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			CHAPTER 1

			Well, this was awkward. In my head, I could hear my grandmother, Birdie, yelling, “Devereaux Ann Sinclair, what have you gotten yourself into this time?” Ann wasn’t my real middle name, but little details like that never stood in Gran’s way when she was truly ticked off at me.

			I slid a cautious glance to my left. My shop, Devereaux’s Dime Store and Gift Baskets, boasted three soda-fountain stools, and two of them were occupied by men who had recently kissed me silly. In the antique Bradley & Hubbard cast-iron mirror hanging behind the counter, I could see them sitting shoulder to shoulder, glaring at each other. The gilt cherub on top of the glass smirked back at them.

			Being the coward that I am, I ignored the two rivals for my affection and forced my poor weekend clerk, Xylia Locke, to deal with them while I stayed firmly behind my beloved 1920s brass cash register, ringing up the purchases of the last few, lingering customers. As I bagged Mr. Williams’s Lucky Tiger liquid cream shave, I wondered what my straightlaced employee thought of the two smoldering men in front of her, or, for that matter, what her opinion was of my less than orderly life. Xylia was majoring in business administration at the local junior college, and she hated it when life—especially the emotional part—got muddled, chaotic, or messy.

			Xylia liked her world to be neat and tidy. She was a woman who never appeared in public in anything but perfectly tailored slacks and sweater sets in muted colors. In fact, when I had first hired her, she’d offered to take a pay cut in exchange for not having to wear a sweatshirt with the store logo embroidered on the front. I’d been a little insulted that she didn’t want to have my name across her chest, but I’d swallowed my pride and agreed to her proposal.

			Even the small amount of money I saved on her salary was a godsend to my cash-starved bottom line. Because while quitting my consulting job at Stramp Investments and buying the dime store had reduced my round-trip commute from two hours to fifteen minutes, and cut the time I spent at work almost in half, it had also shrunk my income from six figures to nearly poverty level. So even if it bruised my ego a bit that Xylia didn’t like my sweatshirt design, any way that I could keep my books in the black was okay with me.

			The change in career path, aspirations, and lifestyle had all been worth it, because it had enabled me to spend extra time with my grandmother. When Birdie’s doctor had informed me that Gran needed me to be around more due to her memory issues, I knew it was my turn to help her. How could I do anything less, since she had been the one who had taken me in and loved me when I had nowhere else to go and no one else who cared?

			I had just turned sixteen when my father went to prison for manslaughter and possession of a controlled substance. My mother, unable to handle the shame, loss of income, and reduced social status, had dropped me on my grandmother’s front porch with a fifty-dollar bill and a couple of suitcases containing all that was left of my previous life. Having disposed of her burden, Mom then headed to California to start over, leaving my grandmother and me to face the town’s condemnation by ourselves.

			“Ms. Sinclair?” Xylia slipped from behind the soda fountain and scurried over to me as I flicked off the neon OPEN sign. It was Friday and we closed at six o’clock.

			“Yes?” I had given up trying to persuade her to call me Dev or even Devereaux. She claimed it didn’t show the degree of respect an employee should have for her superior. Sometimes I wondered what century Xylia thought we were living in. While I loved vintage collectibles and antiques, I had no desire to bring back the formal manners and rigid customs of days gone by.

			“What about them?” Xylia glanced uneasily between the men and the locked door. “Are they staying?”

			“Apparently.” They obviously had no intention of budging from their perches. Having swiveled around to face the store, they had crossed their arms in identical gestures of stubborn defiance, and were now glaring alternately at me and at each other. Their silence was unnerving, and if looks could kill, both guys would be dead and I’d be fatally wounded.

			“But we have to get ready for the book club.” Xylia fingered the tiny heart-shaped birthmark on her cheek, something she did only in times of extreme stress. “They aren’t members.”

