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Chapter One

	Shannon

	Naomi breezed into the art studio, setting the box she carried down on one counter with a loud plop. “Have you heard?” she breathlessly asked, brushing her dark brown flyaway hair behind her ears.

	Shannon glanced up from the painting of the courthouse she’d been straightening. Naomi had a tendency to lean toward being overly dramatic. Her assistant could talk a mile a minute and never say anything important.

	But, as scatterbrained as Naomi came across at times, she managed to keep Shannon on schedule, and she could pull everything together at the last minute when it all seemed chaotic. Shannon decided to humor Naomi’s perverse pleasure in relating the current gossip going around their small town.

	“Heard what?” She forced herself not to smile and returned to the business at hand. She’d been so busy getting ready for the show that she hadn’t kept up with the local news. Why should she? She had Naomi.

	Shannon took a step back, then another as she gazed critically at the wall of canvases. It looked good. No, better than good. Soft ambient lighting highlighted each piece on display. It was as though the town come alive under the beautiful artwork of Clarence Ashcroft. He was a long-time resident whose family owned the funeral home. His son ran it now, and Mr. Ashcroft only went in occasionally to keep up with anything new. Shannon convinced him to share his talent with the townspeople.

	The gallery was large enough to hold most of Mr. Ashcroft’s work besides some of the other local artists. When Shannon bought the building, she painted the walls in muted tones using shades of gray, letting the artwork take center stage.

	The gallery led to a studio in the back, where a range of artists taught aspiring students. The subtle hint of fresh paint, along with the faint undertone of an earthy fragrance lingering from the pottery students, blended with the rich aromas of the coffee shop next door.

	“Well, I just learned about it this morning,” Naomi continued. “Then I saw him with my own eyes. Oh God, sex on wheels times ten! He roared through town on a motorcycle, looking all delicious and freaking hot wearing a leather jacket, with the wind blowing through his thick, dark hair. I admit, he made my heart beat a little faster. You know, the infamous bad boy of Rockford Falls coming home and all that.” She chuckled, then continued. “I don’t think he’s been back since he graduated. Oh, and he’s sporting the sexiest trimmed beard and mustache now. Yummy!”

	Cold chills popped up on Shannon’s arms. She dismissed the sense of impending doom. It couldn’t be him. Not after all these years. Naomi continued, as if Shannon’s world wasn’t beginning to crumble around her.

	“It’s a shame his father died. Not that I think they had a very good relationship or anything. Do you remember his father’s reputation? He slept with practically every woman in town, married or not. I bet his son was the same way.”

	No, no, no! It couldn’t be him. Not after all these years.

	Naomi continued. “I used to drool every time I saw Bryer Mason. He never even looked my way. Of course, I was a few years younger. Did you know him? Didn’t he have a nickname or something?”

	“Cutter,” she whispered, gripping her hands in front of her. Her stomach did a flip-flop, as her world began to spin out of control.

	“Did you say Cutter? Oh, you’re right, that was it. I remember now, he once lifted the janitor’s keys by cutting the leather strap holding them on Luke’s belt loop, with him none the wiser, and then stole all the toilet paper out of the supply closet and used it to paper the principal’s house.”

	Shannon relaxed just a little as she remembered when that happened. The principal constantly belittled Cutter, and that was his way of getting even without doing a lot of damage.

	“He was like in the tenth grade. I was still in junior high. Luke used to do odd jobs sometimes and I remember him talking about it to Dad. He was furious when he discovered his keys were gone. Someone gave Bryer the nickname Cutter after that and it kind of stuck.” Naomi began emptying the box she’d carried inside, but stopped to frown as she lifted out a wooden figurine. “It’s possible he wasn’t like his daddy. I don’t remember him dating anyone.”

	Shannon twined her fingers together.

	They hadn’t told anyone because they had to keep their relationship secret. Her parents would have been mortified. He was the bad boy. The one who lived on the poor side of town. She was the daughter of a wealthy banker and socialite mother.

	Shannon was head cheerleader and homecoming queen. The most likely to succeed. If her parents had found out she was seeing Cutter, they would’ve been furious and done everything in their power to sabotage their relationship. She hadn’t been willing to take that risk.

	“He left right after graduation, I think,” Naomi continued. “As far as I know, no one knew where he went.”

	“No, he disappeared.” Shannon mumbled. “He left the night of the big party.”

