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Synopsis

Freelance reporter Emma Ferguson’s assignment to
write about a missing member of a local furniture royalty family
turns into a murder when she talks to the only survivor of the
founding family. While she tries to mine literary gold from the
crumbs of a decades-old mystery, commitment-phobic Carter West
seems more interested in maintaining the status quo, another puzzle
Emma is eager to unravel.

Park ranger Carter West has been dedicated to her
family and their close-knit community all her life, so when Emma
Ferguson starts poking around in the past, Carter does whatever is
necessary to maintain the life they’ve established—including
keeping deadly secrets.


What Reviewers Say About VK Powell’s Work

Side Effects

“[A] touching contemporary tale of two wounded souls
hoping to find lasting love and redemption together. …Powell ably
plots a plausible and suspenseful story, leading readers to fall in
love with the characters she’s created.”—Publishers
Weekly

 


To Protect and Serve

“If you like cop novels, or even television cop shows
with women as full partners with male officers…this is the book for
you. It’s got drama, excitement, conflict, and even some fairly hot
lesbian sex. The writer is a retired cop, so she really writes from
a place of authenticity. As a result, you have a realistic quality
to the writing that puts me in mind of early Joseph
Wambaugh.”—Teresa DeCrescenzo, Lesbian News

“To Protect and Serve drew me in from the very
first page with characters that captivated in their complexity.
Powell writes with authority using the lingo and capturing the
thoughts of the law enforcers who make the ultimate sacrifice in
the fight against crime. What’s more impressive is the command this
debut author has of portraying a full gamut of emotion, from angst
to elation, through dialogue and narrative. The images are vivid,
the action is believable, and the police procedurals are
authentic…VK Powell had me invested in the story of these women,
heart, mind, body and soul. Along with danger and tension, Powell’s
well-developed erotic scenes sizzle and sate.”—Story Circle Book
Reviews

 


Suspect Passions

“From the first chapter of Suspect Passions
Powell builds erotic scenes which sear the page. She definitely
takes her readers for a walk on the wild side! Her characters,
however, are also women we care about. They are bright, witty, and
strong. The combination of great sex and great characters make
Suspect Passions a must read.”—Just About Write

 


Fever

“VK Powell has given her fans an exciting read. The
plot of Fever is filled with twists, turns, and ‘seat of
your pants’ danger…Fever gives readers both great characters
and erotic scenes along with insight into life in the African
bush.”—Just About Write

 


Justifiable Risk

“This story takes some unusual twists and at one
point, I was convinced that I knew ‘who did it’ only to find out
that I was wrong. VK Powell knows crime drama, she kept me guessing
until the end, and I was not disappointed at the outcome. And
that’s not to slight VK Powell’s knack for romance. …Readers who
appreciate mysteries with a touch of drama and intense erotic
moments will enjoy Justifiable Risk.”—Queer
Magazine

 


Exit Wounds

“Powell’s prose is no-nonsense and all business. It
gets in and gets the job done, a few well-placed phrases sparkling
in your memory and some trenchant observations about life in
general and a cop’s life in particular sticking to your psyche long
after they’ve gone. After five books, Powell knows what her
audience wants, and she delivers those goods with solid assurance.
But be careful you don’t get hooked. You only get six hits, then
the supply’s gone, and you’ll be jonesin’ for the next installment.
It never pays to be at the mercy of a cop.”—Out in Print

“Fascinating and complicated characters materialize,
morph, and sometimes disappear testing the passionate yet nascent
love of the book’s focal pair. I was so totally glued to and amazed
by the intricate layers that continued to materialize like an
active volcano…dangerous and deadly until the last mystery is
revealed. This book goes into my super special category. Please
don’t miss it.”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 


About Face

“Powell excels at depicting complex, emotionally
vulnerable characters who connect in a believable fashion and enjoy
some genuinely hot erotic moments.”—Publishers Weekly
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Chapter One

Four days after she’d caught Sheri cheating, Emma
Ferguson drove through the Virginia countryside, vehicle packed
with her belongings, windows down, breathing what she hoped would
be the air of a fresh start. The wind that lashed her hair into
knots ushered in the earthen scent of fallen leaves and the faint
smell of a wood fire while chilling the tears on her cheeks. Why
couldn’t Sheri have been honest? Her infidelity stirred Emma’s
vulnerabilities—her struggle for excellence and her lack of sexual
passion. Would she ever find the right fit, a woman whose ambitions
matched her own and who sparked that ever-elusive desire? If so,
would she recognize and accept her? In light of her most recent
failure, she doubted it.

“Snap out of it, Emma.” She swiped her eyes with the
back of her hand, imagining what her parents would say about her
lapse into self-pity. “You’ve risen from the ruins of relationships
before, and you’ll do it again. At least you’ve got a job to pay
the bills for a few weeks.” But she wanted more, something with a
steady income so she wasn’t living hand-to-mouth.