			“It’ll be fine.” Throughout Xylia’s shift, I’d noticed that she had been even more tightly wound than usual. Now I realized that she must be nervous about hosting her club’s meeting. It had been her idea to have it at the dime store, and she probably felt responsible for the event’s outcome.

			“We won’t have enough chairs.” Her voice rose. “Mr. Quistgaard was very specific in his requirements. He’ll leave if anyone is standing. Everything will be ruined.”

			“We’ll work it out,” I assured her. “Do you know Mr. Quistgaard?” Seating for everyone seemed an odd condition for an author to have, especially one who wasn’t a big name. If J. K. Rowling or Nora Roberts wanted everyone sitting, you’d damn well better have everyone off their feet, but Lance Quistgaard? Not so much. “Did you select his book for your club?”

			“Our president, Mrs. Zeigler, engages all our speakers.” Xylia backed away from me, bumping into the APRIL SHOWERS BRINGS MAY FLOWERS display. “Usually through their Web sites.”

			“I see.” I bent to replace an overturned red clay pot on a bag of mulch.

			“Let me do that.” Xylia nudged me out of the way and moved the small Victorian iron patio table a fraction of an inch to the left, then straightened the two matching chairs. “I’ve been meaning to fix this all afternoon.” She adjusted the shepherd’s hook plant hanger holding a basket of yellow and purple pansies a smidgen to the right.

			Did I mention that my clerk was a little OCD?

			As I leaned against the gas grill that the hardware store had loaned me for my display, I said, “Did you enjoy this month’s book?”

			“Uh.” Xylia bit her lip. “I’m sure I will once I understand the poems better.”

			One of the men at the soda fountain cleared his throat, and Xylia flinched at the sound. She grimaced, then put her hand on my arm and pleaded, “Do something before they spoil the whole evening.”

			“Don’t worry.” I turned away so she couldn’t see me roll my eyes. “They’ll be gone before the author arrives.” I was fairly certain neither of the men currently scrutinizing me was interested in attending a poetry reading.

			“But wh—”

			“I’ll handle it.” I cut her off before she could hyperventilate. “My Supergirl cape is at the dry cleaner, so you’ll just have to take my word for it, but I promise they’ll leave before you’re finished setting up.”

			Xylia opened her mouth to protest, but closed it when I frowned and ordered, “Go start getting the crafting alcove ready for your group.”

			With one last worried peek over her shoulder, Xylia headed toward the back room, where the folding tables and chairs were stored.

			The minute she was out of sight, both men shot off their seats and stomped toward me. Taking a deep breath, I focused on the one who, by elbowing his competition, then cutting his opponent off at the pass, got to me first. Tall, dark, and devastating, Deputy U.S. Marshal Jake Del Vecchio had blown back into town an hour ago, plainly expecting us to pick up where we had left off, and just as plainly unhappy to find another guy warming his stool at my soda fountain.

			I had met Jake when he was recuperating from a line-of-duty injury at his granduncle’s ranch. He had helped me clear my name when I was accused of murdering my old boyfriend’s fiancée. Then a month ago, after being declared fit for duty, he’d returned to St. Louis, and except for a brief visit and make-out session a few weeks ago, that was the last I’d seen of him.

			Now, as he cupped my cheek, his words sent a sizzle down my spine. “I’ve been dreaming about doing this the entire time I was gone.”

			He leaned in for a kiss, but with his mouth inches from mine, I stepped back, and his hand dropped to his side. It had been hard to pull away. The electricity between us was enough to light up most of North America. But I knew that if I let our lips touch, I’d lose all my willpower to resist, and I couldn’t allow that to happen.

			In the meantime, the guy who had been sitting next to Jake had reached my side. Sleek, elegant, and aristocratic, Dr. Noah Underwood had been my high school boyfriend. Because both our mothers were pregnant at the same time, we claimed to have known each other since the womb. The Underwoods and the Sinclairs were two of the five founding families of Shadow Bend, Missouri, our hometown, which meant that while growing up we were constantly thrown together at parties, charity events, and community functions. So when Noah and I hit adolescence, it had seemed inevitable that we would become sweethearts.

