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  Dedication


For the real T.E.

Thanks for making this so fun.

You inspire me.








  
  One


“Where do you want this?” 
Julie Rivers looked up from her computer to see Matt, her oldest brother, holding an antique clock. She began to tell him when she was interrupted.
“I’ll take that for you,” Jen Greene, her new and only employee, offered.
“Thanks.” Julie smiled.
She had hired Jen a month ago and was already glad she had. Julie loves antiques and running her store, but lately the store had been so busy she couldn’t keep up with everything. Then one day, Jen just walks through the door, new to town, and in desperate need of a job.
Something told her that Jen needed help. Julie had hired her on the spot.
She smirked to herself. Cole would have been furious that she had hired someone with so little information.
Cole.
Where had that come from? Julie had done her best not to think of Cole Dekker, her brother’s best friend, for the last few months.
Julie’s heart fluttered, and she chastised herself for the feeling.
Last year, Matt’s fiancé, Natalie, had been kidnapped by a crazed man bent on getting revenge. Cole had worked the case, and she had spent a lot of time working with him.
Somewhere along the way, she had developed feelings for him. It was crazy, she told herself. She had grown up with Cole. He was like a brother. He was there to help Matt take care of their family when their parents died in a car crash when she was barely a teenager.
But still, she wondered if there was something deeper there. If he felt it, too?
Julie frowned. Then he left. Without a word.
He took his detective exam and passed, which everyone knew he would. Then he left Drake Harbor for training in Houston. She knew he was there for work and couldn’t help that, but she had to find that out from Matt. Cole hadn’t even bothered to tell her. He just left, without saying a word.
She had been so mad. She was still mad. And now she sat here thinking about him.
Again. And she hated it.
Was he thinking about her? No. He was doing his job. Why would he be thinking about her? She had clearly misread the situation. He would never have left without a goodbye if he had feelings for her. She had to move on. But something in her wouldn’t let it go.
She stood, trying to busy herself. She had too much to do to worry about Cole Dekker. If he wasn’t thinking about her, she would not think about him. And that was that.
She looked up to find Matt staring at her.
“What?”
He raised a brow at her. “You look a little perturbed. Is something wrong?”
Julie gave her best smile she could muster. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.”
“Am I supposed to believe that?” Matt questioned.
“Yes. You are.” Julie gave him a look that said this conversation was over. “Now, where is Jack? I need to show him where we’re taking out the wall.”
Matt let Julie off the hook, and she was grateful. She loved her family, but they were always in her business.
Julie headed to the front of the store looking for Jack, her less nosy brother, and the expert builder in the family. She had called in Jack and the rest of her family to help with her remodel.
“I still can’t believe the lady next door left you her business,” Matt said with surprise.
Julie smiled. “I’m as surprised as you are. But I’m grateful. I was thinking I needed to move to a bigger place. Now, because of Mrs. Raines, I can just expand.”
It had taken months for the paperwork to go through, but it had finally happened last week. Marilyn Raines, the owner of the laundromat next door, had passed away and left the laundromat to Julie. She knew as soon as she found out Mrs. Raines had willed it to her, she would use the space to expand.
Not many people used the laundromat anymore, and the business had not been doing well. If Mrs. Raines hadn’t owned the space outright, she never would have been able to make it.
“Hey Julie. I heard you were looking for me?” Jack popped his head through the door.
“Yes.” Julie led him to the wall separating the antique shop from the laundromat. “How far can we go?”
Jack inspected the structure. “You can’t take out the whole thing. It’s a load-bearing wall. But we can go pretty far if we put in a post here.” He pointed to where he stood.
“Okay. I think I want to leave the back the way it is, anyway. I’m going to put in an office,” Julie said with a smile.
“You mean you don’t enjoy having your office in your storage warehouse?” Jack chuckled at his own joke.
“It’s not so bad when it comes to doing inventory. But I’d like to have an actual office.”
“I think I can make that happen,” Jack assured.
Jack’s gaze wandered to Jen. Julie saw interest in Jack’s eyes and thought about saying something, but thought better of it. Jack was a pretty private guy and pointing out a potential interest would close him up. Besides, she had a feeling Jen wasn’t looking for a relationship. Better to leave it alone.
“How long do you think it will take?” Julie asked.
“Huh?” Jack brought his attention back to Julie. “Oh. The wall. Um…” He scratched the top of his head. “It could be a while. I’ve got a few other projects going on right now.”
Julie frowned. She wanted this done quickly, but she also didn’t want to hire it out. By having Jack do it, she was saving a lot of money. She would have to take what Jack could do.
“Okay. Just do what you can and I’ll be happy.”
Julie sighed as she looked around. She was proud of what she had put together. When this was done, it was going to look great. The place looked much bigger since they had gotten the washers and dryers out. She would now have plenty of room.
“I’m going to get some work done in the back. Let me know if you need anything or have questions,” she informed Jack.
Jack nodded.
A chime rang, signaling someone entering the store. She couldn’t see the door to greet whoever had come in. Looking around, she didn’t see Jen. Julie didn’t like customers to come in without acknowledgement. She liked people to feel welcome. She looked toward the door, but didn’t see anyone there either.
Hmm.
She turned the corner hoping to find someone and crashed right into her customer. She lost her balance and would have fallen if it hadn’t been for a pair of strong hands grabbing her forearms, holding her upright.
The touch sent goose bumps over her skin and she took in a sharp breath, the scent of coconut and sun filling her lungs. She’d know that scent anywhere. She looked up into eyes she knew so well. Eyes she hadn’t seen in almost a year.
Cole.
He smiled down at her and she thought she might melt into a puddle right here at his feet.
Blinking, she cut the connection that had her heart swooning and felt anger burning in its place. How dare he just walk back into her life like he hadn’t left without a word? She pulled away from him, her body going rigid.
“You okay?” His voice was soft, caring.