She glanced at the notes clipped to her calendar and
recalled the conversation with her new employer a week ago.

 


“This is Fannie Mae Buffkin of Stuart, Virginia.
I’m calling for Emma Ferguson the reporter.”

“Yes, Mrs. Buffkin, how can I help?”

“I’d like you to write a story on my family. My
father founded the Thompson Furniture Company in Stuart. If you’re
interested, I’d love to talk with you further.”

“Could you give me a few more details? I
need to know I can sell the story to someone, to make it worth my
time.”

“I’m willing to pay for your time, travel, and
accommodations if you’ll come up and hear me out. I’d rather
discuss the particulars in person, Ms. Ferguson. The story might
evolve into something entirely different. I’m not being evasive,
just honest. And I find the best way to see if we’re a good fit is
to meet face-to-face.”

Maybe she could do a travel piece in the area and
knock out two stories in one trip. “Well, you certainly know how to
pique a reporter’s interest. I accept your invitation to talk, but
I make no promises until I’ve heard more. Agreed?”

“Of course. I’ll send an advance immediately, to
be kept whether or not you do the story. Please come as soon as
possible. Time is of the essence.”

“Why the urgency?”

“An out-of-state construction company wants to
purchase the site of our first factory and raze it…in four weeks’
time. I’d like you to see the place before that happens.”

Emma’s curiosity jangled and she couldn’t wait to
hear the whole story. “Why did you call me instead of a local
reporter?”

There was a long pause. “You’re freelance and don’t
owe allegiance to a newspaper or magazine. And I think you’d
appreciate my situation. That’s all I’ll say for now, but I hope
you’ll take the job. You can name your price.”

 


Fannie Buffkin could’ve led with her last statement.
Maybe Emma could get several stories out of this job, if the old
lady wasn’t crazy and actually had the money to back up her offer.
Something in Mrs. Buffkin’s Southern drawl sounded urgent, almost
pleading. Maybe this story would be a springboard to the future
Emma had always imagined—a distinguished career as an investigative
reporter like her father.

When Emma turned onto the blacktop at the entrance
to Fairy Stone State Park, she pulled off the side of the road and
checked her appearance in the rearview mirror. The wind and damp
air had whipped her naturally curly red hair into a Medusa-like
mess. She raked her fingers through several knots before settling
for a simple pat-down. No real progress could be made without a
hairdryer and brush. She reapplied lipstick and dabbed concealer
under her eyes, puffy from crying. Damn Sheri. She’d had hopes for
their relationship, but hoping seldom led to real-life results, at
least not in her world.

“Good enough, Emma. You’re at a park in Virginia,
not a five-star Marriott in DC.”

The Fairy Stone State Park office sported a freshly
stained wood frame with rust-colored shingles and shutters that
blended with the autumn surroundings. Bad memories of childhood
summers spent in the wilderness her parents called summer camp
returned, and she choked down a wave of sadness. She inhaled the
cool night air and heard sounds she couldn’t identify coming from
the nearby forest. Why had she chosen this natural habitat over
civilized surroundings—Sheri would’ve loved it? Roughing it was so
not Emma’s thing. Canceling the reservation would’ve cost more than
the original booking, and even though Fannie Buffkin was paying the
tab, she hated wasting money. She regretted her choice, but she was
stuck. She squared her shoulders and walked toward the office
door.

“Base to Ranger One,” Emma heard as she entered, the
scent of cloves and cinnamon an unexpected welcome. The plump,
gray-haired attendant pushed the base radio aside, peered over the
top of rimless glasses, and smiled as Emma entered. Her nametag
read Ann.

Pale-yellow curtains capped windows on either side
of the office and pooled on the floor. Overstuffed leather
recliners that showed signs of wear flanked a wood stove behind the
counter, and a small kitchenette rounded out the homey feel.

Ann pushed up the sleeves of a pink polka-dotted
white shirt and hooked her thumbs in the sides of lavender
coveralls. This woman was a character any writer would be lucky to
find. Already drawn into her colorful tableau, Emma looked forward
to learning more.

Ann’s gaze roamed up and down Emma’s body and came
to rest confidently on her eyes. “Evening, ma’am. Welcome to Fairy
Stone Park. Have you been here before?”

“No, I haven’t. Emma Ferguson. I have a
reservation.”

Ann shuffled through the short stack of yellow
papers on the counter and slid one from the bottom. Looking from
the registration form back at Emma, her eyes sparkled. “Here we go,
but this reservation is for two people.”

“I’m sorry.” Emma tried to control the redhead’s
blushing curse that always announced anything embarrassing or
personal. She lost, and heat consumed her face. “Yeah, that’s not
happening. Is it a problem?”

