastic molded chair across the room, trying to smooth out every invisible wrinkle my dress had ever thought of having. In real life, I like to think I’m able to navigate all kinds of situations, but today was way too surreal to be considered a real life day.

This man made me feel like all my social skills had been scrubbed from my DNA at birth, and I was starting to get cranky.

Who the hell was he anyway?

“Even though we’ve gotten to know each other really quickly—” he said, positioning himself by Alexa’s bed, “I’d like to introduce myself. I’m Detective Ryan Nichols.”

“Alexa Donaldson—”

Jordan cleared his throat, his lips pinched with disapproval. Alexa beamed, despite her pale appearance. “I mean, Alexa Townley. This is my husband, Jordan.”

I coughed. Technically they weren't really married, since the hail of bullets had interrupted the final "you may kiss the bride" portion of the proceedings. Alexa was mainlining opiates under the watchful eye of the hospital staff, so the details of the day were bound to be a bit fuzzy for her.

As for Jordan, I actually felt a little sorry for him. He’d obviously expected his wedding night to be a lot different. Most bridal beds don’t have adjustable metal railings to prevent the bride falling out during the night.

I decided to let somebody else deliver the shocking news that he was still a single man.

Detective Nichols shook Jordan’s hand and then turned toward me. “And you are?”

Morbidly embarrassed?

Insanely in lust?

Ready to fake amnesia so I can act like my triple salchow was part of a new ice dancing routine?

“She’s Shelby. Atwood. My maid of honor,” Alexa mumbled. “She’s always my maid of honor.”

Jordan’s eyes bored into me, unhappy at the reminder of how many men had been at the altar before him.

Like it was my fault.

“So you’re a professional maid of honor,” Detective Nichols said, clasping my hand in his. “Do you hire yourself out or something?”

I laughed, half-heartedly, because I couldn’t really think of a clever answer while touching him. Was I the only one who felt the heat transference during that handshake?

“Well, I guess it’s a career path I could consider,” I said, sneaking a look at my palm for scorch marks. “Although after today, I’m not sure how much work I’ll get.”

He chuckled, retrieving a pen and little spiral notebook from his jacket pocket. “Unless it’s a shotgun wedding.”

No one felt like laughing anymore.

Detective Nichols clicked his pen a couple of times, doing his best to get back to official police business. “Soooo. Do you know of any reason why anyone would try to shoot Alexa? Especially today, her wedding day?”

“I don’t have a clue. I mean, even when she was driving me nuts during this—uh, during the preparations, I never thought—”

Jordan scowled as if he was plotting imminent bodily harm. I was starting to think we should frisk him for weapons.

“And,” I continued bravely, “it wasn’t like the invitations were engraved with ‘please bring weaponry instead of gifts’.”

Detective Nichols chuckled again, which brought me a sense of accomplishment. The cops I’d encountered were usually humorless machines, so if I could make this one exhibit laughter, even in small doses, it meant I hadn’t completely lost my charisma.

It might also help erase the horrid memory of that chain reaction I’d set in motion a little while ago.

“I mean, really. Who brings a gun to a wedding?” I asked. “And if you do, why don’t you shoot the person warbling that god-awful ballad that should be saved for karaoke night?”

“I picked out that song!” Jordan reminded me. “And you know the singer is my cousin.”

Oops. How did I forget that?

Detective Nichols kept his head down, scribbling away in his notebook, but I could see his shoulders shaking, as if he was trying hard not to erupt.

Alexa lifted her hand towards Jordan, and he flew to her side, faster than a—well, very quickly. He pressed a fervent kiss to her palm, his face filled with such adoration I almost asked for the bedpan so I could barf into it.

What if someone was aiming at Jordan, but had hit Alexa instead? If so, I wanted to congratulate the shooter on their choice of targets, but they definitely needed to brush up on their skills.

“So what happens next?” I asked. “Do you need anything more from us today?”

“No,” Detective Nichols said. “I’ve got what I need for now, to get things started. But I will need to keep in touch.”

I fought off the images that elicited, since I knew he meant it quite differently than it sounded.

