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      It’s about time for life to get back to normal. The threat against Jasmine is gone. She and Zeke have set up house together in my neighborhood, not three blocks away. It’s definitely a fixer-upper, but Alex, Damian, and I are pitching in to help, along with my dad. They got a great deal and a fast closing on the house because it was in a state of disrepair.

      They’re set to move in in a couple of weeks. In the meantime, we’re all devoting our time to helping out. Even Chloe and Sabrina are picking up paintbrushes, although more paint is landing on them than the walls. Jasmine surprises me. She likes to dig in and get dirty. One night, I dropped over to find her helping Zeke with the kitchen sink. Both of them were under the sink working on the pipes.

      My buddies have fallen in love with the girls of their dreams. I’m happy for them. My mother is thrilled for them, but it’s increased the badgering for grandchildren, and she complains that I’m her only hope. I love my mother, but she’s relentless.

      While my brothers have found their perfect mates, I seem doomed to be stuck with a neighbor who makes me crazy. She’s fucking adorable and sweet as honey. She’s got big jade-green eyes and the hourglass figure of Marilyn Monroe, only hotter, but more importantly, she’s not for me.

      She’s way too nice, too trusting. I would scare the shit out of her. As a matter of fact, I think I already have. I caught the pretty brunette, her hair up in a ponytail, pushing an old lawn mower far too big for her. It was rusty and spitting out white smoke. I had no choice, I had to intervene. Perhaps I was too abrupt, but I did finish the job for her as my way of apologizing.

      I may have stood a chance with her, but then I found her looking into the engine of her car, trying to change her spark plugs, following instructions from a book.

      I know I overreacted. I blew my top, and now she avoids me at all costs. I’ll never forget the look on her face, her lower lip quivering as I shouted at her. “Do you want to blow yourself up? Maybe take out the whole neighborhood?”

      “I—I—” She never got any further.

      “Do us all a favor and let a professional mechanic do the job.” I took the wrench out of her hands. “Never mind, I’ll finish it.” She ran inside after that. I saw her glance from the window. When I was done, I dropped the keys in her mailbox.

      The next morning, I found homemade pecan chewies on my doorstep, with a simple note that said, “Thank you. I never meant to blow up the neighborhood.” Since then, I’ve only seen fleeting glimpses of her as she’s driving off to work.

      “Caleb. Caleb!” Alex’s voice disrupts my thoughts. “Jesus, man, where the hell did you go? We just got a call out. Hostage situation at the Richmond Library.”

      My veins turn to ice. Gwendolyn Honeyton works at that library. I rush out of the station, Alex running out after me.

      “Christ, it better not be her,” I say as we hop into the cruiser.

      “Who?” Alex asks, but I’m too busy bobbing and weaving through traffic. I pull the police car up to the curb with a screech of tires.

      I climb the stairs to the closest cop and ask, “What’s the situation?”

      “The guy’s let out all the kids and patrons. He’s kept the librarian with him. We just confirmed with one of the parents her name is…”

      “Gwendolyn Honeyton,” I finish for him. Alex’s confused expression urges me to tell him more. “My neighbor.”

      “Holy shit,” Alex responds.
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      “Give me the gist of what’s happening?” I demand of the officer, while I pull on the vest Alex has handed me before he does up his own.

      “He’s holding her in one of the back rooms and keeps calling for his kid, Joshua. The librarian approached him and asked him to lower his voice because he was scaring the other kids. He started running through the library asking for his child. When he couldn’t find his son, he pulled out a gun and began talking crazy. He said they were keeping Joshua from him. Insisted they were hiding him,” the officer says. “He just went ballistic.”

      “Where’s the kid? Does anyone know?” I ask, my eyes glued to the building.

      “We finally got ahold of his wife. Eliza and Malcolm Taylor had a son named Joshua. Joshua’s dead, sir. He was killed three months ago by a hit-and-run driver, on his way to the library,” the cop tells me. “They were a typical family, and it was a horrible accident. Malcolm and his wife have been having marital issues since it happened. He just snapped.”

      “Shit!” I let out a breath. “We’re dealing with a bereaved, unstable father, wielding a gun.”

