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Chapter 1





Penelope Porter pulled her car up in front of her ex-husband’s house.


Her friends were going to kill her. Her family might disown her. Her father, in particular, would call her the worst kind of fool. But they would all, she knew, come around in the end.


Once she and Glenn had gotten back together.


Her heart pounded and her palms were damp as she ran them back and forth over the top of the steering wheel, looking toward the glowing windows of the house.


Only one window on the first floor shone with light, and none on the second floor.


Penelope grabbed her purse off the seat beside her and rummaged inside until she found her brush. Running it through her hair, she practiced: Glenn, I was driving by, saw the lights on and thought I’d stop by. I haven’t been in the house for so long—I wanted to see if you kept the yellow kitchen.


With that she would smile her gentlest smile, recalling with him how they’d argued about the color. He’d wanted red—claiming that restaurants were always red—but all her life she’d had a yellow kitchen. She even had one now. She’d finally managed to win that long-ago battle by saying yellow put her in an amorous mood more than any other color in the spectrum. He hadn’t believed her, but he had laughed as he’d conceded and told her she’d be called upon to prove it once the painting was complete.


She had. That part of their life together had been good, at least in the beginning.


Penelope plopped the brush back into her purse and looked resolutely at the house. First she’d have to make sure he didn’t have any company. Then she could implement her plan.


She got out of the car, closing the door with a push instead of a slam—just in case—and walked across the lawn. The air was warm, fallen leaves still few and far between this early in October.


The curtains on the front window were drawn, but there was a gap that she’d be able to see through if she could get in close. It would require pushing past the bushes, but that was okay. She had dressed carefully, wearing jeans and a light sweater with her brand-new boots. She could wrestle with a bush or two without coming out the worse for wear.


She hefted her purse up higher on her shoulder with one hand while holding branches back with the other. The bushes only came to about her waist, but a few ragged stems protruded and what was low was thick. Glad of the darkness, for fear of neighbors thinking she was an intruder, she peered through the window into the lit room where Glenn sat—alone—in a recliner, a remote control resting in one hand on his thigh.


She sighed and watched him a moment. Was he lonely? His curly hair was mussed, but he still wore his suit pants and button-down shirt from work, though the tie was gone and the collar open at the neck. Underneath she could see his white tee-shirt. He hated wearing shirts without a tee-shirt underneath because he loathed the way some men got sweat stains in their armpits.


Or was it she who had hated that? In any case, he still wore the undershirt.


She smiled to herself, turned to push back out of the bushes and dropped her keys. She heard them hit the ground with a soft clink and backed up a step. The stacked heel of her brand-new boots hit something solid and her car horn blasted to life, jarring as a marching band in a library.


She jumped and spun on her heel, looking down into the brush at her feet. She’d obviously stepped on the panic button and there was no stopping the damn thing until she could find her key fob and hit it again.


As the horn honked over and over and over, head-and taillights flashing in time with the noise, Penelope struggled not to panic.


“Noooo,” she wailed, her voice—now needlessly—quiet. “No no no no no.”


She squatted in the bushes, hands scrabbling in the mulch. Nothing. She rose up and stomped around with her boots again, reasoning if she’d turned it on that way the reverse could work too. But they were nowhere.


What if she’d buried them when she’d stepped on them? She bent down again, digging under the branches, dirt shoving up her fingernails and azalea branches catching at her hair. She’d planted these damn bushes, she thought. Why had he let them get so big?


A minute later, the worst happened. From her position near the ground she saw light spill across the front porch.


Glenn had opened the door.


Staying low, her fingers crawling through the mulch like spiders, she kept her eyes trained on his feet. He’d never see her here.


But then, he would see her car. Her silver Mercedes Benz C-Class sport sedan—not altogether common—flashing like a UFO directly in front of the house.


Dammit.


Still, he might think it belonged to somebody else, especially if she could find her keys and get the damn thing turned off. Her fingers continued to sift through the dirt around her feet.


Glenn’s legs stepped out onto the porch. She could tell from the way his feet moved that he was looking up and down the street. He thought it was her car, she just knew it.


Did she come out now and confess? Or did she wait and hope he went back inside? Who came outside to investigate a car alarm, anyway? They went off all the time. A nuisance, mostly.


On the other hand, this was a quiet neighborhood, and the neighbors might come out soon too.


But how could she reveal herself? What reason could she possibly have for being in the bushes, other than that she’d been looking at him through the window?


She had the truth—which was not so awful, she told herself. He’d understand that she had not wanted to interrupt if he had company, and they could laugh about it later.


With a deep breath, she rose and backed out of the bushes.


“Penelope?” His voice was incredulous. And loud. It had to be, over the noise the car was making.


