

    
            Chapter One 





			Personal time had to be carved out of Eve Maguire’s calendar with a chainsaw, and she couldn’t believe how quickly tonight’s personal time had gone from kindling to ash. It was all because of a good deed—a good deed that had derailed another good deed and incinerated her entire carefully planned evening.

			She lived by that calendar, her life organized into bureaucratic boxes of time commitments mostly dedicated to her professional life. That was how Eve had orchestrated it. She’d let the personal side go this past year because focusing on her job was so much easier, and she was so much better at that.

			Eve glanced once more at her Jeep’s clock before she clicked her seat belt into place and then looked back across a parking lot illuminated by lampposts bleeding eerie halos of amber. Unlike when she’d arrived, Breezeland Emergency Veterinary Hospital was now shrouded in a light fog. Eve released a slow sigh of resignation. There seemed to be no way to salvage her evening plans, so she put those plans aside for the moment while she revisited the veterinarian’s last words.

			“He’s unchipped. I’ve no doubt that he’ll need a new home. There’s been no sign he’s a biter, but he’s not shy about sharing his opinion…can’t really blame him for that. If you get him a ramp, he’ll probably be a couch potato.”

			There was no canine on Eve’s couch for a reason. She didn’t want to wade even dog deep into a personal life right now. She was too worried about keeping her professional life on track to start trying to figure out her personal one. Eve suspected that she would have to address it at some point in the future, but now wasn’t the time.

			The old mutt did bring back fond memories of Minnie. That fifteen pounds of doxie had been a lifesaver. Uncle Glen and Aunt Sadie had acquired her when Eve and her brothers had first come to live with them after their parents’ car accident thirty-seven years ago when Eve was ten. She could use another lifesaver, but an abandoned old dog in need of thirty-some stitches that she’d scooped up off the side of the highway in the mist-muted early evening light…no way. She’d volunteered to pay whatever was needed to take care of the injured animal and given the veterinary hospital her Visa number, but Eve had no desire to be committed beyond her credit card. She’d done her good deed and upended her entire itinerary to make sure he received adequate medical care.

			“I’ll come by late tomorrow morning if it works out, just to make sure we’re settled up and to collect the receipt.” That had been her response before ending up out here in her car. Eve hadn’t needed to be sidetracked like this. On top of a few low-level open cases, she was dealing with an arsonist on the loose, her mayoral boss being up for reelection and down her neck, and an opponent—Eve’s ex-girlfriend—with an agenda to appoint someone else to Eve’s position if she was elected, whether Pauline openly admitted it or not. Eve knew that her job was at risk.

			Yeah, a geriatric, pablum-eating canine with attitude who’d probably been dumped in the woods near where Eve had found him would fit right in. Not. Well, she’d pay the bill and put the entire unexpected event behind her.

			Eve looked at the time once more before starting her car. She sat for a moment and contemplated her options. As for the original good deed, it had been too long since Eve had made a visit to the Bay Area senior care facility to see Sadie. With this unplanned derailing dog event, the three-hour drive to Golden Days Elder Estate had expanded into nearly five. The seniors would be turning in or already fast asleep by the time she arrived. This would be a wasted trip unless Eve found a room, stayed the night, and then made a short visit in the morning that would have to suffice. She’d already cleared her schedule tomorrow so that she could do some catching up at work, but now she’d be spending the morning at the old folks’ home instead.

			After she pulled into a drive-through for a quick bite to eat, Eve drove the last hour toward that string of urban cities all packed into the sea of humanity just across the bay from San Francisco. She could go for an elite hotel, but the generic place she’d seen on her phone before she’d left the vet clinic parking lot with a 4.2 rating would work. The big bonus was there was a bar nearby. That left her options open.

			Eve decided she needed to let off a little steam, and that was difficult to do in her small town where she avoided publicly drinking more than a rare beer with a burger or slice of pizza. She considered for a moment. The Bay Area was huge, and there was little chance of being recognized if she headed down the street to that bar. Even if she was, so what? She was on personal time and three hours away from Paradise Pines—where she was Eve Maguire, chief of police.
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        * * *

      

			Eve sat on a barstool in this place named Lady Luck and ordered an old-fashioned. She hadn’t had one in years, and the mix of bourbon, bitters, sugar, and a twist of citrus sounded good tonight. The lighting was low and the digital jukebox music added a background auditory component that overlayed and leveled out the bursts of congenial patron commotion. The air was drugged with the mixed aromas of french fry grease, booze, and the end-of-the-day crowd that populated the establishment tonight. This was a working person’s place.

			As Eve sat there sipping her drink and surveying the tables off to her left, someone took the barstool on her right. She’d been happy sitting here alone, and she hoped the person had no intention of engaging her.

			“I’ll have whatever she’s having,” the brunette told the bartender in a sultry voice with the same hint of teasing that the smile she offered to Eve conveyed.

			That teasing traveled right to where Eve made contact with the barstool. Eve shifted a bit and then pinged the side of her glass with her pointer finger. “What if I’m having balsamic vinegar in Kool-Aid?”

			The blue-eyed stranger raised her eyebrows. Eve was fairly certain the room full of guys who were looking at her bar companion wouldn’t argue with her assessment of striking, but she had the feeling that the woman wasn’t interested in them.