      ***Cole licked his lips. Maybe he shouldn’t have come. She didn’t look too happy to see him. He had wondered if she was still upset at him.
Now he knew.
He had figured she would be mad at him when he left, but he didn’t know if she would still be mad.
She was.
He would have to see her eventually. He had come back for Matt and Natalie’s wedding. It was still a month away, but he had come back early. He had missed his family. Had missed Julie. He couldn’t believe that he had been gone for almost a year.
A year that he thought would help clear his mind of Julie. He had been wrong. He thought about her constantly. Somehow, his time away only made his feelings for her grow.
Now, being here, seeing her. It was clear he couldn’t pretend anymore. Running away hadn’t worked. He would do whatever it took to make things right. And to see if maybe he had a shot with her.
“I’m fine.” Her tone was flat.
She wiped her hands down her pant legs as if wiping his touch away and turned to busy herself with the arrangement of clocks behind her.
Okay, this wasn’t going to be easy. Cole looked around.
“What’s going on here?” he asked gently, hoping to build a bridge.
“I’m expanding my shop into Mrs. Raines’ laundromat. She left it to me when she passed,” she said, waving her hand through the air.
Cole smiled. Her tone was warming up, but that might have more to do with her project here.
“Why are you here?” Her question was direct, and if she had meant it to sting, she had hit her mark.
Cole winced. He deserved that.
“I came back for Matt’s wedding.” He went with the safe answer. Who knows what she would do if he said he was here for her?
She tilted her head to the side, clearly debating whether that was the whole truth.
“Why are you here at my shop? The wedding isn’t for another month.” Julie pierced him with her eyes.
Cole shifted uncomfortably under her gaze. “I wanted to see you.” Clearly, the feeling wasn’t mutual.
Julie narrowed her gaze, deciding whether she was going to take his answer as the truth.
“Cole!” Matt walked into the room. Julie held his gaze, and Cole didn’t dare break it first. “You’re back! It’s good to see you.”
Just as Cole was about to turn away, Julie turned first, and walked to the back of her shop without another word. Matt reached out to shake Cole’s hand and placed his other hand on the back of Cole’s.
“How was your flight?”
“Oh, you know. Tight seats, bad food.”
Matt laughed. “I suppose so. Come check out what Jack is doing here. It’s going to look great!”
Cole placed a hand on Matt’s shoulder and followed him. “You didn’t tell me she was still so mad.”
Matt followed Cole’s gaze to his sister and shrugged. “You never asked.”
Cole looked at Matt with exasperation. “Really?”
“What did you expect? You didn’t tell her you were leaving. And you never called her while you were gone.”
Cole groaned. “I’ve left before. What about when I went to college? Or the academy?”
Matt smiled. “It was different then.”
“How?” Cole threw his hands up in surrender.
Matt made a clicking sound with his tongue. “If you don’t know, you’re in big trouble, my friend.”
Cole rubbed a hand over his face. He was in big trouble. He took one more look at the back of the shop and saw Julie talking with another woman.
“Hey, who’s that talking with Julie?” Cole asked.
“That’s Jen. She’s new,” Jack said as they approached.
“Julie hired someone? She must be pretty busy,” Cole observed.
“Yeah, things have picked up around here a bit. But I think Julie hired her because she needed a job,” Matt conjectured.
“What do you mean?” Cole narrowed his gaze at the two women talking.
“She came into town about a month ago. Had been in the shop a couple of times. She needed a job, and Julie offered her one.” Jack smiled at his sister’s generosity.
“She just hired her like that? Did she check her out? Call references?” Cole’s tone showed his concern.
“I don’t know,” Matt said. “But she seems nice. She’s a quick study. She’s great with the customers. Julie seems to love her.”
Cole sighed. Why was she always so trusting? Something bad was going to happen. He kept watching them and felt the urge to go tell Julie exactly what he was thinking.
A hand touched his arm, stopping him. “I don’t think you should say anything, man.”
Cole looked at Jack.
“She needs to be more careful.” Cole couldn’t hide the concern from his voice.
“Julie is going to do what she wants, with or without our approval. It just didn’t seem worth it,” Matt said with experience.
“She’s a grown woman and can dive into anyone’s life if she wants. If she hired her without checking her out, she had a reason. I trust her,” Jack added.
Cole looked at them both, shocked. What had happened while he was gone? These two had gone soft on him, that’s what.
“Fine,” Cole conceded. “I’ll let it go. What can I help with while I’m here?”
He would stick around and see what he could learn about this new girl while he helped with the renovations. Later, he would use his resources to look into her. Somebody needed to know a little about her.
“Good. Now grab that sledgehammer. It’s time for you to get out some aggression on this wall.” Jack chuckled.
Cole raised a brow. “Is that why you like renovating all those houses?”
Jack winked, then put his safety glasses on. He took one big swing and made contact with the wall. He rested his sledgehammer on his shoulder and waved his hand at the wall.
“Your turn.”
Cole put on his safety glasses and took a whack at the wall. It made contact, and he had to admit; it felt good. He took another swing, then another.






