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        Dear Friends,

        Setting out to write a book with an agoraphobic heroine was probably pure insanity. And yet those of you who have been keeping up with the Sweet Magnolias know that nothing is impossible when it comes to these incomparable women. Raylene Hammond simply had to have her own story.

        For a victim of domestic violence, any future can be filled with uncertainty and fear, but for Raylene the fear is so overwhelming that she’s retreated to the home she shares with her friend Sarah and simply hasn’t left. Add in the threat that her ex-husband could once again come after her when he’s released from prison, and there’s a very real chance that she will never conquer those fears.

        It would take an amazing man to walk into such a situation and put his heart on the line. Carter Rollins is such a man. Though they get off to a terrible beginning, he quickly becomes Raylene’s staunchest supporter. He’s kind, patient and, most of all, determined. He offers her hope for a brighter future than she’d imagined possible.

        I hope you’ll enjoy this final story about the Sweet Magnolias. I wish each of you loyal and lasting friendships to get you through the tough times and to fill your lives with laughter…and maybe the occasional margarita!

        All best,
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        Raylene stood in the kitchen doorway on a day that was surprisingly cool for the first of June. She stared in dismay at the backyard where Sarah’s children, Tommy and Libby, had been playing not two minutes before. Now only two-year-old Libby was in sight. She was standing next to the open gate of the fenced-in yard.

        Tommy’s absence immediately set off panic in Raylene. “Libby,” she called. “Sweetie, come here. Where’s Tommy?”

        Toddling to Raylene, her big eyes filled with tears, Libby pointed in the direction of the street.

        “Come inside,” Raylene commanded. She could only deal with one missing child at a time. Raylene scooped up Libby, then raced toward the front door and flung it open to peer up and down the block. Tommy was nowhere in sight. Barely five, he couldn’t have gone too far in the time she’d been in the kitchen, she assured herself. She’d turned away just long enough to put a few cookies on a plate and pour three glasses of lemonade. Two minutes, maybe three.

        Normally she would have brought the kids inside when the sitter left to run an errand, but it had been such a beautiful day, she’d decided to let them continue playing in the yard. What had she been thinking? She’d been terrified ever since she’d moved in with Sarah and her family that something like this would happen on her watch. She’d taken every precaution she could think of to avoid it. Now, just one slip and all her worst fears were coming true.

        Opening the door, she shouted at the top of her lungs. “Tommy!” She managed to inch over the threshold, but just barely. The panic she’d felt upon discovering Tommy was gone multiplied a thousandfold as she tried to force herself to take the next step and then the next. It took every bit of willpower she possessed not to scramble right back inside. She clutched Libby so tightly that the little girl whimpered in protest.

        “Sorry, baby,” Raylene soothed.

        Again, she shouted for Tommy, but there was no response. Frustration warred with terror.

        Tommy knew the rules. He knew, even if he didn’t understand, that she couldn’t leave the house to go chasing after him. He was also an adventurous preschooler for whom rules meant very little. He couldn’t possibly comprehend that the thought of leaving the safe haven of their home terrified her. Sometimes it was beyond her understanding, too.

        Ever since Raylene had run from her abusive husband, she’d grown increasingly housebound, scared of everything beyond the boundaries of these walls. It didn’t seem to matter that Paul Hammond was safely locked behind bars, at least for a few more months. She couldn’t make herself leave the house. If anything, she’d been getting worse, not better.

        
        She forced herself to inch down the last step and onto the sidewalk, fought the fear clawing its way up the back of her throat, the trembling in her limbs. Unable to take one more step, she shouted again and again.

        “Tommy Price! You get back in this yard right this minute!”

        She scanned the street in every direction, fully expecting him to pop out from behind a bush, a lopsided grin on his face at having won some misguided game of hide-and-seek.

        Instead, there was no sign of movement on the quiet, tree-lined street. Any teens were inside playing video games or doing homework. The younger children on the block were probably indoors having an after-school snack. An hour from now, more than likely there would be a dozen kids who could tell her in which direction Tommy had gone, but for now there was no one in sight.

        Raylene tried to calm herself with the reminder that Serenity was a safe town, and small enough that almost anyone would recognize Tommy and bring him straight home. Unfortunately, those thoughts warred with too many dangerous possibilities.

        She tried telling herself that if a stranger had approached, one or both of the kids would have screamed. They’d been drilled often enough to be alert to that kind of danger. Even Libby was old enough to be wary of anyone she didn’t know. That Raylene hadn’t heard any fearful shouts was some consolation.

        All of this went spinning through her head in what seemed like an eternity, but was probably no more than a couple of minutes. She had a choice to make. She could fight her fears and try to go farther than the front steps, or she could call for help. Given her inability to leave the house for so long, she opted for being smart over saving her pride. Not wanting to waste another precious second, she punched in 911 on the portable phone.

        Her second call was to the Serenity radio station where Sarah had a morning show of talk and music. She often stayed after the show ended to book future guests. It was the station owner and Sarah’s soon-to-be husband, Travis McDonald, who took the call.

        “I’m so sorry,” Raylene kept telling him, trying not to break down in tears as she rambled through the story. “I swear I only looked away for a few minutes, and I tried to go searching for him, Travis. I really tried. I’m standing on the sidewalk now, and you know how long it’s been since I’ve come even this far. I’ve called the sheriff’s office. They’re sending a deputy right away.”

        “It’s okay, Raylene. Everything’s going to be fine,” he reassured her, though she could hear the underlying tension in his normally laid-back tone. “I’ll tell Sarah what’s going on and we’ll be there in five minutes. No need to panic. Tommy’s probably playing next door. Give Lynn a call.”