	There’d been so much speculation over the coming months about what he was doing now. Some said he joined a circus because he was a great pickpocket, which was ridiculous. Some said he went to work for the mafia—an equally crazy notion. Wherever Cutter had gone, he’d covered his tracks very well. She knew that for a fact.

	But now he was back.

	Shannon sucked in a deep breath when the bell above the front door jingled. She only relaxed when she saw the love of her life running toward her. Shannon smiled as she knelt down and wrapped her arms around her son when he plowed into her. After a quick hug, Chace squirmed away, eager to show off his treasure.

	Naomi busied herself with bringing another box from the back after an initial greeting. Naomi adored Chace, but she and Miriam didn’t always get along.

	“Look, Mom! Nana helped me find my soldier!” Chace held up the toy soldier for her to see, his green eyes sparkling up at her.

	She brought her emotions under control. She wouldn’t think about Cutter. Not right now. Not when a tiny version of him stood in front of her. Her gaze swept over Chace, ensuring he was unharmed.

	“Nothing major happened, unless you count the neighbor’s cat getting into my flowerbed,” her mother calmly replied, and Shannon relaxed.

	That was code for nothing out of the ordinary. She could live with that. A full-blown seizure was a different matter. He’d experienced only four since turning eight, but it was enough that she wanted to hold him close and keep her baby safe.

	Pain had wracked her body as tears ran down her face with the first two. Why did it take so long for the ambulance to get there? It hadn’t, but it seemed like a lifetime. What was happening to Chace? Why him and not her? He was only a little boy. So many questions.

	By the third seizure, she forced herself to remain calm, protect Chace from accidentally hurting himself, and try not to let him see her fear when he came out of the seizure. He would want to sleep afterward. Dr. Preston told Shannon that one of her patients once told her that after a seizure, it felt as if they’d been running at top speed for miles.

	Chace still had small seizures where he would stare off into space. The doctor said they were absence or petit mal seizures. They lasted less than fifteen seconds, but he had so many in a day they’d started interfering with his ability to concentrate at school.

	Dr. Preston was trying a new medication. A change in medication always put Shannon on edge. The side effects could almost be as bad when they would have to deal with the sluggishness and even slurred speech.

	But he had skilled doctors, and the new medication helped a lot to cut down on the breakthroughs. She had to keep reminding herself that as much as she wanted to, she couldn’t wrap Chace in bubble wrap. She had to give him room to grow.

	“Mom, are you listening to me?”

	She laughed at the serious expression on his face. No matter what happened, she would never stop loving him. “Yes, I’m listening.” Most boys his age were interested in superheroes, but not Chace. He liked his soldier. Shannon smiled. “I see you found your soldier. Where was it?” She glanced at her mother.

	Her mother frowned as her gaze swept over Shannon. She knew her mother found her lacking. Her next words confirmed it.

	“If you’re going to run an art gallery, then you need to dress more appropriately. You look so much more professional when you pull your hair away from your pretty face, and a little makeup could enhance your blue eyes.” Miriam Scott clicked her tongue. “And really, Shannon? Jeans and a T-shirt. I can see why it works for Naomi, but you’re the owner. You have to set an example.”

	Miriam always dressed as if she were meeting the First Lady. She always had. Every blonde hair perfectly styled, and it was still blonde thanks to a very good beautician. And heaven forbid she should break a manicured fingernail.

	Not one wrinkle dared to settle on her russet-colored slacks, or pale orange top. She wore a light black jacket and low black heels. A small, designer black purse completed her ensemble. Shannon could never remember her mother looking less than perfect.

	“Why are you here, Mom? It’s almost time for Chace to be in school.” Shannon often wondered why she let him stay the night with her mother, especially on a weeknight. She certainly didn’t want him to deal with the same hangups that were given to her.

	But then, she knew her mother didn’t push as hard with her only grandchild. For the most part, her mother had toned down her criticism since Shannon’s father passed away. Chace loved his grandmother, and Shannon knew she didn’t have to worry about him taking his medicine. It terrified her to think he would miss a dose.

	Miriam Scott rolled her eyes. “We were on our way, but Chace insisted on showing you, in person, that he had his treasured soldier once again in his possession. Why you even bought the toy for him is beyond me. Colors and a coloring book would have been less violent.”