			For a while, we were inseparable. During that time, Noah was the most important person in my life, and I thought I was the most important one in his. Sadly, I’d been mistaken. When we started dating, the Sinclairs and the Underwoods were social equals. But after my father’s disgrace, the Sinclairs became the town pariahs and Noah dropped me like a lit match, before his reputation could go up in the same flames that had consumed my family’s good name.

			According to Noah, he’d had a noble reason for breaking off with me. However, even though he’d proven there was still a spark between us, I wasn’t sure I believed his version of past events. And I definitely didn’t trust that he wouldn’t dump me or betray me again if a similar situation were to occur.

			Moving with an inherent grace, Noah put both hands on my shoulders and spun me so that I was facing him. That I now had my back to Jake was probably just a bonus. Once Noah was sure he had my attention—he was a methodical kind of guy—he put his lips to my ear and whispered, “Get rid of Deputy Dawg. I’ve got a surprise planned for you.”

			“What?” His warm breath tickling my neck sent a bibbidi-bobbidi-boo message to my girl parts. Both of these guys could melt my panties right off my hips. “Were we supposed to get together tonight?” I knew we didn’t have plans because that wasn’t something I would have forgotten, but I wanted to hear his explanation.

			“No.” Noah’s head dipped closer. “I thought it would be fun to be spontaneous.”

			“Possibly.” I finally got control of myself and leaned away from him. “Except I have a club meeting here at seven, and Gran is expecting me home after that.”

			“Take your hands off her, Frat Boy.” Jake muscled his way in between us.

			I moved so that I was facing both guys, but when they crowded forward, I realized that I had let them corner me. My back was against solid shelves, so I couldn’t retreat, and the men had cut off any possible forward escape route.

			“Hold it, fellas.” I crossed my arms. “Let’s maintain a little personal space here, shall we?”

			Jake cocked a dark brow and gave me a badass grin but he didn’t budge, and Noah, despite looking a little sheepish, didn’t give an inch, either. Frustrated, I put a hand on each of their chests and shoved. Even though Jake was brawnier, Noah had a lean strength, so it was like pushing against twin statues.

			Lowering my gaze to their crotches, I threatened, “Don’t make me go for the family jewels.”

			Jake raised his hands. “Fine.” He tipped his head toward Noah. “But are you really dating this bozo?”

			Noah narrowed his slate gray eyes, shouldered his way in front of Jake, and said to me, “After not hearing from this jerk for weeks, you’re not thinking of seeing him again, are you?”

			Well, hell! This was truly a hot mess. I so didn’t want to have this conversation with either of them right this minute. Mostly because I had no idea what to say. Both men were gorgeous in utterly different ways. Mysterious versus familiar. Strikingly masculine versus classically handsome. A German shepherd versus a Russian wolfhound.

			However, both had significant drawbacks as well. While the sexual chemistry between Jake and me was off the charts, he lived in St. Louis, a good five hours away. There was also the troublesome detail that he worked closely—very closely—with his ex-wife, who happened to be his team leader and thus his boss. In fact, his most recent assignment had required that they pretend to be boyfriend and girlfriend.

			So, Noah had the advantage of availability, but I had a painful history with him. Jake had a clean slate, but complications.

			Neither guy was a sure thing, nor was either one an obvious choice. With all that in mind, as well as the knowledge of my many previous romantic missteps, I figured that dating either man would probably be a lesson in candy-coated misery.

			What I should do was convince them that we could all be friends and keep both relationships platonic. Of course, I rarely did what I should. Still, I had to do something before they killed each other or shed someone else’s blood, namely mine. I’d detested being a suspect in a murder case, but I was pretty damn sure I’d hate being a victim even more.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			It had taken all my schmoozing skills to persuade Jake and Noah to leave without me. In the end, I’d had to promise to go out with each guy alone. Jake had insisted on Saturday night, and Noah had settled for Sunday afternoon. To be honest, I was curious as to why they’d both turned up at the dime store within minutes of each other, since I hadn’t had a date with either one of them, and I figured it would be easier to get the truth if I talked to them separately.