        “But surely she would have heard me shouting for him,” Raylene protested. “Hurry, Travis, please. I’ll try to go looking myself, but I don’t know if I can.”

        Travis, bless him, didn’t criticize her for this phobia that had taken over her life. He just reassured her that he was on his way. “Call next door,” he repeated. “The number’s on the bulletin board by the phone in the kitchen. Lynn will help until we get there.”

        “Of course,” she said, furious with herself for not thinking of that sooner.

        
        But when she reached Lynn, the neighbor reminded Raylene that her daughter was in a playgroup this afternoon.

        “I haven’t seen Tommy, but I’ll be right over to help with the search,” Lynn said at once.

        “Don’t bother coming here,” Raylene told her. “If you could just look up and down the street toward town and maybe alert some more of the neighbors, I’ll send Travis in the other direction as soon as he gets here. Surely Tommy can’t be more than a few blocks away.”

        “Will do,” Lynn promised, then hesitated. “Are you okay? Anything you need before I start hunting?”

        “No, I’m fine.” In fact, finding herself with an actual role—acting as command central for news from those actually out searching—finally began to steady her nerves. This was something she could do. She could keep Libby close and safe, make calls, coordinate efforts, even wait for Tommy to wander back from whatever adventure he’d gone on. Shaking with relief that others were now doing what she couldn’t, she sat down on the top step to watch and wait.

        Sitting there on the front stoop, phone and lemonade in hand, Libby in her arms, Raylene peered up and down the street for some sign of Tommy, or at least of Travis or the deputy that the sheriff’s department had promised to send.

        When the wait began to seem endless, she once again tried to venture back down the sidewalk. Even though she took a deep breath and told herself she’d already done this once today, her palms began to sweat. Her heartbeat accelerated, and her breath seemed to lodge in her throat. Tears of frustration filled her eyes. She ought to be able to take this one short step, dammit! There was a crisis, and she was absolutely useless.

        For the first time since she’d given in to her fears and settled for such a limited existence, she realized just how much might be at stake. Though the kids were the sitter’s responsibility at this time of day, Sarah had depended on Raylene to be her backup, to keep her children safe if she ever happened to be left in charge, even for a brief time. She’d let Sarah down, let Tommy down.

        Consumed with self-derision, Raylene realized they all should have known better. Any length of time with her was too long, especially for Tommy, who had his daddy’s stubbornness and tenacity along with the conviction that he was now a big boy. He was growing more independent by the day.

        Raylene should have put her foot down and refused to look after the kids at all, not for an hour, not even for five minutes. She knew Sarah was determined to convince her that she was still normal, instead of some basket case, but Raylene should have insisted that the risks were too great. If anything happened to that little boy, she’d never be able to forgive herself.

        When Travis’s car squealed into the driveway and Sarah jumped out practically before he hit the brakes, Raylene nearly collapsed with relief.

        “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry,” she said as Sarah hugged her fiercely and told her not to worry. It was ironic really to have Tommy’s mom consoling her, when it should have been the other way around.

        Libby took one look at Travis and held out her arms. There was no question that she adored her prospective stepdaddy. Travis took Libby from Raylene’s arms and held her close.

        
        “It’s going to be fine,” Sarah said, though her confident words were belied by the fear shadowing her eyes. “Tommy can’t possibly have gone far. What happened, anyway? Travis tried to tell me, but all I could hear was blah-blah-blah through the haze of terror that rushed through me.”

        Raylene repeated the story she’d told Travis on the phone. “The sitter went to pick up a few things we needed for supper.” She glanced at her watch and saw that even after all the commotion, less than a half hour had passed. “She should be back here any second. I swear, Tommy and Libby weren’t out of my sight more than a couple of minutes. When I looked back, the gate was open and Tommy was gone. I couldn’t believe my eyes.”

        “Well, I can believe it,” Sarah said. “He’s as slippery as a little eel. He’s constantly escaping, you know that, even when Travis and I think we’re watching him like hawks. He’s figured out where his friends live and likes to go visit. He doesn’t grasp the concept of getting permission. That’s probably what happened today.”

        “Lynn’s out knocking on doors,” Raylene said. “If that’s what happened, she should have news soon.” She met Sarah’s gaze, reluctant to stir the distrust that still existed between Sarah and her ex-husband. “I hate to bring this up, but you don’t suppose Walter stopped by and picked him up without coming inside to let me know?”

        Sarah shook her head. “I’ve already called him, just to let him know what’s happening, and, to be honest, to make sure he’s making a sales call at the business where he said he’d be this afternoon. I phoned him at the business, rather than on his cell, just to be sure.”

        “Thank God for that, at least,” Raylene said, just as the sheriff’s car rolled to a stop out front.

        
        Expecting to see the familiar face of one of the longtime deputies or the paunchy form of the sheriff himself, she was stunned to see a tall, lean specimen of pure masculinity emerge from behind the wheel. He had chiseled cheekbones, thick brown hair and, when he removed his aviator sunglasses, a penetrating gaze that could spin a thousand feminine fantasies.

        Furious with herself for ogling the man like a love-sick idiot despite being in the middle of a crisis, Raylene took a gulp of ice-cold lemonade to soothe her suddenly parched throat.

        Anticipating a cross-examination, she steadied herself to wait, but instead, he reached out and opened the passenger door to the police cruiser. Tommy emerged, wearing an excited little-boy’s grin over the adventure he’d apparently had.

        “I got to ride in a police car,” Tommy announced unnecessarily. “And I got to turn on the siren.”

