

Chapter One

			The early evening air was cool and crisp as Corey Durand knelt to examine another pumpkin. The rind was smooth and undamaged, the green color just beginning to change to orange. She turned it so the other side had equal time in the sun, and then moved down the row, doing the same to the others, her border collie mix, Whip, by her side. The pumpkins were growing fast now, and it wouldn’t be long before they were ready to sell. She rose and adjusted the bill of her ball cap as she called out to her ranch hands across the patch. “They’re looking good over here, guys. What about you?”

			Ryan gave her a thumbs-up from near the fence line and Grey walked over to her, spitting sunflower seed shells out of the side of her mouth as she approached. 

			“They’ll be ready for harvest soon,” she said in her no-nonsense gravelly voice.

			“I’m hoping so,” Corey said. They studied the vast patch. The bits of orange rind peeking through the green was set off by the setting sun, and Corey once again thought how lucky she was to have her ranch and witness such beauty. The pumpkin patch was a new addition to the ranch, but, as today proved, it only added to the beauty of her land.

			“You’re happy, ain’t ya?” Grey asked with a smirk.

			“That I am.”

			“Yeah, you got that look again.”

			“Can’t help it. Sometimes I think I’m the luckiest woman in the world.”

			“I know you think so.”

			“I do. I mean, look at all this.” She spread her arms and they stared off beyond the patch to the two barns, the stables, the old silo, and the house. It didn’t look like much to most people, but to Corey, it was everything.

			“Most people would only see the work needed to be done and the big bucks offered to you by land developers.”

			Corey removed her hat and scratched her brow. “Yeah, well, I’m not most people. This place is my home. Always has been, always will be.”

			“I know. You ain’t got to tell me twice.”

			Corey chuckled and placed her khaki Durand Farms cap back on her head.

			They headed through the patch back toward the main part of the ranch while Ryan brought up the rear and Whip took off ahead of them to sniff more growing pumpkins.

			“You really think this little venture of yours is gonna pay off?” Grey asked as she lumbered along next to her.

			“Hell, yes,” Corey said. “It’s almost fall and who doesn’t love pumpkins?”

			“You gotta point there,” Grey said.

			Corey knelt and checked a larger pumpkin. It was going to make for a nice jack-o’-lantern come time.

			“Money’s tight. I had to get creative.”

			“I understand.”

			She grinned at her. “Of course, I coulda just gotten rid of you. Save me a bundle.”

			Grey snickered and spit. “I’d like to see you try and run this place without me.”

			“Wouldn’t be that hard. Ryan’s coming along nicely.”

			“He’s a child.”

			“Hey, I’m nineteen!” Ryan called out.

			Corey laughed. “See, he’s nineteen. A big boy now.”

			“You guys are hilarious,” Ryan said.

			“Seriously though, you aren’t really considering retiring on me, are you?” Corey asked as they continued to walk through the patch.

			Grey worked her jaw as if in deep thought. “Maggie’s wanting me to. Says I’m too old to be messing around here.”

			“She just wants you home with her.” Corey rested her hand on her shoulder. “Can’t say I blame her. You’re good to have around.”

			“Don’t get all lovey-dovey on me now,” she said. “Doesn’t suit you.”

			Corey chuckled. “I can’t help it. You’re just so lovable.”

			“Shit,” she said, causing Corey to laugh again.

			They were nearing the exit to the patch when Ryan called out from behind. 

			“Hey, you guys, look!”

			Corey and Grey turned toward the commotion. Corey stopped dead in her tracks. She blinked to make sure that what she was seeing was real. 

			A little girl was crawling through the wooden fence line. And when she entered the patch, she immediately ran to a pumpkin and tried to lift it off the ground, vine still attached. 

			“What the hell?” Corey said.

			“Well, I’ll be goddamned,” Grey said.

			Corey and Grey headed toward the child, who looked to be no more than four or five years old. She was intently focused on lifting the pumpkin, her golden hair shining in the setting sun. 

			“Where in the world did she come from?” Corey asked, quickly scanning the grounds for an accompanying adult. But there was no one. Just the house in the distance, the one that sat just off her property, the one no one had lived in for more than ten years.