			If Eve had to describe her, she would have gone for the facts with a bit of elaboration. Long and full-bodied, her brown hair carried caramel highlights that only enhanced her appearance. Her lush lips were the centerpiece of enticing feminine features, or maybe it was those alluring, laughing eyes. She was probably less than a decade younger than Eve’s forty-seven years, but it was the aura of vitality that stoked an uncharacteristic gallop in her heart rate. How did you begin to easily define that?

			She hadn’t personally connected with a woman in the year since the breakup with Pauline, and had no plans to do so tonight. She could certainly pay attention, though, as part of her professional training.

			“Vinegar and Kool-Aid? Then I guess I misjudged you, and I’m not in for the experience I was hoping for.” Those azure eyes danced as they gazed at Eve.

			Eve took another sip, buying a moment to collect herself. This woman was flirting with her, and she was completely out of practice. Eve reminded herself that was a good thing because she hadn’t come here to flirt with anyone, not even with a stunning stranger who spoke to that part of her that had been in hibernation and was now stirring. There was no place in Eve’s life for this—a life that was back in Paradise Pines. But maybe being three hours away from home gave her the latitude to let her guard down for a few minutes.

			“The experience you were hoping for…are we talking about the drink or something else?” Eve asked. “I’m a bit rusty.”

			“You take me for someone who picks up women in bars?” the woman replied with that same flirtatious tease infiltrating her tone.

			There was no good answer to that question that wasn’t loaded with the potential for trouble. A yes response might offend her and seemed presumptuous. A no might offend someone trolling for company of a certain sort.

			Eve decided to dodge the question by approaching the subject in a different way. She was having a good time. She might even try dusting off her own flirting skills in this anonymous watering hole, but she had no intention of letting things get out of control.

			“It’s an old-fashioned. Not a glass of Love Potion for Two. Not a Tie Me to the Bedpost.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Eve blinked and shook her head. Obviously, she’d been alone too long, and this alluring woman ignited an uncharacteristic cheeky boldness. It was a good thing she’d never see her again.

			“Good to know. For future reference.” The woman’s mirth tugged at the corners of her mouth. The bartender placed a drink identical to Eve’s in front of the stranger. She took a long swallow and nodded.

			“Future reference, huh?” Eve said. “I’m probably over my limit with the one drink.”

			“Only one drink, and you chose the old-fashioned. I’m a researcher at heart…so many choices. Cupid’s Kiss, Sex on My Birthday, Part-time Lover.” Eve’s new drinking partner played up every name, the way Eve had done.

			Eve choked as she tried to contain her laughter—and these feelings she wasn’t prepared to experience. “Whoa. You’re way ahead of me. I just came in to unwind after a tough day. As for a Sex on My Birthday, it’s not my birthday.”

			“I was just listing off drink alternatives I’ve read about. I’m not a big drinker myself. You brought up Tie Me to the Bedpost. Not that I’m complaining, but I’m happy just sitting here chatting with you.”

			“Sorry,” Eve said. “Let me repeat, I’m rusty at this.” And she wasn’t ready for this. She’d spent a year building a life that had no room for another woman, not even an anonymous stranger. But tell that to her renegade hormones because that was all this was.

			They sat in comfortable silence sipping their drinks. Eve noticed the woman had a tiny scar just above her left eyebrow that offered her captivating face a touch of character that suggested she had a past. And those small creases next to her mouth and eyes mapped out traces of what would undoubtedly prove to be more pronounced laugh lines. Her face…a life story mixed with perfection.

			She was so compelling, Eve thought before she chastised herself. Eve wouldn’t let her mind go there, not to an anonymous physical encounter with a stranger. That not only wasn’t her style, but just contemplating it reminded her that she’d have to deal with the inevitable emotions that would be churned up. She’d worked too hard to avoid those this past year.

			Her drinking partner finally broke the comfortable silence. “So tell me about your tough day. The one that’s not your birthday.”

			“It wasn’t that terrible. Just headed to visit someone I wanted to see, but I was waylaid and had to stay over so that I can do that tomorrow. And you? Just unwinding?”

			The woman shook her head and finished off her drink. “I’m in the process of moving. Packed all day and decided to get out for a bit. But I’m about ready to call it a night.”

			“Me too.” Eve took her last swallow. It was time to head out and put a halt to this interaction and her unwelcome thoughts.

			They headed toward the door with the woman right behind Eve. As they entered the parking lot, Eve turned and gave her a long last look, one that Eve knew communicated her hunger because she couldn’t suppress it. Eve tried to focus on maintaining control, protecting her heart. Not that this stranger had anything to do with her heart.

			The woman leaned in and waited for the objection that Eve could not bring herself to make, then brushed her lips across Eve’s. Eve let the contact linger. She didn’t want to end that soft and warm caress of connection, that ember of suppressed physical longing that could so easily flare to a wanton flame. The bare touch of tongues—it felt good. Natural. The rightness surprised Eve because she didn’t kiss strangers. She didn’t want to be kissing anyone right now.

			Then that rightness ruptured Eve’s resolve as she opened to the kiss and leaned into the brunette. She pressed her breasts and her pelvis into the curves of this beautiful woman, and their bodies melded in a perfect pairing. It didn’t feel like a taking. Or a giving. Eve’s mouth met hers in a sharing. A slow, deep exploration. Tangling tongues, breathing the same air, exploring a mutual attraction. Molten heat pooled between Eve’s thighs and her heart pounded out a rapid drumbeat to the desire that drove their physical communion. Her body craved this stranger.

