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  Dedication


To my mom, whose love and support 

builds me up. May your dreams live 

through me as we laugh on 

the “couch.”








  
  One


Bethany smiled, feeling the sun on her face and the gentle touch of her father’s strong, firm hands push her each time she swung back. She came back again and as he pushed; he ran under her and she flew to the sky. 
Giggles escaped her lips, and she heard laughter spill from her father, too. She loved spending time with him. Every moment was filled with fun and adventure. He was the best father a girl could have. She tipped her head back as she flew through the sky and looked at her father. 
Her smile faded when she saw the frown on his face. Something was wrong.
He slowed the swing and tried to hide his worry, but she had seen it. She wanted to ask what was wrong, but he hushed her. She watched him as he looked around the neighborhood, listening. 
What was wrong? Why was he so worried? Her head swiveled from side to side, looking for what had made him so worried, but she didn’t see anything.
He ushered her from the swing. “Come on, Baby. Let’s get you inside.”
But she didn’t want to be done on the swing. She resisted his hands and went back to the swing.
“Bethany.” Her father’s tone was firm. 
She heard no room for argument. She began to follow his instructions, expressing her displeasure with a pout, when she heard a loud sound from down the street. Her father narrowed his eyes and watched the road. As it got closer, she recognized the sound of a motorcycle.
“Go, Bethany! Go!” Her father’s panicked voice told her he was scared. 
His firm, but gentle, push told her to run. She knew she should listen, but what about him? She couldn’t leave her father outside to face whatever had him so scared.
The motorcycle got closer and she could hear nothing but the roar of the engine. 
It was too loud. 
It hurt her ears. 
She looked around for her father, but couldn’t find him. 
That’s when she spotted the motorcycle. She knew trouble was coming. The rider was wearing black leather from head to toe and had a dark helmet on that protected his identity. 
Bethany knew to run.
Arms came around her and snatched her from her yard. 
She fought to get away. 
She screamed.,
But a hand came over her mouth, silencing her immediately. She kicked and swung her arms, but the hands that held her were stronger. They squeezed tight, and she thought they would break her.
Who had grabbed her? Why had he taken her? Was it the man on the motorcycle? What did he want? Where had her father gone? 
Questions flooded her mind, and she forgot the things her father had taught her. 
Be aware of your surroundings. Always know where you are and who is around you. 
The man’s hand covered most of her face, blurring her sight, but she could still see a little. The problem was she hadn’t paid attention when she had been taken and now she wasn’t sure where she was.
She stopped fighting and tried to figure out where she was, but it was no use. She didn’t even know how long the man who held her had been running. It had felt like forever, but she knew it had only been minutes. She couldn’t be far from her house, but everything looked the same.
Finally, he stopped. 
Bethany tried to see where she was, but the man pushed her face into his massive chest. She heard his heart racing in her ear and felt his muscles bulge as he moved something. Then it was completely dark. And cold. 
The man scrambled across the floor until she felt her back press up against a cold, concrete wall. He released her, and she felt his hesitancy. 
Was it because he was scared of something? Or was he worried she would scream and give up their location? Maybe both.
Bethany couldn’t see anything. There wasn’t even a fraction of light coming through. Did she dare try to escape? But how? She couldn’t see a thing. And she didn’t know where her abductor was. She heard him and knew he was close, but couldn’t be sure of his exact location. What she did know was that he knew where she was.
Fear paralyzed her. She sat frozen and silent. Her eyes searched the darkness, desperate to see something. Anything. 
Soon her eyes slowly began to adjust to the darkness. She couldn’t make out details, but could see the mass of a man on the other side of the tiny room they were in and saw that the only way out was through him.
Hopelessness fell over her, and a whimper escaped. 
Instantly, a hand flew over her mouth, silencing her. She tried to fight him, but he was stronger than her. The only thing she could do was comply. 
So she did. 
Bethany sat quietly for what seemed like forever. The man didn’t say a word, and she didn’t either. 
She wanted to go home. 
She wanted her father. What had happened to him? 
Tears threatened, but she wouldn’t let them fall. Even at the young age of six, Bethany was tough. Just like her father. She wouldn’t let fear control her.

