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      Sheriff Marc Singer’s jaw tightened as he reread the last sentence of the report. “The cattle rustlers remain at large with few leads.”

      He sighed and scrubbed his hand down his face. He’d bet his last dollar that most non-cattle people would never believe that cattle rustling continued to be a problem in the twenty-first century. Sure, the theft operations today were more sophisticated than the rustling of the eighteen-hundreds, but the end result was the same—a valuable asset stolen and sold for profit, leaving the rancher out the money.

      The recent spree of cattle rustling had hit Whispering Springs County much harder than any of surrounding counties. That was bad enough, but this time, it was Montgomery cattle from his cousin’s ranch. County judge Darryl Yeats had promised Marc all the men and resources he might need to track the crooks and the stolen cattle, but so far, there hadn’t been enough evidence left at the scenes to investigate. Whoever was behind these thefts was professional and knowledgeable, not only about cattle but also about how cattle ranches operated.

      “I’m getting ready to leave,” a soft female voice said from his office doorway.

      Marc looked up at his newest hire, a front desk clerk named Tiffany Yeats. All of twenty-two, Tiffany was a tall, blond beauty and the granddaughter of the county judge. Fifty years ago, she would have been called a bombshell.  “Good night, Tiffany. Have a nice weekend.”

      She stepped into his office, closed the door, and leaned against it. “Today’s been so hectic that I didn’t get a chance to tell you happy birthday.”

      “Thank you,” he replied, a little uncomfortable with the closed door, her sexy against it, and her sultry expression. As he was closing in on forty, he should have been flattered by the attention of a much younger woman. Instead, it made him wish he hadn’t done the judge a favor and hired his favorite granddaughter.

      “Are you doing anything special tonight…you know, to celebrate?” She licked her full lips.

      Damn. She could be his daughter…if he’d gotten his first wife pregnant in high school when they’d been dating. Her flirting did nothing but remind him of their age disparity.

      “I celebrated with my family last night, so no big plans for tonight. I expect a quiet evening at home.”

      He told this lie with conviction and a straight face, a valuable skill for a law professional. His home was in Whispering Springs, Texas, which boasted the strongest and most accurate gossip vine he’d ever experienced. For example, he knew last night’s dinner with his family had been a subterfuge staged to convince him that the fancy dinner was the total of his family’s celebration of his birthday, which happened to be today. He also knew there was a surprise party for him tonight with all his family and friends. He wondered if this blatant flirting by the attractive younger woman was part of the smoke screen.

      “Well,” Tiffany said, stepping forward until she could put both hands flat on his desk. She leaned forward, her ample assets on full display since she’d unbuttoned the top button of her shirt.

      He was a red-blooded guy who loved women. Of course, he’d noticed her full breasts. It was almost impossible not to do so. He didn’t smile or react, but he wanted to. This was a damned good ruse to throw him off, and that had to be what was happening here. His money was on his brother Dax setting up this act. This entire scene had his fingerprints all over it.

      “My night’s completely free,” she continued in an enticing whisper, which forced him to lean toward her. “You want to have a few drinks? See what comes up? Celebrate your birthday in style?”

      He jerked back in his chair with a choked laugh. “Thanks, Tiffany. That’s kind of you to offer, but I never date my employees.” He gave her a smile he hoped was professional while simultaneously discouraging further invitations.

      “No one has to know,” she said with a shrug as she leaned a little closer over his desk. “It can be our little secret.”

      “Thank you, but no.” He pressed his back firmly into his chair, and this time, gave her a stern look. “Have a nice weekend, and give your grandfather my regards.”

      She stood, stared for a minute, then smiled with a casual shoulder shrug and left.

      He wondered if this was the first time in her life that any male had told her no. Hiring her had been a favor to Judge Yeats. Tiffany had been fresh out of college with an interior design degree, something there wasn’t much of demand for in a place like Whispering Springs. Plus, she had a history of youthful indiscretions, like underage drinking, a couple of DUIs, and a drunk and disorderly. Her grandfather had successfully negotiated her out of those situations with only fines and community service. Marc hadn’t approved of the sentences imposed, but that all predated his arrival and was in the past, or so the judge assured him. So far, until tonight, Tiffany had been a model employee. She was always on time and ready to work, so he wrote off tonight as out of character and assigned the blame to Dax. His brother would find out soon that payback was a bitch.

