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12:30 p.m. Friday, December 18 

Meg Bourland jerked to a stop before she reached the bottom of the stairs in her parents’ house. Her fingers tightened on the banister. The spit in her mouth dried up like the Texas fields in August. A figure in a long overcoat skulked through the study doorway. Meg reached toward her waist. Damn. 

Her weapon lay in the lock box in her Atlanta condominium. Packing it in her bags with the clear marking on the outside, begged someone to steal it. Too great a risk for a flight to Fort Worth for Christmas with her family. 

Hindsight was everything. 

Meg sucked in a deep breath before she eased her head around the study door. Relief buckled her knees, and she staggered back into the hall. She whooshed out the breath she’d held. 

“Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.” She slammed her hand on her thigh in time with the whispered words. Damn, the psychologist was right. Meg was close to losing her grip. Not as fine as she claimed, or she wouldn’t have over-reacted. 

Her father in the shape of the tall dark figure came home earlier than expected and not taken time to remove his coat. 

She rubbed a hand over her eyes, sucked in more air then stepped through the doorway into the study.

“I suspected for a moment someone had broken in, Dad. Glad it’s just you.” Her voice wasn’t as strong as she’d intended. Her father didn’t respond. Didn’t he hear her? He threw a crumpled a paper across the room, and then he sank into the chair behind his desk. His head cradled between his hands. 

Adrenalin kicked through her system again shooting lightening spikes down her arms. “Dad, is something wrong?” Again, no response. Meg moved further into the study. The pipe smoke smell dimly registered. Was he having a heart attack? She stopped in front of his desk. “Dad?” Almost shouted the word.

“What?” He looked up. His gaze lighted on her for a moment before darting around the room.

Didn’t he recognize her? 

“Meg?” He shoved his hair off his forehead and dragged in a breath. “When did you arrive?” He asked in a voice tight with strain. His gaze never connected with hers.

Not a heart attack. Thank God. She let out a huff of air. “A while ago. Are you all right?”

Her father placed his hands on the desk and straightened into the ramrod posture she’d seen all her life. 

“Everything’s fine.” 

He used the same word Meg did when things were the opposite of all right.

“Glad you got home okay.” His voice was stronger now. He shuffled through files on his desk. “I...uh...came to pick up this folder.” Unusual for her father to stammer. He was always self-assured. He waved the file in the air and shoved others into the center drawer. “I’m heading back to work now.” 

He threw an arm around her shoulder, hustled them out of his study, and closed the door with a distinct thud.

“But Dad—” 

“Don’t mention to your mother you saw me.” 

He glanced toward Meg, but still he made no eye contact. All her cop instincts shouted this was trouble.

“She’ll tease me about my memory and try to stick one of her blasted pills down my throat. See you tonight.” Her father brushed past her in his rush to get out of the house. 

Meg stood for a minute in the open doorway, but then a blast of cold wind skittered in and disturbed the rug lying on the hardwood floor of the entry. She shivered, turned the lock, and straightened the rug before slipping into the living room. Through the window, she could just make out the taillights of his car as he wheeled down the street. 

The flickering flames from the gas fire delivered welcome warmth. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. What just happened?

The scent of the fresh evergreen enveloped her in the essence of the holidays. As long as they’d lived here, a real tree took center stage in the bay windows of the living room and her father’s study. White lights and ornaments bedecked the tall firs. The cheerfulness out of sync with her father’s odd behavior. 

“Dad,” she whispered the word. They hadn’t seen each other since the incident resulting in the loss of one her teammates. The incident that almost took her life. Scenes flashed across her consciousness, and her heart pounded faster than a woodpecker’s beak against a tree.  

Gritting her teeth, she shoved the pictures into the black hole of memory. She clenched her fingers around her forearms and muttered under her breath. “I’m fine, I’m fine. Not my fault.” She leaned over with her hands on her knees and drew in big gulps of air. Each breath came out more slowly, her heart rate slowed, until she had herself under control.

Dad had barely hugged her. And don’t tell Mom? His words made Meg determined to speak to her. 

On the other hand, she’d suspected her father was a burglar. As much as she resented the psychologist in Atlanta suggesting she go home for two weeks, this may be for the best. She wasn’t as fine as she kept telling people. And herself. She headed toward the study to see what the paper was her father threw away.

Loud clumps down the stairs drew her attention, and she returned to the entryway. Sure enough. David. He always rushed to eat their mother’s cooking. Meg raised a finger to her lips. At this rate, he’d wake up his partner Scott McClaine who’d come to recuperate with their family.

Her brother slowed his descent. “What?”

“Scott’s sleeping.” 

“And you know that how?” David joined her at the bottom of the stairs.

“Because I peeked in on him before coming down. His forehead furrowed, and he moaned, not a peaceful sleep at all.” 

“Personal experience?” David’s voice dropped in pitch, and he placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Yeah.” She nodded then shoved away her own demons. 

Certainly, her brother’s partner deserved a happier life after what he’d sacrificed saving David’s. As a cop herself, she understood the risks her brother and Scott took serving and protecting the city of Los Angeles. “Come into the den with me a minute. I’d like to ask you something before we eat lunch.”