      Alex, who’s been silent up till now, asks, “Do we have eyes on the inside?”

      “They have a security feed we’re trying to tap in to. We’re hoping there’s one in the room where he’s holding her.”

      “Get Zeke,” I command.

      Alex already has his phone to his ear. “On it.”

      In a situation like this, I need to be the voice of reason, but I feel anything but calm or reasonable at this moment. I approach the group of parents and kids who were in the library when this started. Officers are taking their statements before they can be released.

      “Excuse me. I’m Captain Caleb Thorne. Can anyone tell me why he let you all out and not Miss Honeyton?”

      A tall slim woman, looking to be in her late thirties, very pale and obviously shaken, steps forward. “Gwen told the man that she would help him look for his son if he would let us go. At first, he said no way. But Gwen was very gentle and explained that having all of us here just made it harder. He let the kids go first, but a few minutes later, he let us all out, except Gwen.” The woman lets out a sob. “She sacrificed herself for us. That woman is so selfless. Everyone adores her.”

      I clench my fists. A pain grows in my chest. It seems that Gwen has made quite an impression on people. As I look around, I see the sad faces and worried expressions.

      Before I can respond, Alex comes to my side. “Zeke hacked in to the security feed. Damian has gone around back to see if there’s a quiet way in. And the guy’s wife is here.”

      Eliza Taylor is a petite woman. She’s pretty blonde, but there’s a cloud of sorrow looming over her. She waits silently by the police car that brought her here, staring at the library.

      “Mrs. Taylor,” I call as I approach her. She turns to look at me. “I’m Captain Thorne. Do you know what’s happening here? Why we sent for you?” The gentle approach is always the best in these situations. The woman is already freaked out. She doesn’t need to feel like she’s being interrogated.

      “Y-yes,” she stammers. “The officer explained that Malcolm is in there.” Eliza looks again at the library. “Malcolm is a good man. He’s never done anything like this before. He was a great father and husband. He’s lost and confused. Since Joshua…” Her voice trails off, and a sob catches in her throat.

      It’s obvious she still loves her husband. “I understand this has been a difficult time for you and your husband, ma’am. But a young woman’s life is at stake here, and my job is to get them both out in one piece.”

      She nods. “I can talk to him. I’m not sure what good that’ll do, though. He’s been so distant lately. I want him to get help.” She grips my arm tightly. “He needs help, Captain. Malcolm is lost without our boy. Joshua was everything to us.”

      “Caleb!” Alex calls out. “We’ve got eyes on the inside.”

      “Wait here with the officer, ma’am. I’ll be right back.” I rush over to Zeke and Alex, and my heart drops when I see Gwendolyn on the screen sitting in a chair, and Malcolm pacing back and forth, gun in hand, clearly distraught. Gwendolyn is speaking to him. Without ears on the inside, I have no idea what she’s saying, but the man stops pacing and sits in the chair next to her.

      Malcolm drops his head and is visibly moved. What the hell is she saying?

      Suddenly, I see Damian running over. “I found a way in. There’s an employees-only door through the back. One of the part-time workers has a key. We can go in that way and assess the situation. From what I’ve been told, it’s hardly used. Only staff know about it.”

      “What if he hears us come in?” Alex says. “Might make him flip out.”

      “They’re on the other side of the building.” Damian begins to draw the schematics of the library. “One of the parents said they’re here.” He points to the back left side of the library. “The door I’m talking about is located here, at the side.” He points to the other side of the building. “Literally, the easiest and most efficient way in. It’s far enough from Malcolm and Gwendolyn for them not to hear us come through. It’s a good thing they put a door there, but then again, who the hell would have thought anyone would go into a library and take hostages?”

      He’s right. They built a building to house books and made it attractive to the community. No one ever thought this would be the situation they would find themselves in.

      “Let’s get on that.” I turn to Zeke. “You keep watching that screen. He may leave that room, and if he does, you need to notify us. I’m going in as soon as I can.” Damian and I go over to the fire department to see what tools they have available just in case we have to pry it open.