      His cell phone rang at six. The caller ID read Leo’s Bar and Grill. Finally! The call to come to his surprise party. He was tired of hanging around the station, waiting to be summoned.

      “Sheriff Singer,” he said.

      “Marc? This is Leo Ryan.”

      “What can I do for you?” Marc asked, a smile twitching at the corners of his lips.

      “I’ve got a couple of underage drinkers—fake IDs, the whole shebang. I don’t want you to arrest them, as I’ve given them non-alcoholic beer. But can you run by and put a good scare into them? My staff tells me this isn’t the first time these boys have been here, and I don’t mind them coming in to eat, but I’m not willing to put my liquor license at risk for a few snot-nosed college kids.”

      Marc chuckled. What a great story to get him to Leo’s for his party. “I’m happy to do that. I’ll shut down my computer and head your way. Won’t be long…maybe ten minutes or less.” He provided his arrival time to give the guests time to get into place to surprise him.

      Taking his time, he shut down his computer and tidied up his desk before grabbing his hat and heading to his white, sheriff-branded SUV. The drive to Leo’s Bar and Grill took a whopping four minutes, so he arrived about ten after six. As usual for a Friday night, there were few parking spots available. As he circled to the back, he glanced around for recognizable cars and trucks, but finding one in this sea of mostly trucks was difficult. However, he thought he saw his brother’s new truck wedged into a dark corner near the trash dumpster.

      Parking at the rear, he entered through the side and made his way to where the owner, Leo Ryan, stood behind the long, shiny mahogany bar pulling a draft beer. Leo gave him a head nod and then glanced toward a couple of young guys sitting on stools near the end.

      Taking the seat next to the guys, Marc set his hat on the bar top. “Good evening, fellas.”

      The shoulders of the nearest kid stiffened. Marc heard him clear his throat before turning.

      “Good evening, Sheriff.” The kid’s voice was unnaturally low, as though trying to make himself sound older.

      It didn’t work, and Marc rubbed the scruff on his chin to keep from laughing. “Don’t think I know you, and I know most of the folks that frequent Leo’s. New in town or traveling through?”

      “New,” one kid said while the other answered, “Traveling through.”

      Marc nodded seriously. “Got some ID on you?”

      Both boys scrambled to pull plastic IDs from their front jeans pocket—a rookie mistake. IDs are kept in wallets, not loose in pockets…unless you think you’ll have to produce them. The boys handed over their IDs.

      “Hmm, let’s see. Juan Valdez and Ricardo Montalbán.” He gestured to the kid the furthest away. “You’re Ricardo?”

      “That’s right,” the boy replied in a much-too-loud voice.

      “And Juan.”

      “Correct,” the boy closest to him said.

      Marc tucked the IDs into his shirt pocket. “I’ve always wanted to meet a coffee grower and a famous Mexican movie star.”

      The two boys exchanged glances, and the one beside him said, “Hey, give those back. Those are ours.”

      Marc chuckled. “Fake IDs are against the law, fellas. How about you pull out your real IDs before I run you to the station and do fingerprints to see who you are?” Of course, he had no intention of taking them to the station. Technically, they weren’t drinking alcohol, and in Texas, they could drink what Leo had served. He doubted they were aware of that. And second, fingerprints to determine their identities? He’d bet these two watched enough wrong police TV shows that they’d buy it.

      The two boys gulped nervously and pulled out their wallets. Each one passed over a Texas Driver’s License.

      “James Porter and Brian Nelson.” A rough birthday calculation put them at seventeen. Marc handed back their driver’s licenses. “Here’s the thing, guys. You’re lucky you stumbled into Leo’s place. If you were drinking real beer, you’d be in big trouble. As it is, Leo served you non-alcoholic drinks. So, other than these terrible fake IDs, no laws have been broken.” He sighed. “Get on back to Diamond Lakes, and don’t let me find you in Whispering Springs again for another four or five years, then Leo will be happy to give you a beer. Leo,” Marc called.

      Leo walked down and stopped. “What’s up, Sheriff?”

      “These two gentlemen are not quite twenty-one. I’m sending them on their way. However, I assured them you would happily serve them in four or five years.”

      Leo nodded. “First beer on your twenty-first birthday is on the house.”

      The boys hopped off their stools. “Thanks,” Juan, aka Brian, said.

      After they’d gone, Marc pulled the IDs from his pocket. “Juan Valdez and Ricardo Montalbán?”