        Sarah knelt down and pulled Tommy into her arms. Her tears were openly flowing now. Then she held him at arm’s length and her expression turned stern. “Young man, do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in? What were you thinking, leaving this yard without permission? You know you’re not allowed to go anywhere that Raylene can’t see you.”

        Tommy’s chin wobbled precariously. He cast a guilty look in Raylene’s direction. “I heard the ice-cream truck, and I had my money in my pocket ’cause we knew Freddie’d be coming soon. I thought I could find him.”

        Raylene nearly groaned. Of course he’d go chasing after ice cream, though Freddie Wilson usually didn’t make his rounds until late afternoon, and normally he stopped right in front of their house so Raylene or the sitter could watch as Tommy made his purchase.

        “I looked and looked, but I couldn’t find Freddie,” Tommy said sorrowfully. “And then I got lost. The policeman found me. He knew my name.” He regarded his mom worriedly. “That’s okay, right? Policemen are our friends, not strangers.”

        Sarah nodded. “That’s exactly right.”

        “I found him over on Oak Street,” the deputy said, still eyeing Raylene with disapproval. “He took himself quite a walk.”

        “It’s hot and I’m thirsty,” Tommy said. “Can Libby and me have lemonade and cookies now?”

        “Lemonade, but no cookies,” Sarah told him firmly. “Then you’re going to your room so Travis and I can have a talk with you about leaving here without an adult. I suspect your daddy will have a few things to say to you, too, when he gets here.”

        Sarah turned to the deputy. “Thank you so much for finding him and bringing him home.”

        “No problem,” he said, then focused on Raylene. “Ma’am, if you’re in charge, you’re going to need to keep a closer eye on the children. If something like this happens again, there could be serious consequences.”

        Raylene flinched at his judgmental tone, though she could hardly argue with the message. “Believe me, it won’t happen again,” she assured him.

        Because as soon as she got back inside, she intended to go through the classified ads and find another place to live. She’d imposed on Sarah long enough. She’d always intended to offer to buy this house from Sarah when she and Travis were married and living at his place, but staying here until then was now out of the question. Surely Sarah would see that after what had happened this afternoon, and if she didn’t, then Raylene would enlist Travis, their friend Annie or anyone else she could think of to make sure that Sarah saw reason. After all, where her kids were concerned, Sarah couldn’t justify taking chances, not even to protect her best friend.

         

        Unfortunately, Sarah wasn’t being reasonable. Just after dinner, Raylene had announced her plans to move out, but Sarah was having none of it. To Raylene’s surprise, Travis was on her side. Even Annie had come over toting her new baby to offer her two cents’. Raylene fully expected the entire contingent of Sweet Magnolias to turn up any second to provide backup. When they united in solidarity, they were a force to be reckoned with. Everyone in Serenity knew that.

        “Just because a man none of us had ever set eyes on before this afternoon criticized you without knowing all the facts does not mean you’re going to move out,” Sarah told Raylene. “And you can just take those bags you’ve packed right back to your room and unpack them.”

        “I agree,” Travis said. “What happened today could have happened to any one of us.”

        “But it happened to me,” Raylene protested, “and there wasn’t anything I could do except scream for Tommy and then make phone calls. You would have been outside chasing after him. He’d never have made it all the way to Oak Street if you’d been here.”

        “You did exactly what needed to be done,” Sarah argued. “You called the sheriff.”

        “It wasn’t enough,” Raylene countered. “I love you for taking me in and putting up with my craziness for all this time, but it needs to stop now. I will not put your children at risk.”

        Sarah frowned at her determined tone. “What I know is that my children love you. You’re one of my two best friends and right now this is your home. It’s where you feel safe. Until you feel stronger and really, really want to move out on your own, you’re staying right here with us, and that’s final.”

        Raylene regarded her with a mix of frustration and amazement. “How can you want that after what happened?”

        “Because I love you, you dope. And like Travis said, what happened with the kids today could just as easily have happened to me or to him.”

        “Listen to her,” Annie said, cradling Meg in her arms. “Trevor gets away from me in the blink of an eye. I swear one of these days I’m going to put that boy on a leash when I take him to the mall. Who knew kids that size could move so fast? Their legs are short, for goodness’ sake. Of course, Ty has a conniption when I say that, but he’s not the one standing in a crowded mall trying to spot a kid in a sea of legs.”

        She met Raylene’s gaze. “And another thing, since Trevor’s my stepson, I feel an even greater sense of responsibility in a way. If anything ever happened to him on my watch, I don’t know if Ty would ever forgive me. So you see, I do understand how you feel, Raylene. I know exactly how terrifying this must have been.”

        “So do I,” Travis said, his gaze on Sarah. “Don’t you think I feel a huge weight of responsibility every time I take Libby and Tommy out with me? Sure, I’d feel that if I were their biological dad, but, like Annie said, somehow I think it’s harder being their stepparent or, in your case, the friend who’s been left in charge.”

        They were wearing away at all of Raylene’s arguments. She did have one more, though. “Okay, what about Walter?” she asked Sarah. “I’m sure he has an opinion about all this. Do you want to give him the perfect excuse to file for custody?”

        Right after her own divorce, any mention of a custody suit would have scared Sarah to death, but now she waved it off. “I anticipated something like this, so I asked Walter flat out if he intended to make an issue of what happened today. He told me no, and he meant it. I could tell.”