She looked up as if she hadn’t seen him there. “Oh! Glenn! Hi.” She gave him her brightest smile. Not that he could necessarily see it in the dim light.


“What on earth are you doing? Shut that thing off, will you?”


Okay, this was not the best start.


She brushed her long hair back from her shoulders, pulled a small twig from near her ear, and tried to remain upbeat.


“I can’t. I was just about to knock on your door, but I dropped my keys and—and the panic button got pushed and then—then all hell broke loose.” She threw a hand toward the car with a laugh.


“How did you drop your keys in the bushes?”


She laughed again; her nervous laugh. “I don’t know exactly. You know how that happens sometimes, you drop something and somehow it goes really far—”


He stomped down the steps and moved around her, diving into the bushes himself. A second later he emerged with the keys, handing them to her like they were a piece of dirty laundry she’d left behind.


She grabbed the fob, hit the panic button and dropped her hands by her sides.


“I’m sorry,” she said into the reverberating silence. “Really, I didn’t mean to be so intrusive.”


He looked at her suspiciously as he ran a hand through his hair. His shirt came partly untucked with the motion.


“What are you doing here, Penelope?”


“Um. Well, I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by. I saw your lights were on and…am I interrupting anything?”


Glenn looked at her a long moment. “No. But you probably already knew that.”


It was on the tip of her tongue to say something about scouting for company, but it suddenly sounded weird to her, so she let it pass.


“It’s just that I haven’t seen the house for so long.” She gazed up at the façade, smiling as confidently as she could. “It’s looking good. Is the kitchen still yellow?”


He looked at her as if she were nuts. “The kitchen? No, it’s white. Why?”


Her smile faltered. “Um, okay. Well, uh, can I come in?”


He hesitated.


“Just for a minute?” She put her hands in her jeans pockets, hunching her shoulders against some imaginary cold.


“I guess. For a minute. It’s kind of a mess.” He turned for the stairs, rubbing a hand along the back of his neck.


If she’d thought the place would look as it had when they’d been together she was dead wrong. It was nothing like it had been. The furniture—what there was of it—was worn and masculine. There was the recliner—blue, ripped at the right arm—a couple of narrow armchairs with flat seat cushions and a small table between them. Spots marred the off-white wall-to-wall carpeting that now covered her carefully tended hardwood, and the vague outline of several now-absent pictures could be made out against the dimming white paint. The largest piece of furniture in the room was a flat-screen TV, sitting on what looked like a computer cart.


Suddenly she didn’t want to see the kitchen.


“So Glenn. I was thinking about, well, I was hoping that we could, or that you’d want to—” She interrupted herself with another nervous laugh as he turned to look at her. “Sorry, I’m really botching this up.”


“Botching what up?” His arms were crossed over his chest. He did not sit down.


For no reason at all she noted that he’d put on a little bit of a belly. It looked strange on his tall frame.


“Well, I wanted to ask if we could get together sometime,” she forced out. “Just to, you know, catch up.”


His eyes moved over her face but he was otherwise motionless.


“Pen, last time we ‘got together’ you told me I was the biggest mistake of your life and you were glad I was out of it.”


“I—I know, I’m s—”


“And I’m thinking I don’t need a repeat of that. I mean, I get it. I’m a shit. I did you wrong. I ruined your life.” He cleared his throat and added, “So was there something else you wanted to talk about, or can we just leave it at that?”


He was right. She had said all those things. And she’d said them right after he’d told her he loved her, that he’d never stopped loving her.


The trouble was, she hadn’t been ready to listen. Not then. Then she still had not gotten over all he’d done. How he’d gotten married three months after their divorce.


How he’d had a child with her, the new woman. Abigail. Even though he’d refused to have one with Penelope.


How he’d come back to Penelope only after the other woman had left him.


But he was hurting now, she could see that. Despite everything, she wanted to make him feel better.


“Actually, yes, there is something more I wanted to talk about.” She straightened her spine. “I’m sorry I was so, uh, harsh, at our last meeting. There were reasons. I wasn’t ready to hear you. I was…surprised by you, by everything you said. Probably a lot like you are with me now.” She chuckled awkwardly.


Glenn was silent, but she thought his expression had grown softer.


“I appreciate that,” he said finally.


She exhaled.


“So can we get together?” Her hands gripped her purse at her side and she forcibly relaxed them.


“You know? Catch up?”


“Penelope, we’re together now. Why don’t you just tell me what’s up?”


He moved to the recliner he’d been in when she’d looked through the window and sat down with a huff.


She tried to gather her thoughts, but she had a hard time getting past the fact that he hadn’t asked her to sit down. He just sat there like a judge before a defendant.


“Penelope, I know you. I know how you are. We don’t need to try to be friends, if that’s what you’re thinking. We don’t have to play the annual catch-up game so you don’t feel like you’ve been mean, or irresponsible, or whatever.”