“I may need to ask you more questions later.”

He handed me his business card. I started to put it in my purse, and realized I had no idea what had happened to my bag during today’s craziness at the church.

“Okay,” I said, tucking the card down the front of my dress. “I’ll be glad to help in any way I can.”

I had to wiggle the card in between my skin and the fabric, but I finally won the battle. I smoothed my hands over the bodice.

Detective Nichols cleared his throat, a couple of times. “Uh, as I was saying, if you think of anything, anything at all, give me a call.”

He walked over and handed Jordan a card. I didn’t want to admire the way the detective looked, but it was strictly an aesthetic appraisal. The same way I looked at the walls of the hospital room and thought, “Boy, this deadly shade of grey won’t speed anyone’s recovery”.

I hated how he made my heart beat a little faster, and not like during a really good aerobic workout. It was actually more like dashing out the door, after my usual two or three cups of really strong coffee, worried that I’d left the curling iron on, but too late to go back and check.

Why could I feel an attraction to someone who was so clearly unimpressed with me? Honestly, Jordan showered me with more attention, even though it was mostly baleful glares and accusatory grimaces.

The laws of attraction didn’t make much sense to me. Maybe someone should write a policy manual, with guidelines and suggested procedures. It would be a lot easier for me to follow the rules if it didn’t feel like they were written on a sticky note that kept getting glued to my butt.

Detective Nichols finally headed towards the exit, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I needed to get my head back to normal, and it’d be a lot easier when I was out of range of his pheromones. I’d nearly forgotten that my best friend was lying in a hospital bed, recovering from a gunshot wound on what should have been the happiest day of her life—at least until the next one.

The next “happiest day of her life”. Not the next gunshot wound.

Out of nowhere, a growling, snarling grizzly bear woke up from hibernation. At least that’s what I heard, but it was just Alexa snoring before she fell back into a drug-induced sleep.

I started to giggle, which somehow segued right into crying. I’d had just too much emotion for one day. As strong as I am, a job requirement for Maid of Honor Emeritus, I was finally at the falling apart stage.

I dropped my head into my hands. The tears seemed to come in an endless supply, one bout of them right after another, and I had no idea how to stop them. Usually Alexa was there to help me through a crisis, like I always was for her, but today—

I wiped my hands across my eyes, not surprised that inky black mascara stained my fingers.

“Oh, what the hell.” I wiped my hand down the front of the god-awful dress. “I know for a fact I’m never wearing this damn thing again.”

“Are you gonna be all right?”

I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder. I glanced up, shocked to see Detective Nichols looking at me with a blend of caring and compassion that threw me way, way off guard.

“Thanks. I'm fine. Honestly.” I started to dissolve again.

He squatted until his eyes were level with mine, handing me a tissue. “By the way, my sisters say the same thing about their bridesmaid dresses.”

“If you could see how many of these I have in my closet. . .”

Jordan “ahem-ed”, quite emphatically, always there to stop any attempt at enumerating how many weddings had already transpired in Alexa’s life.

“Sorry,” I tossed his direction, even though I wasn’t. I leaned closer towards Detective Nichols and confided, “He’s a bit sensitive about this not being her first marriage.”

“He must have loved that threesome we just had then.”

I laughed. I was always a sucker for a man with a sense of humor, one who could appreciate the absolutely absurd nature of life.

Even if I was the one causing all the comedic moments, like today.

In a different time and place, we might have been able to hit it off, and enjoy a short-but-sweet fling.

Fortunately the nurse came in just then, which stopped me from pondering the complications of a sexual and/or romantic attraction to the man investigating the shooting of my best friend, at her latest wedding.

Alexa woke up and managed to stay that way while a nurse checked her vitals, but even with all the poking and prodding, she finally couldn’t keep her eyes open. I gave her a little wave, exhausted and ready to go to sleep myself. Unfortunately my bed was at least a half hour drive away.

I stifled a yawn. Or at least I thought I’d stifled it.

“Maybe I should give you a ride home,” Detective Nichols said.