  
  Two


Several hours later, the wall was down, and Cole was feeling better. He looked around. It was quiet. Matt had gone home. He had plans with Natalie and couldn’t stay any longer. Jack was packing up his tools and preparing to leave as well. He didn’t see Jen anymore and wondered if she had gone home. 
Cole frowned. He had gotten so distracted with tearing down the wall he didn’t look into the Jen situation. But he did get out some frustration.
“I’m headed home,” Jack said, hefting his bag over his shoulder. “Can you tell Julie I took off?”
Cole stared at the back of the building. “You don’t want to tell her yourself?”
Jack gave a crooked smile. “Nah. I’ll see her tomorrow. This way, you two can catch up.”
Cole gave a weary look. “I’m not sure she wants that right now.”
Jack slapped Cole on the shoulder. “I think you’d be surprised what Julie wants.”
Cole watched Jack leave and heard the chime ring as he passed through the door. He thought back over the day, the conversations that he had with Jack and Matt. Did they know something about Julie that he didn’t? Both seemed to think he was missing something. Was he?
He walked to the back of the shop and opened the door marked “Employees only”.
Julie sat at her desk, about to take a bite of cake. She didn’t notice him. He stood quietly and watched her. Maybe it was because he hadn’t seen her in almost a year, or maybe because he was hopelessly in love with her, but she looked more beautiful than he remembered.
He cleared his throat, and she turned; mouth full of cake.
She smirked. “I haven’t eaten all day. I’m starved.”
“It was a long day. I think we all forgot to eat.” Cole chuckled and realized for the first time that he was hungry.
“I have another piece. You want it?” She held up another container with a generous slice of chocolate cake.
“I wouldn’t turn that down. Is it one of yours?” Cole knew she was a fantastic baker. Pretty good cook, too.
She nodded. “It’s yours. I have more at home.”
Cole strode the short distance to her desk and accepted the cake. He took a big bite and moaned with pleasure.
“I have missed this.”
“Oh yeah? No good cake in Houston?” She said it playfully, yet Cole knew he needed to tread carefully.
“Nothing can replace your cake, Jules.”
Julie smiled at the compliment, and the nickname that Cole had started when she was just a kid. She had always liked it. Even now, she was mad at him, but hearing him call her that softened her anger.
Maybe she needed to let go of her anger. They were family, after all.
“How long are you back for?” Julie asked, assuming he was going back to Houston after the wedding. She prepared herself for an answer she wouldn’t like.
“I’m back for good.” He smiled when he saw pleasure cross her face. She wanted him here. That was a start.
“You are?” Hope sprang from her voice, even though she didn’t want it to.
“I finished my training a few months back, but a major case hit the desk of my training officer, and he needed help. They brought in the FBI and had a special task force to help. I stayed to help however I could.”
Julie’s eyes widened. “I had no idea,” she said in awe.
He shrugged. “It was good to be a part of that. I learned a lot. When the case closed, I requested to come back home. I missed it here. I missed my family.” Cole held her gaze. “I missed you.”
Julie’s eyes filled with moisture, and she blinked it away. “Well, we’re all glad you’re back, and we missed you, too.” Julie’s voice caught on the last part, and she tried to cough to cover the emotion.
Cole took his last bite of cake and set the container down. He changed the subject.
“Looks like you’ve been busy around here.”
“Yeah. Jen’s been a big help, though.” Julie set her cake aside and stood to busy herself away from Cole.
Cole saw an opening and took it. “What’s her story, anyway? She into antiques?” Cole asked with feigned curiosity.
Julie narrowed her eyes at Cole. She wasn’t buying his casual curiosity.
“I needed some help. She needed a job. So, I gave her one,” Julie said in a firm tone. One Cole knew well.
Cole sighed. That was not what he wanted to hear. He opened his mouth to say what he knew he shouldn’t, but she stopped him.
She held up her hand. “Don’t. Just don’t.”
She grabbed something from the shelf beside her and strode to the main area of the shop.
Cole followed. “Julie…”
She turned on him, and fire filled her eyes. “I said don’t. I can take care of myself. I knew everything I needed to know about her when I hired her. She is a good person who needed someone to help her.”
She placed the item on a shelf as if that had been what she needed to do all day, then walked away from him once again.
This time, he reached out and grabbed her arm to stop her. “Julie. You have to be more careful.”
She looked down at his hand still holding her, then looked up, meeting his gaze.
He released her arm.
“Cole, I am not you. I don’t want to live in a world where I can’t trust anybody. I know you see bad things in your job, but I don’t want to live that way. I can’t.”
She stood there watching him. Waiting for him to say something, but he didn’t. He just stared at her with those piercing blue eyes that showed concern for her that she didn’t want to see.
She didn’t know what else to say. To do. She noticed her ragged breathing and tried to calm down, but the anger she felt mixed with her attraction to him made her pulse race even more.
Cole stood watching Julie. Seeing anger, and yet sadness for what he saw in his job. But he also saw hope. Hope in people. Hope in him. Hope in a God who loved and watched over them.
He shared that hope with her, yet he saw the evil in this world, too. It made it hard to trust people. People can lie, and they do. All the time. The only thing he knew he could truly trust was that God was good. Maybe he needed to hold onto that more. To be more like Julie. But he didn’t know if he could do that.
He felt heat radiating from her body and, on instinct, moved closer. He wanted to be near her and feel her hope in the good in people. To forget, for just a moment, the evil he saw in the world.
Her cheeks were tinged pink, and he wasn’t sure if it was because she was angry or because of his nearness. He leaned down, drawn to her, and felt her lean into him. He wet his lips and felt sure she could hear his heart beating. It was all he could hear.
Until…
“What was that?” Julie pulled back. Her eyes wide, searching.
It took Cole a few seconds longer to regain normal brain functions. But when he did, he turned to see what Julie was referring to.
“What was what?” Cole asked. He searched the area for anything out of place, feeling his training kick in.
“There.” Julie pointed towards the storefront. She saw a dark shadow moving. “There’s someone out there. They’re looking in.”
Cole looked at the front of the store. The entire front of the building was wall to wall, floor to ceiling windows.
He saw movement and ran for the door.
“Cole!” Julie called behind him.
He glanced back and saw the fear in her eyes. He unclipped his weapon but left it holstered on his hip. He opened the door and heard footsteps running to the north.
Pulling his gun, he shouted, “Stop!”
The figure kept running and turned the corner up the alley. Cole followed at a quick pace. When he reached the corner, he slowed and crept low.
Coming around the corner, his eyes searched the dark alley.
No movement.
He walked slowly, staying close to the wall, knowing there were several hiding places in the alley. He made it to the end and found nothing.
The other end opened to another road. Whoever had been peeking in the store window was long gone now. He turned and headed back to Julie.
Just as he reached the entrance of the alley, he heard a noise and raised his gun. He waited for whoever it was to come around the corner.