“I don’t feel irresponsible, Glenn. I’m not doing this because I feel guilty about anything. I was just thinking about our last meeting. About what we talked about. And I’m sorry I closed the door so firmly that day. I…I would like to talk about it now. I mean, you know, not here. But soon. If you want to, that is. Still.”


He frowned, eyebrows drawing together over skeptical blue eyes. “Are you talking about the meeting where I put my heart on the table and you shoved it back down my throat?”


“Okay, I suppose I deserve that. But, for me, I’m talking about the meeting where you made a suggestion that I was not sufficiently over our history to consider.”


There, she thought. That said it. Maybe things could be different this time around, because she was different. She was stronger. Smarter.


“Are you ‘over’ our history now?” His brows rose.


“I believe so.” She made an effort to maintain eye contact. “Would you like to come over for dinner?”


That clearly took him by surprise. “Dinner? At your house?”


“Yes. Dinner, at my house. I’ll cook.”


“When?” He asked the question as if she’d informed him of a murder he hadn’t known about.


“Friday night?” Inexplicably, Penelope’s confidence had returned. Keeping Glenn off balance seemed to be good for her. She hadn’t planned on dinner, but once the invitation was out it seemed like an excellent idea. Dinner, on her turf. She was a good cook.


“I, uh, I’ll have to get back to you on that,” he said slowly. One palm rubbed along the side of his pants, as if his hands had gone sweaty. “I was supposed to babysit that night, but Abigail said something about wanting to switch weekends with me. I can let you know tomorrow.” He looked back up at her.


Babysit.


She ignored the emotional speed bump and smiled. “Okay. Let me know.”


“Okay. Well, uh, thanks. I guess.”


“You’re welcome.” She turned and took a few steps toward the door, knowing full well her butt looked fabulous in these jeans. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow then.”


“Yeah, sure, tomorrow.”


He watched her go, she could feel his eyes on her, so she turned at the door and flashed him a smile, swinging her hair just a little more than necessary, and stepped out into the balmy fall night.


Victory, from the jaws of defeat, she thought, practically skipping down the walk to her car. Now all she had to do was plan the perfect menu, and she’d be on her way.


 


“Pen, you’ve got to give this little guy a name,” Lily Tyler said as the puppy squirmed in her hands. “He’s like a giant cotton ball!”


“I know,” Penelope said, smiling into the dog’s bearded face. “But I just can’t find the one that fits. Griffin?” She leaned toward the brown-and-white fuzz ball. “Jiminy? Scout? He doesn’t respond to anything.”


“Of course he doesn’t.” Georgia used one hand to pull her curly blonde hair behind her head in the fall breeze. “He doesn’t know it’s his name yet. You’ve gotta drill it into his head like a mantra. He’s a male, you know. It’s gonna take some time.”


“Wimbledon responded right off the bat to his name,” Pen said, remembering her late Labrador wistfully. He had died, far too young, of cancer the previous June.


“So did Peyton.” Megan, the veterinarian, nodded.


“What kind is he again?” Lily asked.


“A Havanese. From Havana. Cuba. Well, not him. But the breed,” Penelope explained.


“Maybe you should call him Fidel,” Georgia said.


“Or Castro.”


“I am not naming this little innocent puppy Castro!” Penelope laughed.


The four of them sat at the picnic table at the dog park, a warm breeze blowing leaves and the occasional bit of trash across the open space. Lily’s French bulldog, Doug, pursued every blustering thing maniacally.


Penelope’s puppy—Chopin? Sunday? Heck, Fluffy?—watched intently with his birdlike eyes, but did not chase anything even though Lily had placed him back on the ground near Penelope’s feet. He was intimidated, Pen thought, by the bigger dogs.


Lily leaned her back against the table, watching her dog run in the enclosed space.


“You look so happy, Lily.” Penelope gazed at her friend’s contented face. “Like you’re enveloped in a cloud of peace.”


Lily glanced over at her, startled. “Do I? A cloud of peace? I mostly feel enveloped in dog hair at the moment. I was just thinking I should have worn a different shirt.” Laughing, she brushed at the front of her black shirt, where a sprinkling of white Doug-hairs lay.


“I think it’s the engagement.” Penelope smiled.


No hard feelings, the smile said. No unhappiness here, that they had in fact tried to set up Lily’s fiancé with her, Penelope, first, only to have Lily fall for him. And he for her. No frustration that once again it had been one of Penelope’s friends—nearly the last single one she had, other than Georgia, who, it had to be admitted, was a committed floozy—who had found her soul mate and was getting married.


And she wasn’t bitter, not about Lily. She was thrilled for her and even knew that Brady would never have been the right man for herself. But still…it would be nice if the lightning bolt would strike her, too.