			Now, as I greeted the members of the Stepping Out Book Club, I put my man problems aside and concentrated on charming the attendees. They were all commenting on how nice the weather was for early May, and I agreed, subtly pointing out my gardening display as they passed.

			This was the first time they had met in my store, and I hoped the group would decide to use my place on a regular basis. When Xylia had approached me about having their meeting at the dime store, I was a little hesitant. I loved hosting the various craft groups, but most of them met during the day, and I didn’t want another evening commitment that would mean spending more time away from Gran. I couldn’t afford to hire extra help, so if the store was open, I had to be there.

			However, after Xylia had outlined the arguments in favor
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			CHAPTER 1

			The Shadow Bend, Missouri, city council meeting didn’t typically draw much of a crowd. Generally, fewer than a dozen of the community’s four thousand twenty-eight citizens showed up, but tonight the residents had turned out in droves.

			I wasn’t sure what had sparked more interest—the application to turn a historic hotel on the village square into a rooming house or the UFO sightings east of town. But I was willing to bet the deed to my shop, Devereaux’s Dime Store and Gift Baskets, that the majority of the folks hadn’t come to discuss the same agenda item I was there to support.

			Actually, support was too strong a word. I was present only because Boone St. Onge, one of my best friends, had nagged me into attending. Normally, I would have refused to squander what might be one of the last perfect summer evenings listening to Mayor Geoffrey Eggers drone on and on about rooming houses bringing down the tone and ambience of Shadow Bend, but Boone had been hard to refuse.

			At some point, his ninety-seven text messages, phone calls, and Facebook posts had gotten to me and I’d given in to his relentless campaign. Our other BFF, Poppy Kincaid, was made of sterner stuff.

			Certainly, Poppy had a better excuse than mine—business rather than pleasure. My dime store closed at six on Tuesday nights, but her nightclub, Gossip Central, was open until two in the morning. I wasn’t buying it, though. She could have left her bartender in charge of the place. Instead, she claimed that the local motorcycle club’s monthly get-together required her personal touch.

			Translation: She was afraid if she wasn’t there to sweet-talk them, the bikers would tear the joint apart. And the last thing she wanted was to have the cops called in to break up a fight. Poppy’s watering hole had originally been a quarter mile outside the city limits, thus in the county sheriff’s jurisdiction. But now, because of some recent restructuring of law enforcement districts, Gossip Central was in her police chief father’s territory.

			Since the change, Poppy had been extra careful to keep things calm in her club. No grown woman wants her daddy coming around to save her, especially a bad girl who wasn’t on speaking terms with her father.

			Which left me sitting between my friend Ronni, aka Veronica Ksiazak, and a stranger. Ronni owned the local bed-and-breakfast, and for the last ten minutes, she’d been hunched over, listening intently to the mayor’s long, boring monologue. I wondered if she was concerned that if the city council refused the rooming-house permit, they might decide to rezone and disallow her B & B as well.

			I’d tried to chat with the odd-looking guy next to me, but he didn’t seem to have much of a sense of humor. After a couple of icy glares and his aloof silence, I reluctantly restrained myself from voicing any more of the many snarky comments running through my head about Hizzoner.

			I would have preferred to sit as far in the back as possible—the better to sneak out after Boone’s pet project was discussed. But because I had no idea this meeting would be so doggone popular, I had arrived only a few minutes before its scheduled start and had been lucky that Ronni had saved the chair beside her for me. Too bad it was so close to the front that I could count the nose hairs sticking out of the mayor’s beaklike schnozzle.