      The two men started laughing.

      “Which one tipped you off?” Leo asked. “The movie star or the coffee grower?”

      Marc chuckled. “Thanks for the laugh. I needed that.” He stood. “Guess I’ll head home unless there’s anything else you need me to investigate?” He waited for Leo to direct him to the party room in the back. For all the cars in the lot, there were quite a few empty tables in the dining area.

      “Nope. You solved my problem.” Leo shook his head with an amused snort. “Juan and Ricardo. Jesus.” He was muttering to himself as he walked away.

      Surprised by not being directed toward the back party room, Marc started toward his car when his phone rang. The caller ID said, “Dax.”

      “Dax?” he said as he answered.

      “Hey, Marc. Cori and I were sitting here watching a movie and thought you might want to come by. I never gave you your birthday present last night. You busy?”

      Of course. The surprise party was at Cori Lambert’s house, which was odd. Her house was small. Some might describe it as tiny. Unless the party was in her backyard, there wasn’t enough room to invite the entire Montgomery clan and Marc’s friends.

      “You still there?” Dax asked.

      “What? Oh, yeah. Still here. I think I’ll head home and get with you guys tomorrow.” Marc waited for Dax to give a mandatory reason that Marc had to stop at Cori’s house on the way home.

      “Okay, then,” Dax said. “Dinner tomorrow night work for you? Cori’s a good cook.”

      “Sure,” he replied, more confused than ever. The town gossip vine was rarely wrong. He was sure he’d heard rumors of a surprise party for him.

      “Great,” Dax said. “Let’s say about six. That work?”

      “Um, sure. Six tomorrow. See you then.”

      Marc slapped his hat on and started toward the side entrance. Leo waved goodbye as he took a to-go order over the phone.

      His cell went off just as he unlocked the SUV. “Singer,” he answered.

      “Sheriff? This is Robert Troutman at the club. Some kids broke into the office and made a mess of things. I need you over here right now.”

      Troutman was the Executive Director of the Whispering Springs chapter of the Texas Cattlemen’s Club. He was a no-nonsense manager who took his job seriously. The recent cattle thefts had him on the phone daily with both the sheriff and police departments, demanding to know what was being done about the rustling.

      “Robert, I’m headed home. I can send an on-duty deputy to take the report.”

      “No, sir, Sheriff. I want you. I caught one troublemaker red-handed. I think you’re going to want to handle this quietly. Influential family, you know?”

      Marc wanted to groan. What a crappy way to end his birthday. He hoped it wasn’t one of the Montgomery kids. The Montgomerys weren’t the only family with money and influence in the area. There were others, and yes, Robert was probably right. He should handle this himself.

      “Okay,” Marc said with a long exhale. “I’m on the way.”

      On the outskirts of town, the Whispering Springs Cattle Club had recently moved into a new building. The grand opening had been only two weeks prior, which was probably what had drawn the attention of the troublesome teens.

      The lot around the building was empty, save for one car that Marc assumed belonged to Robert. He slid from his SUV with a sigh and slapped his hat back on his head. The heels of his boots knocked on the concrete steps as he climbed onto the porch. When he pulled on the front door, it opened easily.

      “Robert,” he said to the man pacing in the hall.

      “Sheriff. It’s about time you got here,” the older man chastised.

      “Sorry, Bob. I used the siren and everything,” Marc said, stifling a grin. “Now, where’s the teen you caught?”

      “I tied him up,” Robert said. “I left him in there.” He pointed to the party room. “I wanted him out of my office.”

      Marc nodded. “Okay. I’ll go talk to him.”

      “You do that.” The Executive Director crossed his arms over his chest. “I want to see some action on your part.” The last statement was shouted loudly at Marc.

      Marc’s brow furrowed. “Okay, Robert. Calm down. I said I’d take care of it.” He whirled on his heel and headed toward the closed door of the party room. No light seeped under or around the doors, which was odd. How inconsiderate of Robert to leave this poor kid in the dark.

      As he pulled one of the doors open, bright lights flashed on.

      “Surprise!” a million people yelled.

      Okay, not a million, but it felt like it as Marc stumbled back at the sudden brightness and loud yelling. He blinked and glanced around.

      “Surprise, bro,” Dax said, draping his arm over Marc’s shoulder.