			The door opened as two couples left the Lady Luck establishment, and the fellowship from the interior drifted out. Every alarm sounded in Eve’s head as she lectured herself that she didn’t have casual sex in parking lots with strangers. She needed to care for somebody if they were going to be intimate. But look at how that had worked out for her. Caring left her vulnerable and she hadn’t been ready to go there in this past year. She hadn’t met anyone who’d made her want to figure out what would work for her now—sex in a parking lot with a gorgeous stranger she’d never see again might be the answer, but it had never been what worked for her before.

			Eve moaned and then pulled back before she couldn’t—or before she invited the woman to her 4.2 rated hotel room for 10.0 sex. “Good night. It was nice meeting you.”

			“Nice to meet you too. Old-fashioned.” There was no mistaking the amusement that infiltrated the stranger’s husky voice. “Not Love Potion for Two. Not Tie Me to the Bedpost.” Then she added, “For future reference.” Those blue eyes were still dancing, still agitating something deep inside Eve. They poked at memories of things she didn’t want to desire, at memories of things she didn’t want to miss.

			“I rather doubt it, but just in case…remember the drink called Date Night. It’s more my speed.” Then Eve turned to leave while she still could, but not before letting herself throw back over her shoulder, “But I do carry handcuffs.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			“Okay, darling. Here’s your coffee the way you like.” Her mother set the mug in front of Shaye and took a seat across from her at the kitchen table with her own drink.

			“Thanks, Mom.” Shaye took a sip and offered her a nervous smile. “So, I guess you want to know why I invited myself over.”

			“You know you’re always welcome. If you need somewhere to stay after the fire, you know that I’ll always find a place here for you.”

			“That’s not what I want to talk about. You know that I’m staying at Eve’s place. I don’t want to put you or Cassie in danger when it was a targeted attack on me.” Shaye wasn’t going to elaborate on the complexities of her feelings regarding her current situation. She needed to focus on why she was there.

			She’d intimated to her mother when she’d dropped by that first time why she was back in town—to try to address what had happened to her dad. Cassie had been there, so they hadn’t had a real discussion. She knew that she needed to if she was going to address her guilt. The impact of her actions on her mom was a significant part of that guilt.

			“So, let’s talk. What’s on your mind?” Her mom looked over the top of her mug as she sipped and waited.

			“I want to talk about what happened when I was five. I want to apologize for what happened to you. I know you loved Dad…David. That I changed your life.” Shaye felt her throat constrict as she addressed the guilt and pain that she’d carried with her all these years. She’d been a troubled teen, and her mother knew she’d left home at eighteen because even therapy hadn’t helped her resolve her view of things. She’d never addressed the subject directly with her mom as one adult to another.

			“I’ve wanted to talk for a long time, but you were never ready.” Her mom smiled. “Apology accepted, but you don’t owe me one. You were a child. What happened impacted you too—I know you loved David. Regrets don’t change anything. I moved on and I’ve had a good life. I’ve loved and been loved. And whether you believe it or not, crotchety grump that he liked to portray, Joe Bromwell loved me and we had a good life together. I have no regrets.”

			“So, you’re not going to tell me that it didn’t cause you significant pain?” Shaye could feel the self-recrimination that she had lived with for so many years evidenced in her question.

			“Of course it caused me significant pain. I loved David. But you were five years old, and your reaction to seeing a drawn gun during a robbery was normal. David would never have wanted you to blame yourself. If there’s blame to be had, it’s the armed robber.”

			“I don’t know, Mom.” Shaye had lived with her memory of the event for so many years. It had become a part of who she was, almost an internal growth, a malignancy, that had become a part of her. She’d come to realize how much its toxic repercussions had overshadowed her life. She knew she’d never be able to completely excise it, but she needed to take that memory and put it in perspective. Maybe her mom could finally help her do that better than all the shrinks because her mom had lived an aspect of it too.

			“Mistakes were made, darling. You can be sorry for what happened, but you can’t carry the blame. What would you expect a five-year-old’s reaction to be? What would you think if you had heard about it happening to another five-year-old?”

			Shaye studied her mom’s kind eyes, and she could see that her mom meant every word. “I just want for it to never have happened.”

			“I can give you a long list of things I wish hadn’t happened. And a list of things I wish had. That’s not life. Nobody gets to control it all. I hope you’ve seen me make the best of things and love the tarnation out of my life. I’m happy.”

			“The tarnation, huh?” Shaye chuckled. She’d seen her mother always working to enjoy her life, being positive.

			“I think maybe this was the right time to talk about it—that you’re in a place to benefit from a discussion. Do you feel better?”

			“I do.” Shaye didn’t hesitate. “You’re giving me a perspective that I’ve avoided considering. Your perspective. I thought I’d ruined your life. And while I know I was only five, I haven’t really considered what that meant, maybe because I’ve always looked at it from whatever age I was, and that didn’t start until I was older because I couldn’t.” She’d probably need to spend some time digesting her mom’s words. She knew that she wasn’t going to forget, she didn’t want to forget the man who had been her loving dad, but she wanted to find some peace with the guilt and pain.

			“Come visit my kindergarten class. Maybe a group of five-year-olds can help you. We can arrange for you to come for a visiting librarian story hour. I’ve got a book you can read to them.”

			Shaye nodded. She’d done her share of story hours, but some time paying attention to how five-year-olds interacted with the world couldn’t hurt.