      ***Julie found herself staring straight into the barrel of Cole’s gun.
“Julie!” Cole lowered his gun and felt the air rush out of him. “What are you doing? I could have shot you.”
“I was worried about you.” Julie’s eyes were wide.
“Let’s get you inside.” He led her to the door and opened it for her.
“Thanks,” she mumbled.
“What were you thinking?” Cole blurted again.
“I told you. I was worried.” Julie wrapped her arms around herself.
Cole wanted to be angry, but watching her, he felt his anger dissipate. Concern for her replacing it. He pulled her into a hug.
She let him, and that surprised him. He felt her melt into his arms, and he thought about what had almost happened before she saw someone outside. He had been about to kiss her.
Again.
He didn’t know who had been outside her shop or why. But one thing he knew. He wanted to kiss her. And it seemed like she did too.
She may be mad at him, but he had to know. He needed to know if there was something there.






  
  Three


Cole rubbed his eyes and covered a yawn. He had barely slept last night. Julie talked him out of reporting the incident at her shop. She convinced him it was just a random person walking by. He had agreed to that possibility. And after their disagreement about Jen, Cole knew he wasn’t going to win. 
That didn’t stop him from worrying. He insisted on following her home to make sure she got home safe. Then waited until she turned out the lights and went to bed. Thankfully, she didn’t know about that.
When he finally made it home, he looked into Jen. To his frustration, he didn’t come up with anything, worrying him even more. Finally giving up, he tried to get some sleep. Tossing and turning for hours, he gave up and got up for a run.
“You know, you didn’t have to come today. The guys had to work and won’t be back to help for a few days,” Julie said, approaching him.
Cole rubbed his eyes again. “I wanted to. I have some time off and nothing to do.”
“Right.” Julie didn’t believe him. He was here to watch over her. She knew she should be bothered by that, but after last night, it brought a bit of comfort.
She didn’t think last night was something to worry about. Cole had just gotten into her head. But the person in the window had given her an uneasy feeling.
“Where do you want this?” Cole held up a box Julie hadn’t seen before.
She tilted her head. “Hmm. I wonder why that’s there?”
“You don’t know what this is?” Cole asked.
“It must have belonged to Mrs. Raines. I’ve never seen it before. Interesting box. It looks old. I’ll have to do some research on it.” Julie reached out, and Cole handed it over.
Her hand brushed over his, and she jerked back. Cole’s quick hands clasped around hers and secured it. Julie looked up, a blush rising to her cheeks.
Cole smiled.
She pulled back and stiffened. “Thanks for the box. I’m going to get back to work.”
Julie walked away, and Cole smiled. She was coming around.