      ***Bethany woke with a start. 
She sat up, her breathing elevated. Her bedroom. She was safe in her bedroom. Not in a dark cellar. 
Bethany looked at the clock and moaned. It was way too early to be up, but there was no way she would go back to sleep after that dream. She pulled herself from her bed and made her way to the kitchen.
Most days were coffee days. Today would be no exception.
Opening her bedroom door, she stopped. 
Jen sat on the couch, sipping a cup of tea.
“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked her.
Jen shook her head. “There’s more hot water on the counter. You’re up awfully early.”
“Thanks.” Bethany padded to the kitchen, chose some tea to start with, and poured the hot water into her cup. “Bad dreams.” 
Bethany turned to face Jen. Memories of the day they had become roommates filled her. Jen had been hiding from a man who had been trying to kill her. He had finally found her, kidnapped her, burned down her house and tried to kill her in a fire. 
Thankfully, Jack, Bethany’s cousin and closest confidant, had found and saved her. 
But, after several months of recovery in the hospital, Jen had no house to return to. Bethany, thanks to her nosy cousin Julie, had gotten to know Jen pretty well and liked her quite a bit. When Julie suggested Jen move in with her, both Bethany and Jen hesitated. 
Bethany had never had a roommate other than Lucy, her college dorm mate, but found that she and Jen had a lot in common. They understood each other well. Both were working through nightmares that haunted them. And both struggled with opening up to others. 
In fact, they were so much alike it was almost scary. Bethany hadn’t been sure how it would go, but things had worked out very well. It turned out they were good for each other. Both of them wanted to get past their nightmares and they promised to help each other do so.
Bethany settled on the small couch beside Jen. She held her cup and warmed her hands. “I’m remembering more.”
“That’s good.” Jen took a sip of her tea. “Anything helpful?”
Bethany shook her head. “Nothing yet. I still can’t remember who had me or where I was.” She sighed. “But I didn’t wake up screaming. That’s progress.”
“I noticed.” Jen smiled behind her cup.
“What about you? Dreams keeping you up?”
“Hmm…no.” 
Jen’s cheeks flushed, and Bethany knew why she couldn’t sleep. 
Jack. 
Jen was crazy about him. Jack was coming home from working with the US Forest Services today. He had left with another firefighter from his station—Eric—close to a year ago. 
Jack had fallen hard for Jen last year, but felt betrayed by her secrets and left to clear his head. 
Or so he said.
Bethany sometimes thought Jack was just hiding. But she didn’t have a leg to stand on in that argument. She was hiding from her own hurts, therefore, she left it alone. 
Jack had called a few times in the last year, but Jen hadn’t spoken to him since that day in the hospital when he told her he was leaving. The day she poured out her heart to him.
“You nervous?” Bethany didn’t need to clarify what they were talking about.
Jen gave a nervous smile. “Terrified.”
Bethany gave a sympathetic smile. “He’ll come around. Just give him time.”
Jen sighed. She hoped Bethany was right. Jack knew how she felt. She had confessed her feelings that night in the hospital. She had told him she would fight for their relationship. Jen knew Jack had feelings for her, too. She felt it when he looked at her. When he kissed her. That kiss they shared at the hospital said things that words couldn’t express. 
But then Jack told her he couldn’t do it. And he left. It had crushed her. 
Now he was coming home. He hadn’t spoken to her since he left. They had no plans to see each other now. But she knew she would see him at some point. She lived with Bethany. Bethany and Jack were cousins. And they were so close. He would come to see her right away. And if she didn’t see him here, she would no doubt run into him at the antique shop Jen worked. Her boss and friend Julie, was Jack’s sister. 
Now she sat, a bundle of nerves, just thinking about the moment she would see him again. Had he figured out what he needed to? Did he still have feelings for her? Had he moved on? The wonder was killing her.
Bethany could see the spiral Jen was taking and spoke up. “I was going for a run. To clear my head. You want to go? It’d be good for you.”
Jen’s brows raised. “Will your running buddy be going as well?” she teased, her nerves easing a bit.
Bethany choked on her tea. “My running buddy?”
“Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Hawk has joined you almost every day in the last few weeks. Are you sure there’s nothing going on there?”
Hawk.
Somehow, Hawk had broken through most of Bethany’s walls. To consume much of her thoughts. And to make her feel things, she swore she never would.
“No. There’s nothing going on there. We’re just friends.” 
Bethany wouldn’t allow it to be anything more. Period. 
At the look on Jen’s face, she said, “No. I promise. There is nothing there. Now, do you want to go for a run or not?”
Jen bit back the smirk that wanted to surface. “Yes. I’d love to join you.”
“Good. I’ll be ready in fifteen.” 
Bethany got up from the couch, ending the discussion of her and Hawk. It was preposterous. She didn’t date. Period. It didn’t matter that she thought of Hawk all the time or that she found herself extremely attracted to the man. 
She had her feelings contained. 
She was in control.