			I was nearly dozing off as Eggers droned on and on about the types of indigent people a rooming house would attract, when Ronni leaned over and whispered, “Dev, what do you think about an SRO moving into the old Desoto Hotel?”

			The Desoto had opened in 1850, and for the next hundred years, it had been the town’s social center. Supposedly, the hotel had thrown a party when Robert E. Lee had visited Shadow Bend. And during the War for Southern Independence, it had housed Confederate troops in its fifty-five rooms. But the place had run into hard times during the nineteen eighties and had been sitting empty for the past thirty years.

			“I think Hizzoner has something up his sleeve. Something that will put money into his pockets.” I raised an eyebrow. “Politics might be the second oldest profession, but it bears an extremely close similarity to the first.”

			“You are such a cynic.” Ronni snickered.

			“That’s not true.” I lifted one shoulder. “I’m just an optimist with years of experience.”

			Ronni giggled, then said, “The Desoto is pretty close to your store, right?”

			“Yep. It’s two doors down.” Actually, I had been thinking about that. “While I’m sympathetic toward the economically disadvantaged folks who often live in boarding houses, I’m concerned that their presence might drive away my regular clientele.”

			My shop ran on a very thin profit margin and I couldn’t afford to lose any customers. When I had quit my consulting job at Stramp Investments and bought the dime store, I had reduced my round-trip commute from two hours to fifteen minutes and cut the time I spent at work almost in half. Too bad I had also shrunk my income from six figures to near poverty level. Which meant that no matter what, I had to keep my books in the black.

			My altered lifestyle had been worth it because by making the change I’d been able to spend extra time with my grandmother Birdie Sinclair. Eighteen months ago, her doctor had informed me that Birdie needed me to be around more due to her memory issues; and knowing that it was my turn to help her, I had immediately begun to search for other ways to make a living. How could I do anything less when she had taken me in and loved me when I had nowhere else to go and no one else who cared?

			When I was sixteen, my mother had dropped me on my grandmother’s front porch with fifty dollars in my pocket and two suitcases containing all that remained of my previous life. My father had just been sent to prison, and Mom had been unable to handle the shame, loss of income, and reduced social status resulting from her husband’s conviction. Having disposed of her burden, she’d headed to California to start over, leaving my grandmother and me to face the town’s censure by ourselves. In the thirteen years she’d been gone, I’d heard from her less than a dozen times.

			Ronni’s elbow in my side brought me back from the past, and as I jerked my head toward her, I heard someone drawl, “As I live and breathe. Devereaux Sinclair. What are you doing here? You’ve never given any previous indication of being civic-minded.”

			“Wasting my time,” I grumbled, glancing past Ronni to see Nadine Underwood sweep by me, trailed by Mr. Eye Candy, aka her health aide.

			Up until a few months ago, Nadine had been a thirty-five-year member of the city council. However, because of a mysterious illness that none of her physicians could diagnose, she’d withdrawn, and her son, Dr. Noah Underwood, had been appointed in her place.

			Nadine had never been one of my biggest fans, and now that I was dating Noah, she really had it in for me. In her view, I was not daughter-in-law material. I wasn’t sure who was, but I suspected it was a mini-me version of Nadine. Someone who would step into her Prada shoes as belle of the country club set and president of the Confederate Daughters of Missouri. Someone she could bully.

			Back when Noah and I had gone steady in high school, Nadine had manipulated him into dumping me, but Noah claimed to have learned his lesson. When we had started seeing each other again, he’d warned his mother to back off. He thought she had acquiesced, but I knew better.

			Although there wasn’t anything in particular I could point to, my guess was that Nadine had seen her son’s words as a challenge and had taken her crusade to get rid of me and to destroy my family underground. Noah’s mother had never been one to surrender that easily. After all, she still thought the South would rise again.

			As I watched Nadine and Mr. Eye Candy take the reserved seats in the front row, Ronni narrowed her blue-gray eyes and muttered under her breath, “I wonder what Nadine’s scheming about this time.”