“That’s nice of you,” I demurred. “But I think I’ll—”

Another huge yawn barged right in, without any warning at all.

“Come on,” he said, taking my arm and leading me towards the doorway. “I’d feel personally liable if I let you drive on the streets in this condition.”

I started to protest, but it didn't take me long to realize I had no driver's license, my dress made me look like a walking crime scene, and I was definitely interested in Detective Nichols taking me away from all of today's craziness.

Of course I said Yes.

***

Detective Nichols drove the speed limit through the bustling downtown area of Eastboro, which was filled with boutiques and family-owned stores and numerous bistros, not to mention a fair number of tourists.

It was impossible to miss the signs promoting the local TV station’s “Who Will Be the Next Eastboro Epicure?” contest. I’d briefly considered trying to compete for the plum job of mystery restaurant reviewer, because I knew I’d be perfect for it.

If only “the okra incident” hadn't shot my career all to hell.

“Can you think of anybody that might want to hurt Alexa?” Detective Nichols asked.

“No, I really can't. I know the spouse or loved one is usually the prime suspect in these things. But Gusher is more likely to shoot at me, not Alexa.”

“Gusher?”

“Yeah. Didn't you notice how he gushes every time he opens his mouth? It's like he escaped from some 1940’s melodrama and doesn't know he got stuck with the crappy dialogue.”

Detective Nichols fought off a grin, but I could tell he secretly approved of the nickname. “And Jordan would want to shoot at you because—”

I swept my hand down the front of my mascara-and-blood-stained dress, like I was a game show hostess demonstrating what the lucky contestants could win. “Because I'm the visible reminder of Alexa being a former bride. Not just once, but multiple times—wait, that's my street. You need to turn left.”

He spun the wheel in an expert fashion, taking the turn easily, and a few minutes later he slowed the car, pulling it to the curb across the street from my apartment. I was glad he had a boring, nondescript late-model sedan so my neighbors wouldn't gossip for a week about why I was being brought home in a police cruiser.

He shut off the car, draping his arm over the steering wheel. He'd given me his jacket as a cover-up when we'd left the hospital, so now I could admire his tanned forearms where he'd rolled up his sleeves. I even sneaked a peek at the sexy spot where his tie was loosened.

I was reluctant to say goodbye, but all of a sudden a yawn erupted, like those annoying popup ads on the internet. “I guess I better go. Thanks for dropping me off.”

After today's events, I knew I would fall asleep as soon as I tumbled into my bed. I was just un-tired enough to wonder what it would be like to have this hunk of a guy there with me.

Not that I had the energy to do anything with him if he was in my bed. It was just nice to fantasize for a minute. I could feel the bliss consume me as I considered the delicious possibilities.

“Shelby, you need to wake up.”

Detective Nichols jiggled my arm, doing his best to rouse me from my impromptu coma.

I sat up, blinking, completely mortified. “I am so sorry! It’s been such a wild day—”

“There’s nothing to apologize for. I understand.” His green eyes were twinkling, and I felt warmed by his expression. Who knew police detectives could be so cute?

“Oh, and tomorrow,” he continued, “I’ll pass everything along to whoever ends up in charge of the investigation. I’ll make sure they're up to speed before I leave.”

“Leave?” I hoped my voice didn't sound as forlorn as I suddenly felt. "Where are you going?”

“On vacation. I just took the initial call at the hospital since I was nearby.”

“Oh.”

They would probably assign an aging, rumpled—but brilliant—cop to take Detective Nichols' place, someone who was eager to clear his caseload before he retired at the end of the month. Why didn't that news make me happier? After all, it meant I didn't have to worry about hiding my unseemly attraction to this detective. Nor did I have to fret about spilling my deep dark secrets to him during a marathon interrogation session.

I sighed. If only I could have left him with a better impression. Hopefully we'd have a chance to meet up some other time, so I could show him that I truly was a sane, intelligent woman—as long as I didn’t have to dodge flying bullets.

“Well, thanks again.” I reached for the door handle. “Oh, I nearly forgot. Here's your jacket—”

The next thing I knew, the window next to me exploded.