  
  Two


Hawk sat in Kyle’s chair, feet up on his desk, spinning a pen between his thumb and forefinger. It had been months since he had sat in this chair and left Kyle the bug he had found in his apartment. Kyle was contracted by the FBI on special cases and had skills Hawk wanted to tap into without his boss knowing. But even Kyle hadn’t been able to trace the bug. 
Neither had Hawk. He knew he should have taken it to his boss, but something kept him from doing so. 
When they couldn’t figure out who left it, Hawk was forced to let it go. But he didn’t let his guard down. Someone was watching him. So far, things had been pretty quiet. Until now. 
After almost a year—and a move to another state—he had found another bug in his place. Once again, he knew he should go to his boss, but something brought Hawk here instead. Just like the last time. 
Although, last time, Kyle hadn’t been here. Bethany had.
Hawk thought about that night with Bethany. He had tried to shake her from his thoughts and failed at every attempt. So, he decided he wanted to see what was there. The problem was Bethany didn’t. So, he proposed a friendship. 
He thought their time together as friends would give him a chance to explore what was really there and if it was something he wanted to pursue further or let go. 
Bethany had stirred something in Hawk from the moment he first laid eyes on her almost three years ago at her cousin’s wedding. Hair like fire and eyes like the sea, Hawk had been mesmerized by her beauty right away. But it was her intelligence, confidence, and wit that did things to him that he couldn’t deny any longer. She challenged him and intrigued him in a way nobody ever had before.
“Earth to Hawk.” 
“Huh?” Hawk sat up and dropped his feet to the floor.
“I said, have you talked to Caine about the bug?” Kyle asked.
Hawk stared at his longtime friend and old military buddy. The one person he trusted with his life. The person who brought Bethany into his life. “No.”
Kyle studied him. “Are you okay, Hawk?”
Hawk blinked twice. “Yeah. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”
“Care to share with me?” he asked.
“I’m not sure I can trust Caine anymore.” 
Leeland Caine, Hawk’s boss and the head of the FBI’s New York office, was a strong leader, a smart man, and always had Hawk’s back. But in this case, something didn’t feel right. 
“Was it something Caine did? Or feelings for a certain redhead?” Kyle chuckled to himself.
Hawk gave a humorless laugh. If only it were that simple. “Maybe both?”
Kyle took a seat, surprised at Hawk’s easy admission to his feelings for Bethany. Hawk was no fool. He knew his friend saw it, but Hawk had never admitted it out loud before.
“Okay. Let’s start with Caine.” They both knew that would be the easier topic.
“I’ve been working this case for Caine for a while now. Years, actually. It’s kind of an-off-the-books job, but not.”
“Already sounds suspicious.” Kyle interjected.
Hawk gave a stiff nod. “Agreed. But a lot of on-the-books jobs start that way. And it wasn’t like it was a personal thing. More like a national security thing. We couldn’t open a true investigation without more information. That’s what I was doing.”
“But the information you are finding is leading you in a different direction than where Caine has you going?” Kyle guessed.
“A bit, yes. But I’ve also hit some road blocks and Caine refuses to help. It’s almost like if he doesn’t like where the evidence takes me, he forces a dead end. I told him I’d go where the evidence leads, but I feel like he’s trying to narrate where that is.”
“You think he put the bug in your place?”
“No,” Hawk responded quickly. “Caine doesn’t need to bug my place to know what I know.” Although, the thought had gone through his mind. But he truly didn’t believe it was Caine. Caine had no reason to spy on him. 
The problem was, Hawk didn’t know who did.
Kyle inspected the bug Hawk had brought him. It looked like the last one. “Where did you find this one?”
Hawk looked up. “The smoke detector.”
“Hmm…not the easiest place to find, but definitely not a place you wouldn’t check. If it’s the same person, why make this one easier to find?”
“Lack of time to hide it better?” Hawk guessed.
“Maybe. But if he’s as good as he seems, he wouldn’t have trouble hiding it better. I’ll see what I can find, but if it’s the same guy…”
“I know.” Hawk already figured they wouldn’t get anything from it. But he had to try. He didn’t like the fact that someone was spying on him.
“How’s Lucy?” Hawk changed the subject.
“Miserable. She told me yesterday whoever called it ‘morning sickness’ should be shot. It’s all day, every day.”
Hawk winced at the thought, but caught the slight smile on Kyle’s face. The man couldn’t help it. Whenever Lucy or the baby she was carrying came up, Kyle was all smiles. He couldn’t wait to be a dad. Hawk was happy for them, but a pang of jealousy always hit him when he thought about their family growing. 
He had never had a desire to have a family or to settle down. Not until he met Bethany. It was still a crazy thought. Bethany wasn’t the type to want to settle down and have a family, either. But the thought popped into his brain more and more and each time he seemed to like it.
“Anything I can do?”
Kyle laughed. “Don’t cook anything in front of her. I’ve had to do all the cooking lately. She can’t stand the smells.”
“If you need me to, I’ll come grill you a nice steak so you can take a break from doing the cooking.”
“Are you bringing the steak?” Kyle laughed.
“Hey, I’m just trying to help you out, man.” Hawk held up his hands. “If you don’t want my help…”
The front door chimed, and Hawk and Kyle looked at each other, then the door.  Kyle shrugged. “Bethany must have a patient.” He frowned. “But I didn’t know she was here.”
Hawk leaned against the wall by the door. From his position, he could see into the lobby without anyone seeing him. He glanced back at Kyle to see a smirk at Hawk’s curiosity. He ignored Kyle and brought his attention back to the waiting area. A man approached Blair, their receptionist. He couldn’t hear what the man was saying. 
Then he heard Blair say, “Ms. Winters is not in yet. Feel free to have a seat. She should be here shortly.”
The man took a seat and Hawk felt a sense of familiarity he couldn’t place. Had he seen him before? He was a patient of Bethany’s. Maybe he had seen him here. That had to be it. He forced himself from his perch by the door and went back to his friend.
“When are you going to tell her?” Kyle asked with a knowing smile.
Hawk’s brows rose and met above the bridge of his nose. When Kyle didn’t clarify, Hawk knew there was no point in pretending he didn’t know what Kyle was talking about. 
Bethany.
“There’s nothing to tell,” Hawk responded. 
That wasn’t entirely true. But what Hawk wanted to tell her she wouldn’t want to hear and would end any hope he might have at something happening with her. So, there was no point in going there.
Now Kyle’s brows rose. “Nothing, huh? It doesn’t look like nothing from where I’m standing.”
“Then maybe you’re standing in the wrong spot,” Hawk said.
Kyle burst out laughing. “Maybe. But I don’t think so. What are you so worried about?”
Hawk eyed his friend, considering his words. He didn’t want to have this conversation right now. Kyle was observant and Hawk knew he hadn’t hidden his feelings well. Even Bethany probably saw them. Which told him enough to keep his mouth shut. But there was so much more to it. Bethany didn’t want a relationship, which meant him confessing his feelings was pointless. But the bigger problem was his job. Bethany would never forgive him when she found out what his job entailed. Even if she did happen to reciprocate his feelings. 
“The timing isn’t right,” Hawk simply said.
Kyle took the subtle admission and didn’t push. “Okay.” He looked at his watch. “Don’t think this conversation is over.” He pushed from his desk. “But I’ve got a patient coming any minute. I’ll take a look at your bug tonight and let you know what I find out.”
“Thanks.” Hawk moved to the door. He paused and looked back at Kyle. Curiosity tugged at him and he had to ask his friend’s opinion. “What would you say to Bethany if she were here instead of me?”
Kyle smirked. “The same thing.”
Hawk let that sink in and nodded to his friend. A smile played across his face as he left the office.






