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  Dedication


To all the mammas who 

have ever loved another mamma’s 

baby as her own.








  
  One


Bethany Hawkins sat on a couch in her office, listening to her patient rattle on about her terrible husband and ungrateful child. It had become clear several sessions ago that the woman was extremely jealous of her own child. Her husband doted on the child, and she couldn’t handle it. She also couldn’t see the jealousy. Bethany had tried to steer her in that direction, but it was obvious she wasn’t ready to see it. 
“Don’t you agree?” Sherri Stevens asked.
Bethany refrained from sighing. No, she didn’t agree, but she wouldn’t say that.
“There are a lot of parts that need to come together to make a family work.”
“Exactly! And Paul isn’t doing his part to make it work. Neither is Mya. It’s all on me and I can’t take it anymore.”
After nearly ten years as a therapist, Bethany rarely felt at a loss for what to say to a patient. But today, she couldn’t figure out how to reach Sherri. Bethany knew marriage took work. There was a lot of give and take. Usually, more give. It had been one reason she had been certain that she would never marry. Bethany didn’t think she could give what a husband would need.
Then Hawk entered her life, and everything changed.
Bethany had found herself at the feet of Jesus for the first time in a long time. God opened her eyes to see Him even in the hardest times. She tried helping her patients do the same, but Sherri wouldn’t have any of it. Sherri blamed others for where she was, instead of giving her problems to God.
God, give me the words to help her. She needs You deeply and I can’t get her to see that. But You can. You did for me. 
“What is it you want Paul to do? And does he know you want this?” Bethany questioned.
“Oh, he knows, alright. I tell him all the time. All I want is for him to spend more time with me. But he’s always out with Mya.”
Bethany may not have children—or even want them—but one thing she knew for sure; a mother should never feel so much anger toward her child like this. Bethany also believed Sherri’s constant belittling of her husband and telling him what to do was likely the reason he spent all of his time with his daughter. 
Sherri was pushing him away without realizing it.
“Sherri, I know you love your husband, but I can’t change him any more than you can. The only person we can change is ourselves.”
“But I don’t need to change. I’m not the problem.” Sherri gripped her knees with her hands and stood her ground on the matter.
“It would do everybody a bit of good to change, Sherri. We all have things we need to work on.”
“Maybe you do. Clearly Paul does,” Sherri murmured. “Oh! Maybe I could bring him in next time and you could tell him what he’s doing wrong. That’s a great idea. Oh, I’m so smart. You can tell him. He’ll listen to you. Then he won’t get mad at me for telling him what he’s doing wrong again. Hearing it from you would be so much better.”
Bethany tried not to gape at Sherri. Had she lost her mind? That was not going to happen.
“I’m not sure that’s the best idea. This is your time.”
“But if you fixed him, I wouldn’t need counseling.”
Bethany pulled on everything in her to not react. “Let me think about it and I will let you know at our next session. We’re out of time today.”
“Fine.” Sherri pouted. “But I know it’s a good idea. I’m going to tell him you want him to come in.”
“No.” Bethany stood abruptly, then took a breath. “Please don’t tell him that. I didn’t say that. I need to look at my notes and go from there. We can talk more about it next time.”
“Alright. If you say so. But I still think it’s a good idea.”
Sherri stood to leave. Bethany walked her to the door.
“Remember what we talked about last week? Try to find something that you enjoy doing on your own. If you can find a hobby you enjoy, it will help you when you feel alone,” Bethany reminded Sherri. 
“I know. I remember,” Sherri said over her shoulder.
Bethany stood in the doorway of her office and waited for Sherri to leave the building. As soon as she did, Bethany closed the door and dropped into the chair at her desk, blowing out a long, calming breath. That had been the longest hour of her life.
There was a knock at the door and Bethany wasn’t sure she had it in her to talk to anyone. But, knowing it was likely Lucy or Kyle—her business partners and best friends—she couldn’t ignore them.
“Come in,” Bethany called, hoping it would be quick.
“Hey you,” Lucy said with a bright smile as she entered. 
Bethany returned the smile with effort.
“Going that bad, huh?”
Lucy was far too observant.
“Just a rough hour. I’m ready to be done for the day.”
“I just wanted to invite you and Hawk over for dinner tonight.”
“I appreciate the offer, but Hawk and I have plans. He’s taking me out for dinner.” Bethany smiled at the thought.
“Sounds fun. Well, maybe another night. I’m headed home. I’ll let you decompress and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Thanks, Lucy. See you tomorrow.”
The door closed, and Bethany turned to stare out the window. 
She may be newly married, but Bethany knew marriage should not be like Sherri described. Both husband and wife should give of themselves and do what they could to put the other first.
Hawk was good at it, but Bethany could use some work in that area. When it came down to it, she usually got her way. They both had strong personalities, but it was hers that usually won. 
She would have to work on that. The last thing she wanted was for Hawk and her to end up like Sherri and Paul Stevens. At least they didn’t have a kid. In a bad marriage, the ones who suffered the most were always the kids.