	“He paints or colors here in the studio. Besides, he wanted the soldier.” And for some odd reason, it reminded her of Cutter. He’d had an inner strength that only she saw. She knew it was crazy she still had feelings for him. Apparently he hadn’t cared for her as much as she’d cared for him. Cutter didn’t have the decency to tell her it was over or to even say goodbye.

	“I’m glad you found your soldier, but you’d better get to school,” she told Chace, kissing the top of his dark hair as she came to her feet.

	“Yeah, I want to show Trevor I found it.”

	When he smiled up at her, Shannon realized just how much he looked like his father. Her heart beat wildly in her chest.

	Chace started toward the door, but turned at the last minute and hugged her tight. All her problems melted away. There was nothing better than the feel of a child’s arms wrapped around their mother. He was ten now, and the hugs didn’t come as often.

	As soon as they left, Naomi turned to her. “Did you know your mother has a way of complimenting and downgrading someone at the same time? I look pretty damn good in a dress. I just don’t enjoy wearing them.”

	Shannon smiled. “You get used to it. I stopped paying attention when I was around fifteen.”

	Naomi screwed up her mouth. “What about first thing in the morning? I mean, when you were growing up, did she come downstairs in a baggy pair of PJs with her hair in curlers and no makeup?”

	Shannon laughed at the visual. “Not a chance. She never came downstairs without being fully dressed and wearing makeup.”

	“Wow, that’s really sick.” As if she’d just realized what she’d said, she cleared her throat. “I mean, I admire anyone who can do that. I’m not much of a morning person.”

	“Well, I agree. It is sick.”

	And Shannon wouldn’t worry about what might or might not happen concerning Cutter’s return. She had a business to run, and she’d focus on the gallery and her son. Cutter could take a flying leap off a very high cliff as far as she was concerned.

	She glanced around the gallery again. The walls showcased a lifetime of doing something Mr. Ashcroft enjoyed. She had a feeling he’d be secretly pleased, even though he didn’t say much about his talent, brushing off her compliments.

	The caterer would come later to discuss where to set up her table. A string quartet from the local high school would play in the background. Shannon or Naomi had made all the arrangements. There was literally nothing else to do. Shannon only needed to relax.

	Why should she even be worried? Cutter would be Cutter—here one minute, gone the next. The showing would go off without a hitch. Mr. Ashcroft was well-liked in the community, so she doubted there would be any problems.

	As long as she didn’t run into Cutter, she would be fine.

	The door jangled again. Her stomach plummeted. Did she have a revolving door or what?

	She relaxed somewhat when she saw it was Dax, but then realized why he’d dropped by. Not good. And he was frowning. That wasn’t good either. From the look on Dax’s face, she knew he wouldn’t leave until he had answers.

	How could she have ever thought the best thing for her to do would be to marry him? Their marriage had been a mistake. For the time it lasted, she had to listen to him telling her how perfect they were together. He had blond hair and blue eyes, and she was his blonde Barbie doll to his Ken.

	She could never convince him that she didn’t want to be put on a shelf for him to admire. But Dax was persistent. He thought she should come back and they could start all over. He’d even let her keep working—how nice of him.

	She turned to Naomi. “Why don’t you run get us a latte and one of those delicious muffins from the coffee shop next door? Tell them to put it on my account.”

	Naomi looked between her and Dax. She hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “If you need anything, scream and I’ll come running.”

	Shannon knew it was a warning to Dax that he’d better toe the line. When had her life gotten so damned complicated? She didn’t need or want all this drama.

	“As jolly as ever,” Dax sneered.

	Naomi smiled sweetly, except her eyes narrowed, contradicting anything that might even remotely come across as being friendly.

	“He’s back,” Dax said as soon as the door closed behind Naomi.

	“I heard.”

	“Has he come by?” His hands balled into fists.

	“I believe Naomi said his father died. I assume he’s back in town to make arrangements for his funeral.”

	“Is he coming by, though?”

	Her eyes narrowed. “It wouldn’t be any of your business if he did.”

	“I’m your husband. I think I should have some say if you’re planning to see Cutter.”

	She slapped her hands on her hips. “Ex-husband, Dax. Or have you forgotten we’re divorced and you can no longer boss me around?”

	He deflated before her eyes. “I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s just that I don’t want him to hurt you again. He is his father’s son. He uses women.”