“Sure. I can survive a few more minutes if you can talk louder than my stomach’s growling.” 

Her brother always the jokester. They reached the TV room, and Meg yanked him down next to her on one of deep leather sofas. “What’s going on with Dad?”

“What do you mean?” 

Meg told him about the incident in their father’s study. David, never one to sit still long, hopped off the sofa and paced in front of the fireplace. 

“He didn’t give you one of those giant hugs of his, crushing your ribs?”

Meg shook her head. An ache grew in her middle. Did health issues keep her father from lifting her off her feet? Had she somehow disappointed him?

David stopped walking and pinned her with one of his interrogator glares. “He asked how you were doing after Hank’s shooting, right?”

She shook her head. A small twinge took up life in her left temple.

“Odd.” David shoved his hands in his pockets and returned to crisscrossing the room.

Pain blossomed in both of Meg’s temples. She pressed her palms to the sides of her head, hoping to stop its growth to a debilitating level. If the pounding didn’t recede, she’d have no choice but to resort to meds, and she hated the way they made her feel.

“Anything else?” Her brother’s eyebrows rose in question.

As if with a life of their own, her fingers dropped to her lap and twisted together into a knot about the size of the one in her stomach. “He told me not to tell Mom he’d come home.”

“What’s with that crap?” David stopped walking. “One of their cardinal rules was always don’t keep secrets.” He dropped onto the sofa next to her.

“Yeah. They always said if someone tells you not to tell, you probably should. It’s the advice I always gave kids I mentored.”

David had talked her into volunteering with Big Brothers and Big Sisters in Fort Worth when they’d both lived in town. Her brother mentored a boy now and again in LA. In Atlanta, Meg had dropped the activity. Too many times, she’d had to disappoint her little sister because of spur of the moment assignments.

“What about the paper he crushed and threw away?” 

“I didn’t have a chance to look. You came down.”

“What are we waiting on? Let’s go.” He rose, grabbed her hand, and strode toward the front of the house. 

“Hey, aren’t you two hungry?” 

Mom. Meg glanced at David. He shrugged and faced their mother.

“You bet. We’re heading your way right now.” He rubbed his stomach and veered toward the kitchen.

“Great. Everything is ready.” Her mother embraced Meg. “I’m glad you’re home, dear. You and I will talk later.” Mom’s shortened “I” sounds and dropped “r’s” spoke of her birth in South Carolina, even though she hadn’t lived there since college.

Her mother briefly hugged her once more before setting off for the kitchen. Meg’s heart rated dropped to normal. Guess you never got too old to draw comfort from your mother’s embrace. 

Meg followed them into the kitchen. David had settled into his spot at the table. Her mother lifted Meg’s favorite cobalt blue pottery bowls from the shelf and filled them. “Crackers or rolls?” She set the soup in front of Meg and her brother. Steam carried the mouthwatering aroma to her nose, and apparently, to her brother’s, too. His stomach growled louder this time.

“Rolls, if they’re yours,” Meg said.

David nodded at Meg, and she grinned back. As kids, they’d always fought with their baby sister Kathy over who got the last one. 

“Is Scott still resting?” Her mother joined them at the table.

“He’s asleep.” Meg leaned over and sniffed. She loved her mother’s potato soup, always seasoned perfectly, with more than a hint of garlic and onion. Her stomach rumbled.

“Long time since you ate, sis?”

“Yeah. Breakfast bar around six this morning before heading for the airport.”

“You know we’re happy to open our home to Scott for as long as he needs, son. He’ll never be able to repay him for what he did.”

David dug into the soup as if he hadn’t eaten in days. “I don’t know what he’ll do without the job. It glued him together.” David grabbed a roll.

“Such a shame what happened to him. And he’s a great young man.” Mom crumbled more crackers into her bowl than usual.

Meg met David’s gaze. His eyebrows tipped up to his hairline. Their mother’s description of Scott as a “young man” brought a smile to Meg’s face. Sweet, but not true. David and Scott were the same age, but right now Scott looked older than her brother who’d celebrated his forty-third birthday several months ago. 

Stress and pain had gouged craggy lines in Scott’s face after he’d stepped in front of the bullets meant for David. His longer hair was grayer than her brother’s. Pictures taken before Scott’s hospital stay showed a strong, well-built man. A sharp contrast to the wiry body of the man she and David had picked up at the airport earlier in the day.

“I hate he’s dealing with such a lot right now when we’re celebrating.” Her mother’s chin trembled, but she straightened her back and didn’t give in to emotion. 

“Scott’s strong. I’m concerned about him, but he’ll work his way through this.” David tipped his bowl to scoop out the last of the thickened liquid.

Had David stated what he believed or only hoped?

“Got any more?” he asked. “Nobody makes this as good as you do, Mom.”

“You’ve got the flattering gene from your father, son. Of course, there’s more.” Her mother’s well-worn, western boots clicked on the tile kitchen floor when she moved to the stove. She ladled the stew-like mixture into his bowl. “What does he do when he’s not on duty?” 

“Scott? He’s all work except when I can drag him to a ball game when I’m taking one of the little brothers. Thanks.” David sprinkled cheese in the bowl his mother set in front of him. 