      ***Bethany got ready to meet Hawk. She grabbed her phone, turning the ringer back on. As she did, she saw a missed call from Hawk.
He hadn’t left a message. Probably not a good sign. She pressed the icon for Hawk to call him back and waited.
“Hey Beth. How was your day?” 
He sounded distracted. 
A sure sign he was cancelling dinner. She wanted to be mad, but couldn’t. Hawk had left a job he loved with the FBI shortly before they got married. He took Alex Bronson’s job as a detective for the Drake Harbor PD when the man had retired, and was now partners with Cole Dekker—her cousin, thanks to his marriage to Julie. 
Hawk had done mostly undercover work with the FBI. Bethany knew he loved his job, but after taking a bullet while protecting her, he claimed he needed to get out of the game. 
At first, she worried he would get bored, but he saw nearly as much action as a detective as he did an agent. The biggest difference was that Hawk made it home each night to be with her. 
Well, most nights. She had a feeling this would not be one of them. 
“It’s been a long day,” Bethany answered honestly.
“Oh.” Hawk sounded worried. Probably over what he was about to say. “I’m sorry about your day. I’m afraid I will not be making it any better.”
“I suspected,” Bethany said. “It’s okay. Lay it on me.”
“I just got a case dropped on my desk and I’m going to have to stay late tonight.”
Bethany sighed. She figured as much.
“Okay. I’ll call the restaurant and let them know we won’t be coming.”
“Already done,” Hawk said. “But I ordered your favorite and told them to have it ready for pickup at the time of our reservation. I can’t have you not eating a good dinner just because I can’t be there.”
Bethany smiled. Hawk put everything he had into his work, but he always made sure to think about her. She had definitely found a good man. 
Her thoughts turned to Sherri and Paul. Was Paul a good man, too? Bethany knew Sherri’s attitude toward him was misguided and skewed. Maybe she should have Paul join Sherri for a session. Or at the very least, meet with him without Sherri.
“Beth? Did you hear me?” Hawk asked.
“Huh?”
“I said Cole ordered Julie something, too. It will be ready with yours. Can you take it to her?”
Bethany laughed. “You two think ordering our favorite meal is going to make up for you not being there?”
“It can’t hurt,” Hawk said playfully.
“Says the guy who can’t make it home,” Bethany countered.
“I promise I’ll make it up to you.”
“You always do,” Bethany said, thinking of the memories they made the last time he had to stay late.
“I love you, Bethany.”
Bethany felt his words burrow deep in her heart and couldn’t believe that she once thought she didn’t want this.
“I love you, too. I’ll see you when you make it home,” Bethany replied. She heard voices in the background telling her their time was up.
“I gotta go. See you later tonight,” Hawk said.
“Bye.”
Bethany disconnected the call. Okay, so she didn’t need to go home to get ready for dinner anymore, but she didn’t want to stay here either. Bethany once prided herself on her independence and actually preferred to be alone. Now, she craved being around others. In fact, she actually disliked being alone. Something she planned to fix tonight.