	Shannon closed her eyes. Dax had a way of making her feel guilty and wanting to throw something at him all at the same time. But no, Cutter hadn’t been like his father when he was with her. He’d been different. At least, she’d thought he was different until he left without a word. A sharp pain stabbed her. Why the hell should she care after all these years?

	“What about Chace?” Dax asked.

	Her blood ran cold. “What about him? He has nothing to do with any of this.”

	“You’re not going to tell Cutter he has a son?”

	“I never talked to you about Chace’s father or who he is,” she quietly explained. “And you knew I was pregnant when you married me.”

	His lip curled. “It wasn’t hard to guess. We both know you two were dating.”

	She scraped her fingers through her hair. “I don’t plan on seeing him. Remember, he was the one who walked out on me.”

	“Chace thinks of me as his father,” he added for good measure.

	“He cares for you a great deal,” she said, choosing her words carefully. She was trying to remember how Dax had come to her rescue when she most needed someone. The longer they were married, the more his jealousy took over. She wouldn’t lie to him now either, even as she tried to soften the blow. “I’ve always been honest with Chace. He knows you’re not his father. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you any less.”

	“But everyone thinks I’m his father.”

	Her lips pressed into a tight line. “That’s their problem. They can believe whatever they want.” She moved to the box Naomi had brought in earlier and began unpacking it. She needed to keep busy and not think about what was happening.

	“We could be a family again. That would mean so much to Mom if we did,” he pleaded with her, his voice changing so that she could almost hear the pain, but it was all an act. She’d discovered that was how he got his way. He wanted her to feel guilty. It used to work in the beginning, but not so much anymore.

	 Dax needed to move on. His mother inherited the pharmacy after his father passed away. Even though she could be quite overbearing, Dax was doing quite well for himself. He had plenty of money. Shannon was sure some women would love his take-charge behavior. It just didn’t work with her.

	Once, he’d tried to buy her with expensive jewelry. He’d never realized that she would’ve much rather had some wildflowers he’d stopped and picked along the side of the road. She even mentioned that to him and he’d laughed. The next day, he bought her a beautiful bouquet of red roses. It hadn’t been the same thing, but she could never make him understand.

	“No, we can’t be a family again, Dax,” she told him as gently as she could. “I’m sorry, but you’d try to put me back on a shelf, and you’d want me to quit work.”

	“But you could stay at home and be a real mother. With Chace’s disability, he needs you now more than ever.”

	She squared her shoulders, facing him again. “Excuse me? I am a real mother, and I certainly don’t think of Chace as disabled. He only has to be more cautious than other children his age. I refuse to let him grow up dependent on someone to do everything for him.”

	“That’s not how I meant it.”

	His words were never how he meant them. That was the problem.

	He glanced at his watch as Naomi came in with the lattés and muffins. “I’ve got to open today. If you need me, call and I’ll drop whatever I’m doing and come over.”

	As soon as he left, Naomi turned to her. “What was that all about with Mr. Drama King?”

	Naomi had Dax’s number from the very start. Maybe Shannon should take her advice more often. “Nothing really. You know Dax.” She inhaled. “Pumpkin spice?”

	“Your favorite, and they had pumpkin muffins, too.”

	“Wonderful.” Shannon was terrified anything she ate would come right back up, but she couldn’t very well not eat after sending Naomi to the coffee shop. Damn Cutter for coming back to town when her life was perfect. 

	Well, maybe not exactly perfect, except for Chace. He would always be perfect to her. But now, she needed to keep him safe, and that meant keeping him away from Cutter. That was the right thing to do. Wasn’t it? Dammit, she was so confused.

	 


Chapter Two

	Cutter

	Cutter climbed off his bike, pulled the keys. He studied the funeral home for a moment as memories washed over him. He used to mow the lawn on weekends through the summer. Mr. Ashcroft was an okay guy.

	Someone else cut the grass now. Probably another kid needing the money for something other than going to the movies—like maybe he needed to buy food because his father usually forgot.

	He drew in a deep breath, then exhaled. The funeral home still looked the same. Nothing ever changed in Rockford Falls.