The way he went at it, no one would guess he’d polished off one already. 

“But you’re involved with hobbies, David. You play fantasy football, which I don’t guess I’ll ever understand, and you follow all the sporting events, plus your mentoring work. 

“Not fishing or bowling. But yeah, pretty much everything else.”

“All those are important. It’s something to take you away from your stress-filled job. Meg, you play volleyball and you’ve been a Big Sister.”

“Yeah, but after Jerry was killed, I didn’t do much of anything but work for a couple of years.” The pitch of her voice had lowered when she mentioned her fiancé. Her family hadn’t cared for him, and he’d been a source of contention between them. While they didn’t wish him ill, they were glad she and Jerry had never married. Meg tore a roll into pieces and drove the hurtful memories into the dark.

“What family Scott had was connected to the job. And now, no job,” David said. 

“We’ll have to do something about his situation.” Her mother rose and retrieved more rolls from the warmer, placing one in front of Meg. “Are you all right, dear? You’ve got a frown between your eyebrows.” 

Nothing much got past her mother.

“I’m fine. Only a twinge from a growing headache.” The psychologist had indicated they’d be around as long as she buried her feelings about what happened. She also didn’t remember her dreams anymore. Another marker of the stress still holding her in its grip.

“He can’t be allowed to wallow in self-pity. The man’s a hero.” Her mother placed her hands on her hips. A sure sign she was about to embark on a campaign. “He needs to be getting on with his life.”

Poor Scott. If Mom decided to make him a project...well, no one focused more on getting a job done than Ellie Bourland when she set out to accomplish something. 

“Where’s Maria?” Their housekeeper had been with them for many years, and Meg hadn’t seen her yet. Maybe she could shift her mother’s mind off their guest.

“She’s gone to the meat market for the steaks for tonight. All she’s talked about lately is having all three of you kids home at the same time. She’s as excited as I’ve been. Scott knows Kathy, Ron, and the grands are coming for the holidays?” 

Her mother had switched the subject back to their guest.

“Yeah. I warned him.” David sopped up the last of the soup with one of the rolls. “The rehab center wouldn’t let him out to go home by himself, and there wasn’t any place else for him to go.”

“Well, there couldn’t be any better place for Scott than here. He’ll eat plenty of nutritious meals, and I’ll find a good woman for him. While he’s healing, he shouldn’t be alone. I bet Joe can help find him a new job.” 

Her eyes twinkled at the prospect of a project. Mom, never happier than when she had someone or something to fix, wasn’t about to drop her rescue mission. 

David sighed and looked at Meg, his eyebrows raised. “Help,” he mouthed. 

She nodded. “Thanks, Mom, great soup. I’ll run lunch up to Scott. We shouldn’t let him sleep the day away, or he’ll be forever adjusting to the new time.”

“Good idea.” Her brother nodded his encouragement.

“Let me fix a tray for you, dear. Your father may or may not find any whenever he returns from the office.” 

Her mother rolled her eyes. Meg shoved a piece of roll in her mouth to keep from laughing.

Her parents were movers and shakers in Fort Worth. Her father had held the mayor’s position for fourteen years. People had been surprised when she and David left the FWPD and relocated to other parts of the country. 

However, the man, who’d filled the seat before her father, had jerked strings for his family, got them into important positions with the city, gave them special grants, let them go on city trips at taxpayers’ expense, and set off all sorts of ethics investigations. To remove themselves as possible fodder for those out to make problems for their father, Meg and David had chosen to leave.

She climbed the stairs to the bedrooms. She didn’t intend to barge in on something not her business, but she couldn’t let her mother blindside Scott when she paraded women in front of him. A gentle warning seemed in order. 

She eased open his door with her rear and backed into the room. Turning to face the bed, she studied their guest. Something about him had kicked her libido into high gear. From the moment she’d seen him at the airport, her stomach had turned flip-flops. 

Lord, here she stood ogling the man like a voyeur. Her voice came out soft with a breathy quality when she called his name. Better get a grip.  She cleared her throat and tried again.

“Scott.” Good, more force. 

“What?” His eyes popped open.

Meg jerked at his loud voice, and she sloshed the soup. “Wow, do you always yell when you wake up?” Her heart rate kicked into an erratic rhythm. Must be because he startled her. 

He struggled to sit up, grabbing his side. “Uh, yeah.” He scooted back against the headrest, groaning when he moved. 

“We wanted to help you adjust your body clock in tune with local hours, so we couldn’t let you to sleep too long. I’ve brought a bowl of Mom’s potato soup, guaranteed to make you feel better.”

“It smells great. Thanks.” The half-smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Are you comfortable?” 

He nodded. 

Meg fought the urge to touch Scott’s shoulder, and her hand trembled when she placed the tray across his legs. What was the matter with her? She stepped back while he took his first spoonful of the steaming soup.

“Umm, good.” 

“Mom’s a great cook.” Meg walked to the window and stared out on the street. Not being a main artery, the road had little through traffic. As kids, she and her siblings had played outside without worrying their parents. Her father made time to pitch to them. 

Her stomach tightened like someone had belted her. She and David had to find the paper.