  
  Two


Bethany pressed the doorbell and waited. She loved her cousin Julie, but had always been closer to Jack—Julie’s brother—as kids. But with Hawk and Cole working together, they had built a close bond and naturally, they all hung out more. 
The door opened, and a frazzled Julie stood holding a crying toddler. It was rare to see Julie look so unkept. But it had to be hard to have a two-year-old, run a business, be an amazing wife, and great friend. Then to have your husband unexpectedly stay late at work?
Bethany was glad she came over.
“Hey.” Julie blew the stray hairs from her face while bouncing her crying daughter on her hip.
Julie’s daughter—Elizabeth—was usually pretty happy. Despite Bethany not wanting children for herself, she loved being an auntie. All the fun and none of the work.
“I’ll trade you,” Bethany offered. She held up the to-go bags with one hand and reached for Elizabeth with the other.
“I have to warn you, she’s not happy. She just shut her fingers in the closet door,” Julie explained.
“Oh, you poor thing,” Bethany cooed. “Let me see you.” She held out her hands and Elizabeth reached for her. “That’s my girl. Let’s see if I can make it better.”
Julie took the bags and peeked inside. “Dinner?”
“Hawk’s idea. Or maybe Cole’s. I think they thought if they had to stay late, we could entertain each other and not notice they were gone,” Bethany said, still giving her attention to the child.
“Well, I’m starved. So, I’ll take it and be thankful Cole even thought about me.”
Bethany frowned. “Cole’s always thinking about you. Is everything alright?”
Julie blew out a long breath. “Yes. And you’re right. Cole is amazing. I’m just so tired lately. Jen gave her notice at the shop, and I don’t have anyone to replace her. I knew she was going to eventually. I just thought I could run the store on my own.”
“But why?” Julie ran a successful antique shop and had hired Jen when she moved to town a few years ago. Cole hadn’t liked the idea much at the time, but it all worked out. 
“You hired Jen because it was too much to do alone. Business isn’t any less, and you have more obligations.” Bethany nodded to the child in her arms, who was now calming a bit.
“I know. I guess I didn’t realize how much I depended on her.”
“And that maybe you thought she would want to come back?” Bethany hinted. “So, you didn’t hire anyone in case she did?”
Julie gave Bethany a look. “Maybe.”
“I hate to break it to you, but Jen’s doing what she loves. With the man she loves. She’s not coming back.”
“I know,” Julie admitted. 
Before Jen moved to Drake Harbor, she had been an arson investigator. When Jack’s station learned that, they offered her a job. She turned them down, but helped occasionally. Once she married Jack, Julie knew it was only a matter of time before she left and went to work with him at the station.
“I put out a job posting and I even have a few applicants to look at. I just haven’t yet.”
“Maybe I can help you with that. Hawk and Cole will obviously be gone for the night. This sweet thing will go down soon.” Bethany kissed the child’s forehead. “We have all night to look them over.”
Julie looked relieved. “Thank you. You want to interview them too?” 
Julie laughed, and Bethany joined in, happy to see Julie lighten up.
“Come on. Let’s eat. Then we can get to your applicants,” Bethany encouraged.
Julie got plates and grabbed Elizabeth to put in her chair. She placed a few snacks in front of her to keep her busy while they ate. Bethany asked about Elizabeth and Julie updated her on the latest things she could do. Julie’s face lighting up as she spoke.
After dinner, Julie pulled out her file of potential applicants.
“You’ve got quite a few here,” Bethany said in surprise.
“Now you know why I’ve been avoiding this.”
“It won’t be that bad. You take half, and I’ll take the other half. Make three piles. No way, maybe, and definitely. Then we’ll go through the yeses and maybes together.”
“You sound like Cole,” Julie said.
“Hawk is rubbing off on me,” Bethany admitted.
“How are you two doing, anyway?” Julie asked.
“Great. But we’re still in the ‘honeymoon’ phase. No major obstacles to test us.” Bethany grabbed a resume. “Not that I’m saying I want something to test us. I just know it’s coming.”
“Well, you seem to handle his occasional late nights at work fine,” Julie pointed out.
“That doesn’t seem that big to me.”
“You’ve had some pretty big obstacles test your relationship long before you two were married. I’m sure nothing feels too big compared to that.” 
Bethany smiled. If they could handle arsonists, drug lords, and hitmen, they could probably overcome anything. But they had faith in their Creator to pull them through and a great family to support them. Not everyone had that. Like the Stevens. If Paul had cancelled on Sherri, she would have lost it. Sherri would accuse him of purposely staying late to avoid her.
When they finally made it through all the applicants, Julie had three she wanted to interview, with two more that could be a good fit if the first three didn’t work out.
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Bethany asked.
“No. But I’m glad I had your help.” Julie looked at her sleepy child, who had been playing quietly. “I think I’m going to put her down.” She stood, but stayed at the table. “Then do you mind if I take a shower? I can’t even remember the last time I’ve taken one.”
“Go.” Bethany shooed her away. “I’ll clean up the kitchen.”
“Thanks. I’ll be quick.”
“Take your time,” Bethany reassured.
Julie nodded and went to pick up Elizabeth. “Hey, Sweetie. It’s time for bed.”
“Good night, Lizzie,” Bethany called as they left the room.