“You’ve got the Brady glow,” Penelope added.


Lily, predictably, snorted. “Wouldn’t he love to hear that.”


“No, I think she’s right,” Megan said. “You are glowing.”


“Maybe it’s just the reflection offa that rock.” Georgia raised a brow at Lily’s enormous diamond ring. “Every time I look at that thing I get an urge to find my ice skates.”


Lily tried to suppress a smile, failed, and looked down at her hand. “I have to admit I am pretty happy.”


Penelope sighed, apparently loudly because all three of them turned to look at her.


Lily’s face was concerned. “You know, I was thinking about setting you up with Brady’s brother, Penelope. He’s such a nice guy and so handsome.”


“The TV guy?” Megan asked.


“He wrote for TV, but now he’s doing books,” Lily explained. She turned back to Penelope. “But he’s really into this psychologist woman. If I didn’t like her so much, I’d introduce you anyway, but I’ve got to say, I think they’re in it for the long haul.” She scrunched her face wryly.


“No, no.” Penelope waved a hand and laughed.


“It’s clear I’m not destined to have any of the men in that family. They are too well situated where they are.”


If she were ever going to tell them about her impending dinner with Glenn, now would be the time. But she had no desire to see their shocked faces and be the victim of their strained optimism on her behalf. Strained, because she knew that every last one of them would think it was a colossally bad idea to initiate anything with her ex-husband. They’d spent years hating him for her. Or rather, with her.


Truth to tell, getting together with Glenn did feel a little like leftovers in place of a gourmet meal when she looked at Megan and Lily and how happy they were with their men. Not that they hadn’t had gone through a trial or two getting together with them, initially, but neither of them had had to recycle an old boyfriend—let alone husband—just to come up with a date.


Their freshness would wear off too, though—she knew. She and Glenn had had all the wonderful glowy times themselves; they’d just been fifteen years ago…


“Hey, have you started that book I gave you?” Lily asked.


“Pride and Prejudice?” Penelope stalled. It was sitting on her bedside table, looking thick, small-printed, and very much like a textbook. “I, uh…not yet. I’m waiting until I have a good, long stretch of time. To give it my undivided attention, you know.”


Lily smiled knowingly. She taught a college course on Jane Austen so she’d probably heard every excuse ever invented. “Just read the first chapter. If you’re not hooked after that, you can give it back. Not that you couldn’t give it back anyway, but…”


“No, no. I will, I’ll read it, I promise.”


“You’ll love it. It’s just like—”


“Sweet mother of all things sweaty,” Georgia interrupted, rising from her seat at the picnic table and shading her eyes with a hand to look toward the canal path. Standing, the Great Dane tee-shirt she wore was clearly visible—head and front legs on the front, back legs, butt and tail on the back. Georgia was never caught without some article of dog-related clothing on. To this she added Great Dane earrings, watch, socks and a Great Dane silk-screened bag.


Penelope, Megan, and Lily looked toward the path too.


“That’s a torso I don’t recognize at all.” Georgia reached up and removed the ponytail holder from her hair. “And I recognize all the chests worth knowing in this town. Any of you know who that is?”


“For heaven’s sake, Georgia,” Penelope said, “it could be anyone. This town’s growing by thousands probably every day. He could even be a student at the college. Try to control yourself.”


Penelope met Lily’s rolling eyes and the two of them laughed. “As if that’s ever an option,” Lily said.


“That’s no student.” Megan squinted her eyes in the guy’s direction as he jogged up the path next to the fenced-in dog park. “He’s older than that. Thirty, maybe, I’d say.”


“I agree,” Georgia concurred. “You’ve just got blinders on, Pen, if you don’t think that’s a new face worth gettin’ to know. Look at those abs. I’d put him at about thirty-two, which is just the right age for a guy, if you ask me.”


It was true: The guy jogging by did have a nice, carved abdomen and well-muscled legs, even though he was lanky. And Penelope liked the way his dark blond hair shone in the sun. So many guys didn’t know how to keep their hair clean. He was tall, too, which she preferred.


But he was bare-chested where a gentleman would have been wearing a tee-shirt, and that hair, lovely as it was, was a shade too long. Plus he was too young.


It didn’t matter anyway. Georgia was on him like a hawk on a mouse.


“Hello there!” she called, waltzing across the dog park toward the adjacent path, waving her hand in the air as her blonde curls bounced in the breeze. Beside her loped her gunmetal gray Great Dane, Sage. “Excuse me! Hello?”


The guy glanced her way, then slowed to a halt and bent over at the waist, breathing heavily.


“Ooh, he’s panting. Georgia will like that.” Megan laughed.


After a second, he straightened up, and though the girls were too far away to hear the conversation, Penelope could easily read the expression of confusion, then amusement on the guy’s face.