The sound of Scott’s spoon hitting the bowl drew her attention back to him. He had a strong face, but with more lines than one expected in a man his age, even a homicide detective. 

He’d been patient, not inquiring why she’d stayed. 

“This is awkward.” Meg eased on to the edge of the bed.

“What is?” 

“I need to warn you about my mother.”

“Warn? What about?” He frowned, accentuating the creases above his nose.

“She’s a nice person, but Mom worries about folks. She works overtime to help them if they’re in trouble.”

“I’m not following you.”  

She drew in a deep breath and then let it out, deciding to be straight with him. “Okay, here goes. Mom’s concerned you don’t have enough outside interests, and she’s worried what you’ll do without your job. She’ll provide opportunities to expand your horizons.” Meg paused and cut a sidewise glance at him. “More than activities. She’ll introduce you to women she considers appropriate company for you.” Meg finger quoted.

“Appropriate, huh?” 

Now his smile lit up his eyes, and Meg looked away, afraid he’d see the desire she suspected lingered in hers. Her gaze flitted back to his face. The corners of his mouth twitched. He picked up the roll and sank his teeth into the bread. She cleared her throat before going on. “She’s concerned. Mom’s grateful for what you did for us and wants to help.”

“Why do you think this?” He stirred the still steaming soup.

“Besides her telling me and David? It’s what she did when my fiancé was killed.”

Scott’s spoon stopped halfway to his mouth. “Sorry for your loss, Meg. What

happened?”

“Jerry was a cop.” 

“Oh?”

“He went on a domestic disturbance call and kept the husband from harming the wife, but the bastard shot Jerry.” A surge of cold anger still bubbled upward, but she drew in a deep breath and pretended to relax. “A good cop, Jerry didn’t deserve what happened.” 

Even though, he had an affair going with the wife of another officer. Meg didn’t find out until after the shooting. Many years ago, but still the shame of the discovery twisted her guts. Why hadn’t she seen the signs? Today she still wondered at her blindness. Afterwards, and for several years, she’d doubted her ability to read people. 

“Long ago?”

“I’d been on the force here for a couple of years when it happened.”

“Rough for you.” He spooned soup into his mouth and swallowed before continuing. “Your mother shoved you back into action?”

“Yeah. I had a hard time. At first I felt like a widow without the right to wear black.” 

He nodded. “A few years ago, I lost my parents and fiancée in a car accident. Drunk driver hit them. People trying to be helpful said to me, ‘At least you weren’t married.’ Like it made a hell of a lot of difference to the pain.”

Meg nodded. “You get it.” His understanding helped her let go of the death grip she’d taken on her hands. It was long ago and shouldn’t still matter, and yet, somehow it did. She forced her hands apart from their unconscious clench. 

“Mom decided she’d given me adequate healing time, took matters into her own hands, and started introducing me to likely candidates.” 

“What’d you do?” 

“If they had a dull, safe job—like an accountant, or sales rep—I’d go. If they were in one of the military services, any kind of law enforcement, or medical emergency personnel, I said ‘thanks, but I’m busy.’”

His eyebrows rose, and he nodded. “How long did she keep up her matchmaker role?”

“Oh, she’s still carrying on. My move to Atlanta didn’t stop her, only slowed her down. Anyone she knows who’s coming on business or vacation, she’s made sure to give them my phone number.”

“There’s been no one else?”

Meg swallowed loud enough he must’ve heard. She went with the honest answer, even if it made her out to be a loser.

“Nothing serious.” Pitiful, Meg. Just pitiful. The idea of Scott feeling sorry for her set the gavel banging in her head again.

“She’s still trying to set you up?” 

His lips curved into a smile, and he used his roll to sop up the last of the soup the way her brother had. 

“Oh, yeah. About four months ago, she sent a racecar driver. After his call, I fell over laughing. Why she thought he’d work out, I’ll never know. The addition of the grandkids has been a Godsend. Not only are they cutie pies, but they keep Mom busy. While they don’t live here, she and Dad visit them in Oklahoma City, and Kathy brings them down every other month.”

Scott placed his napkin on the tray.

“I’m glad you liked the lunch.” She stood, picked up his tray, and walked toward the door then turned. “I didn’t want to intrude, but I wanted to give you a heads-up on what Mom’s up to.”

“I appreciate your concern. No harm done. Your mother’s right. I probably should be able to move on, but hey...maybe what I’ve needed was a healthy dose of Ellie Bourland.”

Meg’s stomach twisted. The pain in her head increased. Did the discomfort relate to the idea of Scott going out with the women her mother set him up with? Stupid of her then. She and Scott had only met today.

In his weakened condition, he still managed to make her hormones stand up and shout. Women must hang all over him. The last time she’d had this reaction to a man...well, no memory jumped to her mind. Scott’s scent, the needing-a-shave-look, and his deep brown eyes reached her at a primal level. His effect on her promised an interesting two-week holiday.  
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5:45 P.M. FRIDAY, DECEMBER 18

Meg’s father returned from the office shortly after they’d finished the late lunch and holed up in the study, preventing her and David from looking for the paper. Her inability to do anything drove her outside to battle the elements. A black cap covered her ears, but her coat lost out to the temperatures in the low thirties. How long had she been gone?