  
  Three


Hawk stood with a wide stance. His hands on his hips. This was not where he wanted to be. He wanted to be at dinner with his wife. Instead, he was in an alley behind a building that housed several businesses, trying to figure out who the man with the bullet hole was and how he got shot. 
“I don’t like this. Something’s not right here,” Cole said, standing beside him.
Hawk had done a few tours in the army and worked for the FBI before coming to work as a detective here in Drake Harbor. He had a lot of training and had seen his share of evil. More than Cole, who had moved from patrol to detective not long ago. But Cole had good instincts. Hawk trusted Cole’s gut. And Hawk agreed with him on this one.
“Who found him again?” Hawk asked.
“Security was making their rounds and found him.” Cole jerked his head to the side. “Guy’s over there. Said he doesn’t recognize the guy. But there are half a dozen businesses in this building.” Cole stared up at the building.
“So, does he work here? Or was this just a body dump?”
“Good question,” Cole replied.
“I can answer that,” Teresa Edwards, the medical examiner, said as she stood and joined them.
“You can?” Hawk asked.
Teresa nodded. “Not the part about whether he works here, but it was a body dump.”
Hawk frowned, and Teresa went on, “He wasn’t shot here. There’s not enough blood for that. And look here.” She pointed to his left side. “Lividity started taking place here where you see the dark-purplish spots. But he has some on his right side too, telling me he’s been moved.”
“Okay. So, he wasn’t killed here. Any idea where he was killed?” Cole asked, but Hawk knew Teresa didn’t have that answer. Not having the actual crime scene was going to make solving this case much more difficult.
“I can’t say. But it probably isn’t too far away. Moving a man of this size wouldn’t be easy to do alone. Having multiple people would draw more attention. And based on the two lividities, there wasn’t much time between the kill and the drop.”
“Well, that’s a start,” Hawk said. He looked down the alley toward the main road. People lingered outside the laundromat, the business on the main floor of this building. Some waited for their clothes to be done. Others loitered, likely looking to buy—or sell—drugs. This area was more run down than most parts of Drake Harbor and drew the attention of the criminal world.
“I’m finished with what I can do here. My assistant is on his way to remove the body. I will know more after I examine him in my lab.”
“Thanks, Teresa,” Cole said. “Let us know what you find out.”
“You’ll know when I do,” she assured them.
They questioned the security guard, but he didn’t have anything useful. Maybe they would find something on the security cameras, but Hawk was doubtful. The killer had likely avoided them. But it was still worth checking. 
“Can I go now?” the security guard asked.
Cole looked up. “Yeah. If you think of anything else, call me.” Cole handed the guy his card.
He nodded, then left.