      ***Julie tucked the box behind her desk. What was wrong with her? She should be mad at Cole. She was.
But every time he got near her, she acted like a teenager with a crush. She did her best to avoid him for the rest of the day. If she couldn’t trust her emotions when she was with him, she just would not be around him.
The problem was he wouldn’t leave.
“Oh! That’s an interesting box. Where did you get that?” Jen came through the door.
“It was in the laundromat. I’m assuming it was Mrs. Raines.”
“Have you looked in it yet?” she asked.
No. It looks pretty old. Sometimes, the hinges and clasps can give out. I want to do some research before I open it.” Julie looked at the box, then back to Jen. “Besides, it belonged to Mrs. Raines. It was probably something personal. I kind of feel weird going through her stuff.” She shrugged. “I’ll take it home and find out more about it. I’ll have to go through it, eventually.”
Jen nodded. “What’s the deal with your friend out there?”
“Cole?”
“Yeah.” Jen tried to sound casual, but Julie heard the shakiness in her voice. “He’s hanging around here like a bodyguard.”
Julie laughed. “That’s Cole. He’s a detective for Drake Harbor PD. He doesn’t know how to look different.”
“Oh.” Jen seemed to visibly relax. “How do you know him?”
Julie smiled at the memories that came to her. Memories of days at the beach, late-night homework sessions, and sternly being told not to do something.
“He’s Matt’s best friend. Has been as long as I can remember. He kind of grew up as part of our family.”
“That’s nice.”
“Yeah,” she mused. “We lost our parents when I was young. Matt took care of us. Cole helped him.”
“I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” Jen blushed with embarrassment.
“Thanks. It was a long time ago. Car accident. My sister Samantha was in the car with them. She was the only one who survived. We made it work. I’m not sure where any of us girls would be if it weren’t for Matt and Cole.”
“Girls? How many of you are there?” Jen smiled at the odd question.
Julie giggled. “Three if you count Bethany.”
“Bethany?”
“She’s our cousin. Bethany and her mom came to live with us before my parent’s accident. She’s as close as a sister to me as Sam is.”
“I like that. You kind of made your own family.”
“Something like that. Whatever it is, it works for us.” Julie’s eyes wandered to the front of the store where Cole was watching out the window. “Try not to let any of them bother you. They are just protective and care more than they probably should.”
“Thanks.” Jen smiled and went out the door. Leaving Julie to her thoughts.
Julie walked to the front of the store and stopped beside Cole.
“You’re doing it again.”
He looked at her. “What?”
“Your cop thing. You’re going to scare off my customers. You need to back off. Last night was nothing. Let it go.”
He watched her closely. Was she referring to the person peeking in? Or what almost happened between them? Last night was not nothing. It was what his heart longed for. For more than a year now. For longer than he could remember.
“What if it wasn’t nothing?” he countered.
“Cole.” Her voice was firm, with a hint of irritation. “You should go to the station. I know you have work to do. I don’t need a babysitter. It was nothing, and I will be fine. Please, just go.”
Cole looked hurt, and she felt bad, but she couldn’t have him here scaring off her customers. Or, if she were honest, messing with her heart.
He had been gone for almost a year without a word, and now he was spending all his time here. She needed some breathing room. Some space to be angry. And with him here, helping and watching over her, it was harder for her to hang on to her anger.
Then why be angry at all?
The thought popped into her brain, as it had several times since he had come back yesterday. If it was so hard to stay angry, why did she?
Because she wasn’t ready to let it go. He had hurt her, and she wasn’t ready to let go of that hurt yet.
Cole gave a nod. “Okay. I’ll go.”
Julie watched him step out the door, head down. She wanted to scream. It wasn’t fair. He was the one who left. He hurt her. He doesn’t get to make her feel bad for asking him to leave.
But she did.
She felt terrible. She almost went after him. To tell him he could stay. But something kept her there. Watching him walk away.
All she wanted was Cole back. The Cole she knew before these weird feelings crept up on her. She wanted her friend back.
At Sam’s wedding last year, she had wondered if there was something more there. But then he left. And now, those feelings were messing things up. And she didn’t know how to get back to the way things once were.