Georgia must have introduced herself, because they shook hands and a moment later Georgia was sweeping an arm in their direction. The guy glanced at them and inclined his head. Penelope gave a small, half-embarrassed wave that she cut off mid-gesture when she realized neither Megan nor Lily was doing it.


After a minute the fellow took off jogging again and Georgia returned.


“Mercy, mercy me,” she said.


She might as well have been licking her chops, Penelope thought.


“Who was it?” Megan asked.


“His name’s Mercy, Dylan Mercy, and you were right, he wasn’t a student.” Georgia swung one leg over the bench seat and sat back down, straddling it. “And he’s not a boy, either, though he might be young. He’s got a look in his eyes that I like.”


“Lust?” Penelope asked.


“Prude.” Georgia shot her a grin.


“That’s Dylan Mersey?” Megan said. “I should have recognized him.”


“You know him?” Georgia asked.


Megan shook her head. “I’ve only met him once. He’s one of Sutter’s grant recipients. He’s opening a shop in town.”


Georgia put her hair back up in a ponytail. “Then you know the look I’m talkin’ about, like he’s lived some life. That one ain’t no babe in the woods.”


“You mean he looked like he could handle the indomitable Georgia Darling?” Lily asked.


Georgia shook her head, gazing down the path where “Mercy” had disappeared. Her expression was an uncharacteristic mix of preoccupation and doubt. “Honey, he could handle me anytime he wanted. The question is, could I handle him?”












Chapter 2





Dylan Mersey was accidentally drunk.


He knew how it had happened, but still, it had crept up on him. One minute he’d been setting up his brand-spanking-new shop, the next an old friend—now more of an old associate, really—had stopped by. Then the next thing he knew he was balanced on a bar stool doing shots of Don Eduardo tequila.


“What’s with this place, man?” Pinky McGann was a belligerent drunk, and despite his own fog, Dylan could see it beginning. Pinky’s eyes sharpened and his lips thinned, and Dylan knew that if he didn’t get out of there soon, he’d risk being on the receiving end of Pinky’s four-fingered fist.


To be fair, Pinky had come by his belligerence honestly. He’d lost the little finger on his right hand in a skateboarding accident when he was eleven and he’d been called “Pinky” ever since. It was a name he hated, and it had added to his toughness over the years.


“You could swing a dozen dead cats around here and not hit any chicks worth looking at. I mean, look around. This place is Deadsville.”


“Deadsville?” Dylan snorted. “You been hanging out with my mom, Pink? You sound like a hippy.”


“Hey, your old lady’s all right. Not when she’s pullin’ a drunk, though.” Pinky shook his head, shot back more tequila and sat back on the bar stool.


Dylan winced at Pinky’s words, despite—or maybe because of—the truth in them. That was Pinky. Never anything but up-front and out there with the truth. Or at least his version of it.


Pinky was a fireplug, but a well-dressed one. Ever since he’d gotten hooked up with Junior Smith, the Lord of Hot Rocks, in their old neighborhood, Pinky’d been GQ-ing it all over Baltimore. Puttin’ the charm back in Charm City, Pinky said. How he’d found Dylan in Fredericksburg was no mystery, however. Dylan’s mother got downright chatty when she was drunk. She wasn’t exactly a closed book when she was sober, either.


“You gonna be okay out here? I mean this is positively BFE, man.” Pinky swept his eyes up and down Dylan’s long, disheveled frame, from his Converse high-tops to his shaggy blond head.


“BFE?” Dylan worked hard to keep his vision straight. He concentrated on the gap between Pinky’s front teeth.


“Bum-fucked Egypt, man. I don’t know how you even found this town. What did you do, stop for gas and get carjacked?”


“It’s…” Dylan shrugged. It was nothing he could explain to Pinky, even if he could have accessed all of his vocabulary. “Foley Foundation grant” was way beyond his speaking abilities right now. “I’ll be all right. I’m good, man. I’m trying something new. A fresh start, you might say.”


Pinky fished around in his pocket for his keys. “Fresh start, huh? Sure, I get it. That’s cool. You had enough a’ takin’ care of Sara and she’s better off without you anyway.”


Dylan laughed once. “That is true.”


Without doing anything Dylan made his mother feel guilty for being a drunk. The more guilty she felt, the more she drank, which caused more guilt, then more drink, all of it spiraling together into more and more frustration and anger in Dylan. It was a vicious cycle, and had made his living in her house in Baltimore “to take care of her” a farce.


Dylan followed Pinky from the bar, marveling at how steady his old friend was, while he was having to consciously put one foot in front of the other. Conditioning, he figured. Pinky was master of the drink. Master of virtually any mind-altering substance, and Dylan was out of practice. Intentionally.