			“You know we can talk anytime you want. Now if you’re done for today, I’m going to have you text Eve to pick you up so you two can spend some time with Cassie.”

			“Is it about Cassie, or are you trying to play matchmaker, Mom?”

			“I believe in the power of love.”

			“It can put some pretty big cracks in your heart.” Shaye thought about Eve and Pauline, about herself and Cynthia, about all the heartbreak in the world.

			“And I’ve read that cracks are where the light gets in. Maybe those cracks help a person appreciate love more. Love is everything. And for you, Shanelle, look at everything—the beginning of everything. I consider myself a strong woman, and I can do without a lot of things, but I cannot live without love. You’ve always given me that, even when I’ve lost it elsewhere in my life. Even when you were away, I knew you loved me. That mattered. And romantic love, it can complete you.”
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        * * *

      

			“Dope AF. You’re the best, Joye. Hella yeah.”

			Shaye and Eve had just walked into the Cutting Edge, and the grin on Cassie’s face as she looked in the mirror and gushed over her makeover made Shaye realize how much Cassie had needed a day like this. Eve’s role in this good deed didn’t escape Shaye either—a day Eve had arranged.

			Joye had even applied some light touches of makeup to Cassie’s youthful face, although she didn’t need it, and Shaye was pleased for her. Meeting Eve’s eyes in the mirror, something exchanged between them. Maybe only something they could trade in a reflection. The glass offered a plane of protection that a face-to-face encounter didn’t. Shaye wasn’t ready for what that face-to-face might convey about what she was feeling for Eve, who was standing right next to her. The mirror offered her a degree of distance, an echo of Eve’s simple elegance and kindness and allure. Dope AF. There was no disagreeing with Cassie’s phrasing.

			Shaye would still do her adult duty. “Language, Cassie. You’d never catch a grown-up saying that.” Just thinking it.

			“What? AF?” Cassie’s image in the mirror was an orchestrated display of innocence. That was before she offered a smug smile. “Atrial fibrillation. You know, an altered heartbeat. The result of having this makeover, Aunt Shanelle.”

			Shaye could see that Eve and Joye were fighting their amusement too. “I’m so pleased that you’re such a whiz at biology. Cardiology.” Shaye looked from Cassie to Joye. “And what you’ve done with her hair. Perfect. It does affect my heartbeat too…must be atrial fibrillation.”

			“I love your new look, Cassie.” Eve’s approval made Cassie beam. “So, are we ready for me to settle up with Joye? And then we can go pick up the pizza and watch a movie at home with McGruff.”

			“This one’s on me. I’ve been wanting to try this cut, and all my customers have been more worried about covering their gray.” Joye waved her hand, shooing Eve’s offer of money away, and then winked at Cassie. “You did me a favor.”

			“Maybe you should be paying me.” Cassie giggled, giving Joye the side-eye.

			“Don’t push it. But I’ll tell you what. You’re good at biology. How about English…can you write? I need an occasional kid perspective for the Pulse—so it’s not just an old farts’ rag. Haircuts in exchange for your occasional input.”

			Cassie threw back her head and laughed. “You’ve so got a deal. Yes, yes, yes. Thank you, Joye. And I promise, they’ll never confuse my writing for some old fart’s.”

			Looking at Shaye and the chuckling Eve, Joye handed Cassie a lollipop. “I don’t give these to old farts. Now, get on out of here. Go save the pooch with one of those pepperoni-topped, cheese-smothered dinner dough circles.”

			“You do know that McGruff and I will be chaperones tonight, don’t you? These two are totally into each other.” Cassie looked at Joye for her reaction while Shaye felt heat climb into her cheeks and Eve locked her attention on the door, obviously plotting an escape route.

			“Totally.” Joye’s eyes didn’t hide her mirth. “I can tell already—you two ladies are going to have a terrific evening with my new star reporter.” Then she turned to Cassie. “You know the Paradise Pulse is just called the Pulse for a reason. We keep up on the current state of things here in Paradise, or Paradise Pines if you’re being formal. I’m counting on you, Cassie, to keep me informed on these two.”

			“You got it, boss.” Cassie gave Joye an exaggerated amateur wink that scrunched up the entire right side of her face as Shaye led the way out of there.
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        * * *

      

			The movie credits were running, and Eve’s coffee table was strewn with the aftermath of a Saturday night pizza party. All four of them sat on the couch, Eve and Shaye bookending Cassie and McGruff.

			“Do you want to text Ginny or should I?” Eve asked. She knew that Ginny was standing by to come collect Cassie.

			“I will,” Cassie replied. “Not yet, though. I’m taking socket dog out.”

			Earlier in the evening, Cassie had decided McGruff needed another nickname besides the Mac that Eve had told her was his work name. She’d run rocket dog past them, but they couldn’t contain their laughter at the suggestion of calling an old dog who needed a couch ramp in order to be a couch potato any name related to speedy, so Cassie had informed them she was going with the electrocution theme she’d heard Shaye use to describe McGruff at Ginny’s house a few weeks ago after Eve had left. “It’s not an insult,” she’d told him as she tried to smooth down his porcupine appearance before lifting him off the couch. “A little gel and I can now have the same look. Lit.” She glanced at Eve and Shaye. “That translates to hip in old lady speak.”

			“You think I’m old enough to know what hip means?” Eve teased her, enjoying the kick Shaye was getting out of the exchange.

