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Blurb 
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He possesses a unique skill set to unleash the truth.

––––––––
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She’s a veteran under protection. 

––––––––
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When danger deepens, this unlikely duo sets out to wreak havoc on the man who murdered her brother.

––––––––
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When Garrett Crown’s friend is murdered on his watch, he’s devastated. Running from his demons, he leaves the city and returns to his family homestead in Kentucky, hopeful that small-town life and tranquility will once again be his companion.

Riley Murphy, aka Skeeter, spent ten years in the Army only to be ousted when she claimed that her commanding officer had beat her, and left her for dead. Soon after, her career Army brother commits suicide. Skeeter finds evidence of foul play, but her accusations fall on deaf ears when she names her commanding officer.

Fearing for her life, she takes refuge at the Crown Ranch under the protection of two of her brother’s former military friends, one being Garrett’s brother.

When reminders related to her past with her commanding officer show up at her doorstep, she again fears death.

Garrett feels a powerful attraction to Skeeter and vows to protect her, no matter the cost. He failed his friend, but he will NOT fail Skeeter.

*****
[image: ]


Want to stay connected? 

If you'd like to be the first to find out about my new releases or book deals, please sign up for my newsletter.

SIGN UP for Valerie J. Clarizio's Newsletter!
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Chapter One
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Garrett Crown backed up his truck and small moving trailer to the front door of his father’s large, two-story house. The very house he’d called home for his first twenty-four years of life. For the past twelve years, he’d lived in Washington, DC, working as a software engineer for a firm that contracted with both large corporations and the military. His specialty was on the military side, and he loved it. 

He climbed out of the truck, slid open the back door, and eyed his belongings. What he loved even more about his job was the fact he’d cut a deal to work from home, and home was now once again the Crown Ranch that had been in his family for generations. 

At the age of thirty-six, he’d never imagined he’d be returning home, but here he stood, breathing in the fresh, spring Kentucky air. Clean, small-town air. Nice.

Part of him would miss the hustle and bustle of the city, no doubt. With his very next thought, his chest tightened and his heart seized. He perspired and fought for a breath. Kari. What he wouldn’t miss about the city was the crime and the reminders of the loss of his good friend who’d been murdered. He tamped down the obstruction in his throat and swallowed hard. If only he’d tried harder to help her, she’d still be alive.

He closed his eyes and drew in a long breath of the calming, fresh spring Kentucky country air and let it out. With all that had gone on, it was good to be home. The safe, secure, quiet confines of home were exactly what he desired at this stage in his life. Through the years, he’d visited plenty of times, but now he’d be staying.

“You’re here! Finally!” 

He spun to face his sister. She practically leaped off the porch and threw her arms around him, pulling him into a bear hug. 

“Jeez, Peyton, I was just home in December.” 

She backed off and swiped tears from her cheeks. “I know, but now you are staying.” Her gaze floated to her swollen belly, and she placed her palm on it. “My little sweet pea here will get to see his uncle all the time.”

Garrett smiled. He was excited about that. His older brother Blaine and Blaine’s wife, Ashley, had a little girl, but they lived in Texas, and he got to see them only twice a year—every Christmas and every Kentucky Derby, an event his entire family never missed.

He swung his gaze around until it landed on the large wooden double doors leading into the home. It looked and sounded quiet. 

“Where is everyone?” he asked. He had phoned Peyton with his estimated arrival time, so he’d expected them to greet him.

Peyton smiled warmly. “Storm and Coach are in the ranch office, and Dad is in Lexington for the day.” 

She pointed to his brother Coach’s new home across the driveway. “Meredith is in her office working.”

Really? They’d all known he would arrive at this time today, and only Peyton could see her way to greet him. She had a job, too, yet she’d made the effort. Admittedly, he was sad about this. And who the heck would help him move the heavy stuff out of the trailer? His very pregnant sister? Though she was probably stubborn enough to think she could help.