It was one reason Dylan had not been happy to see him. Unexpected things happened around Pinky. None of them good.


Pinky had been a friend in the life he’d led long ago growing up in Baltimore, and for better or worse, they were linked for this lifetime. Blood brothers, whether Dylan wanted it or not.


The fact that Pinky had done him a huge favor when he was in a tight spot didn’t make it any easier for Dylan to get away from the relationship.


“Listen, man, it’s good you’re here,” Pinky said as they peeled out of their parking spot on William Street.


Dylan’s head bounced on the headrest with the car’s momentum. If he died as a result of Pinky’s drunken driving, the irony of his life would be complete. Dylan considered saying something about slowing down but knew it would only make Pinky worse. He might wrap his car around a telephone pole just to prove he wasn’t afraid of it happening.


“I got something I might need you to do,” Pinky continued. “Call it a favor.”


His brittle eyes shifted to Dylan, making sure Dylan caught his meaning. Dylan did, with a chill down his spine. He owed Pinky. And Pinky was too smart not to collect.


“Sure,” was all Dylan could manage. He hoped to God it was at least something he could do back home in Baltimore. He didn’t want to stain his new life here by reprising the old role he was so desperately trying to get rid of.


“I’ll let you know when it goes down, but be ready, okay? Might be me, might be someone I send you, got it? I think it’s gonna work out good you’re here.”


Dylan clenched his teeth, suddenly sober. It was something he had to do here. Something for which being in Virginia was better for Pinky. Guns, he was betting. Maybe stolen goods.


Dylan’s tone was flat. “Got it.”


Pinky dropped him off in front of his shop on Caroline Street.


“Here’s hoping your fresh start don’t go stale,” he called out his tinted window with a wicked gap-toothed grin. Then he did a “California crawl”—Dylan’s old signature move—throwing the car into reverse, flooring it, then slamming it into drive so hard and fast it left a pair of check marks on the pavement in front of Dylan’s new storefront.


Watching it Dylan promptly lost his balance and fell to his ass on the sidewalk as the car’s taillights disappeared down the street.


Stunned, he sat for a moment, hating the dizzy, dreamlike feeling the tequila had produced. He lay back on the sidewalk and felt his jeans pockets. The front, the back, even his breast pocket—which didn’t exist because he was wearing a tee-shirt—no keys. He sat back up, pushed himself to his feet, and staggered over to the door of his shop.


Pressing his face against the glass he gazed inside. Boxes, shelves, counters left over from the previous shop, and his potting wheel were the large, obvious objects in the small space. Balled-up newspapers, broken wallboard, and cans of paint were scattered around those things. He could not see his keys, but he knew they were in there.


Then something caught his eye. He tilted his head back, rubbed and then blinked his eyes several times before looking back in. He had not been mistaken. An animal, about the size of a cat, sniffed around the floor near the forward counter. But it wasn’t a cat. It was either a guinea pig or a small dog. Neither of which he owned.


Where had it come from? Was he dreaming? Another look confirmed he was not.


How the hell did it get in there when he couldn’t?


And was there any chance it would retrieve his keys?


 


Penelope jumped, dropping her pen, and her gaze jerked to the front window of her shop at the sound of squealing tires. She caught sight of a large black car with tinted windows rocketing down the street and a man being hurled to the ground in its wake. Her skin prickled.


Had he been hurt? Penelope panicked. Maybe he’d been shot. Or stabbed. Before she could react, he pushed himself up onto his knees, then to his feet, and walked crookedly toward the closest door—the shop directly across from Penelope’s. Once there he paused, and then tried the door.


It was locked, of course. The place had been empty for months, ever since the wine shop had folded.


He appeared unhurt, she was relieved to see, but whether he’d been thrown from the car or just knocked over by it, he’d obviously been the reason for the driver’s action.


She headed for the door—she could help the poor man—then froze when she saw him kneel in what looked like an attempt to fiddle with the lock.


Was he trying to break in? She had never witnessed a crime before. She stepped away from the door. With all the lights on, her place was a fishbowl and she was the fish. Eyes on the intruder, she felt her way backward to the light switches on the rear wall and turned them off. The darkness was a relief. He hadn’t turned around, hadn’t seen her, so she moved back toward the register and the phone at the front. The dial tone was loud in the silent shop, not least because she’d half expected it to be dead, like in every horror movie she’d ever seen.


Which was ridiculous, considering the guy wasn’t even trying to break in to her place. Still, her heart was hammering.


She dialed the police.


 


Okay, so Pinky hadn’t had to twist his arm to get him drunk, but Dylan blamed him anyway. Dylan drank with him just to shut him up, or shut him out. All he’d accomplished, though, was to lock himself out of his own damn shop. Barred from his own Fresh Start. It would be funny in the morning.