			“Your couch potato didn’t want to miss the ending, but I know he needs to visit his favorite bush.” Cassie had formed a bond with the mutt and had already escorted him to the back yard twice that evening. “I looked up that movie star on my phone, so you two scoot closer and read the article so we can talk about her when I get back inside.” She handed her phone to Shaye, not succeeding in the least at acting nonchalant as she headed outside with McGruff.

			Shaye looked across the couch at Eve and rolled her eyes. “Are we going to disappoint the kid or are you going to do the assignment?”

			Eve remembered not only sitting next to Shaye on that downtown bench yesterday morning while Shaye shared her retelling of the trauma of loss, but also the connection of close contact. Not just the undeniable physical stirrings, but the emotional. The need to comfort Shaye, the desire to know her better, the invasion into her heart. She moved over next to Shaye and they shared the phone, heads tilted together and hands touching as Eve tried to read. She hoped Shaye was absorbing more about this movie star than she was because she stood no chance of carrying on an intelligent conversation with Cassie when her full attention was on Shaye.

			As time passed, Shaye whispered, “I think the kid set us up.”

			“For what?” Eve knew for what, but she wanted to hear Shaye’s take. Then the sounds of their commingled, ragged respiration made it clear enough. Drat Cassie. Or maybe she should blame McGruff for needing to pee.

			Shaye turned her head the slightest amount at the same time that Eve did and they were eye to eye, lips only a few centimeters apart, the warmth from the air they shared not only reaching her lungs, but registering low in Eve’s abdomen. It was probably a mistake, but not only did she close her eyes—she closed the space between them down to less than a single centimeter, and then she felt Shaye’s soft moist lips barely brush her own.

			“Oops,” Shaye murmured, not an ounce of remorse in her tone.

			God, Eve remembered the caress of those lips from the bar. And more. “We can’t.”

			“I know.”

			“I want to.” Eve shook her head. Did she just say that out loud? She cleared her throat. “Friends don’t kiss.”

			“Nope. Friends don’t.”

			They brushed lips again, a shared caress, but the sounds of the return of Cassie and McGruff had them pushing apart—with no time to re-bookend on the couch.

			It hit Eve like a train—the certainty that she’d end up in bed later that night with Shaye unless she did something to derail it. Last week when she’d stopped at the bank, Eve had agreed to a dinner date with that teller, Audrey, who’d asked her out at least a half dozen times. She’d turned Audrey down every time except this last one, and only accepted because Eve had reminded herself that she’d promised to accept the next date invitation from a reasonable woman that she received, and so she had. Part of her introspection. Part of her personal progress. Part of her plan to get past her attraction to the flirty, chemistry-generating Shaye. She was slowly proving to be someone more than Eve had surmised—so much more, but still Pauline’s stepsister, and Eve hadn’t decided what that meant. She was so enticing, and she was scaring the hell out of Eve. Shaye was overwhelming her as she thought about her recent convictions versus what she was feeling. She needed to sort it all out.

			“I have a date. Tuesday night.” Eve wondered if she could have blurted it out more awkwardly. The shock on Shaye’s face suggested that she couldn’t have. She was rather shocked herself.

			“I miss something?” Cassie returned with McGruff and clearly wasn’t oblivious to the undercurrent in the room.

			It was the undercurrent of the divide Eve had just created, but so suddenly that their mutual attraction still hung in the room too. Their friggin’ chemistry. “Nope. You didn’t miss a thing.” She hoped Cassie couldn’t hear the husk in her voice, overlaid with the new strain she’d just put there.

			“Mm-hmm. You two ready for me to call Ginny? Leaving only McGruff here as your chaperone?”

			“Ginny’s probably waiting for the call,” Eve responded as Shaye collected the remains of their dinner from the coffee table and disappeared into the kitchen.

			“I don’t know what you did to upset Aunt Shanelle. You two are good together…the atrial fibrillation is obvious.” Cassie studied Eve.

			Before she could respond, Shaye exited the kitchen and headed toward the guest room, calling back over her shoulder, “Good night, Cassie. I love your new haircut…and spending an evening with you.”

			Eve turned the TV back on and they watched it in silence until Eve decided to wade in and have the talk she’d been wanting to have, making sure Cassie was staying safe. Shaye was upset with her, so she might as well go for broke and add Cassie to the list too.

			“I’ve heard some kids have been out late, climbing Coyote Hill. I just want to make sure it’s not you out at night. It’s not a good idea any time, but especially not with an arsonist out there.”

			Cassie looked at Eve and shook her head. “Subtle, Eve. Subtle.”

			Eve threw up both hands. “I know I’m bad at this, but I want you safe.”

			“I hear you, okay?” Cassie sucked in her cheeks. “I’ll do my best. You do know I’m a kid on the verge of the terrible teens, don’t you?”

			Eve couldn’t contain a laugh. “You’re not there yet. Just be careful. I care.”

			“So, you’re not disappearing again?” Cassie asked, unable to hide the vulnerability in her question.

			“I was always keeping an eye on you, Cassie, but that’s not enough. I want days like today if you do too. I need days like today.”

			Cassie gave her that smug smile. “Well, if it’s something you need, I can probably manage it.”

			As they finished the conversation, Ginny arrived, and Cassie gave Eve a quick hug around the waist before heading out the front door to the car. Eve waved at Ginny, and before she climbed in, Cassie turned around and pointed at Eve.