“Hey. Want company?”

Startled, she glanced to her right. David jogged up, wearing a light jacket. A scarf thrown around his neck his only concession to the frigid temperatures. 

“Did Dad leave his study? Were you able to go in?” Meg jogged in place.

“No. Mom sent me to remind you to leave time to clean up before supper.” Vapor billowed in front of his mouth. He looked like a cartoon character whose words filled the cloud.

“How late is it?”

“You’re okay. She’s worried because the temps are low, and because she’s Mom.”

“And being Mom, she’s probably right.” Meg kicked up to a faster pace.

“Hey, where’re you going?” 

“I’m beating you home.” She cut across one yard and headed for the next. 

“Not fair.” Her brother yelled after her. 

The thump of her tennis shoes beat a syncopated rhythm to her heartbeat. Then her brother’s longer strides ate up the ground, slowly catching up to her. She jumped a low hedge.

At the sound of a crash and yelp, Meg paused and looked behind. David had misjudged the width of the hedge. She smothered a laugh when he got up. He survived. The bush not so much. She flew on, leading all the way to their yard. Breathing hard and laughing, she burst through the front door just ahead of him. They skidded to a halt in front of their mother.

“I considered sending out the bloodhounds to find you two. Will I hear about any of your shenanigans from the neighbors like I used to?” she teased them.

Meg looked at her brother, shrugged her shoulders, and they both burst out laughing. 

“I swear. Put you two together and it’s like you’re kids all over again.” As if remembering those early times, her mother shook her head and sighed, but a smile quirked up the corner of her mouth. “Supper will be ready soon, Get a move on.” 

“I’m heading up.” David headed for the stairs.

“Check on Scott, will you, David? Tell me if he’s coming down or needs a tray upstairs. I’m glad he’s been able to rest most of the day.”

“Will do.” With a wink at Meg, David took off up the stairs two at a time.

She stopped to shove the hat in a pocket of her coat and hang it in the closet. “Can I help you, Mom?”

“No, Maria’s done most of the preparations. I’m cook.”

“What are the chances for one of her enchilada dinners while I’m home?” 

“I can promise we’ll arrange that.” Her mother laughed. “Tonight, we’re having chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes, and fresh green beans.”

“Yum. What a great way to welcome a daughter home.”

“I’m proud of you, you know.” Her mother kissed Meg on the cheek, took hold of her shoulders, and looked directly into her eyes. “Are you really okay, dear?”

“Sure, Mom.” Nothing else to say. No reason to cause her mother more worry. 

“The Turners are coming by later for our bridge night. You don’t mind?” 

“Of course, not. It’ll be nice to see them.” 

“Good.” Her mother squeezed her shoulder once and let go. She went through the dining room and pressed open the kitchen door. 

“Where’s Dad?” Meg asked.

“In the study. He’s promised to show up for supper.” The steely glint in her mother’s eyes trumpeted her expectation he’d better be at the head of the table when they all sat down, or she’d know the reason why. The soft swish of the door closing brought comfort. Mom and Maria were cooking. All was right with the world. Or maybe not.

With Dad in his study, Meg couldn’t sneak in to look for the paper. She climbed the stairs to freshen up after her run. When she got to her room, she opened the closet door and looked at the possibilities. Her gaze landed on the black cords and her favorite teal and black, scooped neck sweater. They’d work for tonight. She gathered up her clothes and made for the bathroom for a quick sponge off.

When she returned, she grabbed her black western boots standing against the back wall of the closet. She jammed her feet in them and added a silver chain with a turquoise stone around her neck. After brushing, she let her hair fly loose. The more practical ponytail aggravated the headache, which had pounded from the moment she found her father acting oddly in his study. 

She’d given in and taken the prescription before she jogged around the neighborhood. The run hadn’t brought back the discomfort. The cold air along with the pills helped. Sometimes wearing the ponytail for too long started the drill bit banging against her temples. 

Meg took a last look in the mirror. She nodded, then turned and stepped into the hall to see if Scott was ready to go down. Before she rapped the second time, the door swung inward. A God-like specimen stood in front of her. Sick or not, Scott McClaine was the most handsome man Meg had ever seen. 

“Supper will be ready soon. How about joining us?” Her voice sounded a bit shaky.

His cheekbones angled sharply above a scruffy beard. She schooled her face to remain passive, but her insides warmed up like the blazing sun. Afraid the desire rushing through her blood would burst from her eyes she cast her gaze toward his chin. Jeez, he had one of those movie star clefts. Her stomach nose-dived to her feet or below. 

Scott stepped across the threshold and closed the door behind him. “That’s the plan. David’s told me these tall Texas tales about a steak the size of a dinner plate. I didn’t buy it and bet him he was pulling my leg.”

A clean, man scent enveloped Meg when Scott stepped close. She backed away and forced words from her lips. “You’ll lose. Our cook Maria asks the butcher to cut these particularly large for her. Dad and David always eat a whole one, which is what you’ll get. You up for it?” 

He nodded.