			“I don’t know,” Grey said.

			Whip ran up to the girl and inspected her, but the girl had no interest. 

			Corey approached, more confused than ever. She had forty acres and rarely did people stop by unexpected. Those that did came to ride the horses she boarded or to purchase goat milk from her numerous pygmy goats. But no one had ever been out to this side of the ranch before. Especially not an unaccompanied child.

			Ryan pulled off his cowboy hat and scratched his head, giving Corey a look that let her know he was just as confused as she was.

			“You’ve never seen her before?” she asked him.

			He shook his head.

			“Hello,” Corey said as she walked up to the little girl and placed her hand on Whip’s head.

			The girl didn’t even look up, she just kept playing with the pumpkin. Trying to yank it from the vine. 

			Corey looked to Grey, and Ryan and tried again. 

			“Hi.” She knelt in front of her, hoping to get her attention. “What’s your name?”

			It didn’t work. The little girl seemed to be intently focused on the pumpkin.

			“Here,” Corey said, loosening a smaller one for her. She handed it over. “Take this one.”

			The little girl finally raised her eyes, but only looked at Corey fleetingly before she homed in on her prize. She took it immediately and held it close, turning it over and over in her tiny hands.

			“Do you like that?” Corey asked. Maybe the child was just shy. She could understand that. She had some difficulty with shyness as well. 

			The little girl kept examining her pumpkin. Soon she moved on to another small one and tried to loosen it. Corey helped her and handed it over. Once again, the girl took it without a word. Then she straightened, one pumpkin in each hand, and headed for the fence line.

			“What, she don’t talk?” Grey said.

			“Doesn’t look like it,” Corey said, watching her. “Ryan, open the gate for her.”

			“You’re letting her go?” Grey asked.

			“We’re going to follow her.”

			Ryan scrambled to the gate and opened it for the child. Then they followed her through the high grass toward the house in the distance. The little girl walked a little funny, pushing up on her toes with each step. Corey found it endearing. She’d never seen anyone walk that way before. 

			They weren’t a few seconds into their walk when they heard a scream and then a woman calling out. Suddenly, Corey could see a small group of people clamoring around the back of the house and running toward the field.

			“Looks like we found her home,” Grey said.

			“Looks like it,” Corey said.

			A woman bolted into the lead as she caught sight of the little girl, and she flat-out sprinted before collapsing in front of her and embracing her tightly.

			“Oh, my God,” she said. “Oh, my God.” She was breathless and tears were streaming down her face. “Oh, Laken, I was so worried. Oh, dear God, I was so scared.” She continued to hug the little girl but got little in response. It didn’t seem to surprise her.

			The woman finally glanced up at Corey and her crew. She stood and tried haphazardly to smooth her long blond hair away from her face. She cleared her throat and pegged them with a curious stare.

			“Are you the ones who found her?” she asked.

			Corey glanced at Grey and Ryan. “Well, actually, ma’am, she sort of found us.”

			The woman blinked rapidly. “What do you mean?”

			Corey explained. “She came upon my pumpkin patch just back a ways. And we happened to be out there.”

			“So you let her pick pumpkins?”

			Corey stiffened. “Well, yes. It was all she was about. So I let her have a couple.”

			The woman sighed. “Great. Now that’s all she’ll be wanting to do.”

			Grey grumbled something and spit. She turned a little as if she was ready to return to the ranch.

			“I’m sorry,” Corey said, a little perturbed by her manner. “What would you have me do? We didn’t know who she was or where she came from. She wouldn’t talk—”

			“I know.” She held up a hand and then rubbed her brow in obvious frustration. “I—she’s nonverbal. Look, thank you for bringing her home. I apologize for any trouble she caused.”

			“No trouble,” Corey said. Whip hurried up to the woman and gave her his best welcome with quick licks of her hand and shakes of his tail. The woman glanced at him but seemed too perturbed to pay much attention.

			“Whip, come.” He returned to Corey’s side, and they all watched as the woman tried to take a pumpkin from Laken in order to take her by the hand, but Laken cried and jerked away.

			“Fine, you can carry your pumpkins,” she said. She gave Corey and her friends a forced smile. “Well, I need to be getting back to the movers.”