      “Surprise, honey.” His mother brushed a kiss on his cheek. “You’re a tough man to fool,” she said with a laugh.

      Then he was engulfed in a crowd of family and friends, wishing him a happy birthday and laughing about all the false leads they’d thrown his way.

      Tiffany Yeats hugged his neck with a laugh. “You should’ve seen your face this afternoon,” she said. “It was all I could do not to laugh.”

      “Yeah, well, what would you have done if I’d taken you up on your offer?” he asked with a grin.

      “I knew you wouldn’t,” she replied with a shrug. “But if you had, well, we’d be having dinner, I guess.” With another kiss on his cheek, she said, “Better get back to my date before he finds out I asked another man out tonight.”

      Marc was chuckling as she hurried off into the crowd.

      “Happy birthday, handsome,” Angel Winns said as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

      “Thanks, Angel.” He wiggled his way out of her arms. “Save me a dance.” He didn’t want to encourage her, as he’d stopped dating her a little while back, but one dance couldn’t hurt, right?

      For the next couple of hours, drinks flowed freely, and guests ate and danced to the live country band. At close to eleven, he sagged into a chair, having just finished dancing with his mother.

      “Come on, old man,” a gaggle of Montgomery wives said. “Dance with us.”

      Marc’s eyes opened wide. “With all five of you at once?”

      “Sure,” Lydia Montgomery said. “You can handle five women at once, right?”

      Marc grinned. “At one time, maybe.”

      But he allowed himself to be pulled back to the dance floor. The five women danced around him as he moved to the music. Magda Montgomery twirled him around. Porchia Montgomery caught him at the end of the twirl and stood him upright.

      “Whew,” he said to Porchia. “Thanks. I don’t think I’m as young as I used to be.”

      She laughed as Caroline Montgomery moved in to take his hands.

      The music suddenly screeched to a halt. The sound of a hand pounding on the microphone echoed through the hall.

      “Hello? This thing on?”

      The crowd turned toward the stage. A girl, maybe fourteen or fifteen, stood at the mic stand, looking over the crowd. Dressed in cut-off jean shorts, a T-shirt that proclaimed DAD JOKES ARE HUMERUS, and a pair of bright yellow flip-flops, there was something about her face that seemed familiar, but Marc was sure he’d never met this girl.

      Marc started forward. His gut, which was rarely wrong, warned him she was going to be a problem.

      “Hello!” She hit on the mic again. “Can you hear me? Can someone point out a sonofabitch named Marc Singer?”

      Marc frowned. What the heck? He glanced around the room, wondering if someone was playing an extremely poor joke on him.

      Stepping to the edge of the stage, he said, “I’m Marc Singer.”

      The girl spread her arms wide. “Congratulations, Dad. I’m a girl.”
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      Her words confused him. Obviously, she was a girl, but Dad? What the heck was she talking about?

      “Honey?” His mother rested her hand on his shoulder. “Do you know this person?”

      Marc shook his head and stepped closer to the stage. “You want to come down from there and tell me what this is all about?”

      Around him, the room was mostly silent. The other partygoers listened, absorbed in the drama taking place on the stage.

      The girl shook her head. “I think all these people should know what a liar you are.” She aimed her next words toward the party guests. “Did you all know your sheriff has a daughter he doesn’t recognize?” She tapped her chest. “Me.”

      As the girl continued to address the room, one of his part-time deputies, Cash Montgomery, took a position on the left stage wing. Cash’s brother, Travis, took up a position on the right wing. His brother Dax and his parents stepped up alongside Marc in support. The rest of the large Montgomery family moved in close behind Marc.

      Marc frowned and said harshly, “You can come down on your own, or Cash or Travis will escort you down.”

      At Marc’s words, the two Montgomery men moved toward the teen.

      “Geesh, Dad, chill out. I’m coming.” With an exaggerated eye-roll, the girl jumped off the four-foot-high stage and landed in front of him.

      “Who are you?” Marc demanded.

      “Chloe Tate.”

      At Marc’s gesture toward the band, the music resumed.

      Cash lifted his chin to Marc, then turned to the party guests. “Come on, everybody! Let’s dance,” he shouted into the mic before leaping off the stage and pulling his wife onto the dance floor.

      The rest of the Montgomery clan quickly followed suit, leaving Marc, Dax, Dax’s girlfriend, Cori, and his parents standing in a huddle around Chloe.