“Mom’s determined to help you regain your strength.” She smiled at him, hoping the words sounded positive and not critical. 

Scott held on to the banister, and she walked in the middle to be in position to assist on his left side if needed. Even though they went slowly, he was a winded when they reached the bottom, and they paused, giving him a chance to catch his breath. 

“I hate this shit.” The muscle in his jaw jerked. His knuckles whitened from his grasp on the cane. 

Meg wasn’t certain he knew the words had passed his gritted teeth, but she couldn’t ignore his pain and laid a hand on his arm. “It’s only been a month. It took me a solid six weeks to recover from a gunshot wound several years ago. Then I worked at about four-fifths of peak. Four weeks more until I got back to a hundred percent.”

“But I won’t make it back to a hundred percent.” He yanked his arm away. “I’m medically retired, and I’ll always walk with this god-damned cane.” He stabbed the floor accentuating each word.

The anguish in his tone struck Meg like a slap to the face. Heat rushed to her face. How stupid of her. David warned her of Scott’s sensitivity to his condition. “I’m sorry. This must hurt like hell.”

“No, I apologize. Not your fault.” He didn’t look at her. “No reason to take your head off. Nobody’s fault. It’s the way things are.” His lips narrowed into a hard line. 

Meg stood next to him unsure what to do next. Imagining what he must be experiencing created a giant hole in her middle. The reality for him must be ten times worse. Saving her brother’s life had cost Scott his career.  

After pulling in a series of long breaths, he met her gaze. “So you telling me these steaks are as big as David claims?” His eyebrows slid upwards.

“How much did you bet?”

“Twenty dollars. Seemed safe enough.”

“Well, you can kiss the Andrew Jackson good-by. Right now, it’s winging straight to David’s pocket.”

Scott’s deep rumble of laughter surprised her and made her insides go all quivery. Damn, this man knocked the breath out of her. She’d better find a way to keep her distance if she wanted to sail through this holiday unscathed, heart whole, and smelling like a lily. 

“Let’s go check out these slabs of beef.” 

His fingers curled around her elbow as if he needed more help than from his cane. Meg wanted to believe he’d wanted to touch her. Did the same electricity hit him the way it did her? If so, would the ultimate crash and burn be worth the ride?
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Chapter Two
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6:50 p.m. Friday, December 18

Scott walked beside Meg into the den. David sat on a dark leather sofa talking with his father. Both men rose when he and Meg entered.

“Good to see you again, son. To say thank you for saving David’s life is such an understatement to express how indebted we are to you.” Her father’s words rumbled out in a deep voice.

It had been several years since they’d seen each other. Joe Bourland’s salt and pepper hair had gone entirely white, but his grasp was as strong and vital as before. 

“Nice to see you again, Mr. Bourland, and thanks for letting me come.”

“I asked you to call me Joe when you were here before. You’ve always got a home with us.” He clapped Scott on the shoulder. “I’m serious.”

Scott forced a laugh. He’d give anything, but David’s life, for this not to be a topic of conversation. “If I can’t find something to do in LA, I’ll consider taking you up on the offer. I like the small town feel of Fort Worth combined with the big city amenities.”

“As mayor and on behalf of the city council, I thank you. I’m sure we can find a place for you on our PR staff.” The smile on Joe’s face grew larger when he faced his daughter. “Meg, I need a hug, darlin’.” His arms enveloped her, and he lifted her right off the floor. “I’m sorry about what happened to Hank, but my girl did well.” He set her down. “I’m proud of you.” 

“Thanks, Daddy.”

Did Meg’s chin tremble? She and her father were obviously close. David always spoke in a positive way about his parents.

“Have a seat.” Joe indicated the sofa.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll stand, sir. I’m okay sitting or standing, but the transitions are still rough.” Damn, he hated admitting his weakness, but the plane ride left him aching. 

“We’ll go into the dining room soon anyway,” Meg said. “I’ll check with Mother and Maria how long we’ll be.” 

Brightness left the room with Meg’s exit. This couldn’t be happening. She was his partner’s sister. Oh, to be perfectly correct, David and he weren’t official anymore. But a sister, who while gorgeous, worked as a police officer across the country from where Scott lived and worked— had worked. Who knew where he’d land or what he’d do next? 

He needed to pull it together. This was not the time. Maybe the meds still in his system caused his reaction. He managed to make conversation with David and his dad, but concern they’d be able to detect his interest in Meg tied his gut in knots. 

It wasn’t long before Meg leaned her head through the doorway. “Mom says we can go in now. Prepare yourself for a shock, Scott. I tried to warn you.”

“Ah, Meg, you ruined the surprise if you told him how large the steaks are,” her brother complained.

Meg led them into the dining room. No ordinary place to eat supper. Stately was the word, which came to Scott’s mind. The table could easily seat fourteen. Place settings showed the five of them grouped toward one end. 

The mayor took the seat at the head with Ellie and David next to him on his left. She directed Meg and Scott to Joe’s right. Scott tried to assist Meg to sit, but pain hit his side when he reached for her chair. He jerked his arm back. Certain movements hurt like hell.

“Let me help you.” Meg shoved the heavy chair out for him.