“Not at all. You’re staying with us for five days,
Mrs. Ferguson?”

“Possibly longer, but I’ll keep you posted in case
you need the cabin. And it’s Ms. Ferguson or Emma.”

“I’m Ann, pleasure’s mine,” she stated, offering her
hand across the counter and exchanging a firm shake. “Vacation or
working visit?”

“Mostly work, but I hope to relax a bit as well.”
Emma liked this woman, especially her vibrant clothes, welcoming
smile, and demeanor that said what you see is what you get. Maybe
one day she’d allow herself that freedom.

“What do you do, if you don’t mind me asking?” Ann
held up her hand. “On second thought, let me guess. I’d say you do
something creative, maybe an artist, sculptor or…” Ann twisted her
mouth to one side and squinted.

“I’m a freelance reporter.” Her answer lacked
enthusiasm, and she wondered when her profession had become just a
job.

“That was going to be my next guess, a writer of
some sort. Well, I’m afraid you won’t find much to write about
around these parts, but good luck.”

Emma pegged Ann as a nosy neighbor—curious,
watchful, and a great resource for a writer. “Have you lived here
long?”

“All my life in Stuart, off and on. I had a brief
stint in the national guard when I was young but always came back
home.”

Emma signed the registration, provided her vehicle
license plate number, and slid cash across the counter to Ann. “I
might want to ask some questions about Stuart—its history, people
and such—if you’re willing and not too busy.”

“I would absolutely love to help, and I’m never too
busy for a little tongue-wagging.” She tucked the money into a cash
drawer and pulled the base radio closer. “Let me see if I can get
some help around this place, and we’ll get you settled.”

“Thank you, Ann.”

“Base to Ranger One.” Ann shrugged. “Rangers…where
are they when you need one? Most think they’re God’s gift to the
great outdoors.” Flashing Emma a wide grin, Ann said, “Probably out
checking on possum flatulence in the park.”

Emma started to smother her laughter but enjoyed it
instead. She hadn’t laughed in days and felt the tightness in her
chest release. While they waited for the ranger to respond, she
pictured a male version of Ann—a squatty gray-haired fellow, ample
stomach scarcely covered by his ranger’s shirt, pants hanging on a
butt-less behind, puffing and scrambling back to his vehicle to
answer the duty call.

“Base, this is Ranger One. Go ahead, Ann.” The
orotund female voice shattered Emma’s mental image, and she tilted
her head to one side, eager to hear more. Her journalistic
curiosity took over, and she imagined a tough butch who could start
fire with two sticks, track lost campers, and name every variety of
wildlife in the forest. How clichéd.

Ann grinned, a toothy smile that sparked in her gray
eyes. “Ranger One, you got a key to cabin seven? Maintenance picked
mine up earlier and hasn’t returned it yet.”

Another long silence followed, during which Emma
imagined a very efficient, painstaking inspection for the right
key.

“I’ve got one. What do you need?”

“Would you meet this lady over there and let her in?
You can leave the key with her. She’s staying several days.”

The length of her stay was probably more information
than the ranger needed. Maybe Ann liked the sound of her own voice,
talking on the radio, or maybe it was the nosy-neighbor
syndrome.

“Ten-four Base, Ranger One out.”

“Thanks, Carter.” Turning to Emma with a nod of
accomplishment, Ann continued with a kind but unnecessary relay.
“Ranger West will meet you at your cabin with the key. You’ll like
Carter. We’re family. She’s my niece, and we run this place like
it’s our own home. Take the driveway beside the office and follow
the signs to number seven. Enjoy your stay, and if you need
anything, don’t hesitate to ask. I’ve always got a pot of coffee
and an array of spirits on hand if you feel the urge, but don’t
spread the part about the spirits, against park policy.”

“Thanks for your help, Ann.”

As the last of the evening sun settled between tall
pines, Emma approached the cabin that would be home for a while.
She breathed deeply, as if sucking in the magnificent view. The
cottage was perched on an incline overlooking a clear, still lake
surrounded by deciduous and evergreen trees. The setting was
postcard pretty.

Two empty wooden rockers on the sprawling porch
foretold the days and nights she and Sheri would never spend in
this place. Had Sheri wanted to be found in bed with another woman?
Had the betrayal been her easy way out? If Sheri had known the
truth—that Emma had never felt real passion for her—she would’ve
left much sooner. Maybe Emma had been the dishonest one, the
cheater. Her stomach tightened and she clutched the steering
wheel.

She sighed, mentally brushing away the past, and got
out of her car. She dragged her luggage and laptop case over the
uneven ground to the edge of the porch. Up close, the exterior of
the cabin was rustic, with intermittent logs and faded chinking.
She rubbed a finger between two logs, and the mixture of mud and
straw crumbled. Would she be safe from vermin and wild creatures?
Could she adjust to this environment with strange noises in an old
log cabin with no insulation in the woods? She shivered. She’d
botched Camping 101 as a child, a refresher as a teenager, and the
immersion course as a baby dyke and had no desire to revisit her
failure. What had she been thinking?