“Aw, are you sad we didn’t throw you a big welcome-home party?” 

Sarcasm dripped from her tone. That’s the sister he knew. 

Yes, but he wouldn’t admit that to her. Were his dad, siblings, and their spouses not as excited as he was about his return home? 

“Well, at least your old room is ready for you. The girls have finished moving their stuff into their new home. So, you have that going for you,” Peyton said.

He’d lost his room to Meredith’s nieces for the past couple of years. Coach and Meredith had married a year ago, a year after her sister was murdered, and she’d inherited her nieces, Frannie, now six, and Iris, now fifteen. An unnerving quiver raked through Garrett’s body as he thought about the horrible tragedy of the poor girls witnessing their father killing their mother. 

Seeing as Coach ran the daily operations of the Crown Ranch, they’d all lived in the homestead until they’d built their own home on the property. Garrett glanced at the new home across the way. It resembled his father’s home, but was smaller. Just like his dad’s, Coach and Meredith’s home was two stories, painted white, and had grand windows. Two little cupolas rested on the roof. 

“Wait until you see the inside. It’s beautiful. Meredith has stunning taste. In fact, let’s go say hi to her. She’s been working so much lately we’ll give her a break, and you can check it out.”

He shrugged and followed his sister. Without knocking, she pushed her way through the large entry door.

“Meredith?” Peyton called out.

“I’m in the kitchen.”

He followed his sister as he swung his gaze from side to side, noticing the massive stone fireplace and oversized leather furniture in the living room and then the office on the opposite side of the long hall that ran the length of the house to the back door.

“Surprise!”

His heart slammed in his chest, and his pulse ratcheted up a notch with a jolt of shock.

He smiled, excited to see his beaming family gathered around the kitchen island. His dad, Coach, Meredith, and Peyton’s husband, Storm. Iris and Frannie weren’t there, but he understood as it was a school day.

Meredith rose from her stool and welcomed him with open arms. Coach and Storm did the obligatory nod, and his dad shook his hand and gave him one of those half hugs that guys did.

“Welcome home, son.”

His gaze floated to a large sheet cake in the center of the island next to a colorful balloon bouquet. 

“Sorry, you can’t have any yet,” Meredith said.

He looked at the tall, slim woman. Her dark eyes zoned in on him. From what his brother had told him, and from his limited time spent with her, he knew she was a woman not to be messed with. But he was starving and wanted some of that cake.

Purposefully, he narrowed his eyes. “I think it’s my cake.” He pointed to it. “It says Welcome Home, Garrett. I should be able to have some of my cake, don’t you think?”

A hint of a smile rose from her lips. “It’s a good argument, but I promised the girls we wouldn’t tap into it until they were home.” She glanced at her watch, then back to him. “They should be home any minute. They are excited to see you and hoped you would not get here before they got home. They wanted to be part of the surprise party.”

His heart warmed at the thought of how much he’d grown to love those girls. Meredith and Coach were an unlikely match, yet they appeared so much in love. Coach had gotten an instant family and had told him frequently that he couldn’t be happier. 

“I could drive away and come back after they get off the bus,” he offered, willing to do anything to make the girls happy.

“Too late!” Iris said from the archway, drawing his attention.

Frannie ran toward him with her arms in the air. He yanked her from the floor, hugged her, and then spun her around. The little girl’s sweet giggle was music to his ears. 

He set her down and then returned his gaze to Meredith. “So, we can have cake now?”

“Yay,” Frannie exclaimed and clapped. Her big brown eyes fixed on him as if he’d just granted her biggest wish.

Chuckles filled the room.

“I guess,” Meredith conceded. 

After he wolfed down his cake, he zoned in on Coach and Storm. “Well, that trailer isn’t going to empty itself.”

“True,” Coach replied. “And make sure you’re done by six so you don’t hold up dinner.”

Storm laughed. “Yeah.”

“I’m making your favorite, so you won’t want to dillydally,” Peyton added. 