        She reached over and squeezed Raylene’s hand. “He likes you, sweetie. How you’ve pulled it off is beyond me, but he considers you a friend. He acted like I was nuts when I suggested he might use this to seek custody. He told me we were past all that a long time ago, he agreed it was better for the kids to live mainly with me and he had no intention of dragging you into that kind of fight. I’ll call him right now, and he can tell you that himself, if you need to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”

        “No,” Raylene said. “But you all are being entirely too understanding, Walter included. The important thing is to keep the kids safe. They’re obviously not safe with me.”

        “Okay, we can deal with that,” Sarah said decisively. “From now on, you won’t stay here alone with them, not even for a few minutes, but that’s the only thing that’s going to change. This is your home, period. Don’t waste your breath trying to make me change my mind.”

        Raylene sighed with frustration and, if she were being honest, a hint of relief. “I appreciate this, I really do, but I just don’t see how you can be so generous after the way I let Tommy get away from me. Anything could have happened.”

        “But it didn’t,” Sarah said emphatically. “And I said it because it’s how I feel. You’re a Sweet Magnolia, just like me and Annie, Maddie, Helen, Dana Sue and Jeanette. That makes you the next best thing to a sister, okay? And families stick together.” She regarded Raylene slyly. “There is one thing you could do for me in return, though.”

        Raylene braced herself. She already knew what was coming. They’d had the conversation before. “You want me to see Dr. McDaniels.” The psychologist had treated Annie years ago for an eating disorder and continued to monitor her progress whenever Annie felt herself slipping. After well over a year of watching Raylene get worse, Annie and Sarah had started pushing Raylene to consult her. Their pleas had become increasingly forceful lately. Now, understandably, they were bound to be amped up even more.

        Sarah nodded. “I do. Whether you just have a panic disorder or full-blown agoraphobia, it’s time to face it, Raylene. Not just because of what happened today, but so you can get your life back. Maybe this incident today happened for a reason, to make you finally get the help you need.”

        Raylene had been waging an internal battle against seeking help from the moment her friends had first mentioned it. It had probably been a ridiculous point of pride that she conquer this problem on her own. The truth was, though, that she obviously couldn’t. Whatever was going on was bigger than she was.

        When she remained silent, trying to work up the courage to concede defeat and ask for help, Annie stepped in.

        “Raylene, this is treatable,” Annie assured her. “You know that. I’ve shown you all the research I could find on the Internet. There’s a very good chance Dr. McDaniels can work with a physician to get you on the right combination of medicine to help, and maybe teach you some calming and relaxation techniques. Don’t let that horrific ex-husband of yours rob you of the rest of your life. Now that you’re free of him, you need to live every second to the absolute fullest. You need to meet someone new, someone who’s kind and gentle and treats you with the respect you deserve. We all want that for you.”

        “And you think I’ll meet that kind of man in Serenity?” Raylene scoffed with some of the leftover snobbishness she’d been taught by her mother, a Charleston socialite who’d married a local man, then found herself stuck in Serenity and had chafed at every minute of her life here.

        “I have,” Sarah reminded her, glancing over at Travis, who gave her a wink. “So have Annie and Jeanette. And look at the men in Maddie, Dana Sue and Helen’s lives. They’re all amazing. And, if you don’t mind my saying so, that highly educated blueblooded doctor you met in Charleston wasn’t exactly a catch, now was he?”

        Raylene’s lips quirked despite the reminder of just how awful Paul Hammond had been.

        “You have me there,” she admitted. “Although a man is the last thing on my mind at the moment, I will call Dr. McDaniels.” Because she’d made the promise at least a dozen times before, she knew it probably sounded empty now. “I mean it. I’ll do it this time, first thing in the morning. You can stand right by the phone and listen in, if you want to. I owe you that much for sticking by me despite what happened.”

        “You’re not doing it for me,” Sarah corrected. “You’re doing it for yourself. You need to concentrate on that. And I don’t need to listen to the call, Raylene. If you make a promise, you’ll keep it.”

        Raylene was grateful for the trust Sarah had in her word. She just wasn’t so sure she deserved either the trust or a future. That was one more aftereffect of living with a man who’d literally and figuratively beaten her into submission for way too long before she’d wised up and left. That it had taken her years, rather than minutes, would shame her forever. That it had cost her the baby she’d been carrying had left her with the kind of gut-wrenching guilt from which she couldn’t imagine ever recovering.

        Even she recognized that she’d been punishing herself by locking herself away in this house. Paul might be serving his time in prison, but she’d been serving her self-imposed sentence right here. Even now, she wasn’t a hundred percent certain she deserved to have it end, but today the stakes of doing nothing had increased to a level she could no longer ignore.
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        Carter Rollins had taken one look at the woman standing on the front stoop at Sarah Price’s house the day before and labeled her some kind of expensively clad snob who thought she was too good to get her hands dirty. The fact that she’d been standing around, rather than looking for the missing boy, had grated on him. It had cemented his first impression that she was a selfish, overindulged, irresponsible female. If it had been up to him, he’d have found some way to charge her with child neglect on the spot.

        Unfortunately, he’d learned a few things since moving to Serenity. It was a tight-knit, friendly community that stuck together. Unless he had the law very firmly on his side, it was best to handle things with that in mind.

        WSER might not be the most powerful radio station in the state, or even in the region, but its owner, Travis McDonald, and star personality, Sarah Price, were local celebrities. He’d heard about their very public romance when he’d first arrived in town. Everybody in Serenity, it seemed, loved a love story. If Travis and Sarah intended to back up this woman, then there was very little Carter could do about it. And their protective attitude toward her yesterday had been as unmistakable as it was unfathomable.