			I smiled. Ronni may have moved to Shadow Bend only a year ago, but she’d learned quickly that Noah’s mother always had an angle.

			“I doubt Nadine is in favor of allowing a place that would attract the underprivileged and homeless to Shadow Bend’s village square.” I kept an eye on Noah’s mother as she settled in, placing her Louis Vuitton satchel on her lap and nodding regally to those around her. “So I’m guessing she’s here to make sure the city council votes against the rooming house.”

			Ronni grunted her agreement, and I realized that Nadine and I were on the same side on that issue. Feeling an unpleasant twinge, I wondered if I should reconsider my position on the matter.

			No! As uncomfortable as it was to think that Noah’s mother and I had anything in common, my family’s livelihood was on the line. Without my income, Gran would experience financial hardship. And if my store went under, Dad would be unemployed.

			A few months ago, after the truth had finally been discovered about my father’s innocence and he’d gotten out of prison, he’d come to work for me at the dime store. And let’s face it: Ex-cons didn’t have a lot of employment opportunities, so finding another job would be tough.

			As Mayor Eggers finally started running out of steam, I saw Boone and Noah put their heads together for a whispered conversation. It surprised me that their tête-à-tête seemed so amiable. The rivalry between the two men was legendary and had started back when Noah was elected class president in sixth grade.

			The bitterness had continued throughout high school and into their adult lives. During the years Noah and I were dating, he and Boone had pretended to get along. But the minute Noah betrayed me, Boone’s true feelings reemerged. And from then on, he’d never bothered to hide his contempt for the good doctor.

			Now that Noah and I had reconciled and were going out again, I knew that both he and Boone were trying for a détente in their hostilities, but I was suspicious about their new friendliness. Did it have anything to do with a certain ex–U.S. Marshal named Jake Del Vecchio, the other man I was seeing? Or the woman he had brought back to Shadow Bend after his last case?

			Both Boone and Poppy believed that I was crazy to tolerate Jake’s ex-wife, Meg, living with him and his uncle Tony on the Del Vecchio ranch. Privately, I thought I was a little deranged, too, but it was hard to fault Jake for rescuing Meg from a psychiatric facility. She was nearly catatonic, and had been that way since being kidnapped by a serial killer. She had been held captive by the psycho for months, and he had threatened to carve her into a human statue.

			According to Jake, Meg had no family and few friends. Her doctors had said that there was nothing physically wrong with her, but she needed rest and time to recover emotionally from the trauma. If Jake hadn’t brought her to the ranch with him, she would have had to go into a nursing home, where, with no one to make sure the staff was treating her okay, she would have been at the mercy of strangers.

			The irony didn’t escape me that while I had convinced Noah and Jake to tolerate me dating both of them, Jake was now living with his ex-wife. I hated irony.

			Having learned early not to put the key to my happiness in someone else’s pocket, I pushed aside my messed-up love life and refocused on Boone and Noah. Both men were now looking at me. What were they up to?

			I sure wished Poppy were here. Few secrets ever remained hidden from her. Considering that her club was the most popular watering hole in the area, she was up on all the gossip. And if that didn’t work, she had listening devices concealed by nearly every table.

			Poppy liked to be aware of what was being discussed in her bar. She never shared the information with anyone except occasionally Boone and me, but she enjoyed the power of knowing facts others didn’t. She had serious control issues—a gift from her father. Chief Kincaid made a drill sergeant seem like a laid-back surfer dude.

			Digging my cell from my purse, I sent Poppy a quick text. She was probably too busy making sure the Brothers of Revolution didn’t turn her tables into kindling or send one another to the emergency room to answer, but I was bored, so it was worth a shot.

			While I had my phone out, I noticed a message that I’d missed from Jake. After I was finished with the meeting, he was supposed to come over to my house for pizza and a movie, but he was canceling. Meg was having some sort of crisis and he couldn’t leave her alone.

			Looking heavenward, I muttered, “Lord, give me patience.”