Usually, he could garner support from her, but it appeared she was not on his side this time. 

“Seriously?”

Frannie tugged on his shirt. “I’ll help you, Uncle Garrett.” 

Chuckles filled the room.

The six-year-old was the only one willing to help.

Storm rose, yanked Frannie from the floor, and placed her on his shoulders. “Since Frannie’s helping, I’ll help, too.”

“Fine, I’m in,” Coach said as he rose from his seat. “Let’s get this done, and then we can have a couple of beers.” 

“Super, but first I just want to take a minute to check on Pegasus.” 

He, Coach, and Storm headed to the horse barn. Once they entered the building, his brother and brother-in-law peeled off to their office, and he continued on to Pegasus’ stall. He’d missed his horse as much as he’d missed his family. 

Pegasus was not only an enormous horse, but he was big spirited, and it had taken a while for him and the horse to mesh, but once they had, the bond was unbreakable. 

He flung open the stall gate. No horse. Glancing over his shoulder, he could see Gunner’s head over his gate. Moving his gaze to the left, he could see Handsome Jack in his pen. Where was Pegasus? 

Pegasus’ distressed neigh bellowed from down the corridor. Garrett ran in that direction. He hadn’t taken six steps outside when he glimpsed a tiny woman struggling to climb up into the tall horse’s saddle. The spirited horse was not about to have it. 

Garrett’s pulse pounded, and he ran in that direction. The horse bucked, but the small-framed woman held on. But for how long? What had provoked Pegasus to behave this way? Yes, he was spirited, but Garrett rode him with no issue. Coach did as well. Who in the hell was this stranger on his horse? 

The last thing he needed was for this woman to get tossed off the excited horse. Even though he was unsure how he would get her off the horse safely, he still approached. 

“Pegasus,” he called out, keeping his voice steady, though his nerves rattled. 

The horse’s head snapped in his direction, and he stilled for a moment as his big brown eyes studied him. Slowly, Garrett reached for the reins as he used his relaxed tone to calm the horse. 

He could feel the woman’s penetrating gaze on him, but he refused to break eye contact with Pegasus until he could get her to safety.

“I got this,” the rider said. Her sharp tone caused Pegasus to flinch and try to tug away from him, but he held firm, even though the horse nearly lifted him completely off the ground.

“It’s okay, Pegasus. And, lady, no, you don’t.” Garrett’s words were sharp, but he kept his voice neutral so as not to upset the horse any further.

The woman huffed, and Pegasus reacted with a quick twist of his body, tossing the rider off. She screamed, and slammed into his torso with full force. Instinctively, he wrapped his arms around her. Pegasus ran off to the corner of the fenced-in area and paced nervously. 

“Let me go!” the rider yelled and pushed at him with her tiny hands as if her life depended on getting away from him.

“What’s going on?” Coach asked.

Garrett released the woman and fixed his gaze on his approaching brother and Storm. 

“This...person was trying to ride Pegasus. She got bucked off, right into me.”

“I would have been fine if you hadn’t interfered,” she snapped.

He narrowed his gaze on her. “No, you wouldn’t have. And what were you doing on my horse?”

“Your horse? This is a Crown horse.”

“That’s right, I’m Garrett Crown, and you should really get permission to ride someone else’s horse. Especially a spirited horse like Pegasus. He requires an experienced rider.”

She planted her hands on her narrow hips. “I am an experienced rider.”

From what he’d seen of her in that saddle, she sure hadn’t looked skilled.

Her haughty attitude irritated him and caused him to react similarly.

“Really. How long have you been riding?” he asked with an arch of his brow.

Her gaze landed on Coach and Storm, who stood only a few feet away. Coach’s mouth opened as if he was going to answer the question. It surprised Garrett when his brother closed his mouth. Coach usually played a mediator role, hence the nickname he’d garnered while in the military. Jeremiah was his brother’s real name, but nobody called him that anymore. 