      “Let’s move over to the side so we can talk,” said Cora, Marc’s mother.

      The group walked across the room away from the loud music and dancers. However, Marc noticed that while moving with the rhythm of the music, most of the dancers’ attention remained on his “daughter drama.”

      “Now, let’s state this again,” Marc said, his voice harsher than typical. “Chloe Tate, you said? Part of the Tate family one county over?”

      She laughed. “Not hardly.” The girl circled her face with her hand. “Don’t I look familiar?”

      Marc studied her. His mother took the girl’s chin between her thumb and finger and turned Chloe’s face side-to-side.

      “You look like your mother,” Cora said. “Do you see the resemblance, Lon?”

      Her husband, Lon Cooper, slowly nodded his head. “Jenny Winslow.”

      Chloe grinned. “Bingo.”

      Marc frowned. “What am I missing?”

      “Honey,” Cora said, “This is Jenny’s daughter.”

      At the mention of Jenny’s name, Marc’s heart skipped a beat. A long time ago, he and Jenny Winslow had married as soon as they’d turned eighteen. That’d been over twenty years ago. The marriage had lasted only four years and had certainly not produced any children. And even if he and Jenny had had a daughter from that marriage…

      He began doing calculations in his head.

      “Hi, Chloe,” Dax said, extending his hand. “How old are you?”

      Thank goodness Dax had asked. Marc’s brain was too overloaded right now to do math gymnastics.

      “Fifteen,” Chloe said.

      “Does your mother know you’re here?” Cora Cooper asked.

      The teen’s face flamed scarlet.

      “I’m going to take that as a no,” Marc replied. “Where’s Jenny?”

      “Amsterdam.”

      “In the Netherlands?!” his mother exclaimed. “How long has she been gone?”

      “Guys, I’m not sure this is the best place to have this discussion,” Dax said. “I suggest we adjourn to Marc’s house.”

      “Agreed.” Marc gestured toward the stage. “How long is the band contracted to play? Would it be rude to leave early from my own surprise party?”

      “Another thirty minutes, but I think everyone would understand,” Dax answered.

      “I’ll say my thanks and goodnights. Then, we can head out.” He looked at the teen girl who’d just thrown a twist into his party. “You.” He pointed at Chloe. “Don’t move.”

      Marc climbed the stairs to the stage, then using Chloe’s example of tapping the microphone, he drew the guests’ attention to him. “Thank you all for coming. It’s been years since I’ve had a surprise birthday party, and you did a great job of fooling me this year.” He pointed at the group and laughed. “Good job fooling this old man, but I’m calling it a night for me and my family. The band will be here another thirty minutes, so stay and eat up all the food. Thanks again. I’ll see you around town.”

      He jumped down and waved as he hurried back to where his family waited. To his surprise, his sister, Samantha, had joined the group.

      “Hey, Sami.” He pulled her in for a hug. “When did you get here?”

      “Happy birthday, bro. Just walked in. Had to work late. Sorry to miss all the excitement.”

      “We’re headed back to the house. You coming?”

      Her wide-eyed gaze shifted to Chloe and back to him. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      Marc turned toward the teen. “How did you get here?”

      “Duh. How do you think? I drove. I sure didn’t walk.”

      Marc wiggled his fingers, palm up. “Hand over the keys. You’re an underage driver, meaning in my county, you’re too young to drive.”

      Chloe sighed dramatically but pulled a key fob from her front pocket. “I can follow you.”

      He shook his head. “No, ma’am. You’re riding with me. Cori? You’re in Dax’s truck, right? Will you bring Chloe’s car to my house?”

      “Sure,” she said and held out her hand. “I’m a very safe driver,” she said to the teen. “I promise.”

      Marc shook his head. “Wait, that reminds me. Where are your vehicles? The lot was empty.”

      “Everyone parked at Leo’s or on the street close to there,” Dax said. “There was a bus that dropped everyone off.” He looked at his girlfriend. “But by now, it should’ve started taking folks back to their cars, right?”

      Cori nodded. “Yes. It started return runs about an hour ago.”

      “Great. Let’s move this party to my house. Chloe? The keys?” Marc arched a brow at her.

      Chloe handed over the key fob. “She’s new. Don’t scratch her.”

      Cori smiled as she dragged her hand across her chest in an X. “I swear.”

      For the first time, Marc saw the teen smile.