			I would have prayed for strength, but then I’d have to ask God for bail money, too, because I was beginning to wonder if Meg was less incapacitated than she was pretending to be. And if she was faking, I might not be able to control my impulse to slap her silly.

			Maybe I was being unreasonable, but Meg seemed to have an emergency whenever Jake and I had a date planned. Was it possible she was trying to break us up and get her ex-husband back into her clutches? And if so, other than challenge her to a duel, what could I do about it?

		

	
		
		CHAPTER 2

			Mentally slapping myself for my paranoia, I quickly texted Jake that I understood, then vowed not to think about him or his ex-wife any more tonight. Instead, I would pay attention to the meeting and support my friend Boone’s cause, whatever it turned out to be.

			Boone had been secretive about the matter, and the agenda item had read “philanthropic donation to the town,” so I had no idea what I was there to back. At least it looked as if Boone and Noah were on the same side, which made things a lot easier for me. I hated it when I had to choose between them.

			The mayor finally shut up and allowed the guy trying to open the rooming house to have his say. When the man finished, the mayor asked for questions from the audience. Those who raised their hands mentioned lack of parking and the probability of increased criminal activity as reasons not to change the zoning.

			There was a long pause, and when no one stood to speak, I thought the city council would vote. But before the mayor could call the question, Harlee Ames rose to her feet. I found Harlee refreshingly levelheaded and was interested to hear her views on the rooming-house issue.

			She had recently retired from the armed services, moved back to Shadow Bend, and opened Forever Used, an upscale consignment shop. We’d gotten off to a rocky start during the July Fourth cupcake contest weekend, but once she’d come clean about her past and cleared up my suspicions, we’d become friends.

			Like Devereaux’s Dime Store, Forever Used was located on the town square and might suffer a loss of customers if the tenor of the quaint downtown area changed. Her business was especially vulnerable since it catered to a more affluent clientele than mine.

			Harlee slowly scanned the city council members, then cleared her throat and said, “My concern is that people who end up in rooming houses are usually low-income folks. Often they depend on public assistance. Because they lack resources, they frequently have difficulty taking care of themselves. They run out of food and other essentials, and this hinders their ability to function in general.”

			The man proposing the boarding house stuttered an objection.

			Harlee stared at him until he stopped speaking, then asked, “Are you prepared to help these types of people? Because currently, Shadow Bend doesn’t have any means to deal with them.”

			The man clearly had no response. His mouth moved, but no words came out.

			Harlee nodded, as if that was exactly the reaction she’d expected, and sat back down.

			Immediately, Winnie Todd jumped up, pointed her finger at Harlee, and said, “Which is a crying shame. We are in dire need of programs to help the residentially challenged. We can’t just bury our heads and pretend the less fortunate don’t exist.”

			Winnie’s stance wasn’t exactly surprising considering that she had come of age in the sixties. Certainly, her wardrobe still looked as if she were living in Haight-Ashbury. Tonight she had on a paisley maxi dress, a fringed suede vest, and leather toe-strap sandals.

			Harlee gave Winnie a cool up-and-down glance, then lifted her chin and said, “I wasn’t suggesting that we ignore anyone. Just that we need to be prepared if we invite them into our community.”

			Winnie frowned and threw open her arms. “Lack of preparation is just an excuse to exclude the needy from our town.”

			“That kind of disorganized thinking helps no one.” Harlee began to tick items off her fingers. “We’ll need a fully operational food bank, donated clothing, and enough medical personnel to handle the health problems many of the poor battle.”

			Winnie sputtered an incoherent protest, but while she attempted to voice an objection, Mayor Eggers pounded his gavel and declared, “As there are no further questions, the floor is closed.” He turned to the city council members and said, “All in favor of rezoning to permit a rooming house within the Shadow Bend city limits?”

			Silence.

			“All opposed?”

			Six voices rang out.

			“Reclassification is denied.”