Chapter 4

Before I could even scream, Detective Nichols threw himself at me, covering me with his body.

His strong, warm, protective, masculine body.

Glass particles sprinkled over us, glittering in the disappearing sunlight. The hole in the window amplified the sound of a car racing around the corner, tires screeching as it made its getaway.

I hardly had time to register that information before another thought rushed to the front of my mind. It wasn’t likely someone was trying to shoot him. In front of my apartment.

So that meant the gunfire I’d experienced that day—twice that day—

“Jesus! They are shooting at me!”

I popped up so I could see what was going on, and promptly had my head shoved back down.

“Shelby, stay down!”

He muttered something about people who didn’t have enough sense to keep their fool heads from being blown off. And it sounded like he might have been debating whether to let it happen, but then he couldn’t go on his vacation because of all the paperwork he’d have to deal with.

Not to mention my single brain cell spattered all over his car interior.

“I don’t think they followed us, but the shot came from back there,” Detective Nichols said, half to himself, twisting in the seat while keeping his body lowered over mine.

“Where? I can’t really see.”

My face was embarrassingly close to a certain portion of his anatomy. A part that was well worth investigating, but this wasn’t really the time, or the place. Although I was definitely developing an interest.

And it was clear that his interest was well, um, it was developing too.

“Sorry,” he said with a gruff voice, moving me away from the hot spot. He was still a professional, however, making sure that I was protected from the next round of shooting that might occur at any moment.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” I blurted. “I really don’t know of anyone who would want to shoot me.”

“Are you sure?” He sat up and re-holstered his weapon, even though I hadn’t seen him take it out. “I was pretty close to it at least once today. Only I wasn’t ready to get fired just yet.”

I gasped. “That is so mean. How could you even say that?”

“Maybe I was just trying to distract you,” he answered, grabbing the radio from the console, speaking in a coded series of numbers that made algebra equations seem easy to decipher.

“Oh,” I said, since he’d definitely distracted me.

Still, the absurdity of the whole situation blindsided me. Here I thought my worst problem of the day was going to be when I jabbed a hole in my pantyhose while getting ready to walk down the aisle for the fourth time.

But that was just a preview of coming events. Because I had been shot at, not once, but twice, like those poor little creatures in the carnival shooting gallery, running back and forth while people aimed and fired.

And I was hot for the police detective who was probably debating whether to let the gunmen prevail.

What else could I do but laugh?

It started out as a giggle, and then I was in the midst of hold-my-sides-it-hurts-so-much hilarity. I probably could have won first place in a laughing hyena imitation contest. It was impossible to stop.

Detective Nichols’s visage was stern, in control, but then I saw his lips twitch. I heard a strangled sound, and then he lowered the radio. He could have thought I was insane, but instead he had the sense to appreciate how bizarre this entire scenario was. And instead of telling me I needed to “calm down”, he joined right in with the fun and games.

He definitely qualified as the good surprise of the day.

“Oh, wow,” he finally said, wiping his eyes. “I can’t believe I’m sitting here laughing my ass off with you. Some cop I am.”

“This isn’t one of those reality shows, is it? One where I get to look like a fool at the end of it?”

“I can show you my badge again when I get back from checking the scene. And don’t worry about looking like a fool—”

I held up a hand, a dead ringer for a traffic cop. “Do not say what I think you’re going to say. You’ve already exceeded your mean quota for the day—”

“What?” Mischief flashed in his eyes. “I wasn’t going to say anything mean.”

“Oh yes you were. I could feel it.”

I could actually feel a little bit more than that. For some reason Detective Nichols seemed to enjoy these crazy exchanges of ours as much as I did. But we weren’t on a date, for heaven’s sake. He was investigating my friend’s attempted murder, only now it looked like he was going to be investigating my attempted murder instead.

My body temperature plummeted about forty degrees.

“Somebody’s trying to kill me, aren’t they?”

He didn’t try to pull me down towards safety, and he certainly didn’t try to pull any punches. “It kinda looks that way, yeah.”

“But why?”

“That’s what we’re gonna have to find out. And I’m going to need your help.”