  
  Four


Cole walked into the Drake Harbor police station and found his way to Alex Bronson’s desk. 
Alex looked up. “Hey man! Welcome back. How was Houston? I heard you got put on a pretty big case.”
“It was a good experience. But I’m glad to be back.” Cole looked around. “Do I have a desk around here somewhere?”
Alex frowned. “I thought you weren’t coming back to work until next week?”
“Change of plans. I need some work to keep me busy.”
Alex raised a brow, but nodded in understanding. “You’ll be taking over Jacobs’ desk. It’s been cleaned out, so it’s ready for you to take over.”
Cole and Alex exchanged a look. Brady Jacobs had been Alex’s partner until last year, when he made a rash decision and entered a meth house before backup had arrived. The house blew, and Jacobs hadn’t made it. Cole had sustained some minor injuries in the blast. He thought Alex was still bothered by losing his partner, but he didn’t let it show.
“Any cases I could jump into?” Cole planned to bury himself in work. If Julie needed her space, he would give it to her. But he wouldn’t be able to keep his distance if he didn’t have something to keep him busy.
“Yeah. I’ve got a couple I could use some help on.” Alex pulled out two files. “Look through these and let me know what you think.”
He took the files, and Alex went back to his computer. Cole walked over to Jacobs’ desk. His desk. Things had been so different just a year ago. He pushed for Bronson to look into the threat Natalie had received, but Bronson had no interest. Now, with these case files in hand, he felt like an equal, a colleague. It felt good.
He looked over his desk. It was bare. He opened the drawer. Empty. He knew over time they would be filled, but now they seemed so odd. So bare.
Next time he came in, he would need to bring a photo or plant or something. He opened the first file and tried to shove aside the feeling of loneliness.
After two hours of pouring over both files, he approached Alex’s desk.
“What do you think?” Alex asked, interested in Cole’s opinion.
Cole pulled up a chair, opened the first file and shared his take on what he’d read.

      ***Julie watched Jen leave. Should she leave too? It was getting dark outside, and now she was alone in the store. What if that guy came back?
Seriously?
She was losing it. She had never been afraid of being in her store at night before. Cole had gotten in her head and made her think she wasn’t being careful enough. She locked the front door and headed to the back to finish up some paperwork. She would be fine. Besides, she knew how to defend herself.
After what had happened to Natalie last year, she had gone with Bethany to take self-defense classes. Cole had said that he would take her to learn how to fire a gun. But then he left.
Bethany learned how to shoot a gun while she was in college. Some woman’s self-defense class she said she had taken. Julie had asked Bethany to teach her. Now, she carried a gun with her all the time. Julie pulled open the top drawer of her desk and placed her hand on the gun that rested there. She could take care of herself.
Closing the drawer, she went back to work.
Three hours later, she yawned and stretched. Looking at the clock, she knew she needed to go home if she intended to get any sleep tonight. She stood and gathered all of her things, including her gun, and headed to the door.
She paused and looked around. She shook her head. Why was she freaking out? Nobody was there. She stepped out the door and locked it behind her. She looked up and down the street. She was alone.
She took a few steps toward her car when she heard a noise behind her. She spun around.
Nothing.
She took a few more steps and heard another noise, but again, nothing was there. Her heart beat loudly in her ears. She grabbed her cell phone and looked at her car at the end of the block.
Should she call him? It would make her feel better if she did. She began to dial his number, then stopped, put her phone back in her purse and placed her hand on her gun. She could take care of herself. She had done so for the last year without his help. She didn’t need him now. Picking up her pace, she kept walking toward her car.
Finally, she reached her car and unlocked the door. She got in and started the car. Taking one more look around and seeing nothing suspicious, she willed herself to calm down.
She pulled onto the road and drove home without any trouble. Last night had just thrown her off. Forcing the thoughts from her mind, she pulled into her driveway.
She saw lights on at Matt’s house next door and decided to stop in to see him. Just seeing her brother would help settle her nerves.

      ***Cole opened his front door and tossed his keys into the bowl on the entryway table. It looked like they were making progress on one of the cases. It felt good. He was helping people, and it gave him purpose. He walked into his spacious living room and dropped into an overstuffed armchair.
For the hundredth time today, he pulled his phone out and thought about calling Julie. He unlocked the screen, his finger poised to dial, then set his phone down. No. She didn’t want him around. She needed space. He would give that to her.
He rested his head on the back of the chair and closed his eyes. How could he have screwed things up so badly? He should have told Julie he was leaving, but telling her goodbye wouldn’t have been easy. He wouldn’t have been able to keep his feelings for her to himself.
He thought that distance would help. What he realized instead was that his heart didn’t need to move on. It needed Julie. And every time he thought about calling her, he was afraid that if he did, he would let it all out on the phone.
That was not the way to do it. So, he waited. And waited. Then, thanks to a call to Matt, he realized Julie was mad. And when his training ended, and he got put on that case, he didn’t even have time to call Matt.
He didn’t know how, but he was going to fix it. He needed to tell Julie how he felt. Being gone had provided clarity. Julie’s feelings may not run as deep as his, but he was pretty sure she had feelings for him, too. Or at least she had before he screwed it up. He could feel it.