The tiny woman ground the tip of her cowboy boot into the soil. “A couple of months.”

Garrett crossed his arms over his chest. “And that makes you experienced?”

Her jaw knotted. “I’ve been riding Sassy Girl ever since I got here.”

“For Chrissake, Sassy Girl is over twenty-five years old, and she’s the furthest thing from sassy. She’s the most docile horse I’ve ever ridden, and she’s the go-to for new riders.”

The second those words escaped his mouth, the woman shot her angry gaze to Coach and Storm. The two decorated Army heroes flinched at the intensity of it. They’d been busted. This mystery woman had had no clue they’d been using Sassy Girl on her for some reason. If horses were counselors, Sassy Girl would be the best of the best. 

“Skeeter,” Coach said softly. 

The woman kicked the dirt, spun, and huffed off. 

“Skeeter?” Garrett repeated. Interesting nickname.

“It’s a long story,” his brother replied. 

“I have time,” Garrett offered, wanting to know more about the feisty redhead who’d stormed off.

“Well, it’s her story to tell. But, for the safety of the family, we’ll give you some details once you’re settled in.”

“Safety?” 

“Unfortunately, yes. But let’s get out of her sight for now to let her calm down. Come on, we’ll get your trailer unloaded,” his brother said as he motioned for Garrett to follow him and Storm.

His feet moved in the direction they should, but his head spun to catch another glimpse of the flaming-haired beauty. 
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Chapter Two 
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Skeeter stomped her way to the edge of the pasture bordering the woods, covering forty acres before she knew it. She stared at the trailhead on which she’d ridden Sassy Girl plenty of times. How could Coach and Storm let her believe she’d mastered riding a horse? They hadn’t told her Sassy Girl was a training horse, so to speak. They’d led her to think she’d accomplished something she hadn’t. Men. Jerks. If they weren’t trying to get in your pants, or bullying you into submissiveness, they were hovering over you like a controlling parent thinking the child could do nothing on their own. 

Her overprotective parents and their meddling were why she was here under the watchful eyes of Coach and Storm. Agreeing to come to the Crown Ranch had been the only way to get her mom to stop worrying and crying. 

For Chrissake, she was thirty-four years old, and everyone still told her what she could and couldn’t do. Not to mention she’d served in the Army for twelve years, in which she’d endured two overseas tours. How in the hell had her life turned to shit so quickly in six months? She’d just been promoted to major, and the next thing she’d known, she was out. It had been her plan to retire from the Army someday, but that hadn’t come to fruition. After what had happened to her, she no longer wished to be reminded of her time spent in the service. But looking at Coach and Storm reminded her every time. The men had served with her brother, Brogan aka Pitbull. It was because the three men had been such loyal comrades that her parents had called Coach and asked him for his help. He’d agreed, and now here she stood, on a horse ranch with near strangers, under their protection. 

Tears stung the backs of her eyes at the thought of Brogan. She’d cried too many times to count and decided it was time to stop crying, because that wouldn’t bring him back. But to die the way he did practically ripped her heart out and had about killed their elderly parents, so she supposed she somewhat understood why they’d felt desperate enough to place the call to Coach aka Jeremiah Crown. 

If her brother were still alive, he’d surely set out to avenge the men responsible for... She swallowed hard. She didn’t want to think about that now, yet day in and day out, all she thought about was the horrible experience that had led her back to civilian life and caused her to hide out at the Crown Ranch.

A quiver raked through her body, and her skin crawled where she had touched Garrett when he’d grabbed hold of her when she’d been thrown off Pegasus. 

She held her shaky hands in front of her eyes. Other than hugging her father, she hadn’t touched another man, well, since all that bullshit happened. 

Dammit. She hated feeling so trapped, used, vulnerable. At one point in her life, she’d felt strong and unstoppable. Now she couldn’t seem to pull it together, even if her life depended on it. 