	His father would be cremated, his ashes scattered to the wind as he’d wanted. Father, that was a laugh. From the time he turned seven, Cutter had been on his own, which was fine with him. He was the one who fixed his cereal every morning before school. The one who slapped whatever was left over from the night before between two slices of stale bread for lunch that day. Not that it mattered now. Taking care of himself only made him stronger,

	He didn’t need anyone, except maybe the team he worked with. Someone started calling them the Warrior Breed, and it stuck. He enjoyed being a warrior and fighting for people who couldn’t fight for themselves. They were his family now, his brothers, and he knew they would never let him down.

	As soon as he settled his father’s estate, he would go home, back to Mama Rose’s farm—where there were always a handful of warriors hanging out, or his apartment in Dallas. Rockford Falls was never really his home.

	He walked inside and stopped, scanning the area. Force of habit, he supposed. You would expect a funeral home to be dimly lit with a lot of shadows creeping around the corners of the room, but not Ashcroft Funeral Home. The rooms were brightly lit and there was an aroma of cinnamon and spice in the air. He could feel himself relaxing. Maybe that was the intent.

	An older man emerged from one of the offices holding some papers and looking deep in thought. He wore a light blue, pin-striped suit with a matching blue tie, his hair solid gray and his brown-framed glasses resting halfway down his nose. He looked up, surprised to see someone had entered. His expression shifted to puzzlement. After adjusting his glasses a little higher on his nose, he nodded as recognition dawned. “Bryer, figured you’d be coming in today. I must say, you’re a hard person to locate.”

	“Most people call me Cutter.” He stood taller, squaring his shoulders, and not caring what old man Ashcroft thought of him. He’d been decent enough at one time, but that didn’t mean he still was.

	His lips lifted slightly and his eyes twinkled. “Yes, I remember how you got the nickname. I thought it rather funny at the time. Principal Higgins was, and still is, a pompous ass. He retired last fall. About time, too.”

	Cutter relaxed. If he remembered correctly, Mr. Ashcroft was never one to say a lot, especially about other people, but he was right about the principal being a pompous ass.

	Cutter always had a feeling his father had slept with the principal’s wife, and that’s why he liked to take his anger out on Cutter. Hell, his father slept with half the wives in town.

	“Come into the office and we’ll see about making arrangements for your father. My son usually does all this now, but he and his wife are out of town at the moment.” He turned and walked back toward the office, but continued talking. “I’m supposed to be enjoying my old age. How anyone can when they wake up feeling like they’ve been run over by a speeding locomotive is beyond me. I still like to help out from time to time, though.”

	Mr. Ashcroft didn’t move like an old man. Cutter remembered he liked to play golf and fish. He imagined the older man stayed active. His wife passed away a few years before Cutter graduated. He’d taken it pretty hard. He wondered if he’d remarried. Not that it mattered.

	Cutter followed him into his office, taking a seat across from the large mahogany desk. He glanced around, noting the paintings on the wall. There was the park where he used to meet Shannon late at night when she would sneak out of the house. The river where they went skinny-dipping once. Damn, she’d been sexy as hell. They’d made love, then laughed as they jumped back into the water. Back then, neither one had a care in the world.

	This was why he’d never come back. Too damn many memories. When he looked up, Mr. Ashcroft was studying him. He nodded toward the paintings.

	“A hobby of mine. I like to paint.”

	“They’re good.”

	“Thank you.”

	“So, what have you been up to since you left?”

	“And you need to know this why?” Yes, he was being rude. It was no less than the way the townspeople had treated him. Not that he could say that about Mr. Ashcroft. He’d always treated him fairly.

	“No problem if you don’t want to talk about it. I was making conversation. You were a good kid, and I guess I was curious.”

	“I joined the military,” he relented.

	Mr. Ashcroft leaned back in his chair. “I was in the military, you know.”

	Cutter hadn’t known. “Really?”

	“Best bunch of men I’ve ever been with.” A shadow crossed his face. “We deployed to Vietnam. Only a handful of us came home. Even then, people called us names. Hell, we didn’t even want to be there. We were snot-nosed kids full of piss and vinegar until we faced the enemy.” He drew in a breath, shadows passing over his eyes. “Water under the bridge.” He cleared his throat. “Did you see combat?”

	Cutter examined his hands, then raised his gaze. “Yeah, I was on a few missions. Not all of my friends came home either.”

	“Whoever said war was hell, was right.” Mr. Ashcroft was silent for a moment. “I was sorry to hear about your father. I know your relationship was strained. It’s good that you’ll be seeing to your duty. I suppose you’ll leave once everything is settled. I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”

	“How long will this take?” he asked, ignoring Mr. Ashcroft’s speculation.