        The next time, though—if there was one—he wouldn’t hesitate to handle things differently, local politics be damned. He’d involve the child protective authorities in a heartbeat.

        It was his job to protect people, especially innocent kids. Finding Tommy Price wandering alone several blocks from home had stirred his anger, so he didn’t much care who was on that babysitter’s side. Next time, he’d haul her in.

        “Why do you look so grim?” his sister Carrie asked, eyeing him warily as he set an assortment of take-out boxes from the local Chinese restaurant on the kitchen table.

        “Just a bad day,” he told his fifteen-year-old sister. One of these days, one of them—he, Carrie or his other sister, Mandy—was going to have to learn to cook. Beyond throwing meat, chicken or fish on a grill, he was pretty useless in the kitchen. Carrie had once excelled at baking chocolate-chip cookies from a package, though lately she’d refused to bake them for reasons beyond him. Mandy could make popcorn in the microwave and scramble eggs. When they’d moved and his hours had become more predictable, he’d vowed to change their pitiful culinary ineptitude, but so far, they mostly existed on takeout. Sadly, the variety in Serenity was pretty slim.

        “You’ve had a lot of bad days since we moved to Serenity,” Mandy noted. She was the younger of the girls for whom he’d had full responsibility since their parents’ deaths two years ago. “Wasn’t that the whole point of moving here, so you’d be in a better mood? I have to tell you, big brother, I don’t think it’s working.”

        Carter frowned at her interpretation of the decision he’d made to leave his police job in Columbia for a smaller community. “We’re here because this is a better environment for the two of you.”

        “In other words, because it’s totally boring,” Carrie said, disdain in her voice. “You didn’t want us to have fun ever again.”

        “No, I wanted you to be safe,” Carter countered, passing the kung pao chicken.

        “Then how come you had a bad day?” Carrie persisted, scooping a tiny spoonful of rice onto her plate and adding a few of the vegetables from another container. It was barely enough to feed a bird, but Carter resisted pointing that out. His comments inevitably led to an argument.

        “If it’s so safe, your days should be dull as dirt,” she added, her expression challenging.

        He shook his head at her logic. “A little boy went missing this afternoon.”

        Carrie immediately looked chagrined. “But you found him, right? And he was okay?”

        “He was fine. He’d gone looking for the ice-cream truck.”

        Carrie looked relieved. “So it all turned out okay,” she concluded. “You should be happy.”

        “I’m just irritated that he got away from the woman who was supposed to be watching him in the first place,” he admitted.

        Mandy gave him an incredulous look. “Oh, come on! You used to run away from home all the time. Mom and Dad told us. Mom said it’s why her hair turned gray.”

        
        Carter winced. They were enough younger that he hadn’t realized they would know about his own adventures on the wild side when he was only a few years older than Tommy Price. “That was different,” he claimed.

        “How?” Carrie asked. “You scared Mom and Dad to death, and you did it deliberately. It sounds as if this little boy just went on an innocent search for ice cream.”

        “You’re missing the point. Anything could have happened to him.”

        “Anything could have happened to you, too,” Carrie said. “Do you blame Mom and Dad for letting you sneak away?”

        He saw he wasn’t going to win this argument. Truthfully, he very rarely came out on top with these two. They could twist him in knots faster than anyone else in his life. Worse, now that they were both in their teens, the dangers were even greater and his influence on them was still shaky. They were all still getting used to the idea that he was in charge, and not just a bossy big brother anymore.

        “It was different,” he repeated. “I was older than this little boy. I could take care of myself.”

        “You were six the first time you ran away,” Mandy corrected. “Dad said he followed you until it got dark. You finally got scared at some noise or a shadow or something and ran home.”

        Carter scowled. “Did they tell you every stupid thing I ever did?”

        Carrie grinned impudently. “No, they pretty much glossed over all the stuff you did with girls. We just know there were a lot of them.”

        “Ancient history,” Carter said. And given how much trouble these two were likely to be, he couldn’t imagine having time for any kind of relationship of his own in the near future.

        “Too bad,” Mandy commented, her expression thoughtful. “You might mellow out if you had a girlfriend. I hear not having sex is tough on guys.”

        “We are so not discussing my sex life,” he declared emphatically, feeling heat climb into his cheeks. He supposed he should be grateful that the girls still thought they could say anything to him, but not if one of those topics was going to be his personal relationships…or lack thereof.

        Carrie’s eyes brightened. “Hey, we could work on finding someone for you,” she suggested eagerly.

        “I do not need you to pick out a woman for me,” he said, horrified by the thought. “I have enough on my plate right now, anyway, so just forget it, okay?”

        Both girls shrugged.

        “Whatever you say,” Mandy said. “But if you’re cranky all the time, don’t blame us.”

        Carter shook his head. “Give it a rest. I am not cranky all the time.”

        Carrie gave him a disbelieving look, then turned to her sister. “He’s in denial, right?”

        “Lives there,” Mandy confirmed.

        And then they were gone, leaving him to clean up their take-out meal and to wrestle with the possibility that his overall mood these days was less than cheery. Thinking about this afternoon’s events certainly wasn’t doing a thing to improve that, and something told him he was going to be lying awake all night wondering why that was. Was it really about what might have happened to Tommy Price? Or was it about the woman to whom he’d taken an instant dislike?

        
         

        When morning rolled around and the girls had left for school, Carter reported for duty at the sheriff’s department, then told the dispatcher he was going to patrol in Serenity unless a call came in and he was needed elsewhere.

        “You’re not doing a drive-by in Tommy Price’s neighborhood, are you?” Gayle Kincaid asked.

