
  
    [image: Summer of Peace]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

      
        
          Summer of Peace Playlist

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          Peace in Flames preview

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          CONNECT

        

        
          Also by Caroline Andrus

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Summer of Peace: A Peace Series Novella

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2018 by Caroline Andrus

      

        

      
        All rights reserved as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author or within the sharing guidelines at a legitimate library or bookseller.

      

        

      
        Cover Design by Caroline Andrus

        www.carolineandrus.com

      

        

      
        This is a work of fictions. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental. This author made up most of the characters, and used a place created by author S. H. Pratt. Any resemblance to actual people or places is in the imagination of the reader.

      

        

      
        Printed in the USA.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my first, last, and only love, Eric.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Instant relief. The door of Generic Eric’s Sandwich Shoppe and Soda Fountain closed behind JoJo Johnson, and she took a moment to savor the heavenly air conditioning. As if ready to take flight, she closed her eyes and stood with her arms extended and head tipped back, her hair falling loose and brushing her shoulder blades. She could feel a light sheen of sweat drying on her skin.

      Though the walk from her job at The Craft Corner next door was short, the day’s summer heat in Peace, Montana was intense. Pulling her blonde hair off her neck, she looked around the diner for her best friend and lunch date, Valerie Todd.

      In the corner, next to the old jukebox, she spied her friend. Valerie sipped a milkshake and stared at her phone.

      "I think I'm melting," JoJo declared, sliding into the booth across from Valerie. "It's literally a thousand degrees outside." The red vinyl seat clung to the exposed skin on her legs and she adjusted the skirt of her sundress.

      Valerie rolled her hazel eyes, her lips curling up in amusement. "It is not literally a thousand degrees out."

      "Illiterately. Figuratively. Whatever. It's hot and I'm gross and sweaty."

      Valerie snorted—JoJo had a tendency to exaggerate—and shifted her attention to her phone once more.

      JoJo knew the source of Valerie’s distraction. "Where's lover boy this afternoon?"

      Valerie frowned. "He's doing a ride along with Dray, trying to get an edge on the other recruits."

      Valerie's boyfriend, Liam, was enrolled at the police academy in Helena. He wouldn't begin training until September, but he had been taken under the wing of local sheriff’s deputy, Dray Palmer.

      "It's cute that he has a mentor," JoJo said.

      Valerie sighed. "I know. It is. It's great actually. How many rookies have a seasoned professional showing them the ropes? But I miss him, and I'm leaving for New York soon, and then we really won't get to see each other."

      "Hey, cheer up. At least you have a boyfriend."

      Valerie shook her head. "JoJo, you'll never have a boyfriend if you keep turning all the boys down. Poor Rusty Hamilton has asked you out how many times now?"

      JoJo did get asked out fairly frequently—especially by Rusty. She knew boys found her attractive. With her blonde hair and blue eyes, she was the stereotypical girl next door.

      "I just know what I want... and it's not in Peace."

      What JoJo wanted was Valerie's brother, Matt. But she'd never admit it. When she was barely sixteen, and he had one foot out of Peace on his way to California for college, she had professed her love for him. It ended in tears. Hers.

      Their conversation was interrupted by Tammy, Eric's head waitress. She set a basket with a steaming grilled cheese sandwich and french fries in front of each of the girls. "I put in your usual order as soon as I saw Valerie walk in."

      "Are we really that predictable?" JoJo asked.

      Tammy raised an eyebrow, her red lips quirked in a half smile.

      "Okay, don't answer that."

      "I'll be back with your shake in a jiffy." Tammy winked and left.

      "So, I got some news today." Valerie had an excited gleam in her eyes.

      "Oh, yeah?" JoJo picked up a fry, dipped it in ketchup, and took a bite. The greasy, salty, treat was just what she needed.

      "Matt's back!"

      JoJo nearly choked. "What?" Her heart thundered in her chest and her brain struggled to process what she'd heard. "I mean, that's great. Is he, um, in Peace now?"

      "My mom was picking him up from the airport in Billings. They should be here any minute." She beamed at JoJo.

      JoJo forced a smile on her face and hoped it was convincing. Matt Todd, back in Peace. Of course he'd been back for holidays since he'd left for college, but she had avoided him as much as possible. Their last encounter, the previous Christmas, made her realize she would never get over him and she vowed that as long as he didn't love her back, she'd try and keep her distance.

      But keeping one's distance in a town as small as Peace was no easy task.

      "How long is he staying?" JoJo asked. She kept her voice cool and controlled.

      "It sounds like he's back for good."

      JoJo's eyes widened. "But... what about his last year of college?"

      "I told you about his injury, right?"

      JoJo nodded. Matt had been injured on the football field during spring training. It had pulled him out of the game for the remainder of the year and sent him to physical therapy.

      "Apparently, his grades slipped while he was recovering, and he was put on academic probation. He lost his scholarship." Valerie's face fell. She and her brother were as close as a pair of siblings could be. It was obvious to JoJo that Valerie hurt because her brother hurt.

      "Wow. That really sucks."

      Tammy returned and set JoJo's shake down in front of her.

      "Thanks, Tammy."

      The waitress pushed back a vibrant red curl and winked before leaving the girls to it.

      JoJo took a long draw from the straw and let Valerie's words sink in.

      Matt was home.

      "Speak of the devil." Valerie grinned and waved at someone behind JoJo.

      JoJo swiveled in her seat to see what held Valerie's attention and froze. Matt Todd was standing in the doorway, looking as perfect as ever. His sandy brown hair, which he'd always kept short, had grown out and covered his ears. He turned his head as he scanned the restaurant until his gaze settled on Valerie.