A gust of wind plucked harvest-colored leaves from
the trees and cast them to the forest floor, as Emma hugged her
light jacket around her and started toward the lake’s edge. The
short heels of her leather-soled shoes sank into the soft ground,
and she struggled with each step like she was walking in quicksand,
apropos of her life.

The final rays of daylight danced near the mountain
peak when Emma heard rustling behind her and turned toward the
cabin. A park ranger stood at the top of the incline. The dimming
light cast a soft glow across high cheekbones and dark eyes that
reminded Emma of her beloved grandmother’s Native American
heritage. The woman was outlined in green pants and a beige shirt,
an equipment belt visually breaking the two. Her right elbow rested
on top of a gun at her side, and she raked her left hand through
dark hair. Emma felt like a cliché from a Harlequin romance,
stunned into silence by the appearance of a dashing stranger. She
continued to stare until the silence became awkward.

“Ms. Ferguson, I’m Carter West. Sorry for the
wait.”

Emma shook the pleasantly unsettling image from her
mind and struggled up the hill and into a huge spiderweb that stuck
to her face, hands, and clothes. “Ahhhh!” She flailed her arms and
swatted at the clingy snare. From the corner of her eye, she saw
Carter West bite her lip to suppress a grin, with the smug
assurance of those comfortable in their surroundings. Emma wiped
her face again with the sleeve of her jacket and continued up the
slope.

As she climbed toward the crest of the hill, the
rocks shifted under her feet. She was on solid ground, and the next
instant, she was falling. Carter grabbed her around the waist, and
the air whooshed from her lungs as Carter hefted her onto level
ground. Carter’s cocoa-brown eyes turned dark with tiny flecks of
green, and her pupils constricted. Her lips parted, and the breath
that swept across Emma’s face was hot and slightly minty. The
muscles in Carter’s upper arms, where Emma’s hands rested, were
taut, infusing Emma with a sense of safety.

Emma felt weightless for the interminable seconds
until her feet touched down again. Carter’s full lips moved and
then curled into a broad grin before Emma realized Carter had asked
a question.

“Huh? Oh, sorry.”

“Not the outdoors type?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Imagine how the poor spider felt.” This time Carter
didn’t suppress her laughter, and it echoed through the trees, deep
and heartfelt.

“Do all the rangers have such an odd sense of
humor?” Emma hated being a screw-up, especially when someone else
was watching. She brushed at her clothes more out of nervousness
than any real need. “And I’d stay well back if I were you. I’m a
bit clumsy, and I wouldn’t want to take you over the side with me
next time.” She was mildly annoyed, but the sound of Carter’s
genuine joy proved contagious, and she chuckled in spite of
herself. Twice in the past hour she’d really laughed and meant it.
Maybe the fresh air was getting to her in a good way.

“Duly noted,” Carter said. “Let’s get you settled
and a fire going before the chill deepens.” She smiled again, and
Emma’s annoyance completely vanished as she followed Carter to the
cabin and up the steps. “Do you need help with your bags?”

Emma wanted to say all her worldly belongings were
in the trunk of her car and it would probably take hours to unload
them, just to keep Carter close. Was she afraid of being alone in
the woods, or was it something else?

“Ms. Ferguson?”

“Sorry. More like boxes instead of bags, but
everything I need tonight is over there.” She nodded toward her
suitcase and computer bag. “I’ll unload the rest tomorrow.”

Carter crossed the porch in two long strides,
scooped up her suitcase and laptop bag as if they were weightless,
and placed them at her feet. As she stood, her gaze swept Emma’s
body again, and her long fingers tugged at a chain resting against
bronzed skin at the neck of her shirt.

“You’ll need a fire.”

Carter probably lit a lot of fires—in women’s
fireplaces, in their bedrooms. The last thing she needed was
another lothario. Her words stuck in her throat. “I…I really
mustn’t impose on you any further. I’m sure you have other things
to do.”

“It’s no imposition. It’s my job.”

“I’m certainly capable of…” She had no idea how to
set logs for a fire. Might as well own it. “I’ll figure it out.
Sorry, didn’t mean to snap. I’m a little edgy. I just get tired of
people thinking…You certainly don’t need to hear all that. Thanks
for your help.”

“You sure do apologize a lot.”

“Force of habit.” Emma hadn’t meant to say that. It
had just happened, like running into a spiderweb or falling down a
hill. Apologizing was her first line of defense whenever she
disappointed her parents, teachers, friends, or lovers, which was a
lot.