	“About a week and a half.” He proceeded to go over all the steps with Cutter, then ended with, “Because of his age, he was only fifty-five, they’ll do an autopsy for cause of death. It’s pretty standard. There were no signs of foul play.”

	“Except he had a lot of enemies.”

	“That he did, but it took two to tango. I expect it’ll take you that long to get all his affairs in order. I’ll have some papers for you to sign in a day or so.”

	Cutter gave him his cell number and then shook Mr. Ashcroft’s hand before he left.

	Mr. Ashcroft spoke again. “You know, not everyone thought you were like your father. I remember you were always a hard worker. A lot of other people saw those same qualities. Sometimes a few rotten apples can spoil a bushel. You just have to pick out the good ones and toss the others.”

	The good ones had a funny way of showing it. But Cutter didn’t say what he was thinking. He nodded, then left the funeral home. The sooner he could leave Rockford Falls, the better. He climbed on the bike and started it, feeling the vibration rumble beneath him. 

	He could’ve brought his pickup. It wouldn’t have stood out as much as his big, black Harley. Why make them think he’d changed? No, he was making a statement, telling them they could go fuck themselves because he didn’t give a damn what they thought about him, or his father.

	As he drove down the streets with their manicured lawns and flowerpots on the porch, he knew they would be pulling back the curtains and staring at him. Good, he wanted them to know Cutter Mason was back in town.

	Except he’d forgotten about one house he would pass. It was the biggest one in town, with a wraparound front porch and sitting above everyone else. Shannon’s home. At least, where she used to live with her parents. He gripped the handlebars a little tighter. She’d been his biggest mistake, but that was over and done. She was probably married with a houseful of kids. He’d wish her happiness, but that was a little beyond his scope of forgiveness.

	Cutter left the manicured lawns, moving to the ones that look as if the oldest child had cut the grass. From upper-middle-class, to the poor side of town. There weren’t any train tracks, but if there had been, he knew precisely which side he was on.

	He pulled in front of his father’s house. Shingles were missing from the roof. There was a broken pane of glass in one window, and a couple of empty beer bottles sat beside a rocker on the front porch. It looked a lot worse than when he left. Back then, he’d kept the grass mowed, and the trash picked up.

	He climbed off the bike, pulled the keys, and walked toward the front door, sidestepping the broken glass on the sidewalk. The door was unlocked, so he went inside. A musty odor of sickness and death hit him. He left the door open, then began raising windows to air out the house.

	Kanon had asked if he needed company when he told him he had to go home and tie up loose ends. His friend wouldn’t have said anything about the house. He didn’t know all of Kanon’s story either, but he knew enough, and it had been rough. Kanon had opened up and told Cutter his mother had helped to send him to prison. Toughest part of all, she’d lied about him.

	Cutter had it easy compared to his friend. Still, he didn’t want anyone on the team to know how he’d grown up. This part of his life was behind him.

	As soon as he had the air circulating through the house, he glanced around. The living room consisted of a sofa and a recliner, along with an overflowing ashtray. There were no knick-knacks or sofa pillows. No rugs on the floor. A few pictures of years gone by, but that was about it.

	His father had once been the bad boy living on the poor side of town. There was something about him that women loved. When he was younger, that is. Forbidden fruit, maybe. He’d had a cocky, I-don’t-give-a-shit attitude. Women wanted what they weren’t supposed to crave.

	Cutter raked his fingers through his hair. They were always comparing him to his father, but he hadn’t been like him. Maybe the cockiness. He had his dark hair and green eyes. That’s where the comparison ended.

	Growing up, Cutter watched as marriages broke up because Heath Mason slept with someone’s wife. Hell, it never seemed to bother him he’d ruined someone’s marriage. He used to laugh about it. Heath Mason was a cruel bastard.

	Cutter saw the lack of his father’s ambition. He looked out for himself and didn’t care about anyone. He lived for the pleasures of life. The women were content to finance his lifestyle as long as he visited their bed, but in public, they pretended not to know him.

	Enough memories! He marched into the kitchen and opened the cabinet below the sink. At least there were trash bags. He’d need them all. He pulled off his leather jacket and got to work.