  
  Five


“Are you thirsty?” Julie offered Jack a water bottle. 
“I’m good,” he said through gritted teeth.
Jack and Matt had come to work at the shop today. Julie had expected to see Cole show up, too, but he hadn’t.
She was still mad at him and thought she would be glad he wasn’t here. Instead, she felt disappointed. He hadn’t been by since she had sent him away days ago. She thought about calling him several times, then talked herself out of it.
Why wouldn’t he come by? Because she told him to go away. But that had never stopped him before. She was going crazy wondering about him.
“I’ll take the water,” Matt said.
Julie’s focus rushed back to the present. “Oh! Here.” She shoved it toward Matt.
“He’s working a case.”
“What?” Julie asked, confused.
“Cole. He’s working a case. That’s why he’s not here today,” Matt clarified.
“Oh.” Julie looked at her two brothers. “I didn’t ask where he was.”
Jack and Matt shared a knowing look. “Uh, huh. That’s why you won’t leave us alone?”
“What are you talking about? I’m just offering you some water.” Julie put her hands up in defense. “I can take a hint. I’ll leave you alone.”
Julie walked off, and she could hear her brothers whispering. So, they think she’s thinking about Cole. So what if she was? He’s family. She thought about her family all the time.
She wandered around the store, tweaking her displays here and there. Making herself feel busy.
Cole was working a case. He was busy. That’s why he hadn’t come to see her. Or was it because she had told him to go away?
That didn’t seem like Cole. He always handled her tantrums just fine. Not that she was having a tantrum. But growing up, she knew she hadn’t been easy. She gave Matt and Cole so much grief. She hadn’t meant to. She just had an adventurous spirit. And she had never gotten herself into trouble.
But she knew it had caused some hard times for them both. But even then, Cole had never gotten upset with her. Matt sure, but never Cole.
“Hey Julie? Do you know that guy over there?” Jen asked.
She shook her head. “No. I don’t think I’ve seen him before. But he does seem familiar. Why do you ask?”
“He gives me the creeps. Something feels off about him.” Jen shivered.
Julie nodded in understanding. He did seem a little weird. She was glad Matt and Jack were here.
“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Julie promised.
“I’m sure it’s nothing. I just got a weird feeling. He was looking for an old box.”
“You talked to him? And he was looking for an old box?” Julie asked.
“Yeah. I showed him what we have, but he didn’t seem interested.”
“Like I said, I’ll keep an eye on him,” Julie promised again.
Jen nodded and headed to the back of the store.
Julie watched for a while and saw the man walk to the new part of the store. Nothing was over there. What would he be doing over there?
She wandered that way, watching him closely.
Approaching him, she asked, “Can I help you?”
He grunted. “I’m just looking around.”
Julie got a bad feeling in her stomach. “This part of the store is closed to customers. It’s under construction and not safe. I have no antiques over here.” Julie paused and studied the man.
There was something about him she couldn’t put her finger on. She couldn’t shake the uneasiness she felt around him.
“Are you sure I can’t help you find something?” she tried again. “My associate told me you were looking for an old box?”
He smiled, and Julie didn’t like it. “Yes, sort of. My aunt had this really cool old box that she used for her keepsakes. It got lost, and I was looking for something to replace it.”
Julie tapped a finger on her lip. “Like a hope chest?”
“Yes.” The man got excited. “But smaller. More for small valuables. Do you have one?”
Now they were getting somewhere. “I’ll show you what I have and see if anything fits. Follow me.” Julie led him to the main shop.
“This is my whole collection. See if anything feels right.”
He looked them over, then looked to the back of the store, and Julie felt uncomfortable again.
“These aren’t exactly what I’m looking for. Do you have anything else, maybe in back?”
“No. Everything I have for sale is out on display.” Julie tried to sound in control, but she wanted this man to leave.
The man shrugged his shoulders. “I guess you don’t have what I’m looking for. I’’ have to look someplace else.”
“I’m sorry about that. Thank you for coming in.”
He nodded and exited the store. Julie felt like she could breathe again.
She walked back to the storeroom where Jen was. “You were right. There was something off about that guy. But he left. Hopefully, he doesn’t come back again.”
“Good. Thanks for handling him,” Jen said.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Why?” Jen seemed nervous.
“He seemed to really bother you. Did you know him?”
“No,” Jen answered quickly.
“Something has you worried,” Julie observed.
“I guess I’m just not the trusting type.”
Julie nodded. “I get that. I know someone like that.”
She thought of Cole. He didn’t trust anyone unless he had a full background check on them. Maybe it wasn’t Cole who was so different. Maybe it was her. She was the one who trusted others without question.
“You know what? It’s almost closing time. The guys will be done shortly and I’ll be closing up. Why don’t you head out early? There’s not much left to do around here today.”
“You sure?” Jen asked, but seemed excited about getting out early.
“Yes. I can close up after the boys leave.”
“Okay. Thanks. I have a few things I need to get done at home. It would be nice to have time to do them.”
Jen got her things together and signed out. Julie followed her to the door, then walked over to see how her brothers were doing.
“Looks like we’re done here for the day. Are you done?” Jack asked.
“No. I have a few things to do. But go ahead. No need for you guys to stay. Just some paperwork. If I don’t do it today, I’ll have too much to do by the end of the week.”
“Okay. Lock up behind us,” Matt reminded her.
“I know. I always do.”
Matt and Jack waited for her to lock the door behind them.
“See you tomorrow,” Jack hollered through the glass.
Julie nodded and watched them leave. Then she walked to the new part of the store. She wondered what that man had wanted earlier. Clearly, there were no antiques over here. Was he here looking for something else? This used to be the laundromat. Maybe he just wanted to see what she was doing to the place.
Julie heard a loud crash. She froze.
Something fell. But what? And why?
Another noise reached her ears, followed by a muffled curse.
Somebody was here.
What should she do? She was in the new building. The intruder was in the warehouse. How had they gotten in? She had locked the door.
Her gun.
She needed her gun. It was in her desk drawer. In the same room as the intruder. Thankfully, she kept that drawer locked.
But he had gotten into the shop, and it was locked.
She tried to stay calm. To think. What could she do? She had to get help.
Her phone. She had her phone. She reached for it in her pocket when she heard more noises. He must be looking for something.
With shaky fingers, she punched in the number she knew by heart.