“Bad habit, I’d say.” Carter unlocked the door,
handed the key to Emma, and stepped back. “Here you go, Ms.
Ferguson.”

“Call me Emma.” Heat crept across her face as she
turned to go inside, trying to keep from logging another of
Carter’s amused looks, but stumbled over her suitcase.

Carter caught her arm gently and steadied her. “I’ve
got you.”

Such a simple phrase, so confidently delivered that
Emma believed it completely. Carter’s words seemed carefully
chosen, and Emma found herself clinging to every one. She’d enjoy
listening to Carter’s smoky voice for hours, mining the mysteries
from her closely guarded words, but Carter West probably never
talked for hours.

Carter guided her gently over the threshold and
slowly backed away. “Need anything else?”

Reeling from their closeness, Emma could only shake
her head.

“Very well. Have a nice stay, Ms…Emma.” With a
confident grin, Carter closed the cabin door softly behind her.

Emma dropped onto the closest piece of furniture, a
sofa with wide wooden arms and leaf-patterned upholstery in autumn
colors that belonged in the seventies. She sucked in some air and
placed her hand over her stomach. Her heart was racing. Damn Carter
West and her overly gallant reflexes.

After she caught her breath for a few minutes, Emma
pulled the bottle of Riesling from her suitcase. Thank God it was
nearly full. She unscrewed the cap, poured a hefty dose into a
coffee cup she’d scrounged from the scantily stocked kitchen, and
headed for the front porch. She quickly downed two gulps of the
lukewarm wine and set the cup beside her rocker. The night was much
darker than in the city and full of unfamiliar noises. She’d come
here to do a job and unwind, but she couldn’t relax, not at all
now. She pushed her feet against the porch until the rocker pitched
back and forth so violently she almost tipped out.

She was confused and agitated. She wasn’t an
immediate-attraction kind of woman, but she felt as if she’d met
Carter before, as if she knew things about Carter she couldn’t
possibly know—the intimate feel of Carter’s hands around her waist,
the safety she’d felt in her arms, and the intensity of those
chestnut-brown eyes. Emma was just vulnerable right now. Sure, that
was it. Still, she couldn’t deny the heat of her body’s reaction to
Carter West.

She stood and paced the length of the porch, taking
another healthy sip of wine with each pass. She needed to go for a
run to burn off some energy, but she had difficulty staying upright
on city sidewalks, so she’d probably break something on the rough
terrain of the park’s gravel paths. Emma inhaled the smoky hint of
a fire hanging in the air and listened to the crickets chirp as she
scoured the star-filled sky. When the cool night air seeped through
her thin jacket and she was no closer to an explanation for her
strange reaction to Carter, she went inside.

Emma threw a cheater log on a pile of old newspapers
already crumpled in the fireplace and lit a match to the stack. How
considerate of the park to provide the necessities for non-camping
types. Any moron could start a fire with one of these things,
Carter West. She loved the flickering flames, the occasional
crackling that imitated real wood, and the cozy warmth the fire
provided. It wasn’t a Girl Scout fire, but it would do. All she
needed was the ambiance and the rest of her wine to knock the chill
off and relax her before sleep.

Settling on the sofa in front of the fire, she
tucked her feet under her and examined the cabin for the first
time. The living-kitchen space was about the size of a small loft,
compact and snug, with a two-seater table tucked into a corner. A
sliding barn-type door to the left led into the bathroom with a
small shower and claw-foot tub Emma could imagine soaking in for
hours. The other room on the right was barely large enough to
accommodate a queen-sized bed and a valet stand for her suitcase.
This would do for now.

She sipped wine. The quiet was almost
disconcerting—no street noises, sirens, or voices from passersby,
no television, music, not even the electrical hum ever-present in
the city. The night was peaceful but not exactly soundless. Tree
limbs brushed against the side of the cabin, leaves rustled in the
wind, something scratched near the front door. Suddenly she didn’t
feel so peaceful or safe. Perhaps she’d become too accustomed to
the sounds of civilization.

She downed the final dregs of wine and headed for
the bathroom. She’d come here to examine her life without Sheri, to
complete an assignment, and possibly make a professional decision
about her future. Tomorrow she’d begin working on the business side
of the problem, but the personal would have to wait. Her emotions
were too raw. After a quick shower, she climbed into bed and
reached for the earplugs usually reserved for raucous nights
downtown. Tonight they’d protect her from peculiar sounds she
didn’t want to examine too closely.

*

“Well, well, well, guess I don’t have to ask why
you’re late. I’m sure it has something to do with the guest in
cabin seven.” Ann grinned as Carter entered the office.