			“Thanks, Eve. You need to fix this. I know…language…but you and Aunt Shanelle. Hot AF together. And it wasn’t just atrial fibrillation.”

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			It was Tuesday evening, and Eve cursed herself for having Shaye on her mind as she drove to her dinner date with Audrey. Shaye had done a decent job of avoiding her since Saturday night’s disaster of a blurt about the date she was now heading to.

			Tonight, Shaye had been back in the guest room with McGruff in the new dog bed Shaye had purchased and put on the floor for him. He’d had the nerve to give Eve a growl as she’d stuck her head in the door before heading out. The word traitor crossed her mind, and then she realized that maybe McGruff thought the same of her, heading out on a date. Shaye had refused to look up from her book and had simply nodded and given Eve a wave.

			Even their car rides to and from work had passed with minimal interaction since Saturday, the radio substituting for conversation. Well, Eve had promised herself that tonight she’d make the best of things and see if she was any good at official dating. She could handle this. For crying out loud, she was forty-seven years old with years of experience handling difficult situations—felons, the furious, the irrational, a hostage situation or two, life-altering interviews, even Pauline. But official dating—this really scared her. And knowing Shaye was at home holding in her feelings with an outward show of indifference didn’t help. Eve knew she’d hurt Shaye, even if their unofficial relationship was only related to her police chief calling, as Shaye had labeled her job. Eve knew it was becoming more.

			After the thirty-minute drive from Paradise Pines, Eve pulled into the parking lot at the address Audrey had given her and emitted a bark of laughter as she read the sign: Thai Tanic. Audrey had texted to ask if she liked Thai food, and when she’d responded that she loved it, she received this address with 7:00? included and she’d hit the thumbs-up. Now Eve decided that either Audrey had a sense of humor that she’d never witnessed at the bank, or the restaurant owners did and this was a sign the date might be a shipwreck. Eve figured she’d find out. She took a deep breath, unbuckling her seat belt and buckling in for whatever the gods had in store for her tonight.

			Eve saw her date at a back table. Audrey was a no-nonsense sort of person—precise bob, precise makeup, precise clothing, precise speech. Undoubtedly a precise bank employee and perfect for the job.

			“Good evening, Eve. Thank you for joining me.”

			“My pleasure.” Eve looked around, interpreting the full house as an endorsement that the food was good. She drew a blank as to what else to say. She considered complimenting Audrey on her choice of restaurants, on her excellent bank-teller skills, on her meticulous appearance, but then a young waiter appeared to take their order.

			Once he’d left, Eve decided to give this her best shot. She channeled Shaye and the relaxed exchanges they’d had. “So, I guess there wasn’t a bank heist today since my department didn’t get a call to come save you.” Shaye might have made some Thelma and Louise joke, making Eve laugh.

			“No, nothing out of the ordinary. I made thirty-two deposits and forty-three withdrawals for customers.”

			“That’s impressive,” Eve offered. “I suspect you’re great at your job.” Eve tried to apply stable to Audrey’s declaration.

			“I am. I’ve been there ten years.”

			A decade. That probably qualified as loyal, Eve thought. “It sounds like a busy day, lots of deposits and withdrawals.”

			“About average if you crunch the numbers. The weekly and monthly numbers divided by the workdays for each. Now, if we’re talking holiday months, there’s an uptick.”

			“That makes sense,” Eve responded. “I’ll bet December is a hectic month for you.”

			“Yes. Christmas season is very stressful. Probably why I start thinking bah-humbug as the calendar approaches Thanksgiving. Little town and a lot of old people. Old people who still use cash instead of their credit cards. We should outlaw cash and gray-haired folks.”

			Eve thought maybe that was a joke, but she was afraid it was just Audrey’s honest opinion. Before she could respond with a quip about how that might keep Eve in her job, arresting cash users and the elderly, their waiter returned with Eve’s chicken curry dish and Audrey’s papaya salad bowl. Eve decided Audrey might not appreciate her commentary on why criminalizing the aged and cash users was a bad idea, so she changed the subject and asked Audrey how her food was.

			“Well, the papaya could be a bit riper and the prawns are overdone. Not worth an eighteen-percent tip.”

			“I’m not sure it’s the server’s fault.” Eve ventured to save the poor young man from the blame.

			“If you don’t send the message, they’ll never improve. The tip reflects the patron’s opinion of the entire experience.”

			Eve swallowed a bite of her delicious poultry dish. “Mine’s excellent. I’m sorry yours isn’t.”

			“Well, excellent is on the far end of a sliding scale, and while it’s relative, I believe…”

			Eve tuned out, nodding and offering an occasional affirmative sound as Audrey carried the conversation. She was sure that Audrey was undoubtedly a stable, loyal, and honest person, but Eve realized that she’d short-changed herself. She so needed flirty and chemistry too.
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			“Well, well, well. I haven’t talked to you in days. So, is this Shanelle Desiraye Hick calling me from the back of beyond on a Tuesday evening?” Annie answered Shaye’s call with a sunny demeanor that Shaye appreciated.

			“Nope. It’s Shaye Hapless.” She’d thought about Heartbroken for her H comeback, but she wasn’t willing to go there, not with Annie, not even with herself.

			“It sounds like you need to talk. What’s up on this journey of yours? Is it the setting or the romance?”