He glanced at his wrist, where his watch wasn’t. He’d lost it, he remembered. Somewhere between Baltimore and Fredericksburg, between squalor and succor, between past and present.


He put his hands on his hips and looked up and down the street. Why were there no pay phones anymore? Did everyone in the world have cell phones? Dylan did. Somewhere. Probably with his watch.


A flash of something drew his gaze across the street. Something in the shop across the street. If it was another guinea pig he was giving up. But no, closer inspection told him someone was in there. He distinctly saw a figure moving behind the darkened window.


“Pen Perfect,” he read from the sign. A pen store? The rent must have been a helluva lot cheaper than his if they were surviving on selling pens. He squinted and moved closer. Yep, somebody was definitely in there.


He walked in as straight a line as he could muster to the door. Once there he knocked and pressed his face close to the glass to look inside.


“I’ve called the police!” a female voice yelled.


He jerked back. Was she talking to him? He couldn’t see anybody inside, but the voice had definitely come from there.


“Hello?” he called back. “Is somebody in there? I just want to borrow the phone.”


Silence. Then, “Tell the police!”


He twisted on the sidewalk and looked around, adrenaline shooting through his veins, counteracting at least some of the tequila. “Shit.”


He had to get out of there. His Fresh Start was going to hell in a hurry. He had figured the police would find him eventually, but his first full week in town was too soon. Way too soon.


He turned away from the pen store and strode down the sidewalk. He thought he was moving pretty soberly—thank you, panic—when his toe caught on an uneven joint and he pitched forward. His hands shot out in front of him but they didn’t stop his chin from hitting the ground and the wind from getting knocked out of him.


For a second, he saw stars.


“Damn it,” he gasped, sitting up. He looked at his palms and moved his fingers gingerly over the scraped heel of his left hand. It was dark, but he saw blood. “Shit.”


He was sobering up rapidly, vowing never to drink again as he did.


A moment later, the flashing cherry top of a police car turned onto Caroline Street and pulled up with a muscular mechanical growl in front of Pen Perfect. Dylan stood, aware that escape was impossible now. The cops had obviously caught sight of him. As the two exited the squad car in unison, one of them walked up the sidewalk toward him while the other greeted a woman who opened the door Dylan had just knocked on.


The approaching officer’s hand was on his gun, his stride confident but slow, as if trying to trick a stray dog into submission.


“Sir, can I see some identification?” The cop’s voice did not inflect this as a question.


Dylan tried to keep from sounding sarcastic. “Is something wrong, officer?”


“I’d just like to see your identification,” the cop reiterated.


“If you’re wondering why I knocked on that door, I only wanted to use the phone,” Dylan said, wondering for the first time who he thought he’d call. A locksmith? The landlord? What time was it? He looked at his bare wrist again.


“We’ve had a complaint.” The cop was upon him now, larger than life in his uniform with belt and badge and bullets and bluster.


Dylan wasn’t a short man, but he was lean where the officer was thick. Add to that the super-hero accessories, and the policeman radiated aggression.


“Look, I only knocked on the door. Is that a crime?” He knew he should shut up, just give the guy his wallet, but this was America, damn it. You couldn’t just walk up to someone on the street and demand to see their papers.


No matter what their past was.


He touched his stinging chin and his fingers came away sticky with blood. Great.


The cop’s expression turned smug. “We have a witness who saw you attempting to break into a building.”


Dylan started to laugh. So that was it. He’d spooked a little old lady and these guys were going to play savior.


“Oh yeah? What shop was that? The one right there?” Dylan pointed to his storefront. “My shop? Is that the one you mean?”


Behind Officer Large the partner cop approached. A dark-haired woman stood in her doorway peering at them down the sidewalk. She didn’t look like a little old lady. In fact, she looked like a model. Long, dark hair, the kind seen only in shampoo commercials, fell past slim shoulders and along a trim torso held erect as a ballet dancer’s. She wore a dress that clung to her curves and was the color of peacocks—deep blues and greens, mixed like a watercolor.


She was, he thought slowly, the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.


Even if she had just called the cops on him.


“Good evening, sir,” the second cop said pleasantly.


“Ah.” Dylan jerked his eyes from the woman. His lips twisted. “The Good Cop.”


Officer Large scowled and glanced at his partner. “Says he owns that shop.”


Good Cop smiled. “Have you got any identification, sir?”


“What, do they only give you guys one script?” Dylan asked. “Or is there someone behind you pulling a string out of your back? Because that’s all Officer Friendly here’s been saying too. Last time I checked, though, this was America, and it’s not a crime to be walking down a street, or even breaking into your own place.”


Idiot. This was why he gave up alcohol. It made him stupid.


Dylan knew in that deep, dark place inside that he was making another uncomfortable bed for himself and he was going to have to lie in it. But he was pissed. Between Pinky and now these guys, he seemed doomed to live the same life no matter where he went.


