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    To my love Cindy. I'm so glad that our broken roads led to each other.

      

    



  	
        
            
            But now faith, hope, love, abide these three; but the greatest of these is love.
--1 Corinthians 13:13 (New American Standard Bible translation)
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I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN something was up. Having been in law enforcement for all my adult life, I've learned how to tell when something is fishy–or so I thought. I guess I didn’t suspect my own family of conspiring against me.

Cooking for her offspring was a big deal to Mom. Her love language, I suppose. Usually Mom had me over for supper one night a week and did likewise with my sister Carla and niece Michelle. On the Sundays when I wasn’t on duty, she would invite all of us to come over after church. So when she said that she wanted us all over for supper on the same night this week, I didn’t think too much about it. I didn’t even think much about it when I saw an extra car in the driveway. I just figured Carla and Michelle had come in separate vehicles for whatever reason and that maybe one of them had gotten something new.

I entered Mom’s house expecting to see three generations of Carter women. Tonight, there was another lady present, and I knew right away that my family was up to something. Carla’s mischievous smirk only confirmed my suspicions.

The kicker was that the newcomer wasn’t just anybody. “Staci?” I said, hoping I was keeping some semblance of a poker face but doubting it seriously.

“Dane!” Dr. Staci Bridges, formerly Riley, sprang to her feet and rushed over to hug me. I’d be lying if I tried to say it didn’t feel good. Really good, too good. Like I didn’t want to let go.

“What are you doing here? Last I heard you were working as a vet in Chattanooga.”

“I was, until Dad got to where he couldn’t take care of himself anymore. I had to put him in assisted living over at Magnolia Grove, so I moved out here so I could see about him. Just bought the Sardis County Animal Hospital, as a matter of fact.” She looked me up and down. “And I hear you’re the sheriff now?”

“Yeah, that’s right.” I was looking her over too, I’ll admit it. She didn’t look much different than she did the last time we saw each other, two years after graduation. Not that she necessarily looked twenty anymore, but she didn’t look like she was approaching forty either. Not a tinge of gray in her reddish-brown hair, and if she had put on any weight at all since then, it was too negligible an amount to notice. If I hadn’t known who she was, I might have guessed her to be thirty, maybe thirty-five at the most. “You’re looking good.”

“So are you.” I looked past Staci’s shoulder at my family and knew that I had been set up. “So, are you and Brad...?”

Staci shook her head. “He passed away about three years ago. Car wreck.” She looked down for a second before meeting my eyes again. “And your mom and sister tell me that you and Jennifer divorced...”

“I’m sure they did,” I said, giving them the eye. “Well, the less said about her, the better.”

She slapped my chest playfully with the back of her hand. “I could have told you that before you married her, Mr. Sheriff.”

“Us too, but you see how much good that did,” Mom volunteered. “Maybe he would have listened better to you, though.”

We finally made our way to the dinner table, with me doing my best not to make too much eye contact with my scheming family. I wouldn’t be able to avoid that for long, though. Staci had to leave to go see her dad before visiting hours were up. That left me in Mom’s living room with the three of them.

“OK, I’ll bite,” said Michelle. “Uncle Dane, what’s with the two of you making goo-goo eyes at each other?”

Carla smirked. “Well, let’s just say that back when your Uncle Dane and Dr. Staci were in high school, she was his...well, his sort of.” She made big air quotes at the end of that.

“Ooh, really? His sort of?” Michelle giggled.

“As in, everyone else could tell that they liked each other, but they never could get themselves on the same page.”

“But maybe they can now,” Mom added, caring nothing for subtlety.

“We’ll see, Mom. We’ll
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