  
  Three


Hawk entered the waiting area. He stopped at Blair’s desk and said hello, lingering in the room, not wanting to leave yet. The man sitting across the room was waiting for Bethany. That meant she would be coming in soon. Hawk had work to do and knew he should go. But the thought of seeing Bethany pulled at him. 
Out of the corner of his eye, Hawk saw the man staring at him. Hawk had a funny feeling about the man, but couldn’t place it. He knew Bethany dealt with interesting people all the time, but something about this man was different.
Hawk turned from Blair and caught the man’s eyes. He hadn’t even tried to hide the fact that he was watching Hawk. What was it about the man that had Hawk on edge?
Before Hawk could think about it any longer, the door opened and Bethany swept in. 
Hawk’s pulse picked up, and he couldn’t stop the smile that appeared every time he saw her.
“Morning, Blair. I’m going to need–” Bethany stopped mid-sentence as her eyes landed on the strikingly handsome man in front of her.
“Morning,” Hawk said.
Bethany swallowed hard, forcing down the feelings the man brought up. She never should have allowed a friendship to happen. Every time she saw him, she battled her emotions, and each time it got harder and harder to fight them back.
“Morning.” She managed to get out. “What are you…” 
She let the words trail off, knowing why he was here. Kyle’s door stood open. With Hawk moving here and being best friends with one of her friends and business partner, Hawk frequented her office. You would think she’d be used to seeing him by now, but for some reason every time she laid eyes on him, her brain stopped working right and her body did things she didn’t want it to.
“I’m just leaving. I had business with Kyle,” Hawk said, lingering, enjoying her presence.
The small waiting room wasn’t big enough for the two of them. Whenever she got this close to him, she felt her control slip.
“Good morning, Bethany.” Blair broke the spell Hawk had on her. “Mr. Carson is here already.” She pointed to the man sitting across the room.
“Oh. Uh?” she stammered. “Okay. I just need a minute.”
“You were saying you needed something?” Blair asked.
Bethany focused on Blair’s words. Needed something? Oh, right. “Yes. I’m going to have to leave a little early today. Jack is coming home today.”
“Oh! That’s great! You must be so excited!” Blair exclaimed.
“Um…yes. It’s been a long time,” Bethany said, keeping her eyes on Hawk, who stared back at her unwavering. How did he stay so calm and together? She was a mess. Ugh! And she had a patient waiting for her. He was so early, too. Her smile shifted into a frown. Why was he so early?
“Everything all right?” Hawk asked at the sudden change in her expression.
Bethany cleared her throat. “Yes.” She turned to Mr. Carson. “If you could just give me a minute, Jeffrey. I’ll be right with you.” She turned to walk into her office, and Hawk followed her.
Turning abruptly, Hawk nearly ran her over. Her brows pinched together. “What…”
Hawk took a step back to give her some space, then he said, “I wondered if you were free for lunch today?”
She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. Lunch sounded nice. Really nice. It always was with Hawk. But she thought about what Jen had said just this morning. Was something happening between them? Jen thought so. 
Bethany had denied it, but if she were being honest with herself, Hawk made her feel things that she hadn’t even felt with… 
No. She was not some young, unassuming teenager anymore. She was a grown woman who knew better than to trust a man. But that didn’t mean she could feel things for Hawk. She had to protect herself.
Hawk saw the conflict in her eyes. Maybe Kyle was on to something. Maybe Bethany really did have an interest in him. She just wouldn’t allow herself to act on it. Hawk knew she kept her distance from people, especially men. He knew she didn’t trust easily, but something else was there. Something that kept her from allowing anyone in. And after all this time, he still didn’t know what it was.
He took a step closer, entering her personal space. Her cheeks flushed and her breathing quickened. Hawk smiled at the way she reacted to him. Yes, there was something there. He just had to show her he could be trusted with her heart. With her.
“I know you want to leave early today. So, I’m assuming you’re going to want to work through lunch. Let me bring something by and we’ll eat while you work. I want to get your opinion on something.”
“My opinion?”
“Yeah. It’s for Lucy. Or the baby, actually. I’m not good with that kind of stuff.”
“And I am?”
“You’re good at Lucy. So, yes.” He winked.
She nodded. He had a point there. And he’d found her excuse to avoid lunch and turned it around on her. She pursed her lips. Maybe if she worked while they ate, she could distance her emotions.
“Okay. I have a break at noon. Bring Mexican.” Mexican was not romantic food.
His smile grew with pleasure, and her heart skipped a beat.
“I’ll see you at noon,” he said, then left the room, leaving Bethany to contemplate her growing feelings.
Hawk closed the door behind him. He had to get busy if he planned to make it back by noon for lunch. But it would be worth it. Any time spent with Bethany was worth it. 
He strode through the waiting room, feeling Jeffrey Carson’s eyes on him as he did. Hawk would do a little research into the man when he had some time. Something was definitely off about the man.