She swiped a rogue tear from her flaming cheek, then kicked at the hollowed-out stump in front of her. When it crumbled down, she felt good—satisfied. If only she had done that to her assailants. What she wouldn’t give for another kick at them, but the lack of concrete evidence had set the assholes free.

The sound of hooves snapped her out of her horrible reverie. With reluctance, she turned her head to find Storm seated on Patriot, who was a towering horse compared to the one who followed behind. Good ol’ Sassy Girl. 

“Let’s take a ride,” he said as he bounced his dark gaze between her and Sassy.

Of course he’d bring the tiny old nag for her. Evidently, that’s the only horse in the barn she could handle. 

Knowing arguing with Storm would be of no use, she hopped up on Sassy and followed him. Truth be told, Sassy followed Patriot, and Skeeter hadn’t had to do a thing to make that happen. What in the hell had she been thinking to attempt to ride a large, magnificent horse like Pegasus? 

Looking up, she caught the concerned gaze Storm tossed over his shoulder. After a couple of seconds, and without a word, he faced forward, and they continued on the trail. 

When she’d first heard the horse approach, she’d expected to see Coach, not Storm. Coach was always the one in the forefront and did the talking. Talk, talk, talk. He was always trying to fix things, trying to lead wayward souls to a resolution. She guessed that’s how he’d gotten his nickname. It did suit him. 

Storm was the quiet one. He could usually relay a thousand words with just a look or an action. Her brother had warned her that Storm was not one to be reckoned with. That’s how he’d gotten his nickname. 

In any case, she was happy it was Storm on watch today, because she wasn’t in the mood for conversation. She supposed Storm had drawn the short straw on this one, because he and Coach were both smart enough to know that a Crown male was not what she needed right now after her confrontation with Garrett. 

It didn’t help that the brothers resembled each other, though Coach was broader through the shoulders and more clean-cut than Garrett. Garret’s shaggy hair and five-o’clock shadow would never fly on Coach. Though there was something about that stubble on Garrett’s chiseled face that had caused her fingertips to itch to touch it.

When she wasn’t pissed at the men, like she was now, she understood why her late brother had liked the big, brawny former military machines. They were three peas in a pod. She swallowed hard—except the three were now two. 

Refocusing on the trail, she knew exactly where Storm was going. The creek with a small waterfall had become one of her favorite places on the ranch. The serene ambience was always a welcome sight and feel. 

The refreshing spring air washed across her flaming cheeks, gradually cooling them down. The lush vegetation was full-on budding, and the earthy aroma reminded her it had rained the day before. 

Effortlessly, the horses climbed the moist trail up the hill. They crossed over the narrow wooden bridge located high above the slim river that wound its way through the property. 

The terrain dipped down and then rose as they crossed into the hardwoods with rocky formations. Within minutes, they were at the creek. As she’d assumed, Storm dismounted and led his horse to the water’s edge for a drink. She did the same with Sassy Girl. The horses slurped.

Storm’s dark gaze zoned in on her. “You okay?”

No, she wasn’t, and she actually held little hope she ever would be again. But in this moment, she was safe. 

“Yeah.”

Sassy’s head snapped up from the creek, and that big brown gaze of hers narrowed on her and screamed, Liar, calling her out. Even the freaking horse knew she was a hot mess.

“Sassy,” Storm said with a hint of a somewhat suppressed chuckle in his tone.

The horse shifted her gaze to the brawny man, offered a neigh, and then resumed slurping water.

“So, what happened out there with Garrett?”

Skeeter avoided Storm’s gaze and planted it on the small waterfall that lay twenty feet up the creek. Water cascaded down the rocky steps. The drop wasn’t much more than Storm’s height, but it was still a breathtaking, mesmerizing waterfall. 

“Well, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but know I’m here to listen. And you don’t need to worry about Garrett. He’s a good person.”