“Please don’t start.” Carter wasn’t about to admit
her attraction to the high-strung Ms. Ferguson. Emma’s wild red
hair and sad blue eyes had caught Carter off guard. Damn it, even
her crooked smile was unique and endearing. The fullness of Emma’s
breasts and the press of her hips as Carter had rescued her from a
tumble toward the lake had ignited instant desire, but Emma’s flash
of annoyance at her clumsiness and Carter’s laughter had set off
drama-queen warning bells.

“You’ve got to admit she’s a looker,” Ann said.
“It’s like the Goddess sprinkled copper shavings all over her body
with those freckles and set her hair on fire. I imagine she’d fly
hot in a second.”

“You have no idea,” Carter mumbled. “Do we have to
talk about this right now?” She rolled her eyes as her aunt
launched into her next observation.

“I was just making conversation. If I know you, you
didn’t say a dozen words. She probably thinks you’re mute.” Ann
gave Carter an apologetic shrug. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean
that. You know me, open mouth, insert both feet.”

“It’s okay, Ann.”

“Redheads are sexy as hell and independent too. Your
mama, Goddess rest her soul, was the same way. You couldn’t tell
her anything she didn’t want to hear, especially when it came to my
no-account brother. The more he chased, the harder she ran the
other way. I think dating was a sport for both of them, but I do
believe they really loved each other.”

“Does this story have a purpose or are you just
rambling?”

Ann pretended to ignore Carter as she locked the
office, hung the emergency number on the door, and walked toward
the Jeep. “So what are you going to do?”

“What do you mean, what am I going to do? Nothing. I
just met the woman.” Carter gave Ann a pleading let’s-not-go-there
look and twisted her necklace between her thumb and middle finger.
“What’s on my to-do list for tomorrow?”

“Stop with the diversion and fiddling with your
necklace. You do it every time you get nervous. I haven’t known you
all your life without learning a few things. You must like this
girl at least a little.”

“I have a couple of errands to run and need to fit
them into my day.” Carter wanted desperately not to have a
conversation about Emma Ferguson. If Ann got wind she was even
slightly attracted to her, she’d do everything in her power to push
them together.

“Carter Amelia West, listen to me. I’m the closest
thing you ever had to a mama. I’m damn sure your aunt and only
living relative, so you have to listen to me. I’m going to say my
piece. You see something you like and haul tail in the opposite
direction. All I ask is that you give yourself a chance for
once.”

“Maybe I don’t want to.” Flashes of Ann’s
thirty-six-year relationship with Cass played like a slow-motion
trailer in her mind. She could never emulate their years of love
and commitment, nor could she imagine the eventual loss of a love
so deep. Maybe she was just afraid. She’d learned years ago that
pain was a normal part of life and love.

“At some point you’re going to have to settle down.
These fly-by-night liaisons with tourists and townsfolk won’t last
forever. You’ll eventually get lonely for something real,
substantial. Trust me.”

“How could I possibly be lonely if I have you?”
Carter joked, hoping against hope to change the subject of her
transitory but sexually sufficient escapades.

“That’s just it. I won’t always be here, and at the
rate you’re going, I’ll find another girlfriend before you do. When
was your last dalliance anyway? That one you met in certification
training a year ago. What was her name?”

“Dalliance? Really, Ann?”

“Call it what you want. It was temporary. They all
are with you. What was that woman’s name? Bobby,
Bunny…something weird.” Ann thumbed the side of her jaw and looked
at her expectantly. “I know you still hook up with her occasionally
when you go to Charlottesville.”

“Hook up? Where do you hear these words?”

“The kids keep me hip, but you’re avoiding again.
Tell me her name.”

“It doesn’t matter because we’re not talking about
her. You’ve got this harebrained idea about Emma Ferguson, a woman
I just met. Let it go, Ann.”

“Just promise that whatever reservations you have
about a real relationship, you won’t let me stand in the way of
your happiness. I’d never forgive myself.”

Carter swallowed against the tightness in her
throat. What would Ann think if she knew Carter had ended more than
one relationship because she was afraid of being hurt the way she’d
seen Ann hurt? She’d call her a coward and demand she take charge
of her life. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You were studying to be a child psychologist at
UVA, quit, and moved here, supposedly because you were bored with
university and wanted something new. I think you were worried about
me being here alone.”

“It’s not about you, Ann.” What else could she say?
Ann’s safety and happiness had been part of her reason, but the
truth was more complicated, and Carter would never hurt Ann by
telling her.

“I’m not convinced, but whatever you say. Now get me
home. It’s cocktail hour, and there’s a vodka tonic with my name on
it.”

“I love you, Ann.” Carter reached over and patted
her aunt’s hand as she drove the short distance to their log home
just outside the park property.

“Of course you do, honey. ’Cause I know best, always
have. You don’t live to be my age without getting a few perks. I’m
never wrong, except that one time. Never mind. I knew I shouldn’t
listen to that crazy woman. I can’t believe I lived with her for
thirty-six years.”