			Corey wanted to ask her about the move. About when she’d bought the house and who all was living there. She hadn’t had neighbors in a very long time, and to be honest, she wasn’t looking forward to it now. She liked her privacy. Liked her peace. 

			“Okay, then,” Corey said. “I’m Corey, by the way. And this is Grey and Ryan. And this,” she said, pointing downward, “is Whip.”

			The woman seemed flustered. Almost…irritated. “Yes, of course. I’m Brin. And this is Laken.” But she didn’t step forward to offer her hand. And she didn’t hold eye contact for much longer. “Well, I really need to be getting back.”

			“We won’t hold you up then,” Corey said.

			With that, Brin turned and walked away, following Laken who carried her two little pumpkins in her fists. 

			“What a weird woman,” Ryan said as they began to head back to the ranch.

			“Rude as all get-out,” Grey mumbled.

			“Give her a break,” Corey said, trying to understand the woman’s demeanor. “She was obviously stressed over losing the child.”

			“Even so,” said Grey. “Manners is manners.”

			Corey said nothing, wondering again about Brin and Laken. Were they alone or did one of the others at the house reside with them?

			Why am I so curious?

			“She’s a nice enough little girl,” Ryan said. “Wonder why she doesn’t talk.”

			“Maybe because we’re strangers,” Corey said, once again trying to explain. She wasn’t sure why she was sticking up for her new neighbors and making excuses for them. Maybe to comfort herself somehow, the thought of having rude or unusual neighbors too much for her to handle at the moment.

			“Maybe,” said Ryan. “Or maybe like Grey said. They’re just rude.”

			“Either way,” Grey mumbled. “You got yourself some new neighbors to contend with.”

			“Yeah,” said Corey, staring into the setting sun. “I know.”

			“So, you can kiss your peace and quiet good-bye.”

			Corey squinted at her. “Why do you say that?”

			Grey laughed. “Because, Durand. That little girl just found herself a whole new playground and you’re the king of the castle.”

			“She won’t bother me,” Corey said, hoping Grey was wrong. “She’s probably getting an earful right now about venturing onto my property.”

			Ryan kicked at a rock with his boot-covered foot. “I’m with Grey,” he said. “She’ll be back.”

			“You’re wrong,” Corey said, glancing back at Brin’s house. “Her mother will see to it that she doesn’t come back.”

			Grey looked at her as they reentered the pumpkin patch. “Who said I was just talking about the kid?”

			Corey blinked, and once again Grey laughed, leaving Corey more confused than ever.

			





Chapter Ten

			Brin had mistakenly remembered Halloween to be a time of fun and carefree candy collecting. But the day had given to night, and it was quickly becoming a nightmare, and it had all started with the ever increasing rain.

			Brin jerked as Laken kicked her seat again.

			“Lake, please stop kicking my seat.” She glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “It doesn’t feel very good.”

			Laken whined and tugged at her costume. Her little bumble bee antennae were askew and she acted like she wanted to tear the entire thing to pieces.

			“We’ll change once we get home. But first we’re going to Corey’s.” 

			Laken moaned and kicked some more, struggling in her booster seat. 

			“Here,” Brin said as she dug through Laken’s little jack-o’-lantern for more candy. “Have another piece of chocolate.”

			She kept her eyes on the road as she reached back to hand Laken the candy. Laken took it and began opening it eagerly. She stopped her fussing and ate, allowing Brin to relax some as she took the turn into Corey’s.

			The lot where folks parked was mostly empty and the few cars that were there were quickly being approached by people trying to escape the rainfall.

			“Great, I hope we’re not too late.” They’d already been to town to trick-or-treat, but Brin had been anxious to get to Corey’s. She wanted to say hello and let Corey check out Laken in her bumble bee costume. She looked absolutely adorable. Even if she did currently look like a bee who’d flown through a windscreen. 

			Brin parked and was about to kill the engine when someone pulled up next to her.

			She lowered her window as she saw Corey’s farmhand, Ryan, roll up in the Mule. He tipped his cowboy hat at her.

			“We just closed her down, ma’am,” he said.

			“Oh, no. We were hoping to see Corey to wish her a happy Halloween.”