			Shaye gulped. She felt the pressure of the tears she was holding back. “I haven’t talked to you in way too long. Let’s start with the setting. I witnessed an arson—not close enough to see the perpetrator, but tell that to them. Condensed version is that my house and car were set on fire, and both are essentially gone. The house was rented, and I’m waiting for the car insurance to pay out.” Shaye took a deep breath. “And I was attacked.”

			“Oh, Shaye. Are you hurt? Anything I can do? Where are you staying—at your mom’s?”

			“Just some bruises. I can’t put Mom in danger. Or Pauline’s daughter, who’s living with her. I’m living with Eve, the chief of police…and if you laugh, I’m hanging up.”

			“I’m biting the bejeezus out of my tongue,” Annie replied. “You’re living with your nemesis.”

			“Well, maybe I was a bit out of sorts at coffee.” Shaye knew she’d just moved to town then and had found herself assigned to Eve’s spare office, frustrating both of them, although Eve had done her best to solve the issue by clearing out a supply closet at the station and even vacating her own office when her officers needed it.

			“She did pay for our drinks, and when you tried to tip the barista afterward, she told you that your chief had left enough for more than a ten-dollar tip. Now, before we go on to romance, have we covered setting?” Annie chuckled.

			“I talked to Mom, like you suggested. An honest talk. She convinced me that I didn’t ruin her life. She even told me she’s been happy, or to quote her…loved the tarnation out of her life. She offered me a new perspective. I’m still digesting it, but it was good. I should have done it years ago.”

			“Maybe you weren’t ready. But I’m glad. And proud of you.”

			“She wants me to come read to her kindergartners. To pay attention to what a five-year-old’s like. So maybe I can put what happened into perspective. Consider my age when it happened—five.”

			“That’s a great idea. Do you have a date for that?” Annie asked.

			“Yeah. Tomorrow.”

			“That’s good. A wonderful idea too—seeing for yourself what your level of maturity was all those years ago.” Annie’s tone lightened, full of tease. “So, the other aspects of this journey of yours—”

			Shaye interrupted. “Just so there’s no confusion, I’m staying in the guest room.”

			“Oh, I wasn’t confused, but if we’re moving on to romance…”

			“First, she’s a cop. You know how I feel about cops. Working through my own childhood actions and what the repercussions were for Mom is one thing. Changing my opinion of cops after the pain they’ve caused me in my life is something different.”

			“Would you say all librarians are the same?” Annie asked.

			“There’s no doubt. We’re all wonderful.”

			“Seriously.” Annie didn’t allow Shaye to divert the discussion.

			“Okay, I get your point. But tell that to my psyche.”

			“All I’m saying is keep an open mind. How is your chief of police?”

			“She’s on a date tonight.” Shaye could hear how pathetic she sounded. She’d been upset since Saturday night when she’d heard about the date. After such a great evening with Eve and Cassie, pizza and a movie. The kind of evening she wanted in her life. Just not with a cop.

			“And you’re upset. I can hear it in your voice.”

			“I’ve got no right to be. But we were growing closer, although neither of us wants that—at least I’ve thought we didn’t—too much history in the way. I think Eve has felt the same. She’s still in the aftermath of Pauline.” Shaye decided she might as well be open about Eve and hear Annie’s advice. “Being displaced and needing protection—she only brought me here as a solution to her call of duty. Although we’ve actually had some good times together. She made sure I had a chance to go jogging while she biked. A really good evening with Pauline’s daughter, Cassie. Then we kissed. Barely kissed when she blew it all up by telling me she had this date tonight.” Shaye wiped her eyes. “Shit. I don’t want to care.”

			Annie ignored her distress, probably not wanting to embarrass her. “Let’s analyze this. You’ve been growing close. You like her, as a person, cop and all. You kissed each other, and I know it wasn’t your first kiss. I’m assuming not one-sided. And she immediately hit you over the head with this date she’s going on.”

			“Exactly. Who does that?” As she sniffled, Shaye was happy to replace her growing attraction to Eve with ire.

			“Someone who knows things are growing between you two and is afraid. What would have happened if she hadn’t made the date declaration?”

			“Cassie was there outside.” As she said it, Shaye knew the honest answer, and that wasn’t it.

			“And when Cassie went home?”

			“There’s a good chance I wouldn’t have ended up in the guest room bed. At least not alone.” Shaye knew Annie was making her face the facts instead of just wallowing in her self-righteousness and the hurt related both to her past and Eve’s date.

			“And if she wasn’t ready for that yet…well, maybe she ended up stopping things in a rather abrasive way.”

			“Abrasive. Exactly.” Annie might be helping her achieve more clarity, but Shaye was still upset.

			“Not ready yet. You know what that means,” Annie said. “It means you two need to accomplish some things before you get horizontal together. I bet she hasn’t been to bed with anybody in a while, and you’ve been to bed with too many anybodies.”

			“Okay. Okay.” Shaye knew Annie wasn’t trying to be hurtful—that she knew Shaye was there in Paradise Pines because she wanted change. Change in how she perceived her past. Change in her post-divorce relationship behavior.

			“So don’t rush her. Don’t rush yourself. Give yourselves time to resolve the baggage each of you carries and get to know each other. I think you’re both rusty at long-term relationships, and the last one you both had ended badly. Find out if that’s what you want with her—long term. Do some dating. Some flirting.”