  
  Four


Hawk sat in the waiting area outside of Bethany’s office. He had made fast work of his morning appointments, picked up the Mexican food Bethany wanted, and made his way back to her office with plenty of time. Blair had been here when he walked in, but left for her lunch break. 
Now he sat in the small space alone. He noticed the red light on just outside her door that signaled she was not to be disturbed unless it was an emergency. Hawk wondered if she had a patient with her or if she just left the light on so nobody would bother her?
He looked at the clock on the wall. It read ten minutes past noon. He checked his watch. It gave him the same answer. 
Bethany had said she would be free at noon. Had a session run over? It seemed unlikely, but Bethany wasn’t like others. She put everything into her work. Into whatever it was she intended to do.
But she knew they were meeting at noon. She had picked the time. Hawk told himself he was over-thinking things. The light was on. She was in her office. She was just busy. Why did it matter so much, anyway? 
Five more minutes passed and worry settled in. Bethany wouldn’t just blow him off. Even if she was afraid of her own feelings. Should he knock on the door? Should he call her cell? Either would be a huge disruption if she had someone in there. 
But what if she didn’t? What if she was in trouble? A patient could have gotten mad or violent. Surely, she had a panic button in there. But could she get to it?
Hawk stood to pace the room. He was driving himself crazy. She was fine. He wasn’t one to make up crazy stories of what could be. He worked with facts, evidence. But things were different now. He was different. Bethany had changed him. Changed how he saw things. Changed the man he wanted to be. 
He had become someone who worried about his friends, whether or not they were in trouble. Someone who thought about his future outside of work. A future he hoped included a particularly feisty red-head. Someone who would do whatever he had to do to protect her. That made him think differently. The scariest part was that he was getting used to always wondering and worrying about her.
Hawk paced to the other side of the tiny room and spun when he heard the click of the door. Bethany stood in the doorway, an apologetic look on her face.
“Sorry. I just noticed the time. I was working.” She caught the worry on his face and she felt bad. She hadn’t meant to worry him. 
Hawk breathed an inward sigh of relief and thought it best to let the whole thing go. No need to tell her he was worried. He didn’t want to explain why. Although he suspected she knew already.
“We better eat before it gets cold.” Hawk grabbed the food and walked past Bethany into her office, setting the food on the coffee table between the two couches in the center of the room.
As Hawk passed, Bethany caught a hint of his unique, masculine scent and fought to keep control of her emotions. So much for unromantic food. Somehow Hawk made every interaction stir desires in her she had long ago set aside, and make her forget just why she had set them aside. 
Bethany did her best to close those feelings off and sat on the couch opposite Hawk. She looked in the bag to see what he had brought. She hadn’t told him what she wanted. She wasn’t that picky, but still wondered what he thought she would like.
“I wasn’t sure what you would want, so I picked up a few things. There are some tacos, enchiladas, and tostadas.” Hawk said. “The basics.”
“I like all of those. What would you like?”
“After you. But save room for some Elote.”
Bethany’s brows rose. “Some what?”
“Elote. It’s the best. You’ll love it.” Hawk promised.
“I’m not that great at trying new things.” Bethany warned.
One side of Hawk’s mouth curved up in a smile. “You’ll like this. Trust me.”
Bethany let a laugh escape her lips. Trust?
“Oh, come on. It’s not like I’m asking you to trust me with your life. This is just Mexican food.”
“It could be my life. What if it kills me?” Bethany said with deep sarcasm and a hint of fear.
“It won’t. I promise. Now eat.”
Bethany kept an eye on Hawk, but he didn’t pay her any attention. He grabbed a taco and dug in. Bethany decided it would be a waste of time to argue. If she saw it and didn’t like it, she wouldn’t eat it.
“Mind if I grab some paperwork and finish what I was working on?” she asked.
“No. Go ahead. Anything you need help with?”
She met his gaze and frowned. “No. Ever heard of confidentiality? I can’t share this information with you.”
“I know. But sometimes I help Kyle. I don’t look at anything. Just file stuff. Things like that.”
“I’ll be fine. But, thank you.”
Hawk shrugged and went back to his taco. 
Bethany watched him for a minute. He seemed unfazed by her brush off. A trait she found attractive. She moved to her desk, grabbed a file, and looked at her chair. Then she looked back at Hawk, who ate quietly on the couch. 
She sighed and moved to sit on the couch opposite him. He looked up and the smile on his face made her wish she had chosen to work at her desk. How was she going to get work done being near this man? His very presence made her body tingle with desire. She looked down at her file and did her best to ignore the attraction she felt pulsing through her.
After several minutes of silence, Bethany caught movement out of the corner of her eye and glanced up to see Hawk stand and walk to her bookshelf. She couldn’t see his face, but knew his eyes were scanning the books lining the shelves. She waited for him to say something. He didn’t. Why was he being so quiet? No questions. No small talk.
“What are you doing?” she finally asked.
Hawk turned. “I’m just looking. Is that okay?” 