      Damian grabs the key from the staff member and rushes back. He inserts the key into the lock, turning it slowly, and edging the door open. Alex produces a floor plan of the library, which I study to see what my next steps need to be once we’re inside. It’s not long before we’re in and heading toward the sound of voices.

      We need to move stealthily, to keep the element of surprise on our side. I go in first, Damian and Alex follow behind, and I have Zeke in my ear to let me know if anything changes on the inside. If Malcolm moves out of that room, we may need to move fast.

      As we approach the room, I hear voices. One distinctly belongs to Gwendolyn.

      “Mr. Taylor, I see you’re very upset, but at this point, you know that your son is not in the library. I want to help you. I really do. Where do you think he can be? I’ll come with you.” she says, her voice soft and sweet, without even a hint of fear.

      “He’s not here.” Malcolm sounds gutted. He lets out a moan of anguish. “They killed my boy,” he says and begins to weep.

      “Pardon?” Gwendolyn asks.

      “He was on his way here. He loved the library. He loved to read and said that the librarian always helped him find the best stories.”

      “Oh no!” she replies with a gasp.

      “They ran him over like a dog on the street and left him to die,” Malcolm says. “I’m so sorry. I was con-confused,” he explains. “I get like that sometimes. I just wanted to see my boy.”

      We’re close enough now to be able to get a peek in as the door is open a crack. “Mr. Taylor, I understand, I really do.”

      “You can’t possibly know.”

      “Actually, I can. I had a little girl. Her name was Zaira. She was only three when I lost her. I was a mess. I was so lost.” She pauses. “Until I found that I can love other children and give back in my own way.”

      “You’re too young—”

      “No, I’m not. What happened to you and me was terrible. But do you know what I remember?”

      “What?”

      “The look on Zaira’s face the first time she ate ice cream, or the way she snuggled close at night when we looked up, mesmerized by the stars. She loved life, and I would be dishonoring her memory by doing anything less than enjoying every moment of it,” she says. “Sometimes, it still hurts, but eventually, the good memories overshadow the bad, and we’ll always have those.”

      “I’ve lost my wife too. Especially after this.” He sighs.

      “You don’t know that for sure. Even if that’s true, there’s no reason for you to give up. Joshua wouldn’t want you to,” Gwendolyn insists.

      “I’ll end up in prison.”

      “I’ll speak on your behalf. This is an exceptional circumstance. You’ve never done anything like this before, right?”

      He scoffs. “Hell, no. I’m afraid of guns.”

      She giggles. The woman is freaking giggling. “Could have fooled me.”

      “It’s not loaded.” Malcolm starts to laugh. “God, I’m an idiot.”

      “No. You’re in pain. Emotional pain is a lot harder to subdue than physical,” she says. I push the door open to find Gwendolyn patting his hand. “Let’s leave the gun here and walk out together.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees.

      They both turn to find me, Damian, and Alex standing there.

      “Please don’t hurt him,” Gwendolyn advocates on his behalf. “There’s more to it than you know.”

      I look into her pleading eyes. Her lower lip is quivering. Christ, she does things to me that shouldn’t be happening.

      “Alex will go easy,” I state firmly, tearing my eyes away from her. Alex reaches out; Malcolm comes along quietly. As he passes by, I tell him, “Your wife is worried sick about you.”

      “Eliza is here?” he asks in surprise.

      I tell Alex, “Give him a couple of minutes with his wife before you take him in.”

      Alex starts reading him his Miranda rights as he leads him out. Damian assesses the scene and walks out after him, leaving me alone with Gwendolyn.

      She raises her hand, palm out, stopping me from speaking, and says, “Before you get all crazy, I want to point out that I did not ask Malcolm to come to the library and cause a scene. I cannot be held responsible for his actions, and I’ve had a very shitty day, so if you intend to berate me for this”—she twirls her hand around the room—“you can stop right now.” She ends by putting her hands on her hips and jutting out her chin. “It was not my choice to be a hostage. This is not my fault.”
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      That was a grand speech, but Caleb Thorne is looking at me like he’d like to throttle me. No matter how intense those wild green eyes are, he’s most definitely the handsomest man I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      I have dreams about him. Disturbing dreams! Dreams that will never come true, and yet I keep hoping that one day, he’ll gaze upon me with desire. When I sleep, he comes to me, and I feel his hands roaming over my body in appreciation of my curves. I feel his lips on my neck, gliding up to my earlobe, and his teeth nipping at it. Then his husky voice rumbles in my ear, murmuring my name.