			“You can pull on up to the house if you like,” he said. “I’m sure she’d love to see you.”

			“Yeah? That would be okay?”

			He smiled. “I’d bet my bottom dollar.” He tipped his hat again and drove away.

			Brin drove slowly up to the house and killed the engine. She glanced back at Laken. “One last stop, love, and then I promise we can go home.”

			She unfastened her seat belt and crawled from the car. The rain was coming down good now so she got Laken out as quickly as she could and hurried her up to the front porch. Then she tried her best to straighten their costumes as they waited for the door to be answered.

			“Here.” She took a tissue and desperately wiped at Laken’s face. The chocolate she’d eaten was somehow all over her cheeks.

			“Much better.”

			She smiled at her and kissed her forehead. “You look absolutely adorable, you know that? Corey’s gonna be so happy to see you.”

			The door opened and the wind kicked up, blowing rain into their backs. Brin’s pirate wench skirt lifted, and she quickly tamed it down and forced a smile at a surprised-looking Corey.

			“Happy Halloween!”

			She tugged Laken to her and beamed proudly.

			“Happy Halloween,” Corey said, blinking. She removed her eyepatch as if she were embarrassed by her own costume.

			“Hope we’re not too late. We just wanted to come by to say hello.” Brin hitched her thumb to motion behind her. “Ryan said it was okay?”

			Corey stood silent for a moment and then snapped to attention. “Oh, of course. Come in, please. Get out of the rain.”

			They stepped into the house and Brin held Laken’s wet hand. She started to fuss again at her costume as soon as Corey shut the door.

			“It’s really coming down,” Corey said, glancing out the window. Brin noticed that Corey’s pirate shirt and vest were sticking to her as if she’d been out in the rain for a while. Her feet were bare and she removed her vest and tossed it aside. It seemed they’d just come in as she was cleaning up and changing.

			“I know,” Brin said nervously. “We won’t keep you. I’m actually a little concerned about the house.” She glanced down and greeted Whip who’d just run into the room. Laken smiled as Whip licked her face.

			“Oh, right. Will you be okay? They say it’s only going to get worse.”

			Brin waved her off and Corey fingered the buttons on her white shirt. For a split second, Brin thought she might take it off. And for that split second, her heart stopped.

			“Oh, we’ll be fine.”

			Corey stared at her a moment and then hurriedly looked away. But not before Brin caught her gaze lingering over her exposed cleavage. She grinned a little, unable to help herself. It seemed the feeling was mutual. And here she thought she looked a wreck. More like a drowned sea rat than anything sexy.

			Bless you, Corey Durand.

			“Doesn’t Laken look great?” Brin said, letting them both off the hook.

			Corey smiled. “She sure does.” Corey crossed over to the coffee table and retrieved a bowl of candy. She held it out to Laken. “Take your pick, kiddo. Hell, take a handful.”

			Laken forced her hand inside the bowl and grabbed at the candy. But instead of putting some in her jack-o’-lantern, she just kept squeezing it. Brin stepped in to help.

			“Laken, put some in your pumpkin like this, remember?”

			“So, she likes candy, then?” Corey asked. 

			“Mm-hm. But it has to be crunchy.” She held up the Nestle Crunch bars. “She loves these.”

			“Take them all,” Corey said.

			“You sure?”

			“If that’s what she’ll eat.”

			Brin dropped a few mini-sized bars in the jack-o’-lantern and then opened one for Laken. “Last one for tonight,” she said.

			“She’s had a lot?”

			“Oh, yeah. It’s the only thing that keeps her in that costume.”

			“She does look cute.”

			“I give it another ten minutes before the bumble bee meets its maker. She is going to tear out of that thing.”

			Corey laughed. “What about you?”

			“What about me?”

			But Corey had looked away again and the blush she was sporting was more than noticeable. Even in the dim light.

			“Nothing,” Corey said.

			A voice came from behind Corey. “I’m gonna take off.”

			It was Grey and she was shrugging into a long duster.

			“Try to get home before it really unloads on us,” Grey said.

			She nodded at Brin. “Reckon you might wanna do the same. That wind’s really picking up.”