She saw confusion in his eyes.
“Yes.” She didn’t mind him looking at her things. She just expected things to go a little differently. For him to pry into her life or somehow get her to open up about her feelings. “Why are you not talking? Asking questions? Making small talk?”
Hawk cocked his head to the side. “You’re working. I didn’t want to bug you.”
“Then why did you want to have lunch together?” Exasperation coated her voice. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t seem to figure him out.
He shrugged his shoulders. “I just thought it’d be nice to bring you some lunch and hang out. Am I bothering you?” he asked.
Yes!
But why? He wasn’t doing anything. He was being perfectly kind and thoughtful.
“No. You’re just being so quiet… it’s… distracting.” His being here was distracting.
He chuckled. “Here, I thought being quiet would be helpful.”
“Well, it’s not.” Bethany pushed aside the file she was working on.
Hawk frowned. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No.” She sighed. “I’m just having an off day. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”
“Want to talk about it?” Hawk offered. He leaned against the counter and watched her.
She stared at him for a long time. Did she want to talk about it? What would she say? She would not tell him how he made her feel.
“There’s not much to talk about. I’m just working through a few things and I think it’s getting to me.” She watched him push from the counter and run his hand across her books as he made his way across the room.
“Your dreams?” he guessed. “I’m a good listener, if that’s what you need. We’re even in a therapist’s office. No better place to talk about what’s bothering you.” He waved his hand around the room. “I can even be insightful sometimes.”
Bethany scoffed. “Insightful, huh?”
Hawk’s grin grew, and he continued to the next bookshelf. Just as he did with the books, his hand hovered over the items on the shelf.
“Don’t–” Bethany started, and Hawk pulled his hand back at her harsh word. “I mean…” She cleared her throat. “Just be careful, please. Those are special.”
Hawk observed her, something unreadable in her gaze. 
He looked down at the collection of snow globes on the shelf. He shoved his hands in his pockets and the tension lifted from her shoulders. 
Bethany relaxed when she knew he would not to touch them. It was silly, really. He wasn’t a child. Hawk wouldn’t break them or hurt them. She knew that. But it felt like an invasion of her privacy. 
“I won’t touch them,” he assured her. “But will you tell me about them? You’ve got a pretty extensive collection here. They’re very interesting.”
Bethany swallowed the lump in her throat. “They’re from my Uncle Ken. Well, most of them.”
Hawk understood then why they were so important. Her aunt and uncle had taken her and her mother in when Bethany’s father died. Cole, his contact at the Drake Harbor PD, who was also married to Bethany’s cousin, had once told Hawk that when Bethany’s uncle died, it was like losing another father to Bethany.
“The ones on the top shelf are from my father. After he died, Uncle Ken continued the tradition until…” Her words trailed off and she fought to keep control of her emotions. She didn’t like to be vulnerable, especially in front of Hawk.
“Bethany, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize…” 
She waved a hand, reeling in her emotions. “How could you? It’s okay. They’re good memories. Really. I don’t know why it’s hard to talk about.” She looked at the snow globes and gave a sad smile. “And it’s okay to touch them. It’s just… they’re very personal and I…”
“Don’t do personal. I get it.” 
Hawk moved back to the couch and sat facing Bethany, his eyes penetrating her soul. He saw through her hard, outer shell. He saw the walls she put up to keep everyone at a distance, and he managed to push his way through them. He just wished she’d keep them down.
“It’s not that I don’t.” She paused. “It’s just…”
“Not easy.” Hawk leaned back on the couch, resting his right foot over his left knee, hoping the action created a more laid-back environment. He wanted to know about the snow globes. Not because it was his job to know everything about her, but because he just wanted to know everything about her.
“Tell me how a snow globe collection starts. It’s not your typical thing to collect.”
Bethany laughed, and Hawk saw some tension leave her shoulders. “My dad had to miss Christmas one year. A work thing. I was so upset. Christmas morning, I didn’t even want to open presents. My mom made me get up and ready and sent me to open the front door.” She smiled at the memory. “There on the front step was a package with my name on it. Mom encouraged me to open it right then. I did. It was from my dad.” 
Her eyes welled up, but she blinked back the tears. “There was a note that said he loved me and was sorry that he couldn’t be with me at Christmas. It also said, ‘Take a closer look. You never know what might be hiding right in front of you.’”
“Hiding?” Hawk questioned, placing his foot on the floor and leaning forward with curiosity.
Bethany nodded. “Go look at the one on the top shelf. First one on the left.”
“The house?”
“Yes. It’s a replica of the house we lived in then,” Bethany said with pride.
“Wow!” Hawk stood and walked to the shelf again. “He must have had it specially made.”
“He did.”
“What am I looking for?” he asked.
“You’ll see.”
Hawk glanced at Bethany, unsure if he should pick it up. She nodded for him to proceed. He grabbed the globe carefully and looked at the house. There was so much detail. He had seen a picture of the house she had lived in with her father, and this looked exactly like the photo. 