“You loved Cass as much as your vodka tonics.”

“Course I did. Don’t mean she didn’t drive me crazy
sometimes. That’s another thing I know for sure. It’s the ones that
drive you crazy, claw their way right under your skin that we end
up wanting, not the nice ones. Women in our bloodline need a
challenge, honey.”

“You need a vodka tonic in the worst way.” She
stopped the Jeep in front of their home that suddenly seemed huge
compared to the small park cabins. “Do you ever think this place is
too big for just the two of us?”

Ann looked toward the sprawling two-story house. “It
was perfect when Cass was alive. We had a master suite on one side,
and you had one on the other, perfect cohabitation property. I keep
hoping you’ll bring someone special home one day…and not kick me
out.”

“Never happen.” She’d definitely never kick Ann out.
And she’d probably never find that special person who made her want
to commit to forever. “Let’s get you a drink.”

“That’s my girl.” Ann laughed and followed Carter
toward the house. “Any woman would be lucky to have you.”


Chapter Two

Each step of Emma’s walk to the park office next
morning jarred her pounding head and churned her morning coffee
perilously in her stomach. When she opened the door, Ann stood
behind the counter, a straw hat decorated with fishing hooks and
lures covering her head.

Ann smiled broadly and waved.

“Morning, Ann. Do you have anything for a monster
headache?” Emma dropped her messenger bag on the floor and leaned
against the counter. “I was going into town, but I don’t think I’ll
make it like this. I could be a hazard to the motoring public.”

“What’s the matter, honey? You look a little
blanched. Rough night?”

“You could say that. I’m not really an outdoors
person, and I heard lots of strange sounds outside my cabin. Guess
I over-medicated with the wine.”

“And maybe it’s not the setting. You looked a little
unsettled and your eyes were puffy when you checked in yesterday. I
thought a quiet night in nature would help, but…” When Emma gave
her a quizzical look, Ann added, “I usually save my personal
observations for day three. I don’t mean to pry, but you can talk
to me…if you want.”

“I’m sure I was a fright yesterday if I looked half
as bad as I felt. I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about. Happens to the best of
us. My offer is always open.”

Ann’s words had the ring of sincerity, and her
concern touched Emma. “Thanks, but just the meds, if you have
anything.” She wasn’t in the mood for conversation, especially
about the reason for her puffy eyes yesterday or her wine-induced
disposition today.

“Got what you need right here.” Ann busied herself
for a few minutes with an electric kettle in the kitchenette a few
feet behind the counter and then proudly offered her a smelly
concoction in a white Styrofoam cup. “Drink it all right down or it
won’t work. Don’t sniff it or you might not make it.”

Taking one whiff of the brew, Emma pushed it aside.
“Not a chance I’m drinking that stuff. Are you trying to kill
me?”

“Oh, no, ma’am,” Ann replied without a hint of
levity. “Just because I wear weird clothes and see things a little
differently doesn’t mean I’m a whack job. This really works. It’s
only herbs, nothing artificial. It’ll cure what ails you, the
headache and your—”

“My what?” Emma was intrigued and a bit amused.

“Your…you know…your frustrations.” Ann waved her
hand toward Emma’s middle like she should know exactly what she
meant.

“What do you know about my frustrations?”

“Honey child, I’ve lived a long time. There are not
many looks a woman has that I can’t name. I lived with crazy Cass
Calloway for thirty-six years. Mood-reading was a means of
self-preservation. Now you, Ms. Ferguson, you’ve got that—”

“No need for details.” Emma raised her hand to stop
what would probably have been an accurate assessment of her
preoccupation with Ann’s niece. “I’ll drink the medicine.” Emma
held her nose and downed the vile mixture in several quick gulps.
It didn’t taste as bad as it smelled, with a slight hint of coffee,
a touch of cinnamon, and some indescribables thrown in.

“How’s that?” Ann smiled, wiping her hands down the
front of her Burning Man sweatshirt.

“Not bad, not bad at all. Let’s just hope it lives
up to your claims.”

“It will, but you might want to wait a few minutes
before you head out. Come over here and have a seat. That
concoction’s been known to cause strong reactions in folks. Might
not bother you though. You look like you have a pretty robust
constitution, if you get my drift.”

Emma joined Ann in the leather recliners beside the
wood stove. It could be a full-time job keeping up with all Ann’s
drifts. “So, you lived with a woman for thirty-six years? Did you?
I mean were you—”

“Lovers? Is that what you’re trying to ask? You
don’t seem like the beat-around-the-bush type to me. Spit it out,
child.”

Emma’s face flushed. “Yes, but I didn’t want to pry.
You don’t even know me.”

“You weren’t prying, honey. I know you writers are a
curious lot. And I take every chance I get to talk about my Cass.
It keeps her alive in here.” Ann patted her chest. “We were
friends, lovers, fighters, partners, Mrs. and Mrs., and everything
else that goes along with loving another woman.”