      ***Bethany stirred from a light sleep, a noise filling the quiet. 
She glanced at Hawk’s side of the bed and found it empty. She rolled over to look at the clock. 
Almost midnight. 
It was likely Hawk, but what if it was someone else? 
Bethany would like to say her fear of an intruder in her home had passed once she married Hawk, but it hadn’t. Having been attacked in college, and then again, a year ago in her own home, she lived in constant fear that someone was lurking in the shadows.
Bethany tried to work through her fear, but fear was a funny thing. Just when you thought you were making progress, it would sneak back up on you. 
Hawk was understanding and tried to help. 
After Bethany pulled a gun on Hawk one night, they set up a system to let her know it was him. Hawk played music on his phone when he entered the house, so Bethany would know it was him. It helped. She hadn’t tried to shoot him again.
Bethany sat up and listened. She heard music playing and relaxed. The bedroom door opened, and Hawk appeared.
“Hey, Babe. Sorry I’m so late.” He quickly strode across the room and gave her a kiss.
“It’s okay,” Bethany said, her voice raspy from sleep.
“I know you don’t sleep well when I’m gone. I’m sorry if you’re going to be tired tomorrow.”
Bethany shrugged. “I can handle it. I’m guessing since you’re home, you hit a dead end?”
“Yeah. Hopefully, tomorrow brings something we can work with.”
Hawk stepped into the adjoining bathroom and got himself ready for bed. Upon his return, he asked, “How was your night?”
“I got to see Lizzie and Julie for a bit. I’m worried about Julie. She wasn’t herself tonight. I think she’s over-doing it. I helped her go through applicants for the shop. Then she put Lizzie to bed and took a shower. When she didn’t come back out, I checked on her, and she had fallen asleep. That’s not like her.”
“That doesn’t sound like her. I’ll talk to Cole tomorrow and see what he says.”
“Thanks.”
Hawk snuggled in close. “You, my adorable wife, are just how I remember you.”
Bethany sighed her contentment and let Hawk hold her until she fell asleep.






  
  Four


Hawk entered the station and greeted a few officers on his way to Cole’s office. When he got to the door, he saw Cole staring at the whiteboard, trying to find something to go on. Voices in the hall caught Cole’s attention, and he turned to find Hawk studying him. 
“I hope your night was better than mine and you can pull something out of this,” Cole said with an edge to his voice that Hawk wasn’t used to.
“Rough night?” Hawk asked.
“Lizzie had a nightmare, and it took forever to get her back to bed.”
“Sorry, man.” Hawk slapped Cole on the back.
Hawk had never really thought about having kids himself. Until he had met Bethany, he never thought he’d be married, either. But seeing Cole this wiped out after what should have been a restful night didn’t make him think any more of the idea. 
He and Bethany had a good thing going. While he didn’t hate the idea of being a father, he was just fine with being the fun uncle.
Cole rubbed his forehead, and Hawk studied him closer.
“Is something going on?” Hawk asked. Bethany had said Julie seemed off yesterday. And now, Cole was acting weird.
“What do you mean?” Cole frowned at Hawk. 
“I know you had a rough night, but you don’t seem like yourself. And Bethany said Julie was beyond exhausted last night.”
“It’s nothing. You should have seen her the last time–” Cole cut off mid-sentence and had a look Hawk couldn’t read.
Seeing the questions in Hawk’s eyes, Cole changed the subject. “Teresa will be here any minute with an update. We should get back to the case.” Cole turned and gave his full attention to the board.
Hawk opened his mouth to question Cole, but Teresa entered the room, stopping him.
“I have the time of death,” Teresa offered.
Cole picked up a marker to add it to the board.
“Based on the shift in lividity, he was likely moved two to three hours after he was shot. Then was in the alley for about an hour before our security guard found him.”
“He was found at four,” Cole stated, looking at the board.
“So, he died around noon. Maybe one o’clock,” Teresa went on.
“Okay. That’s around lunchtime. Likely fewer people around to get caught. You think this was planned? Or a crime of passion and opportunity?” Hawk asked.
“Lots of people work through their lunch hour. The odds are in our favor that someone was around. So, why would this guy risk being seen by dropping the body off at that time?” Cole asked.
“Remember, the body was dumped in the alley around three. After people would be back from lunch,” Teresa said.
Hawk nodded his agreement, thinking. “We need to interview the employees in that building. Particularly the laundromat.”
“That’s going to take forever. We’re talking about half a dozen businesses. With dozens of employees.” Cole shook his head. “I agree. We need to interview them, but we can’t count on a lead that way. We need something else.”
Cole looked as frustrated as Hawk felt.
“You have anything on his cause of death?” Cole asked Teresa. “Other than he was shot.”
“Nope. Bullet was a through and through. So, if someone left it behind, it’s at the original crime scene. Same goes for the shell casing. It doesn’t appear he put up a fight. This is just my opinion, but this feels like a hired hit.”
“Thanks, Teresa.” Hawk appreciated her help, but it didn’t really further their case.
Teresa stepped out of the room, and Hawk studied the board.
“I’m liking Teresa’s idea about a hired hit,” Hawk said. “Everything is so clean. They left us nothing to go on. Just like a professional.”
“Okay. So, someone really wanted this guy dead. But why?”
“And who?” Hawk added. 
“Not to mention who’s the dead guy?” Cole sighed. 
“Maybe those interviews will tell us,” Hawk offered. “Or Teresa will find some way to identify the victim.”
“We can only hope Teresa comes up with something. I’m not looking forward to all those interviews.”
Hawk laughed. “You and me both. Maybe we bring in Detective Richards to do some interviews.”
“We’re going to have to if we want this case solved this year.” Cole scrubbed a hand down his face, looking like he needed more sleep. “We’re definitely going to need some help.”