      “I’ll drive Mom and Lon back to Leo’s in my truck,” Marc said. “Cori, can you take Dax to his truck?” He frowned. “Did you leave your car at Leo’s too?” he asked Sami.

      She shook her head. “I was so late, I just parked outside. I can drive the folks.”

      “I’ll do it” Marc insisted. “Can you go to my house and unlock the doors? And put your dog in the backyard?”

      She saluted. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      Twenty minutes later, Marc pulled into his drive and parked behind Sami’s truck. A new Bronco with Michigan tags was parked on the curb. His mom and Lon pulled behind that SUV and parked. Dax was parking across the street when Marc exited his vehicle.

      “Where does Jenny think you are right now?” Marc asked Chloe as they walked toward his house.

      “At a friend’s house.”

      “I have so many questions.”

      She nodded. “I understand because I do too—how did you not know Mom was pregnant?”

      Marc’s answer was a sigh.

      His family gathered in the living room. Extra chairs dragged from the kitchen gave everyone somewhere to sit. Chloe sat in one of those chairs, her long, curly, auburn hair hanging around her face.

      “I think before we do anything else, we need to call Jenny and tell her you’re here,” Marc said. He glanced at his phone. “What’s the time difference between Texas and Amsterdam? Anyone know?”

      “Seven hours,” Chloe said. “The Netherlands is seven hours ahead of central time.”

      “Great. It’s after seven-thirty in the morning. I’m sure she’s awake. I need her phone number, Chloe.” When the teen hesitated, he said, “Procrastination will not make this go away. I’m going to call her, even if my mom has to call your grandparents to get the number.”

      His mom held up her phone. “It’s kind of late to call Adele in Maine, but I will.”

      “Mom and your grandmother have been friends for years. She will call her,” Marc warned.

      “Fine,” Chloe snapped. She passed over her phone and crossed her arms.

      He found the number in her directory under “Mom.” After copying the number into his phone, he pressed send, his heart racing. He hadn’t spoken to his ex-wife in sixteen years.

      “By the way,” Chloe said. “She goes by Jennifer now.”

      Marc nodded as a female voice answered, “Hello?”

      Yeah, it’d been over a decade, but he’d know that voice anywhere.

      “Jenny. It’s Marc. Marc Singer.”

      Her soft chuckle filled his ear. “Yes, Marc. I remember your last name. I did use it for a while. After so many years of no contact, this call has me alarmed and curious. It’s after midnight back there, isn’t it?”

      “It’s late.” He felt his family’s heavy stares. “Hold on. I’m moving to where we can talk privately.”

      Sami booed and hissed as he carried his phone to his kitchen. He grinned at his sister as he left the room.

      “Okay, I’m back. So, Jenny, Chloe tells me you go by Jennifer now.”

      She quietly gasped. “Excuse me,” she said as an aside to someone else. “I need to take this call.”

      Marc heard people in the background. Then a door closed and the background noise vanished.

      “Yes, Marc,” she said with a terse tone. “I use Jennifer now. How did you meet my daughter?”

      “Well, funny story. She crashed my birthday party tonight and announced to my friends and family that she was my daughter. Is there something you need to tell me?”

      “Chloe’s in Maine? With my parents?”

      “Nope. In Texas.”

      “Texas! Are you serious?” Jenny went silent and then, with a long sigh, asked, “How did she get to Texas? If you tell me she drove a new Bronco there, she is so grounded.”

      “Well then, she’s grounded because a new baby-blue Bronco is parked at my house, but you’re ignoring her claim that I’m her father. Jenny, is she mine?”

      “No. Of course not. I was married to David Tate when she was born.”

      “Then why is she here telling me—and my family, I might add—that she’s my daughter?”

      Jenny sighed. “I’m sorry she bothered you, Marc. She’s been stressed out lately with school and all the traveling for my job. I’ll get a flight out of Amsterdam as soon as I can and come get her. Where in Texas are you living?”

      “Whispering Springs, near Dallas. You can fly into DFW. What about her father…David? Can’t he come get her?”

      “He died when Chloe was ten, so it’s just me and her. I’m sorry. I hate to ask this, but is there someone she can stay with until I get there?”

      “She can stay here, and before you freak out, Sami’s here, as are my mom and Lon, so she’ll be properly chaperoned.”

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I get a flight booked. Is this your cell number?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      He clicked off and walked back into the living room in time to hear his brother ask, “So, you’re pretty smart?”