  
  Six


Cole worked on his computer, trying to find a lead on this case. He had been at it for a few days now and had nothing new. There was no evidence. How could that be? 
It appeared to be a crime of passion and opportunity. But the lack of evidence screamed premeditated. Killers who acted on impulse usually left something behind. But this guy had cleaned up and taken everything with him. Except for the two bodies he had killed.
With his thumb and finger, he pinched the bridge of his nose. He needed a break. He should have taken Matt up on the offer to go to Julie’s shop today. He just wanted this case put to bed, and if he were being honest, he didn’t know if seeing Julie would be best for anyone right now.
Her feelings had been clear when she asked him to go. He knew he couldn't do that long term, but she needed space, and he wanted to respect that. He hadn’t given up.
He wanted to call her so many times. But in the end, he always chickened out. He thought maybe she would reach out to him, but she hadn’t. That said a lot.
He stood and paced. He got a drink from the water cooler, disposed of the cup, and began pacing again. Maybe he needed to take a break. Come back and look at it with fresh eyes in the morning. He checked his watch. It was late. Maybe that would be best. He went back to his desk and cleaned up. He would not leave his desk a disaster the way Alex Bronson did.
As he put his files away, his gaze fell to the photos he had brought in. They were from Sam’s wedding last year. He picked up the photo of him and Julie.
He knew what a future with her would look like. Coming home after a long day, enjoying the amazing food Julie had made for dinner. They would share about their day, relax and watch the crashing waves on the back porch. They would have barbecues with their family and friends. He would try to grill only to have Jack take over.
He wanted that. Cole could see it all. He just had to help Julie find that dream. He believed it was there. She was just still mad at him.
On his way to his car, his phone buzzed. Julie’s number popped up. His heart raced. He clicked the green button.
“Hello?” His tone was filled with excitement.
“Cole.” Her voice came in a harsh whisper, and his stomach turned. “There’s someone here,” she whispered.
“Where are you? The shop? Your house?” Cole went into protector mode.
“The shop. He is in the back.”
“I’m on my way. I’ll be there in less than ten minutes. Stay on the line. Where in the shop are you?” Cole couldn’t keep the fear from his voice.
“I’m in the laundromat. I don’t think he knows I’m here.” Cole heard the fear in her voice.
“Stay hidden. I’m coming.” Cole forced the words out. His throat tight.
He cranked the engine and sped away.
Julie pulled the phone from her ear to get an idea of where the intruder was, but heard nothing. She tried to get a little closer to hear better, but he was too quiet. Where was he? He had to still be here.
From a distance, she could hear someone calling her name. She looked at her phone, realizing it was Cole.
“Sorry. I’m here. I was trying to see if he was still here,” Julie told him.
“Just stay hidden. Please.” There was desperation in his voice. It made her heart pound double-time.
Julie peeked over one of her table displays. She could almost see the door to the warehouse. If she could just tell where he was. Maybe she could make it to the front door and get out. She moved to the left and dropped the phone.
She was standing face to face with a man in a black mask.
“Where is it?” he demanded.
Julie used her bravest voice. “Where’s what?”
“What did you do with it? It’s mine, and I want it back.”
Julie saw the knife in his hand and lost all her bravado. With a shaky voice, she said, “If you tell me what you’re looking

      ***
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