Peyton Crown sure got herself a good one here. In Skeeter’s experience, there weren’t many good men on the face of the earth. To date, she’d met four—her father, brother, Storm, and Coach. Well, maybe five. Coach’s dad, Robert, seemed pretty nice and dependable as well. Every other man she’d met had been nothing but a disappointment. 

She returned her gaze to the kind man standing next to her. “Garrett didn’t do anything. It was all me. But I am a little pissed that you and Coach led me to believe I’d become a better rider than I am.”

He looked at the ground. “If it helps any, they did the same to me.”

“What?”

He met her gaze. “They put me on Sassy Girl when I got here.” He shrugged. “She’s the best.” Storm patted Patriot’s back. “But now I have this guy, and Sassy’s back in rotation.” 

What in the hell was this guy talking about? When he got here? Unlike her, he had his shit together. During her past several months here, she’d never given a thought to how he and Peyton had met or how and when he’d come to live at the Crown Ranch. 

Storm’s already massive chest inflated more with the long breath he drew in, and it shrank when he let the air out. His gaze intensified. “I didn’t have an easy time acclimating to civilian life. I don’t know if I ever would have without this place, without coming here. I know you’re not happy here, but I hope you can give it a little longer. This place and this family seem to work wonders.”

For the guy who hardly ever spoke, he’d sure said a lot just now. It was no wonder why her brother had liked him and Coach so much. 

Storm tugged at Patriot’s reins, took a few steps away from the creek, and mounted the horse. 

She did the same with Sassy Girl, who was anything but sassy.

Curiosity had her wanting to know Storm’s story. Surely, from his comments, there was one. Why had he come to the ranch? Had something horrible happened to him? On the outside, he looked great, and he carried himself with assurance. Had he shared just a small part of his life with her to give her hope that she could pull herself together as he had? 

From her seated position in the saddle, she leaned forward and hugged the docile horse’s neck. Sassy offered a soft, comforting neigh. 

Tears slipped from Skeeter’s eyes. Maybe there was hope.
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Chapter Three 


[image: ]


Garrett’s mouth watered as he waited impatiently for his sister to dish some of her famous lasagna onto his plate. She scooped a tiny piece, set it on a plate, and then stretched her arm in his direction as if it was his.

A slight smirk rose on her face. “Will that be enough?”

For Chrissake, the six-year-old seated next to him had a bigger piece on her plate, and there was plenty in that pan for everyone to gorge themselves. So, no. It wasn’t enough. 

He reached over and grabbed hold of Frannie’s chair and slid it closer to him. “I’ll just take some of Frannie’s. She can’t eat all that,” he said as he made a move for the child’s plate. 

The kid was quick to grab her plate. “Uh-uh, Uncle Garrett.”

Chuckles echoed throughout the dining room. 

“We don’t need any brawling at the table,” Peyton said as she placed another piece on his plate and handed it to him. 

It smelled awesome, and he could hardly wait to dig in. He forked up a mouthful of heaven and swung his gaze around the room, pausing briefly at each member of his family. Meals like this were among the things he’d missed most while living away from here. Not just the wonderful food, but, more important, the family gathering. As a young man after he’d graduated from college, he couldn’t wait to get out into the world on his own. But in just the few hours he’d been home now, he’d realized how much he’d missed his family and the Crown Ranch. 

Frannie sat to his left and then Iris. His brother Coach was at the head of the table opposite his father at the other end. Rounding the corner from his brother sat his new wife, Meredith. An instant family for Coach, but it looked and felt right. Garrett’s sister sat next to Meredith, then Storm on the opposite side of her. The only family missing from this table was his brother Blaine, Blaine’s wife, Ashley, and their daughter, Emily, who all lived in Houston. The large table they sat at was plenty big enough for them all to gather, as they did over the holidays and for the Kentucky Derby when they were all home. There was even enough room for the feisty redhead seated across the table from him.

Garrett drew in a long breath and relished the scent of home. Then his gaze landed on Skeeter. The nickname suited the tiny-framed woman. The second she noticed him looking at her, she averted her eyes.