      Chloe nodded. “I am. Mom says I got all the smart genes.”

      Sami frowned. “And you’re in college at fifteen?”

      With a laugh, the teen said, “Yeah. Technically, I finished all my high school requirements years ago. Mom won’t let me go to Harvard until I’m seventeen, so I finished a college degree at a local university. Right now, I’m taking graduate-level classes online.”

      Marc retook his chair. “Chloe, I talked to your mom.”

      “Bet she was pissed off. Did she go ballistic on the phone?”

      “Pissed, yes, but she didn’t blow up too badly.” He sighed and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Here’s the thing. She said you aren’t my daughter. Your father was David Tate, who passed away years ago, so I’m confused. Why are you here telling these lies?”

      “It’s not a lie,” she protested. “I have proof.”

      “Chloe, your mom and I were divorced before…well…”

      “I was conceived,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I know all about sex and how babies are made.” She waved her hand as though shooing away the idea. “Doesn’t matter if you weren’t married then. That doesn’t make you any less my bio dad.” Chloe’s voice rose higher and louder with her protests.

      “Everyone’s tired,” his mother said. “Nothing is going to change overnight. Why don’t we all get some rest and we can talk about this in the morning?”

      Marc had questions—lots of questions—but it was almost one in the morning. The drive from Michigan had to be exhausting. Chloe had yawned a few times on the drive to his house. Right now, her shoulders were slumped, suggesting to him that she was tired. He knew he certainly was. Maybe his mother was right about letting this rest until morning. Whatever this proof was Chloe claimed to have wouldn’t disappear overnight.

      “Sami, can you put fresh sheets on your bed and let Chloe have your room? You can take the couch in my office. Dax, can you give Mom and Lon your room? Maybe Cori can put you up for the night.”

      Dax grinned at his brother while wrapping his arm around Cori’s shoulders. “I think we can make that happen.”

      His mother stood. “I’ll help with those sheets, Samantha. Show me where the linens are kept.”

      “I can help, too.” Chloe stood. “Just point the way.”

      “I think Cori and I will head out,” Dax said. “But we’ll be back tomorrow, right, babe? I want to hear the rest of the story. Is Jenny coming to town too?”

      “She’s getting a flight out of the Netherlands as soon as she can, but I don’t think she’ll be here today. Sunday is my guess.”

      Dax studied Marc. “Is it going to be weird to see her after so many years?”

      Marc shrugged. “Naw. It’ll be fine.”

      However, his words didn’t match the waves of nervous anxiety rolling through his gut. They’d been so in love on the day they’d married. But Jenn had a brilliant mind and was much too smart for him. She’d taken college courses while she’d been in high school. As soon as they’d graduated, she’d started college. She’d had enough credits to start as a sophomore.

      Not him. He’d gotten a minimum-wage job. That was all he’d been qualified to do with a high school diploma.

      With some financial support from her parents, and a few scholarships and grants, their financial situation had still forced Jenn to hold down a job while putting herself through college. He’d never believed he had the potential for college, and it had become crystal clear to him that he was the anchor holding his wife back from fulfilling her potential.

      “Dax and I will be back tomorrow, or rather later today. Let me know what I can do to help.” Dax’s girlfriend, Cora Bell Lambert, PhD, had an active child psychology practice. She was the ideal person to help Chloe come to terms with Marc not being her biological father.

      “So, dinner at your house tomorrow is out?” Marc asked Cori with a grin.

      “Not necessarily. Let’s see how things go around here in the morning.” She kissed Marc’s cheek. “It’ll all work out. Don’t worry.”

      “I know.” He looked at his brother. “She’s a keeper.”

      Dax’s arm tightened around Cori. “I know, bro.”

      Cori shook her head with a chuckle. “He is too, Marc.”

      “We’re all set,” his mother announced. “Come on, Lon. You look like you’re asleep.”

      “Not as young as I once was,” Marc’s stepfather said, rising to stand. “We’ll see you guys in the morning.”

      “Where’s Chloe?” Marc asked his sister.

      “Bathroom. I told her I’d help bring in her suitcase from the car as soon as she’s out. You know, Marc, I can go back to my apartment in Dallas tonight. I don’t have to stay here.”