	After shoving sheets into the washing machine and adding detergent, he turned on the washer. At least the mattresses looked decent enough so he wouldn’t have to worry about sleeping on one of them and feeling creepy-crawly things when he got into bed tonight.

	Then he got to work, taking one room at a time, he began filling the trash bags. He only stopped when he came to a framed picture of his parents and him when he was about five years old. Grabbing a clean cloth, he wiped off the layer of grime on the glass.

	They were right, his father had been handsome. That was before the beer gut and the nicotine stains on his teeth. He glanced at the woman in the picture with her light brown hair and dark brown eyes. He vaguely remembered his mother laughing, eyes twinkling when she smiled at him. The laughter had already grown dim with regret as she leaned slightly away from her husband. Cutter carefully put the frame back on the shelf.

	By the time the sun started going down, he had most of the house cleaned. At least, as clean as it was going to get. His stomach growled. The quick lunch at a diner along the road seemed like a long time ago and it was nearly seven now.

	He’d washed the towels earlier, so he took a quick shower and changed into clean jeans and a T-shirt, throwing his dirty clothes into the washing machine, then left. He wondered if the Dairy Queen was still open.

	It was.

	Cutter ordered a cheeseburger and fries, putting the bag on the back and pulling the strap over to keep it in place. Holding his drink in one hand, he pulled away from the drive-through. He didn’t want to go inside and be around people, but he was reluctant to return home.

	He chose the park instead. The gazebo still looked the same. Someone had applied another coat of paint and varnish. For a moment, Cutter sat on the bike, not moving, just slowly scanning the area.

	Why the hell had he even come here? Maybe because this was where he used to meet Shannon. A couple of tall lights, one at each end, barely illuminated the area, leaving the inside of the gazebo dark. She didn’t have to worry about being seen.

	Shannon told him her parents would try to break them up. He’d gone along with sneaking around because he’d been a little afraid of the same thing, and back then, he couldn’t imagine life without her. She’d been everything to him. She was like sunshine in an otherwise dark world. Shannon made him feel like a normal person, like everyone else.

	He climbed off the bike and grabbed the sack off the back and made his way toward the gazebo. He walked up the three steps and sat on the wrap around bench. It was peaceful here, even with all the memories, but he figured no matter where he went, they would still follow him. That was why he’d never returned. It wasn’t as though anything would’ve changed if he had.

	But he couldn’t stop the memories from getting past his defenses,

	Cutter looked up and smiled. “You made it.” He drank in the sight of her. Blonde hair reaching down her back. He loved running the silky strands through his fingers. She wore a pair of blue jean shorts and a white T-shirt tucked into the waistband. He knew she had to keep the clothes hidden from her mother. There was no way Miriam would ever allow her to dress like this, but to him, Shannon was an angel sent down to torment him, and make his life a little sweeter, both at the same time.

	Shannon returned his smile as he came to his feet and took her in his arms. She crushed against him until no space remained. A shiver ran down her body, creating havoc in his. Damn, he wanted her right now.

	 “Fuck! What the hell are you doing?” he mumbled, scraping his fingers through his hair.

	Cutter finished the burger and his soda, but barely tasted it, then tossed everything in the trash. A car pulled up as he climbed on his bike. His pulse sped up for a moment before a young couple got out of the car. Yeah, he was fucking pathetic. They glanced his way, then hurried into the gazebo, laughing and holding hands. Some things never changed.

	After starting the bike, he aimed toward the house. Shannon no longer meant anything to him. At least, that’s what he told himself. Besides, she belonged to someone else. Pain ripped through him. Why wasn’t he over her?

	Dammit, he’d never been good enough for Shannon. He was just the poor white trash she could have fun with until it was time to get serious.

	It wouldn’t be long before he could leave. Just don’t think about the past, he told himself. Stay busy. Don’t let the memories come in.

	Over the next few days, Cutter cleaned everything that needed cleaning, fixed the lawnmower, then mowed the lawn, had someone come in and haul the furniture and trash to the dump, except for one bed, a table and a couple of chairs in the kitchen. Mr. Ashcroft finally called like he promised.

	All the way to the funeral home, he kept telling himself it wouldn’t be long now before he could leave. He still had to find a realtor to list the house, but there were a couple in town.

	“I’ve heard you’ve been working on the house quite a lot,” Mr. Ashcroft said as they took a seat in his office. “I’m assuming you’ll be putting it on
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