“Thanks.” He sank into the high-backed chair hating that his weakness prohibited him from doing such a small service for her. What a worthless piece of—

Maria, an older Hispanic woman, entered carrying a large tray. He hadn’t seen her yet on this trip. She placed the tray on the sideboard and then came to him.

“Thank you for what you did for Mr. David. You want anything in my kitchen? It’s yours.” 

Maria swiped at a tear before she set a plate in front of him with the largest piece of meat he’d ever seen. He must look like a fool with his mouth hanging open and his eyes popping from his head. What was this? Didn’t look like any steak he’d ever seen. “What?” Scott’s gaze traveled to each person gathered around the table. Big smiles covered all their faces. 

“The term chicken fried means it’s dredged in a batter before being cooked in a skillet,” Ellie explained. “Please tell me you like it.”

He picked up his knife, but Meg’s hand on his stopped him. He worked to ignore the jolt, which hit his groin at her touch.

“The knife won’t be necessary. The meat’s tender enough you’ll be able to cut it with a fork.” 

She smiled, and her blue green eyes sparkled. 

“You lying?”

“Nope. Trust me.”

Scott glanced around the table again, and everybody seemed to be waiting on him, so he did what Meg said. His fork slid through the funny looking steak like it was a soft banana. Easy.

“Make sure you taste the gravy.” Joe’s fork poised in mid-air with white sauce dripping from a piece of steak speared on the tines.

“This is good. Chicken fried steak, huh? Why don’t we ever eat this in LA, David?”

“I never order it anymore. Got tired of always being disappointed. I come home and have the real thing.” David chomped down on a large bite of steak.

“And I thought you came to see us.” Ellie mocked him. Everyone joined in her laughter. 

Scott got a hand in his pants pocket and slid out his wallet. He handed a twenty across the table to David. “You win, bud, and I always pay my debts.”

Ellie brushed David’s hand away when he reached out to take the bill. “You are not taking money from this man who saved your life. What are you thinking of? Both of you.” 

Her gaze swung between Scott and her son, daring them to continue with the transaction.

“Mom, it’s all right. It was a mostly fair wager, and as Scott says, he’s an honorable man who pays his debts.” Meg winked at her mother. “Let the men play their games.” 

Scott glanced at the people at the table. Ellie gazed at her son again, Joe ate, and David glared at Meg. Then she shifted toward Scott. 

The quirky, half-smile still in place until she met his gaze. The moment she connected with him electricity zinged through his system. Her pupils dilated, and her lips parted when she took in a quick breath. Heated air sucked them up into a bubble. Everything else faded from Scott’s attention. The only two people alive were he and the black-haired beauty at his side.

After a moment, she blinked and turned away from him. “What?”

“Meg. Don’t hoard the Texas toast.”

David’s voice filtered through to Scott. Whoa. What the hell happened? Had he imagined her reaction? No way would this gorgeous woman be interested in a washed-up cripple.

“Do you like the cream gravy with the steak, Scott?” Ellie stared at him.

“Yeah. It’s great.” So taken up with her daughter, he’d only had a couple of bites. As soon as they finished the meal, he’d make his excuses and go up to his room. He needed to put distance between him and Meg. Being this close kicked his libido into high gear. On one level, he was glad it still functioned. On the other it could prove awkward. 

He got through the meal focusing on the others at the table. He’d return to LA to do who the hell knew what, and she’d return to Atlanta at the end of the holiday. End of story. 

“Kathy and Ron are driving down Monday, the twenty-first. You’ll be amazed at how big Ronny and Katie are now.” Ellie turned toward Scott. “If I remember correctly, you don’t have any children.”

“No, I don’t.” 

“Mom,” David protested.

“I’m making conversation, dear. I haven’t seen Scott in a number of years, and his not being married doesn’t eliminate the possibility of offspring. At least the last time I checked.” She raised a hand to smother a chuckle. “It’s not like I can count on you sharing, David.”

“It’s okay.” Scott straightened his shoulders, trying to loosen the tension settling in from his imaginative wanderings about Meg. “No kids, Ellie. No wife.” He pushed aside memories of Tricia. He met David’s gaze, but neither of them said anything. 

“So how about them Cowboys?” Joe redirected the conversation and for the rest of the meal, the subject revolved around football teams. 

Maria entered the dining room with a tray holding small bowls of dessert. “And in case the hunger bug attacks any of you later, I left sandwiches in the refrigerator.”

“Thank you, Maria, but I can’t imagine anyone wanting to eat more after this wonderful meal.” Ellie finished her glass of wine.

“It’s always best to be prepared, Mrs. Ellie.”

After dinner, the Turners arrived but without their children. They’d get in later and stop by then. Ellie, Joe and their guests went to the garden room for bridge. Scott took the opportunity to escape. “If you don’t mind, I’ll turn in early. Not much stamina yet.” 

“Best thing for you, man. See you in the morning.” David patted Scott on the shoulder. 

Scott nodded once toward Meg and shuffled toward the stairs.
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MEG FORCED HER ATTENTION from Scott. If circumstances were different...well, they weren’t so she’d be content with following his exit with your eyes. She shoved her hands in the pockets of her cords and focused on David. “I’m glad Jim and Jeff Turner haven’t gotten here yet. They’d drag you out for a beer, and we need to search for the paper Dad threw away this morning.”