			Brin glanced back through the window. The house shook as the wind blew more rain against the glass. The wind chimes were going nuts. “I think you’re right.” Suddenly, she could think of nothing but her own house. “We better go.”

			“You sure you’ll be alright?” Corey asked.

			Brin nodded, though far less sure this time.

			Grey said her good-byes and walked out the door. A blast of cool, moist air infiltrated the living room.

			“Do you have supplies?” Corey asked.

			“Like what?”

			“Flashlight, candles, radio, stuff like that.”

			“Somewhere.” Shit. Why do I always sound so dumb and helpless?

			“I’m still trying to unpack everything,” she added, hoping it sounded reasonable.

			Corey grimaced regardless. “Give me a second.” She left them and Brin heard her messing around in the kitchen. She returned a few moments later with a shopping bag. 

			“Here. It’s got most of what you need.”

			“Corey, I—”

			“Take it. You might need it.”

			The lights flickered.

			Brin grew uneasy. She took the bag, grateful for it.

			“I’ll walk you out.” 

			Corey followed them outside and helped Laken into the car. Then she did the same for Brin.

			“Please call if you need anything,” she said. 

			Brin nodded and spoke over the wind. “I will.”

			Corey tapped the top of the car and backed away. Brin reversed and drove back out onto the main road. Then, as quickly and as carefully as she could, she headed for home.

			* * *

			Brin hugged Laken tighter, pulling her closer as the wind blew and thunder growled. They’d been home for less than half an hour and the storm had only grown worse. So far, though, the house was still standing and there was only one leak in the kitchen. She could hear the drops of water falling in the designated pot as she continued to read to Laken who was somehow falling asleep through it all.

			Her little eyes had drifted closed for good and Brin tucked the covers in around her and snuggled down into the bed. Laken was sleeping with her tonight. She was unwilling to risk letting her sleep on her own in the storm. She’d told herself she was doing it for Laken, but really she was doing it for herself. She didn’t want to be alone and she knew she’d do nothing but worry about Laken otherwise.

			She pulled the covers up around them and thought about switching off the light. As if on cue, the lights flickered and then died. The house was eerily silent save for the gusting wind. She fumbled with the grocery bag on the night table and retrieved a flashlight. She turned it on and sat very still, listening.

			“Laken,” she whispered.

			But she was fast asleep, and Brin thanked God for small miracles. She couldn’t imagine how awful things would be if Laken had been afraid of the storm. There would’ve been no way to help her. No way to assure her things would be okay. The wind and the thunder would’ve just kept coming, drowning out any security she tried to offer.

			Thunder boomed and shook the house. Brin stiffened, sure Laken would wake. But she didn’t.

			The rain fell harder, and the wind kicked up. She sat up, knowing that something was bound to go wrong. It was just too much for the old house to handle.

			She moved to the edge of the bed and slid into her slippers and housecoat, thankful they’d gone into town for those warmer pajamas. She gave Laken a concerned once-over and then headed out of the room for the kitchen. The halo of light from the flashlight led the way and she could hear the scraping of branches against the house as she slowly walked. 

			“Please, let everything be okay.” She made it to the kitchen, what she considered to be the weakest room in the house, and looked around. The leak was worse and the drops of water had already filled the large pot she’d placed on the counter to catch them. Quickly, she dumped the water and replaced the pot. But she soon found another leak, this one closer to the window. She knelt at the kitchen cabinet to retrieve another pot and a bright flash nearly blinded her, followed by an ear-splitting boom. A loud crashing sound followed and she screamed and ducked for cover.

			Cowering next to the cabinets, she scrambled for her flashlight and crawled to the adjacent wall. Wind and rain pelted her back and she turned and sat against the wall, shining the light on the ceiling of the kitchen. And there above the nook, where the bad leak had been, was a hole with a tree branch peeking through. 

			She scrambled to her feet as more rain fell inside and she hurried back down the hallway, worried for Laken. She slid a few times in her slippers but managed to make it back to the bedroom where Laken still lay asleep in the bed. Brin sighed with relief and hurried to her night table. Her hand shook as she fumbled once again for the contents in the grocery bag.