			With that, two-thirds of the audience got up and left the room. I noticed that the majority of the people who left were the folks who had relocated to our area and built their McMansions on the cheap land. The ones still seated were mostly the locals—farmers, ranchers, and factory workers who had lived in or around Shadow Bend all their lives. As usual, a huge chasm separated the two groups.

			Just the other day, on my drive from home into town, I had noticed a new sign posted in front of a field. The notice read, THIS IS A FARM. IT CONTAINS ANIMALS THAT MAKE NOISE, PRODUCE FOUL ODORS, AND DON’T CARE WHO WATCHES WHILE THEY HAVE SEX. IF YOU DON’T LIKE THIS TYPE OF ATMOSPHERE, DON’T BUILD YOUR HOUSE NEXT TO THIS PROPERTY.

			While I brooded about the rift splitting our town into haves and have-nots, a familiar voice broke into my thoughts. “Now that we’ve settled the issue of the poor moving into our town, can we talk about the extraterrestrial parasites that have begun to colonize Shadow Bend, infesting our children and using them as hosts for their own spawn?”

			For a minute I thought we were all being punked, but the look on Nadine Underwood’s face was deadly serious. Just when I thought she had hit an all-time low, the woman always managed to dig a little deeper.

			I stared at Nadine as her health aide shot to his feet and tried to tug her back into her seat. She shook him off, then deliberately straightened the cuffs of her stunning Marc Jacobs white tux jacket. Her black linen slacks ended just above her still trim ankles and showcased her gorgeous Jimmy Choo allure pumps.

			Noah groaned and half stood. Evidently, he was trying to decide whether interceding would help matters or cause more of a scene.

			As I watched, I saw Nadine’s face rearranged itself into a scary semblance of a smile while her clawlike hand caressed Mr. Eye Candy’s butt. Considering the aide was in his twenties and she was in her early seventies—she had been over forty when she’d finally produced an Underwood heir—I found her behavior a bit off-putting. Then again, no one would look twice if an older man flirted with a woman less than half his age, so I tried not to judge her too harshly—at least not on that issue.

			No one had responded to Nadine’s initial statement, and she pointed a bony finger at Mayor Egger and snapped, “Close your mouth, Geoffrey, and tell us what you’re going to do about the aliens taking over the bodies of Shadow Bend’s most precious resource.”

			Listening to Nadine’s delusional rant about an invasion from outer space, I revised my opinion of her illness. Up until now, I had suspected that she was exaggerating her ailments to get her son’s attention off of me and back on her, but now I wasn’t so sure.

			Her “check engine” light had been on for years. And I’d always thought that her motor needed fine-tuning. But tonight’s performance proved that she required a major overhaul rather than a minor adjustment. Excessive good sense had never been a requirement for Shadow Bend’s high society, but Nadine was pushing that tolerance limit.

			Poor Noah. His handsome face was flushed, and he looked as if he wished the floor of the meeting room would crack open and he could escape into the hole.

			While I couldn’t help but feel bad for him, Nadine had been a thorn in my family’s side for a long time. When my father had been under investigation for bank fraud, then convicted of manslaughter and possession of a controlled substance, she had blackmailed her son into dumping me.

			Noah had recently disclosed that if he hadn’t broken up with me, Nadine, as a member of the bank’s board of directors, had threatened to involve Birdie in the embezzlement investigation. What a choice to give a sixteen-year-old boy—keep your girlfriend or save her grandmother.

			Then a few months ago, when my father’s innocence was proven and he’d gotten out of prison, I had finally discovered why Nadine hated my family so much. Birdie had revealed that although Nadine was many years older than Dad, they had dated, but when he chose my mother over her, she’d sworn vengeance on him and his descendants.

			And anyone who doesn’t believe feuds can last that long has never lived in a small town. Or dealt with a scorned grande dame.

			Nadine’s current fall from grace, and apparent loss of sanity, was delightfully karmic.
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