Good Cop’s eyes narrowed. He was definitely the one in charge. “Sir, have you had anything to drink?”


Dylan laughed. “You mean tonight? Or ever? Because—”


“I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to come with us.” Good Cop folded his arms across his chest, his stance wide, his face implacable with the knowledge that he held all the cards and was making up the game to boot.


The other cop went for his cuffs and Dylan sighed. He should go quietly. Things would go more smoothly if he just went and cleared the whole damn matter up. They might even help him get into his place. The apartment upstairs was accessible only from the shop. He could be home and in bed by midnight.


Instead, he said, “Well, you can ask, Officer, but I don’t normally go home with guys I just met.”


 


“I’ve called the SPCA every hour,” Penelope, on the verge of tears, wailed into the phone to her friend Megan. “I’ve talked to Evan and Nancy and Linda, who all own stores nearby, and none of them has seen anything. I’ve made up flyers that I’m going to have Lucy distribute when she comes in. I just don’t know what else to do! He’s disappeared completely and I don’t even know how he got out of the car! Megan, I swear, I have never been this irresponsible, ever.”


“It’s not irresponsible, Pen. Dogs get loose. They run off. He’ll turn up, mark my words.” Megan Rose, the veterinarian, had presumably heard it all when it came to pets. “I’ll put a notice up here, and I’ll call the other animal hospitals. Someone will find him.”


“But he’s just a puppy.” Penelope slumped onto the stool behind her counter and put her forehead in her hand. “He’s so cute. If anyone finds him they’ll just keep him.”


“He was wearing a collar, wasn’t he?”


Penelope sniffed as a tear dropped onto the countertop. “A collar, yes. But no tag. I hadn’t gotten him one yet. I haven’t even given him a name, and he’s so little, I thought it would be too big for him. What an idiot.”


“You just got him. You’re not an idiot,” Megan said calmly.


“This just proves I’d be a terrible mother. What if he’d been a baby? This is why Fate has made sure I’ll never have a child.”


“Penelope!” Megan protested, laughing. “You’re really going overboard here. There’s no way you’d have lost a baby.”


“What’s the difference?” Penelope argued, knowing she should not get into the baby thing, not now, not while her heart was racing with fear. A heart could not simultaneously take breaking and racing without exploding. “A baby, a puppy, they’re both helpless beings depending on me to take care of them. And I’ve proven I’m not up to the task.”


“The difference is,” Megan, mother of a two-year-old, said sagely, “for one thing, if you put an eight-week-old baby down, it stays where you put it. Puppies are much harder to keep track of.”


“Maybe.” She took a deep breath. She would not make this about parenting. She would not tie this to the fact that all she’d ever wanted was a child and it was becoming increasingly clear she’d never have one.


“Besides, I think someone must have taken him.” Penelope clenched her hands together, if only to think about something other than her failures. Better to think about bone and sinew and nails biting into palms. “He was in the car. How could he have gotten out of the car by himself? Somebody had to have opened up the door and grabbed him.”


Penelope sat up straight. Anger felt better than dejection.


Megan sighed over the line. “I don’t know. Puppies do amazing things. I once saw one climb drapes to hide on top of the window valance. Another time I treated one for squeezing through the narrowest of wrought-iron balconies and falling to the patio. He was fine, by the way. Oh, and there was another one that got its head stuck between the slats of an antique Stickley chair and had to be cut out. The dog was fine but the owners were heartbroken over the chair.” Megan inhaled. “I could go on and on, Pen. This was not your fault. Did you…uh, I guess you didn’t have him in a crate.”


Penelope could hear the cringe in Megan’s voice as she realized she shouldn’t have asked the question.


“No,” Penelope groaned. “I hadn’t gotten one for the car yet. I didn’t expect to get a puppy this soon after losing Wimbledon. I meant to go to Petsmart tonight but I had so much work to do, and Wimbledon’s old one was too big. Why did I wait so long? I’m such a fool!”


“Penelope stop. These things happen, I keep telling you. It’s been a long time since you’ve had a puppy.”


“I was about to leave,” Penelope explained, having already been through it in her head a hundred times. “I thought he could be in the car for five minutes, five minutes where I wasn’t chasing him down to keep him from chewing electrical cords or furniture or merchandise. So I put him in the car to finish my paperwork, but then I saw that guy, that stupid, drunken jerk who’s moved in across the street and I got distracted. It’s all his fault.”


Penelope put her head back in her hand, knowing it was not really the new guy’s fault but mad at him anyway. He was going to be trouble, she could already tell. He was a drunk with rude friends who left skid marks in the road. What more did she need to know?


Later she planned to talk to Carson, one of the cops who’d
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