			Quickly, she set the flashlight down upside down so its light spilled across the ceiling, allowing her a better view for lighting a candle. She got one lit and set it on the night table. Her surroundings flickered to life.

			She reached for her phone and it rang in her hand, scaring her half to death. She answered it right away, just knowing it was Corey.

			“Corey, oh my God, a tree branch just came through my roof!”

			“A tree branch!” It wasn’t Corey. 

			Brin looked at the caller ID. It was Miley Roberts. Her body went limp with defeat but then breathed back to life as another round of thunder sounded. At the moment, she didn’t care who she was talking to. She just needed someone to hear her.

			“Yes!”

			“My goodness. Are you two okay?”

			“Yes, we’re fine. But I’m unsure what to do.”

			“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. I’m calling in the calvary.”

			“Wait, are you sure?”

			“As sure as sure can be. That’s why I called you, to make sure you were okay in this storm.”

			She sighed. “Thank you, Miley.”

			“You bet. And you hang tight, sugar. We’ll be right there.”

			They ended the call and Brin leaned back against the headboard. At least someone was coming to help.

			Even if that someone was Miley Roberts.

			





Chapter Eleven

			Miley’s idea of a calvary consisted of herself and her brother, Jimmy. They arrived half an hour after Brin hung up with her, and so far, they really weren’t that much help.

			“There’s not much we can do until daybreak,” Jimmy said, shining his flashlight up at the ceiling.

			“Then I feel ridiculous,” Brin said. “Having you come out in the middle of the night.” Thunder growled in the distance. The storm was finally moving on.

			“Don’t be silly,” Miley said, all decked out in yellow rain gear. “We came to get you.”

			Brin shook her head. “What?”

			“You can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous.”

			“I can’t leave.” She looked at the ceiling. “It’s just one little area.”

			“Yes, but look at this mess.” Miley pointed her flashlight at the strewn leaves and wet floor where the rain had blown in.

			“That’s easily cleaned.” There was no way in hell she was leaving her house to stay with Miley Roberts. “And everywhere else is fine.”

			“What about little Larkin?” Miley asked.

			“Laken…will be fine. She doesn’t like change, so up and moving her when I absolutely don’t have to would really trouble her.”

			Miley pressed her lips together. “I see.”

			“I appreciate the offer, Miley, really I do. It’s just not the best idea.”

			“But I suppose if I was Corey Durand your answer would be different?”

			“Come again?” Brin flushed with both fury and embarrassment. She prayed Miley couldn’t see it.

			“Never mind. Perhaps it’s best if you do stay with her. She is closer after all.”

			“I’m not staying with anyone,” Brin said. 

			“You’re more than welcome to stay with me,” Jimmy said, turning to face them. “I have plenty of room.”

			Brin clenched her jaw. “No. Thank you. I’m staying right here.”

			“He really does have a nice place,” Miley said. “Perfect for children.”

			Brin threw up her hands. “Okay, time to get back to bed. The rain has finally stopped and I’m beat. I’ll clean this up in the morning.”

			“I’ll come by and see what all needs to be done,” Jimmy said. He gave her his wide, cheesy grin. There was no doubt he was enjoying himself. He probably saw himself as her knight in shining armor. 

			The thought made her want to puke.

			“Sure, yeah. See you tomorrow.” She escorted them out. 

			It had been a mistake reacting the way she had with Miley on the phone. Now she was going to have to pay the price. And she was not looking forward to it. 

			The duo left after more reassuring on Brin’s part and Brin finally closed the door and headed for the bedroom. She retrieved the burning candle and the grocery bag and set up in the kitchen, lighting two more candles to see by. Then she got busy sweeping and mopping. There was no way she could let Laken wake up to the mess and there was no way she was going to be able to sleep. So she worked until close to dawn and then sat at the kitchen table with a nice hot cup of coffee. Thankfully, the power had come back on about an hour before.

			She stared at the intruding tree branch and noted that the hole it made wasn’t very large. She tried to comfort herself with that when she realized her eyes were drifting closed. When she opened them again it was after seven and she heard Laken cry out.

			Quickly, she crossed to the hallway and down to the bedroom, where she saw Laken sitting up in bed. She cried out again when she saw Brin.