        Carter frowned at her astute guesswork. “What makes you think that’s where I’m headed?”

        “Because I’ve been in this job for thirty years, and I saw the way you looked when you got back here yesterday afternoon,” she told him. “Your eyes were as dark as any storm cloud I ever saw. Spotted a few flashes of lightning in there, too.”

        “What did you expect? I found that boy blocks from home,” he said in his own defense. “Why wouldn’t I check to make sure someone’s keeping a closer eye on him today?”

        “I’m not saying you shouldn’t, but if you take every case to heart like this, you’ll burn out before you turn thirty, which as I recall is only a few months from now.”

        “I’m just riding around a neighborhood,” he told her. “I don’t think we need to worry about my mental health just yet. Call me if you need me.”

        “Will do,” she said. “By the way, Sarah Price has been singing your praises on the air this morning. I imagine you’re a real hero around town by now.”

        Carter wondered how she’d feel about him if he decided he had to take some kind of action against her babysitter, but he left that unsaid.

        A few minutes later, he was cruising past the little bungalow looking for any sign that something might be amiss this morning. He heard kids squealing with glee in the backyard and caught a glimpse of Tommy and his younger sister—Libby, as he recalled—swinging on a swing set, being pushed by someone unfamiliar. Not much more than a teenager, from the looks of it, but still it had to be an improvement over the alternative. For an instant, relief washed over him. Maybe Sarah Price had fired the irresponsible woman and hired someone new already. If so, his worries were over.

        Just as that thought crossed his mind, though, the back door swung open and the other woman called out, “Breakfast’s ready.” She turned her head, spotted him, and Carter swore he saw the blood drain out of her face. The screen door immediately slammed shut.

        He waited until the kids and the other woman went inside before driving off. He was more confused than ever now. The woman from the day before was still there, but what was her role beyond dressing up the scenery?

        Once again, she’d been wearing a pair of slacks and a blouse that he’d bet his entire month’s salary had cost a fortune. Thanks to Carrie and Mandy, who were obsessed with designer fashion, he recognized pricey clothes when he saw them. He’d spent too many hours listening to tearful pleas from his sisters for the latest jeans or fancy shoes. They didn’t seem to understand just how tight money was since their parents had died with little savings and only a minimum amount of life insurance. Added together, it had been barely enough to cover funeral expenses. He refused to touch the money they’d put aside for the girls’ college education. Instead, he tried to add a little to it each month, which further eroded the amount he had for basic expenses.

        
        Nor did Carrie or Mandy seem to care that he was woefully inept at the whole parenting role that had been thrust upon him at the age of twenty-seven. They rarely cut him a break of any kind, but that was another issue.

        Thinking about the boatload of responsibility that he’d struggled with for the past couple of years made him even more annoyed at how the babysitter had just let Tommy take off yesterday afternoon. If someone was going to take on the job of looking after someone else’s kids, then by gosh, they ought to be focused on it and not sitting around in the kitchen reading fashion magazines, or whatever, while the kids ran wild and put themselves in danger. He’d turned his life upside down to take care of Carrie and Mandy, hadn’t he?

        He still had half a mind to park the cruiser, barge inside and warn her that if her friend hadn’t been so nice, a child-negligence charge could have been brought against her. Maybe that would get her attention so she’d take the job seriously. Then, again, maybe watching the kids wasn’t her job. Maybe she was some flighty relative who was visiting temporarily. He realized he needed more evidence—scratch that, more information—before he put his job on the line by stirring up a ruckus.

        He decided to give the matter some more thought over an early lunch at Wharton’s, which made the only decent burger in town, and at a price he could afford on his paltry deputy’s salary. Most days, he made himself peanut butter and jelly or bologna sandwiches, same as he did for the girls.

        Half a dozen locals greeted him as he slid into the red vinyl booth. Mayor Lewis, whom he’d met making the rounds of local officials after taking the job, stopped by the table before he could even place his order.

        
        “Heard what happened with Sarah’s boy yesterday. Glad it turned out okay,” the mayor said. “Nice work.”

        “I got lucky. I spotted Tommy on the second street I canvassed,” Carter told him. He hesitated, then asked, “Mind telling me what you know about the woman who was supposed to be watching him?”

        The mayor blinked in apparent confusion, then nodded. “Oh, right. The babysitter’s just out of high school and working for Sarah until she goes off to college. Laurie Jenkins. She’s a good girl.”

        Carter shook his head. That must have been the woman he’d seen in the backyard this morning. “This was someone older, mid-twenties, I’d say, about the same age as Sarah.”

        Howard’s expression brightened. “Ah, you must mean Raylene.”

        “We didn’t meet, but I suppose that’s who it was. Tall, too thin, dark hair. Looks like she belongs in a fashion magazine.”

        “That’s Raylene, all right,” the mayor confirmed. “She and Sarah Price go way back. She’s tight with Annie Townsend, too. Have you met her? She’s married to Ty Townsend, a local boy who pitches for the Braves.”

        This wasn’t the first time Carter had noticed how much the mayor liked to talk once he got wound up. Usually the meandering chitchat got on his last nerve, but this time he found the topic fascinating. He waited for more, and Howard didn’t disappoint him.

        “Those three girls—Raylene, Annie and Sarah, that is—were best friends from about the time they could walk,” the mayor continued. “Never saw one without the other. Raylene was living over in Charleston for a while. Married a highfalutin doctor, as I recall. Then there was trouble of some kind and she came back here. She’s been stayin’ with Sarah ever since. Doesn’t get out much from what I hear.”