Still not sure what he was supposed to be seeing, he looked back at Bethany. A smile played on her face. 
“Look in the house,” she prompted.
He looked in the window. There was a man, a woman, and a little red-headed child opening presents around a Christmas tree. Hawk looked at Bethany. Her smile grew.
“It’s your family,” Hawk said, taking a closer look. “That’s you in there.”
“It is. And my mom and dad too. He said no matter where he was, as long as I had that snow globe, he would always be with me.”
Hawk gently set the snow globe down and made his way back to the couch, noting the joy mixed with sadness in her eyes. “Sounds like you dad loved you very much.”
Bethany swallowed the lump forming in her throat. Why had she just shared that with Hawk? Why did she always do that? She didn’t like how easy it was to open up to him. The last time she let herself do that, she had been betrayed. She had to stop letting him in.
“Anyway, after that one, they kept coming. Mostly when he had to be gone.”
“And your uncle carried on the tradition after your dad…” Hawk struggled with the words just as much as she had. He knew they would hurt.
She nodded. “Except for the last couple.”
“Where did they come from?” 
“The snowman with the cap and gown was from when I graduated from college. I worked in the Psych Department. Answering phones. Managing professor’s schedules. Things like that. Everyone in the office graduating got one. The Santa was from a patient last Christmas. He noticed my collection and thought I’d like it.”
Hawk frowned. That seemed a little personal, but Bethany didn’t seem to think it odd.
“But I still don’t have a clear answer about the cabin. That one came right after Uncle Ken and Aunt Katherine died. I had thought at first it came from Jack or Matt, trying to make me feel better. But they both wouldn’t take credit for it.”
Hawk shrugged. “Doesn’t mean it wasn’t from them.”
“No. But part of me wonders if Uncle Ken had ordered it before…” She looked away, trying to keep the emotions at bay. “And that it just didn’t show up until after they died.”
Hawk pursed his lips, thinking. “It’s possible. It’s not like you could just buy these anywhere. They must have been specially ordered.”
“I suppose it doesn’t matter.” She swiped her hands down her pant legs and stood. “Anyway. I should get back to work.”
“Oh no. Not yet.”
“What?” 
“It’s time for some Elote.”
“Hawk. I don’t think that’s a good–”
He held his hand up to stop her. 
She watched him pull two Styrofoam containers out of the large bag he had brought. He set one on the coffee table and handed her the other. She pushed air through tight lips. Then curiosity ate at her. She opened the container, then looked down at Hawk.
“I told you, you would like it.”
His grin made her want to punch him. She stared down at corn on the cob, on a stick.
“You couldn’t have just told me what Elote was?” She glared at him.
“Where’s the fun in that? I told you to trust me.” Hawk winked at her.
She groaned, but Hawk saw the smile she tried to hide with a mouthful of corn.
After finishing in record time, Bethany asked, “Didn’t you want my advice on something?”
Hawk looked at her with confusion. Then it hit him. He had told her he needed her opinion on something that had to do with Lucy and her baby. Hawk had just told her that to give him a reason to come see her. He tried to come up with something good, but with her staring at him, he just couldn’t think straight. He never had trouble coming up with stories to get him out of trouble while he was undercover. But around Bethany, his quick thinking disappeared.
“Right. I did,” he stalled. “Have you gotten her a baby gift yet?” He blurted out the first thing that came to his mind that could have to do with Lucy and the baby.
“No.”
“Me neither. You know what you’re going to get them?”
“No.” she said again.
“Oh. I was hoping you had a good idea for me.”
She laughed. “Aren’t we great friends?”
“Well, if we come up with something, we will be. If you think of anything good, let me know. I’ll do the same for you.”
“Thanks. I guess we have some time. But it doesn’t hurt to start thinking about it now.”
Hawk smiled, proud of himself for throwing something together with a brain that seemed to only want to think about Bethany. The way her soft red hair spilled down her shoulders. The intoxicating smell of strawberry and summer that she always smelled like. And the mesmerizing sound of her laugh that danced around his brain, making him forget all else.
Their conversation slowed, and Hawk sensed his time was up. Knowing he wasn’t going to push things, he gathered the leftover food. “Thanks for doing lunch with me. I better let you get back to work so you can get out of here early.”
“Right.” Bethany hesitated. Hawk was right. She had work to do and more patients to see. If she didn’t get to her work, she wouldn’t be leaving early. And she wanted some time with Jack before everyone else showed up. But she enjoyed his company. A reminder of why she shouldn’t have agreed to lunch.
“Thanks for bringing lunch. It was delicious.” Bethany grabbed the file she had barely touched from the coffee table and took it to her desk. Yes, she had work to do and it would not get done with Hawk here.
“Tell Jack hello for me,” Hawk said.
“I will. Thanks again for lunch.”
Hawk nodded and opened the door.
When the door closed behind him, Bethany sighed with relief. She could finally think. She opened the file in front of her, but her mind was still on Hawk. Where was he going? What was he doing? When would she see him again? And what was she going to do about her growing feelings?