I did the very last thing I wanted to do just then. I burst into tears.

“It won’t be that bad. I promise I won’t be mean.”

“It’s not that—” I sniffed and then started boo-hooing all over again.

He raked his hands through his hair, a little disconcerted by my emotional pendulum. “Actually I haven’t been mean at all, okay, maybe just a little snarky. But I can’t have you crying all the time—”

“I don’t cry all the time! I almost never cry. But who wouldn’t cry after finding out someone is trying to shoot them?”

I wiped at my eyes with both hands. It’s not like there was any mascara to preserve, not any more.

“Come to think of it,” I continued, “I did get a little misty when Alexa was saying her vows. I don’t know why. It’s not like it’s the first time I’ve heard them. And I’ve got a strong feeling it won’t be the last. But weddings do that to me. And seeing her all defenseless in the hospital, how could I not cry then?”

I cleared my throat, and let out a big sigh. My tears were dried up, and I was ready to move on.

“Wow,” Detective Nichols said, genuine amazement on his handsome face. “You just talked yourself out of a crying jag.”

“Oh, it could hardly be considered a jag,” I answered. “I just needed to get it out of my system. It’s kind of like a sneeze. It builds and builds and then you have to release it—”

He held his breath, waiting for me to finish.

I blushed. I hadn’t meant to describe that.

“You have to be one of the most fascinating people I have ever encountered,” he said.

“Why thank you.” I felt the bloom start to work its way up from my neck again.

“I’m not really sure yet if that’s a compliment.”

The rosy glow dissolved into irritation, tinged with embarrassment.

“And you’re one of the most maddening people I’ve ever encountered,” I retorted, reaching for the door handle. “And that’s as close to a compliment as you’ll ever get from me.”

I was so ready to get out of this car, out of my blood-stained clothes, and out of this man’s vicinity. I needed a hot bath, one that lasted about three days, and then I needed to climb into my bed, pull the down comforter over my head, and sleep until I could forget that I was the target of somebody’s rapid-fire bullets.

I thought the day I got fired was tough, but that was a day at the spa compared to this one.

I yanked on the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. Apparently I’d lost all my upper-body strength during the day’s trauma. I pulled even harder, surprised that it didn’t snap off in my hand. I can be very strong when I get determined.

And boy was I determined just then.

“The door is broken,” I announced, refusing to look at him.

“It’s not broken. It’s locked.”

“Well, unlock it please. I need to get home.”

“Shelby, I can’t let you go inside. Not until I secure the premises.”

I snickered, despite my deep and abiding aggravation. “You sound just like the TV shows.”

“No, they sound like me.”

He glanced around through the windshield, and then swiveled towards me, his arm draped over the steering wheel. “The uniforms will be here in a few minutes. I just need you to stay here while I check out the area.”

I sighed, wanting to protest, but I knew my safety was at stake. I was stubborn, but not stupid.

“Okay,” I grumbled, “but only if I get to play with the radio.”

He started to growl a response when he realized I was joking. “You are going to make me put in my transfer papers in the morning. I swear.”

“Now you really sound like the TV shows.”

He fought off a smile, like he didn’t want to admit he was enjoying the electricity zinging between us. I didn’t really know what to do about this thing either. Most likely this spark was just the latest in the gamut of wild emotions I was experiencing after being shot at, twice.

Not that it mattered right now. Once he was back from vacation, I might give him a call, and then we could explore this attraction flaring between us, and go our sated ways.

“I’m going to check things out,” he finally said, “and then we’ll go up to your apartment.”

“Sounds good.”

He paused, and then blew out a deep breath. “And while you’re waiting, make a list of what you need to bring with you.”

“Bring with me? Where?”

“You can’t stay here. Someone is trying to kill you. You’re going to need round-the-clock protection.”

“You’ve got to be kidding!”

But I knew he wasn’t. And there was a part of me, not even deep-down, but really close to the surface, that was relieved I didn’t have to worry about where the next gunfire might be coming from. I needed time to figure out who I had pissed off and who was gunning for me.

“Do you have a safe house for me?”