			Brin scooped her up and carried her toward the kitchen. 

			“Shh, there, there. It’s okay, love. You just slept in my bedroom is all.” She set her down at the table and Laken rubbed her eyes. Then, when she saw the branch, she pointed.

			“I know. A tree decided to pay us a visit last night. But it’s okay. It’s going to be fixed.” Brin poured some Cheerios in Laken’s little bowl. Then she got her some water, afraid the milk had probably gone bad with the lack of power.

			“We’ll go into town and get a few groceries later.” 

			Laken dug into her cereal and crammed her mouth full and began to chew. She swung her feet and stared at the branch as she ate.

			Brin sat across from her and sipped her reheated coffee. She reached out and touched her hand. “I’m so glad we’re okay, Lake. It could’ve been so much worse.”

			Laken drank from her sippy cup and then ate some more.

			Brin glanced up at the sunlight angling through the broken roof. “But it is beyond me on how I’m going to pay for all this.”

			The thought had come over her as she’d been cleaning. There were so many repairs that needed to be done to the house as it was, and now this. And God only knew if there was any other damage she was unaware of.

			A tear slipped down her cheek as she considered it all. They just couldn’t seem to catch a break.

			A soft knock came from the front door. Brin looked to Laken to see if she’d heard it, but she kept eating, oblivious. It happened again and Brin sighed, not quite ready for Miley and Jimmy just yet.

			She went to the door, tightening her robe just before she pulled the door open. To her surprise, she saw Corey Durand standing there, a look of genuine concern on her face.

			“That tree come through your roof?” she asked.

			Brin nodded, half dazed and half turned on by Corey’s tight white thermal shirt and faded jeans. She was wearing a leather bomber jacket and carrying a toolbox.

			Brin had to remind herself to speak. “Um, yes. It did.”

			Corey edged her way inside. “I thought you said you’d call me if anything happened.” 

			Brin opened the door farther and followed her. “I didn’t want to disturb you.”

			“You needed help,” Corey said, stopping in the kitchen. “Hey, Laken.”

			Laken looked at her briefly and then pointed to the tree branch.

			“I see that,” Corey said. “Looks like you guys had a fun night.”

			Brin laughed. “Oh, it was barrels of fun. Dealing with Miley and Jimmy in the middle of the night is always at the top of my list of a good time.”

			“Miley and Jimmy?” Corey looked perplexed.

			“Miley happened to call right after it happened. So she and Jimmy rushed over.”

			“Oh, okay.”

			It was obvious Corey wasn’t happy, but Brin was unsure what to do about it. After all, she was the one who had to deal with them, not Corey.

			“They’re coming back today to help fix it.”

			Corey scoffed. “Jimmy Roberts?”

			Brin nodded.

			“Good luck with that.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean that man couldn’t hang a picture, much less fix a roof.”

			“Oh, no.” Brin sank into a kitchen chair. “Then why did he say he would help?”

			“Do I really have to explain that to you?” Corey asked. She came closer and looked straight up into the hole.

			“No, I suppose not.”

			“Uh-huh. My guess is he’s got only one thing on his mind and it ain’t this roof.”

			“You don’t have to be so crass,” Brin said, cringing.

			“It’s true, isn’t it? I’ve known that man a long time and know his game well. He’ll say and do whatever he has to to get close to a woman. But it’s usually not long before they figure out he’s full of nothing but hot air.”

			“I know that, Corey. Trust me, I know. But honestly, I need all the help I can get. I don’t even know how I’m going to pay for all this.”

			Corey watched her closely and her face softened. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

			“You guys all come rushing in here to help and I don’t even know if I can afford the help.”

			Corey sank down into the chair next to her. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s really not that bad.”

			“Corey, I have a hole in my roof!”

			“It can be fixed.”

			“And God knows what else.”

			“I’ll go up and take a look, okay?”

			Another knock came from the front door and Brin slumped, knowing who it was. She crossed to the door and answered it. Miley was all smiles, dressed in denim overalls and a ball cap. Her lipstick was brighter than the morning sun.

			“Good morning, sunshine,” she said, opening the screen door. She edged her way inside and Jimmy followed close behind, also dressed in head to toe denim, though
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