      ***Cole drove into the neighborhood where he spent much of his childhood and teen years. 
He passed Matt’s house and pulled into his own driveway next door. Cole counted his blessings every day to be married to Julie. He had been in love with her ever since he could remember. But Julie had just seen him as her brother Matt’s best friend.
God smiled on him when all that changed a few years ago. 
Now he was married to the most amazing person, and coming home from work was the best part of his day. Julie was everything to him. Especially on a day like today, when he saw the worst in people. She would restore his hope in life and people.
He pulled his department-issued car to the curb and got out. Julie had tried to talk him into parking in the garage, but with her car in there and his grandfather’s ’57 Chevy, there was no room. And he would not let either of them be parked outside.
At the door, Cole braced for the whirlwind that was about to hit him. 
He loved his daughter, but she was all Julie. Full of fire and spunk. Even at two, Lizzie ran circles around him. He didn’t know what he was going to do when she hit her teens.
Letting out a slow breath, Cole turned the knob and quietly entered the house. With silent steps, he made his way through the entry into the living room. He spotted Lizzie first. She was playing with her kitchen on the far wall. He set his keys down, making a slight clink. 
Her eyes snapped to the door, and she gasped. “Daddy!”
Abandoning her dishes, she did her toddler version of a run as she came to him. He met her in the middle, scooped her up in his arms, and twirled her around while she squealed.
“Hey, Peanut. How was your day?”
“The bestest.” Her eyes twinkled, and he knew he would do anything for his little princess.
“Oh, good. Were you good to Mommy today?”
She nodded. “Uh, huh.”
“Good. ‘Cause you know Mommy is a special princess too.”
She nodded again and clung to him with her little arms wrapped around his neck.
Julie stepped into the room and smiled at the sight of Cole and Lizzie embracing. The love in her eyes shining brightly.
“Hey, Hon. How was your day?” Cole asked.
Julie made her way to Cole, and they shared a sweet kiss over Lizzie, who didn’t budge.
“It was fine. I interviewed several applicants to replace Jen, but none of them felt right.”
“I’m sorry. I’ve been praying you’ll find someone soon. You need to cut back on your hours.”
“I know. I’m praying God brings me the right person soon.”
“He will. I know it.” Cole placed a kiss on Julie’s
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