      Valerie stood and ran toward him. They met in the middle and she threw her arms around his neck; he returned the embrace, his grin reaching ear to ear. They broke apart and he placed his hands on her shoulders, inspecting her with a critical eye.

      "Your hair is shorter," he stated. Valerie had recently chopped off her long brown locks and was sporting an edgy bob.

      "Yours is longer." Valerie reached up and gently tugged a lock of his hair.

      He dropped his hands from her shoulders and swatted her hand away, then ran one through his hair, sending it into sexy disarray. Like JoJo's, Valerie's hair was nearly stick straight, but the humidity had curled the ends of Matt's. She had a sudden urge to touch it, to see if it felt as soft as it appeared. She pressed her hands into the surface of the table and mentally scolded herself for thinking such thoughts. Matt didn't want her. He'd made that perfectly clear all those years ago. She had no right to think about her hands on any part of him.

      As if he sensed her thoughts, Matt turned his attention to JoJo. Their eyes met, and a kaleidoscope of butterflies took flight in her stomach. She averted her eyes and feigned interest in her food. She felt his eyes on her.

      "How have you been, JoJo?" He closed the distance between them, stopping only feet away.

      She met his gaze and smiled, managing to keep her cool. It was the performance of a lifetime. Casually, she dipped a fry in ketchup and said, "Peachy, and you?"

      "I'm doing all right."

      "Are you going to sit down with us?" Valerie asked hopefully.

      “Mom’s waiting outside for me. I was just supposed to stop in and say hi.”

      “I can give you a ride home,” Valerie insisted.

      He glanced between the pair and grinned. “Actually, I’ll drive you home. Now that I’m home, I’m taking my truck back.”

      Valerie pouted, and Matt laughed. He mussed her hair and said, “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Finger combing her hair back into place, Valerie glared after her brother.

      JoJo had witnessed that exchange with a fry clutched between two fingers, paused in the air midway to its destination. She popped it into her mouth, chewed, then said, “You barely ever drive his truck anyway.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t like driving stick.”

      “That’s what she said?”

      Valerie laughed and threw a french fry at JoJo. She attempted to catch it in her mouth, but it bounced off her chin and landed on the table between them. They both broke into a fit of giggles.

      “Don’t tell me I’m missing the food fight,” Matt said as he returned to the table. He slid into the seat beside Valerie, nudging her over with his body, then swiped one of her fries and popped it into his mouth.

      JoJo tried not to look at him. Every time she met his eyes she was brought back to that awful night before he'd left for college. It was the August before she’d started sophomore year and they’d both been at a bonfire party down by the rodeo grounds. The next day they were supposed to perform a duet at Generic Eric’s as part of a talent show, but that never happened. And it was all her fault.

      “JoJo?”

      Pulled from her thoughts, she met Matt’s eyes. He was staring intently at her. “Huh?”

      Valerie threw another fry at her. She missed, and it landed on the seat beside her. “Are we that boring?”

      JoJo forced a smile. “Sorry, just thinking…”

      Matt narrowed his eyes. “Care to share?”

      “Just work. Boring stuff. Wondering if I’ll be getting a supply shipment in today that I’ve been waiting for, that’s all.” She took a long drag from her shake.

      “Aww, JoJo is being so responsible,” Valerie gushed. It was JoJo’s turn to throw a french fry.

      “Anyway.” Matt rolled his eyes and said, “My mom is throwing a welcome home party for me tomorrow. You going to crash, Jo?”

      She pretended to be offended. “Are you telling me I’m not invited?”

      He grinned. “Joanna Johnson, would you do me the honor of attending my welcome home party?”

      She threw a fry at him. "Don't call me Joanna."

      He dodged, laughing.

      She wrinkled her nose in thought. “As for your invitation, I’ll have to check my calendar.” This earned another french fry tossed at her face, this time from Matt.

      She leaned to the side, and the fry hit her shoulder. Tammy approached the table, hands on her hips.

      "Hey Tammy, long time no see," Matt said. He dropped the fry he was holding into the basket and tried to appear innocent.

      "It's good to see you back in Peace, Matt. Can I get you anything?"

      "Nah, I'm just going to bum some fries off the girls."

      Tammy quirked a brow. "Will you be eating the ones off the floor, too?"

      JoJo, Valerie, and Matt all burst into laughter, earning them some curious glances from nearby diners. As their laughter died down, JoJo surveyed her companions across the table. Her unease at Matt's return began to fade. It seemed clear that he wasn't hung up on that last night before he left, so why should she? Maybe they could go back to the way things had been when they were kids.
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      The Todd home was hot and stuffy and crowded with guests wishing Matt a warm welcome back to Peace. JoJo stayed inside as long as she could, but she’d lost Valerie in the crowd over an hour ago. She was probably off somewhere with Liam. After nearly having a drink spilled on her by one of Matt’s old teammates from the high school football team, she gently pushed her way through the crowd of bodies, finally reaching the back door.

      The night air was warm, but less stifling than inside. JoJo took a seat on the stone bench in the garden out back and savored the brief moment of solitude. The sun had set, and the solar powered twinkle lights strung through the garden gave the feel of a magical, secluded haven. She was a social butterfly, but even she needed a break sometimes; the peace was welcome.

      "Now you've got the right idea."

      JoJo glanced over her shoulder. Matt was jogging toward her, keeping a lookout over his shoulder back at the house.

      "Making a break for it? Your party is in there, in case you forgot." She pointed toward the house.

      He grinned, and she felt her insides turn into a puddle of goo.

      "Are you telling me to go away?" he asked.

      She rolled her eyes, but smiled and scooted over on the bench so there was room for him beside her. "So, how does it feel to be back in Peace?"

      He let out
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