Emma was fascinated, and more than a little
impressed, that a woman of Ann’s age and experience would talk so
openly about a lesbian relationship. The subject was bound to have
been taboo in her youth. “Have you always lived here in Patrick
County?”

“Oh yeah. I was probably the first full-blown
lez-bean this county ever knew about for sure. Sometimes I felt
like a local attraction, the way people pointed and stared. But it
didn’t bother me. I didn’t try to hide my feelings for Cass from
day one. No, sir. What you see is what you get with Ann West.”

“How old were you when you met?”

“Cass and I knew each other all our lives. We went
to school together and lived right next door to one another. I had
a crush on her from about age ten. She was in the kissing booth at
the fall festival when I was fifteen, and a couple of boys dared me
to kiss her. That kiss changed my life. You ever had anyone kiss
you like that?”

Not even close. Emma kept her response to
herself. The look in Ann’s eyes told her she wouldn’t believe her.
“Why did it take so long for you to get together? If my math is
right, and I’m guessing your age close at all, that leaves a lot of
years unaccounted for.”

“Cass wasn’t quite as good at snubbing decorum as I
was. She tried to convince herself she wasn’t that way, as
it was called back then. She spent a long time dancing around the
whoopee pole.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Going with men, being married, being straight, or
being whatever everybody thought she ought to be.”

Ann’s eyes suddenly lost some of their vibrancy.
Cass’s decision to remain closeted and not commit to their
relationship had obviously affected her deeply. Emma understood the
longing for a truly loving commitment. “I’m sorry, Ann. Where were
you all this time Cass was so undecided—in a convent?”

“Oh, no. I could take a hint. No way was I staying
in this rinky-dink town watching the woman I love be passed from
man to man. Most of them were uglier than a sack of smashed
assholes and dumber than a stump. I joined the national guard soon
as I was old enough. They’d take you as a nursing trainee at the
time. I ended up in a MASH unit and traveled the world. Honey, I
sampled some of the world’s best feminine cuisine. You couldn’t
tell it now, but I was quite a catch at the time.” Ann raked a hand
through wavy gray hair, lifted her chin, and winked.

Emma couldn’t help but laugh. “So, did it help you
forget Cass?”

“Nothing can make you forget your soul mate—not
someone else, not time, not distance. You seem smart enough to know
that.”

Emma was completely out of her depth. If she’d ever
experienced the kind of love Ann felt for Cass, she might’ve been
able to identify with what Ann was talking about. Her heart ached
with the realization that she had not, maybe never would. She
stood.

“I’m feeling better, Ann. Thank you for the medicine
and the chat. I should get moving, or I’ll pass the whole day here
with you.” She started toward the door and turned back. “Maybe we
can talk about my story some other time.”

“I’d be honored. Just tell me what you need.” Ann
gave a thumbs-up.

“I need to locate Fannie Mae Buffkin first. I
understand she lives downtown.”

Ann broke eye contact and wiped her hand across the
spotless countertop. “Yeah. She lives in the mansion on the hill in
the center of town, overlooking the old furniture factory. You
can’t miss it. If you don’t mind me asking, why her?” Ann sounded a
little tense.

“She’s hired me to write an article, so she’s my
initial stop.”

Ann nodded as if satisfied with her answer, but her
expression was still strained. “If you want the busiest busy-body
in town, you need to talk to Harriett Smoltz, the librarian. You
can’t miss her. She looks like a frumpy old maid, always wears the
most unflattering clothes. If she doesn’t have what you need, her
meddlesome twin sister, Hannah, will. She’s the historian for the
county. The jobs couldn’t have gone to a better pair. They started
out as telephone switchboard operators in the day and held on until
the last gasp. The town had to come up with other jobs that allowed
them to remain respectably nosy.”

“That sounds perfect. Who knows? This history piece
may be sprinkled with a little excitement after all.”

Ann mumbled something she couldn’t quite make
out.

“Sorry?”

“I said good luck.”

Emma turned toward the door just as it opened, and
Carter strolled in. She looked as surprised as Emma felt to bump
into each other again so soon. Her pressed uniform hugged her toned
body, and her eyes swept Emma slowly. God help her, but she liked
being visually caressed by the sexy ranger.

“Now here’s exactly what you need,” Ann said.
“Carter, give Emma a ride into town and show her around.”

Emma’s insides tightened and her pulse pounded at
the possibility of being confined in a vehicle with Carter for any
amount of time. “That’s really not necessary. I have my car.”

“And I really need to—”

“You need to take care of our guest. There’s nothing
earth-shattering on your schedule today, unless you’re partial to
unblocking a toilet.” Ann’s eyes twinkled, and Emma suspected that
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