      His sister, Sami, had recently been hired by the Whispering Springs Police Department. As part of her training, she was living in a temporary Dallas apartment and attending the police academy. Having been an MP in the Army, her physical condition was already at the top of the class. She was primarily focused on gaining an understanding of the Texas laws she’d be enforcing.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d feel better with you in the house. I want Chloe to feel comfortable, and even with Mom and Lon staying, I think it would be beneficial if you were also here.”

      She snickered. “Worried about appearances, Sheriff?”

      “Elections are in the fall. I don’t want to have to defend having an underage, unrelated teen girl sleeping at my house.”

      “I’m here,” Chloe said, entering the room.

      “Come on then,” Sami said as she started toward the front door. “I can’t wait to see the inside of your car. Looks new. Is it?” His sister was still talking as they walked out the door to the Bronco.

      Marc scrubbed his hand down his face. Happy birthday to me.
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      Sleep did not come easily for Sheriff Singer that night. When he could sleep, his dreams were filled with his ex-wife. He relived their lives together, their long nights of hot sex, their loud and vicious fights followed, by days of her silent treatment. With maturity, he could see all the ways he’d been wrong…and right. While he’d never have admitted it back then, her brain had intimidated him, and he’d truly believed he was holding her back from her full potential.

      Rolling over, he stared at the ceiling and thought about the teen sleeping in his guest room. It was true that he and Jenn had been divorced during the time Chloe would have been conceived. However, it was also true that there had been that one-night stand the day their divorce had been finalized. Their way of saying goodbye, or that’s what they’d assured each other. He’d boarded the next plane out of the country with the Army, something that’d been a huge point of contention with her. She’d told him she would not be a grieving military wife left at home. Since their celebratory night, they’d not said another word to each other for sixteen years.

      Neither of them had attended their tenth high school reunion. He’d assumed that, like him, she hadn’t wanted to answer questions about the failure of their marriage or why the golden couple from the class had split.

      That didn’t mean he never thought of her. He did.

      That didn’t mean she didn’t infiltrate his dreams at night when he let his guard down. She did.

      That also didn’t mean he wasn’t still pissed off at himself for all the mistakes he’d made with her.

      The sweet aroma of coffee made his brain disengage from dragging old memories to the surface. He glanced at the clock. Six a.m. He hadn’t slept this late in years. He stretched, and the previous evening slammed into his consciousness. For a second, he wondered if it had all been a dream, but no. Jenny Winslow’s daughter really had shown up in Whispering Springs, claiming he was her bio dad.

      And then there was actually hearing Jenny’s voice again. It’d been the same, but not. There was a mature, sexy, confident quality that hadn’t been there in her twenties.

      Coffee. He needed a jolt of caffeine. He wasn’t expected at the station today, but his showing up every day was more the norm than not. He should probably let the weekend staff know not to expect him. For the first time in forever, his personal life took precedence over work.

      After stuffing himself into jeans, a T-shirt, and a pair of joggers, he followed the coffee aroma to his kitchen. His mom and sister occupied chairs at the table, each cradling a cup of coffee between their hands.

      “Where’s Lon?” Marc pulled down a mug from the cabinet and poured himself a large black coffee. “He still asleep?”

      “He and Chloe have gone to get donuts. He met Porchia last night, and she told him she’d save a dozen of her best pastries for him this morning,” Cora replied. “You know Lon. Someone could lure him into a paneled van with the offer of fresh pastries.”

      Sami laughed. “Dad has always had such a sweet tooth.”

      “Speaking of Chloe, how did she seem this morning?” Marc took a sip of the hot brew.

      His mother shrugged. “Good, I think, didn’t you, Sami?”

      With a nod, Sami said, “Yeah. Dreading seeing her mother, I think.” She glanced over at Cora. “I know I would.”

      Cora chuckled. “If you’d pulled a stunt like this, you wouldn’t have been able to sit down for a week.”

      Sami grinned. “No doubt.”

      Marc pulled out a chair and sat. “Everybody sleep okay? Sami? Personally, I think that couch sleeps better than a bed.”

      She swallowed the coffee in her mouth. “Yep. Slept like a log. But I swear I could hear Dad snoring.” She looked at her mother with an arched eyebrow.

      “You probably did. He was exhausted.”

      “Did Chloe add any more to her story this morning?”

      Both women shook their heads.

      “Not to me,” Sami said.

      “Nor me,” his mom added. “Maybe Lon can get more out of her while they’re gone. How was talking to Jenn again? Been
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