      “Gwendolyn!” Yeah! Not like that. Softer. When he says my name sharply once more, I come out of my comatose state of happiness and return to his anger. “Where the hell did you go, babe?” he asks sharply.

      Babe? He’s never called me that, but considering the tone he just used, I don’t read much into it.

      “Sorry,” I say meekly, trying to pull myself back together. “It’s been a bad day.”

      “I hate to do this to you, but I need to take you to the station and get a statement,” Caleb says.

      “I don’t want to press charges.”

      “It’s not only about you. A lot of other people were involved.”

      “He needs help, not jail.” I point to the window. “Those are good people out there. If they knew what was really going on, they’d agree with me.”

      “It’s not that simple,” he retorts, then blows out a heavy breath. “We’ll try to get his arraignment done early. I’ll speak to the DA’s office and explain the circumstances and see if we can get him the help he needs.”

      I suddenly feel exhausted. I’ve expended every bit of energy I had with Malcolm, and bringing up Zaira again reminds me that she’s no longer with me. Normally, I remember the great times. The way she loved cupcakes with extra chocolate icing and sprinkles, or the way she sang all the words to the movie Frozen. She was a beautiful child.

      I feel my shoulders sag, then a warm arm coming around them as Caleb guides me outside. The bright light of the sun forces me to squint. A little body rams right into my legs, and a child wraps his arms around them.

      “Miss Honeyton, are you okay?”

      I gaze down to see Ryan Kean. He’s a darling little boy. His mother has been bringing him to the library since he could walk. He’s the first one on the magic mat at story time, listening attentively, and always has a ton of questions afterward. He’s inquisitive and has a creative imagination.

      “More than okay, sweetie.” I hug him back.

      “Why would that man do that? It’s mean.” His little voice trembles.

      “I can understand why you would think that, but sometimes things aren’t always what they seem.” I point to my heart. “In here, the man is really hurting. He did a bad thing, but he was in so much pain, he didn’t realize how that would affect others. I hope he gets the help he needs.”

      Ryan looks a little confused, but he’s a good kid, and whether he fully understands or not, he agrees with me. “I want him to stop hurting in here too.” Ryan pats his chest.

      When I scan the area, I see Malcolm being hugged by a woman. His head bent, he reaches down to allow her arms to wrap around his neck. Malcolm sees me. I send a small smile his way. He doesn’t smile back but gives me a small nod.
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      After the day I’ve had, I should be able to shut my eyes and sleep for a week, but every time I try, crazy thoughts go through my head. I met all of Caleb’s team. The men seem like really nice guys. Zeke was kind enough to go back in and get my purse and jacket for me. I didn’t feel the severity of what could have happened in the moment, but all of a sudden, I was trembling all over. Damian threw a blanket over my shoulders and the other man, named Alex, grabbed me a cup of coffee. It tasted like tar, but it was still nice that he thought of me.

      I think they should be called the hotness squad. Each of these guys is really good-looking. Alex, with his dark hair and complexion, is the Latin-lover type. Damian is more the American-hero type, with his winning smile and charm, whereas Zeke is the boy next door. Not that Zeke is any less handsome, but in a different, more brotherly way.

      Caleb, on the other hand, is all that! Not only is he gorgeous, but he commands a room. When he speaks, people stop and listen. Caleb insisted that I ride with him. When I told him that I needed my car, he barked out an order to another officer, and I found myself handing over my keys so that the poor man could drive my car to the station, only to find out later he took it directly to my home. I didn’t want to get him in any trouble, and he was a pretty young cop too. The last thing I wanted was to cause him embarrassment.

      Once we arrived at the station, Caleb put me in his office and took my account of the story. When he asked me to sign my name on the document, I hesitated.