  
  Five


Hawk took the steaks from the grill and placed them on a plate. He strode to the patio table and joined Kyle and Lucy. 
“Thanks for dinner, man. You know, I was only joking about you bringing the steaks,” Kyle said.
“I know,” Hawk said. “I can be thoughtful every once in a while.”
“Twice in one day even.” Kyle smirked at his friend.
“You heard about that?” Hawk knew he was talking about his visit to the office with lunch for Bethany.
“Is it thoughtful when it’s for your own gain?” Lucy teased.
Hawk glared at Lucy and pretended to be hurt. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”
“Right. Just like you’re here to help us out.”
Hawk’s jaw dropped.
“You need Kyle’s help, and that’s why you brought steaks.” Lucy held up her hand to stop him. “I never said I was complaining. I will enjoy my dinner and let you boys do your thing.”
Hawk didn’t know how to take Lucy’s words. His friendship with these two went deeper than needing favors.
Kyle saw the hurt and jumped in. “We know it’s more than that. Don’t mind her.” Kyle waved his hand. “She’s cranky because she’s sick all the time.” He gave Lucy a knowing look. Hawk didn’t get hurt too often, but he wasn’t invincible and Lucy had crossed a line.
She gave a nod of understanding. “Sorry, Hawk. He

      ***




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
DRAKE HARBOR SERI
BOOK FOUR