        “Is she actually living with them, then?” Carter asked, wondering why a woman who could afford that expensive wardrobe would be living in a little bungalow with a family that wasn’t her own. Maybe it had something to do with that trouble she’d been running from.

        “Far as I know, she’s there permanently.” Howard Lewis regarded him with curiosity. “Haven’t seen much of her, but she used to be a pretty little thing. You interested?”

        “Not a chance,” Carter said fiercely. “The only thing I care about is making sure she doesn’t let those kids go roaming around on their own again. Next time, things could turn out a whole lot worse.”

        Howard frowned at his somber tone. “You feel that strongly about it, maybe you should have a talk with Travis. He’s about to become their stepdad, and he just now walked in the door.” He beckoned the man in question over to the booth. “You two musta met yesterday. Travis McDonald, Carter Rollins.” He stepped aside and gestured for Travis to sit. “I’ll leave you both to your meals.”

        Presented with the opportunity, Carter laid out his concerns for the man seated opposite him. As he talked, though, Travis’s expression turned increasingly indignant.

        “Nobody loves those kids or is more protective of them than Raylene,” he told Carter. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

        “She didn’t do much to keep Tommy safe yesterday afternoon, now, did she?” Carter said. “I didn’t see her combing the streets to find him. No, indeed, she stood right there on the front steps and waited for everyone else to get the job done.”

        Travis leveled a hard look at him that gave him pause. “I thought folks in police work were supposed to wait till the evidence was in before jumping to conclusions.”

        “I saw all the evidence I needed to see,” Carter insisted, refusing to back down. “It was plain as day what happened. She didn’t take her responsibility seriously, and Tommy wandered off and could have gotten himself run over or kidnapped or who knows what. I’d think you’d be as concerned about that as I am.”

        Despite the dire picture Carter painted, Travis didn’t back down. “Did you notice that even after Tommy came home, Raylene never left that front stoop?”

        “Probably too guilt-ridden,” Carter assessed, dismissing the odd behavior that, frankly, hadn’t struck him at the time as anything other than a complete lack of caring. “Or scared I was going to arrest her on the spot.”

        “No, it’s because she couldn’t,” Travis said, heat in his voice. “She has something called agoraphobia, at least that’s what Sarah and Annie think. Hasn’t left the house but once or twice since she moved in and that was well over a year ago, after she arrived here all battered and bruised from her abusive husband. Just think about that for a minute, why don’t you?”

        He leaned in closer to hammer his point home without raising his voice. “That front stoop is as far as Raylene can make herself go without having a full-blown panic attack. When she phoned me yesterday, right after calling the sheriff’s office, she’d made it to the sidewalk and was beside herself that she couldn’t take another step. In fact, she was so guilt-ridden, she wanted to move out so the kids would never be at risk again.”

        “Maybe she should,” Carter said, though he was beginning to see another side to the story, one he wasn’t quite ready to believe.

        Travis’s scowl deepened. “Not happening,” he said emphatically. “For the record, she’s not the babysitter. In fact, she’s the one who insisted we hire someone else to look after the kids because of her panic attacks. She was only alone with them yesterday because Laurie ran to the store for a few minutes.”

        Carter had heard of that kind of phobia, but he’d never run across anyone who suffered from it. Agoraphobia had always struck him as some sort of psycho-babble explanation people used as an excuse to avoid things they didn’t want to do. Given how seriously Travis seemed to be taking it in Raylene’s case, maybe he’d been wrong.

        Still regarding Travis with skepticism, he said, “Honest to God? You’re sure she’s got a real problem?”

        Travis nodded, then slid out of the booth, leaving his menu untouched. Apparently he’d lost his appetite.

        “Next time you might want to do a little more investigating before making judgments,” Travis suggested mildly. “People in this town don’t take kindly to newcomers talking trash about one of our own. If you’re going to do any good in this community, you’d do well to remember that.”

        He walked away and left Carter feeling like a jerk. Okay, maybe he’d been well intentioned, but he sure as hell hadn’t been fully informed, just the way Travis said. It was a good lesson for him. To his surprise, he realized that even though he hadn’t made a single accusation to Raylene’s face, he felt as if he owed her an apology.

        And one of these days, when he’d managed to swallow his pride, he’d have to deliver it in person.

         

        Walter dropped by Sarah’s house on his lunch hour. He’d seen the guilt in Raylene’s eyes the day before, and it had gotten to him. He might not be the most sensitive guy on the face of the earth, but somehow he felt connected to her. They’d both been down some bumpy roads and were still struggling to find their way.

        During all the time his relationship with Sarah and his kids had been on shaky ground, Raylene had bridged the gap. She’d talked to him in her frank, un-censored way and made him see his own flaws. If things were better now between him and his ex-wife, it was at least in part due to Raylene. He didn’t want to see her worrying herself sick over what had happened, and he knew, without a doubt, that she would be.

        “Did you stop by to make sure the kids are safe?” she asked when he walked into the kitchen.

        Walter frowned at her. “Never any question about that, and you know it. Now stop beating yourself up over what happened.”

        She regarded him with surprise. “Sarah told me you weren’t mad at me, but I didn’t entirely believe her.”

        “Didn’t I tell you the same thing when I was here last night?”

        “I thought maybe you’d have second thoughts once you’d had time to reflect about what happened.”

        “Well, I didn’t, which is exactly why I’m here again today. I wanted to be sure you knew I don’t blame you.” He grinned at her. “And since I’m giving up my lunch break to come over here, how about fixing me one of those fancy salads of yours? I’m gaining too much weight living on burgers from Wharton’s and pizza from Rosalina’s.”