			“Oh, we know how to flirt, even if Eve actually used that word rusty to describe her flirting skills. The chemistry is…amazing.” Shaye smiled as she considered their chemistry. It had been there from their very first encounter at the bar. “But flirting and creating chemistry are Pauline’s strengths, and Eve sees me as Pauline’s stepsister. And she’s Pauline’s ex, for God’s sake.”

			“Her ex—that means she figured Pauline out.”

			“But four years with her.” Shaye shook her head, not knowing how anyone could stand Pauline that long.

			Annie chuckled. “She was busy being chief of police. Or the cheating never crossed her mind—speaks to her own character. I’ll bet she has regrets over the entire experience.”

			Shaye nodded, thinking of the mix of feelings around her own experience with her ex-wife.

			“I’m going to repeat my advice—don’t go to bed with her yet. Prove you’re not Pauline. Let the trust grow. You need that trust in her too. I think if you two are going to work out, you have to come to some sort of resolution with your cop issues.”

			“How do I know she’s not in bed with her date right now?” Shaye fought to keep all the feelings that image triggered out of her voice. She’d love to get it out of her mind as well.

			“You don’t know. You two haven’t made any commitments—she’s a free woman. If she’s not back before morning, you’ll have your answer.”

			“Well, that doesn’t make me feel better.” She knew Annie was trying to be honest, but she didn’t like it.

			“Glad I could help.” Annie’s laughter came through the phone.

			“Shut up. And be on standby.” Shaye was only half joking.

			“You’ve got it. You’re doing great, Shaye. Good night.”

			Shaye shut down her phone and pulled McGruff up onto the bed so she could pet him. Then she picked up her book so she could read. She certainly wasn’t going to listen for the alarm system letting her know when Eve arrived home.
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        * * *

      

			Shaye heard a key in the door followed by a beep that signaled the code had been entered correctly. She looked at her bedside clock. Eight thirty—two hours since Eve had departed. It had either been a disaster of a dinner or a quick roll in the hay, although she couldn’t see Eve doing that on a first date. She hoped like heck not. Shaye heard Eve pause at the kitchen, then head toward her bedroom and stop. The clicking of heels on hallway hardwood morphed into a softer percussion, letting Shaye know Eve had shed her heels before coming down to the guest room. Keeping her eyes on her book, Shaye’s covert attention was on Eve, who was leaning against her doorframe.

			“You’re still awake?” Eve’s blond hair was up in a loose bun, her facial features perfectly enhanced with the makeup she’d applied for another woman. Tonight, a sage-hued dress complemented her hazel eyes and didn’t hide the female curves of hip bone and backside relaxed against the vertical linear border edging the opening into the guest room. Just how beautiful Eve was didn’t escape Shaye’s discreet glance. Not the arranged frilly-femme look she’d recently sought for superficial sexual satisfaction, but a mature manifestation of beauty that scared Shaye for its depth—for the story it told. A beauty that was just as mesmerizing when Eve was attired in those black biking shorts, or the tucked white shirt and dress slacks ensemble she wore to the office, or a T-shirt and shorts for sleeping. Shaye inhaled a lungful of air through her nostrils and locked into those gold-green eyes, hoping she didn’t drown.

			“It’s not late enough for me to fall asleep yet. Only McGruff—he’s been snoring for the past half hour. You’re home early. Did you have a good dinner?” Eve wasn’t the only detective around here, although Shaye didn’t want to let on to the weight she knew she was going to assign to the answer.

			“It was a place near the Daily Grind coffee shop.”

			A half-hour drive, so that meant an hour of the two hours Eve had been gone had been on the road. “Was it good?” Shaye asked again.

			“Nice setting. Excellent service. My chicken curry dish was delicious.” Then Eve laughed. “Thai Tanic—name of the restaurant, although I don’t think it registered with Audrey…my date. Prognostic of how we did together.”

			“Disaster, huh? That’s a real shame.” Shaye laughed too. She was beginning to feel so dang good.

			“You’re not sounding very sincere.” It was the reproach in Eve’s tone that wasn’t sincere. She sounded rather cheerful for a disaster of a date.

			Shaye released a prolonged sigh as she went with that dang good feeling. “I was hoping you didn’t kiss her.” If she was going to get on with Annie’s advice, she might as well start tonight and be honest.

			Eve pursed her lips. “I didn’t kiss her.” She continued to look at Shaye, chewing on her lower lip. “She wasn’t you.”

			





    
            Chapter Twelve 





			As Eve drove Shaye to Ginny’s school, she relived their encounter after the ill-fated date she’d had with Audrey last evening. The date wasn’t Audrey’s fault—they just hadn’t clicked. But more importantly for herself and Shaye, she didn’t consider her date a disaster because their brief guest room doorway encounter after she’d arrived home had clarified a few things—one being that they both seemed to know that their mutual admissions put them in a new place. A place where Eve now hoped they could talk because they’d probably done enough avoiding each other and avoiding whatever this was that was going on between them.

			She’d headed back down to her bedroom after she and Shaye had shared their short exchange, afraid that lingering would lead directly to more than just talk. Those mutual admissions seemed to have put them in a new place. A place where maybe they could figure some things out because they’d probably done enough avoiding each other and avoiding whatever this was that was going on between them. After all, they were two intelligent, mature women.

			Eve reflected back on how sitting there across from Audrey on their tanking date, it had become so clear that the traits she’d convinced herself were necessary in defining a future partner—stability, honesty, loyalty—weren’t going to be enough. She hadn’t changed her mind this morning. She’d excluded the flirting and the chemistry
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