Skeeter, hmm. What was her real name? What was her story? How had she come to live here on the ranch? 

His gaze floated to Storm, then Meredith, then his nieces. In just a short time, this table had filled. When he’d been a child, family and immeasurable love had surrounded this table. Then emptiness and sorrow had intruded for a period after his mother had died, but through the years, love and fullness had found its way back. 

During his last couple of visits, he’d realized how much he needed this—to be closer to his family. He placed his hand over his aching heart. He needed his family more than ever now. He tamped down the lump that rose in his throat. When his friend Kari died, it was like he’d lost a piece of himself, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to get it back. 

“Garrett?” Dad’s voice snapped him out of his horrible reverie.

“Yeah?”

“Are you okay? Looks like we lost you there for a minute.”

All gazes were on him. What had he done or missed?

“I’m fine. Just tired from the drive and unloading the trailer.”

Dad nodded.

Stupidly, Garrett looked at his sister. Her gaze bore into him, and he knew immediately she had read his every thought about Kari, but she didn’t say anything.

When they finished the main course, Peyton ducked into the kitchen and returned with what remained of his welcome-home cake that they’d practically devoured earlier. Now would surely be the end of it. 

Once they finished dessert, Garrett, Coach, Storm, and Dad moseyed into the large home office, where Dad poured them each a finger of bourbon. Garrett took hold of his glass and swirled the amber liquid around, then lifted the glass to his nose. A caramel, smoky scent warmed his nostrils. Sure, he drank bourbon in the city, but it wasn’t the same as drinking it here with his family.

Following his father’s lead, he sat in one of the leather chairs facing the large windows overlooking the sea of green pastures. He couldn’t wait to hop on Pegasus and take a ride tomorrow and soak in the fresh spring air. No vehicle exhaust fumes. No horns blowing. No sirens blaring. Just fresh air and peace. 

“It’s good to have you home,” Dad said. Sincerity filled his tone.

He looked at his father. “It’s good to be back.”

Dad nodded.

Garrett lifted his glass to his lips, took a sip of the amber liquid, and held it in his mouth for a moment, enjoying the smoothness of it before he swallowed it down. 

“So, you’re all settled in?” Dad asked.

“Yeah, except for my desk and computer,” Garrett said as he swung his gaze to the doorway. “I appreciate you cleaning out the storage room. It will be a perfect office.” 

“I can’t believe the stuff that we’d accumulated in there through the years. We donated some of it, some is stored in the basement, and a lot of it was tossed in the garbage.”

“You didn’t find my old train set, did you?” Garrett asked.

Dad chuckled. “I did. You’d be surprised at all the stuff we found. Your sister’s Barbie dolls, Blaine’s wooden horse, Coach’s action-figure collection. All sorts of long-lost treasures.”

“So, where’s the train?”

“In the basement, on a shelf with all your other stuff.”

Garrett nodded. He hadn’t seen that thing for close to twenty years, but the thought of not having it was too much to bear. 

The four of them spent a couple hours bantering before Meredith and Peyton stepped into the office. 

His very pregnant sister looked exhausted. She leaned toward Storm and gave him a peck on the lips. “I’m going up to bed.”

“I’ll be up in just a bit,” he replied. 

Meredith informed Coach that she was going home. He inquired about the girls. “They’ve been over there for an hour already.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll be there shortly.”

“Night, all,” she said.

She and Peyton exited the room. 

Garrett smiled. In just a short period of time, the family had grown, and a new member was on the way. The way Coach and Storm looked at their spouses gave him a tinge of longing for that. Yeah, he’d had some girlfriends through the years, but none he’d ever considered spending his life with. A vision of the spunky redhead came into view. Where was she? Had she spent the past couple of hours talking with Peyton and Meredith? What was she really doing here? Coach had said he’d explain at some point. Curiosity






























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