      “Gwen, I made a promise to do what I can for the man. I keep my promises,” Caleb said in a low voice. I signed reluctantly and was glad to put this behind me. I just wanted to go home.

      Caleb insisted he was taking me, but before he did, he needed to speak with someone. While he went off to do his thing, the rest of the guys kept me company.

      “How long have you been working at the library?” Damian asked.

      “About three years now. I love it there.” I managed a smile.

      “Caleb says you’re his neighbor,” Zeke said.

      “Yes. Although I don’t think he likes that very much. I’m a bit of a nuisance,” I told them. What I really wanted to say was that Caleb is overbearing and is always interfering with my personal business, but that would be unkind. Especially after he treated me so gently today.

      “I can’t believe that to be true,” Alex said. “Caleb can be a little intense, but he’s a damn good man.”

      “Well, I don’t know him that well, but you all hold him in such high regard, then it must be true,” I said. After today, we’ll probably go back to me trying to avoid Caleb as much as possible anyway, and I’ll never see these guys again.

      Not long after that, Caleb returned and took me home. He walked me all the way to my door and made sure I got in safely. Since then, I’ve been a nervous wreck. Every sound makes me jolt. I can’t stand it any longer and feel the need to turn on all the lights in the house. I’m afraid of the dark. I need to see the doors. I’ve checked the locks twice, but my belly is still in knots.

      Going to bed isn’t an option, so I gather my pillow and the remote and move to the couch. I turn the television on and flip through the channels. Scary thriller, nope. Zombies, uh…nope. Documentary on prison breaks, hell no. Even the news is freaking me out. I settle on a comedy and lay my head on the arm of the couch.

      No matter how much I try, I can’t seem to relax. Then suddenly, a shadow passes by my front window. I shriek and shrink in the corner of the couch. I’m screaming so loudly that I hardly hear Caleb calling my name.

      “Gwen, it’s me! Let me in.” He pounds on the door, making it rattle. I race to the door, yank it open, and run right into his massive chest. It’s like hitting a brick wall. I stumble, but Caleb’s hands reach out to steady me. He forces me back into the house and gathers my shaking body into his arms. With a glance around the room, he takes it all in, assessing the scene.

      He shuffles me over to sit on the sofa, handling me with care and pulling me down onto his lap. When I push at his chest and try to get up, he holds me steady.

      “Stay put, baby,” he says smoothly, like he’s soothing a frightened doe. “What you went through today was rough. It’s normal to feel uneasy. Scared, even.” His low voice is almost melodic. He cradles me in his arms. I’m ashamed to say I let out a little whimper. His fingers comb through my tangled mess of hair, and his lips lightly touch the top of my head.

      “I am scared,” I mumble against his shirt.

      “Yeah, baby. I got that. I’m here now. You don’t need to be afraid anymore,” Caleb says. Maybe I’m crazy, but I don’t feel quite so frightened. I’m so tired, I let my lids flutter closed. Just for a minute, I tell myself, then I’ll gather the courage to let him go home.
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      When I’m finally convinced that Gwendolyn is in a deep sleep, I carry her to her bed. I feel a sudden sense of loss when I let her go. She looks peaceful. It’s a nice change to the frantic expression she wore earlier.

      I hate that Gwendolyn went through that today. She’s a soft little thing, both inside and out. She fit so perfectly in my arms; I didn’t want to let her go. Even after what she’d been through, her tender heart made her ask about how Malcolm was coping with the pain of losing his son.

      I knew it would catch up to her eventually. I’d been watching from my window, and the moment I saw the lights go on, I knew there was a problem. I wrestled with my conscience. I’ve got no claim on Gwendolyn, but every time I’m near her, I struggle between wanting to kiss her stupid and wanting to put a For Sale sign on her lawn to stop her from driving me mad.

      To be perfectly honest, the problem is mine. My little neighbor is sweet and kind. She bakes cookies and plays with the kids on the street. One time when the kids needed an extra player for stickball, they knocked on Gwendolyn’s door, and sure enough, she came right on out to join them.

      She’s everything I didn’t know I wanted in a woman. Beauty and intelligence, I’ve
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