“After you.” He held his arm out for her to pass in front of him. “The bridge game will keep Dad and Mom occupied for quite a while.” 

They hurried toward the study. Meg’s stomach tensed worrying about what they’d find. She opened the door and inhaled. The aroma of her father’s pipe smoke filled her nose and brought memories of her childhood when he and her grandfather took turns blowing smoke rings for her, David, and Kathy. The kids competed over how many rings each of them caught on their wrist. 

This smell, like no other, spoke of the comfort of her childhood, the importance of family, and the group of people who always accepted you. Well, pipe tobacco and the taste of her mother's oatmeal cookies. 

“Where was Dad when he threw the paper?” David scanned the room with the air of a detective seeing the place for the first time and not the firstborn son in his family home.

“Behind his desk.” Meg took up the position, studying the room. “He threw toward the fireplace then slumped into his chair.”

“I don’t see anything on the floor. Could the paper have reached the fireplace?” 

Meg crossed the rug between the desk and hearth. “Maybe.” Thankfully, a fire hadn’t been set in a while. She knelt, leaned in, and then gasped. A crumpled paper lay in the left corner of the blackened bricks. Snatching it from its hiding place, she stood, and held her breath a moment before forcing air in and out of her lungs. “Okay, let’s find out what upset Dad earlier this afternoon.” She flicked on the Tiffany light hanging above the desk, unfolded the wad, and smoothed out the wrinkles.

“What does it say, Meg?” 

“It appears to be a letter.” She read out loud.

December 18 Dear Mayor Bourland, David is a handsome man, and Meg is a beautiful woman. 

Her gaze flew to her brother. “What in the world?”

“Keep reading.” 

She did.

You must be very proud of them. Before Peggy Coffee died, she left me papers she’d collected over the years about the great Joseph Bourland, current mayor of Fort Worth. I’m Peggy’s son, and she was very proud of me. If you don’t want me to share this information with the city council, send $5000 to PO Box 1340, Fort Worth, TX 76101 by next Monday. Your friend, Chuck.    

“Oh, my God. Dad’s being blackmailed.” Shock made her hands shake, and blood drained from her head, making her almost faint. The steak she’d over-indulged in rolled up the back of her throat, and she fought the urge to throw up. “Why would someone blackmail him?” 

“I don’t know, Meg.” David rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. His tell when something worried him. 

Her hands clenched, and her blood raced at her stupidity. “What was I thinking? I’ve contaminated the document by not wearing gloves when I picked this up off the floor. The police won’t be able to trace any evidence from it.” She strode back and forth across the room. Movement helped her think. “Dad couldn’t be involved in anything criminal.”

“No way.” 

She held the note up by the corner. “The blackmailer is focused on Dad knowing he is the son of this Peggy Coffee.”  

“Who is she and why does it matter if she had a son?” David took up his own pacing. 

The doorbell sounded its deep, double chime. “Jeez. Hurry up and answer the door.” Meg stepped into the front hallway. 

The chime rang again, accompanied by snorts and laughter. 
“Come on out, David. We heard you were home. Let’s grab a brewski.”
“Jeff Turner,” her brother muttered. 

“Get out of here, or their racket will bring Dad to the front, before we’ve had a chance to discuss this and figure out a game plan. We’ll talk when you get home.”

“Good.” David yanked his jacket out of the closet and opened the front door. “Keep your shirts on guys. I’m coming.” 

Cold wind drifted in before he closed the door.

A bottle of beer and the calmness of the living room might spark an inspiration about this whole, crazy deal. In the butler’s pantry, Meg poured the golden, frothy brew into a tall pilsner, took the paper from her pocket, and read it over again before heading for the front of the house. She went through the kitchen but came to an abrupt stop at the sight of their guest with his head in the refrigerator. 

Not upstairs sleeping as she’d presumed. 

She’d had no time to deal with the feelings Scott too easily aroused in her. But she couldn’t be so impolite as to ignore him.

“Uh, hi.” Her voice squeaked like a teenager. 

He jerked up. The slam of his head against the top dug at her middle. 

“Oh,” he moaned and then spun around, one hand rubbed where he’d collided with the metal.

“Sorry if I startled you.” She shoved the paper in her pocket. “Can I help you find anything?”

“Yeah. I’m looking for those sandwiches Maria stashed someplace.” 

“They’re in the small fridge in the pantry. I’ll get them.” Glad for the excuse to put space between her and her brother’s too-sexy-for-her-own-good former partner, she escaped. She placed a sandwich on a plate, grabbed a napkin and a bag of chips. When she returned, Scott sat at the table with one leg propped on a chair. 

“Sorry.” He moved, starting to rise, but a moan snuck past his clenched jaw.

“Don’t. Your injury gets you a pass on manners. We’re a pretty casual family.”

“Care to join me?” He gestured to a chair.

She opened her mouth to refuse, but the man was a guest of her family’s. More importantly, he’d saved her brother’s life, and at no small cost to himself. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Milk, I think.” 

She set a
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