He pursed his lips, like he’d been forced to swallow something incredibly bitter.

Like Brussels sprouts bitter.

“Yeah, I do.”

“Great. Where is it?”

He opened the door, sliding out in one smooth motion. “My place,” he said, without looking at me.

The door slammed just as I screeched, “No!”

But somehow I was pretty sure he knew what I was saying.

You just never know when a shitty day is going to take a turn for the worse. I was hoping mine had downturned about as much as it could. And it looked like he was hoping his had as well.

Jesus.

He was going to be the next one who started shooting at me.

Chapter 5

“I’m not sure this is the best idea—” I said.

Detective Nichols turned off the ignition, scanning the area in his police detective fashion. We were in the driveway of his house, a simple no-fuss Colonial, white siding with black shutters. Even though it was twilight, I didn’t see anything decorative to indicate a female lived here.

That was a relief. The only one of the day so far.

The lawn was recently mowed, although a defiant evergreen in the middle of the yard had dropped several branches onto the close-cropped grass. A weathered split-rail fence enclosed the front of the property, but it wasn’t draped with heirloom roses, like the neighbor’s was.

Obviously a single man resided in this house.

Double relief. Followed by a quick dose of “oh, crap, staying with him is so not a great idea.”

“C’mon,” he said. “We should get inside.”

“But do you really think—”

Detective Nichols rotated until he faced me, and flashed the smile that made my good sense wilt. Criminals probably confessed to crimes they hadn’t even thought of committing the minute it showed up, so it was an effective law enforcement tool.

But it seemed unfair for him to use it on the rest of us law-abiding citizens. There was probably some statute prohibiting him from using it, and if there wasn’t, there should be. I made a note to contact my congressman as soon as this crisis was over.

For the first time I wished Detective Nichols was old and crotchety and prone to disgusting hygiene habits.

“You’re sure there’s nowhere else for me to stay?”

He shook his head. “I wish there was. All the Eastboro places are booked with Alexa’s wedding guests.”

I’d forgotten about that. “What about in Westville?”

“Too far away. I need you to stick close by, so I can be sure you’re safe.”

“But—”

He pointed at the non-existent window behind my head. “Unless you want to wait around and see who else takes potshots at you.”

I shivered, thankful he’d given his jacket back to me, drawing it closer around me. I luxuriated in the wonderful male scent of him, using it to distract me from the rising sense of vulnerability. I wasn’t used to being scared, and I sure as hell wasn’t used to worrying if the next shot would be the lucky one.

“Well, it’s not really high on my list of Things I Need To Do Before I Die.”

“Come on,” he said, “let’s get you inside.”

He glanced quickly around again before swinging his car door wide. I hoped he was trying to make sure there weren’t any marksmen lurking in the vicinity.

But from the serious expression on his face, he might have been determining how to put me in the line of fire if all of a sudden I became too much trouble.

I opened my own door, grateful when he zipped around the front of the car to reach my side. It felt good to be protected, knowing I was safe, at least from gunfire. The rest of me was still dangerously unpredictable territory. I needed someone to protect me from myself.

“This is going to be a short-term thing, right?”

“Yes,” he answered, reaching to help me out of the car. “One way or the other.”

I halted, one leg on the driveway, and the other inside the car, the ridiculous bridesmaid dress covering my awkward pose. “Is that what you consider reassuring? Really?”

Detective Nichols clasped my arm, prying me out of the sedan. “C’mon. We need to get inside.”

“Have you always been like this? Or did you get specialized training in what not to say to those in need of comfort?”

“I’m leaving for vacation tomorrow, remember? So this is just for tonight. We’ll figure out something else for tomorrow.”

I should have been happy by that news, but I was not. Not that I had any expectations of committing to the man. He was unavailable for many reasons: he was my self-appointed bodyguard, he was leaving for vacation the next day, and there were serious doubts as to his interest in me. He was pretty much the Noncommittal Trifecta.

Which meant he was perfect for a girl like me.

“Wait. I need my suitcase.”

All of a sudden it had become my security blanket, my link to normalcy
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