        “Isn’t it way past time for you to find your own place and fix your own lunches?” Raylene said, though she immediately pulled lettuce, tomatoes and other ingredients from the refrigerator. “Now that you know it’s going to work out selling ads for the radio station, it’s time, Walter. The kids need a real bedroom so they can spend the night with you. Nice as it is, the inn’s no place for them for more than an hour or two.”

        He shrugged. “I’ve gotten used to the inn. They’ve given me a decent monthly rate, and there’s no housekeeping or upkeep.”

        Raylene shook her head. “You are downright pitiful. You spent way too many years being waited on, didn’t you?”

        He grinned unrepentantly. “Probably. The truth is, though, that I haven’t had ten minutes to string together to go house hunting, much less enough money put aside for a down payment,” he said. “The house in Alabama still hasn’t sold because the real estate market over there sucks. It’s a mill town and people are losing their jobs. Their homes are going into foreclosure. The market’s glutted, but I did finally get a solid lead on a buyer last week.”

        “Well, then, it’s time to start looking here,” Raylene said optimistically.

        “Not until the deal’s closed,” Walter insisted. “Too many things could go wrong. I can’t just rely on what I’m making at the station. The pay’s not that great. Travis is working on getting approval for a stronger signal for the station. If that comes through, then I’m going to be on the road even more driving to all the new towns our signal will reach. It’ll mean more money, though.”

        “You’re just full of excuses, aren’t you?” Raylene commented. “Think about this. Being on the road more is all the more reason to find a comfortable home to come back to.” She set a bowl in front of him, then handed him a light dressing. Her expression dared him to ask for his preferred blue cheese.

        Walter took the vinaigrette with a sigh. “You can be such a nag. Worse, you don’t even have to say a word.”

        “You’re the one who was complaining about gaining weight,” she reminded him. “Now, about the house. Why don’t you call Rory Sue Lewis. She’s working with her mother now. Tell her what you want and let her do all the legwork. Then give her an hour and see what she’s come up with. I’ll bet she can help you figure out financing, too. At the least she can make the sale contingent on selling the house in Alabama, so you won’t have that worry hanging over you. You won’t be on the hook unless the money’s there.”

        “You honestly think it will be that easy?” he asked skeptically. “Rory Sue’s new at the real estate business from what I hear. Her mama’s the expert.”

        Raylene got a wicked gleam in her eye. “But Rory Sue’s an expert at figuring out what men want. I’ll put money on her finding a way to satisfy you.”

        Walter paused, his fork in midair, and studied Raylene’s suddenly innocent expression. “Are you matchmaking?” he asked warily.

        
        “What if I am? You’re a free man.”

        “With no spare time,” he corrected. “Between work and the kids, I have no time. I just told you that.”

        “Every man will make time for women and sex,” she countered. “It’s a law of nature.”

        “And women?” he queried, tossing the ball right back into her court. “You’ve been shut away in here for the better part of a year. How’s your love life?”

        Rather than taking offense, as he’d half expected, she merely laughed. “Hey, I’m willing. The men just have to find me.”

        Walter regarded her soberly. Despite her laughter, he found the response unbearably sad. “That’s no way to live, Raylene, and you know it.”

        She sobered at once. “Not the first time you’ve mentioned that. Just so you know, I called Dr. McDaniels this morning. She’s coming here tomorrow. I guess we’ll finally get to the bottom of my problem.”

        “About time,” Walter said, relieved for her.

        She regarded him wearily. “That’s what all of you think,” she said. “But no one seems to be thinking about what happens if there’s no way to fix me.”

        Walter heard the genuine fear behind her lightly spoken words and reached for her hand. “Then you’ll handle that,” he said confidently. “But I believe you’re strong enough to deal with anything, Raylene. I mean that. You just may be the strongest woman I know.”

        Uncomfortable with the unexpected, if heartfelt, emotion, he stood up and backed away. “Now I’ve got to get back to work before Travis finds out I’m over here instead of selling airtime. You need anything after you see the doctor tomorrow, you call me, you hear? I may be a poor substitute for a Sweet Magnolia, but I am your friend, and I’ve got a broad shoulder you can lean on.”

        Raylene’s eyes filled with tears. “Sure,” she said. “Thanks.”

        As Walter got in his car, he thought about what had just happened. If anyone had ever told him he could have deep feelings for a woman without wanting to get her into bed, he’d have sworn they were nuts. That was the way it was between him and Raylene, though. They were friends, the kind who backed each other up, and he’d meant what he said. If she needed him, he would be here.

        Of course, knowing Raylene, it would be a cold day in hell before she ever admitted needing anyone.
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        Raylene wasn’t entirely shocked when she saw Helen Decatur coming up the walk after dinner on the night after Tommy’s adventure. She’d half expected the attorney to stop by and warn her about possible charges that could be filed against her if she wasn’t more careful in the future.

        When she opened the door, though, Helen merely held out a bottle of tequila, a bag of limes and a can of frozen limeade.

        “Time for a margarita night,” Helen declared.

        “Just you and me?” Raylene queried.

        Helen grinned. “Are you kidding me? Sweet Magnolias do not get to drink alone, or even in pairs. The others will be here soon.”

        “Did Sarah know about this?”

        Helen nodded. “She’s the one who made the calls,” she revealed as she headed for the kitchen to start making a batch of her lethal margaritas. “She thought you needed a boost to your spirits. She also said she had the Triple Sec. Any idea where I’d find it?”

        As Raylene retrieved the bottle from the pantry, Helen found the blender without asking and then, with the skill of many years of practice, she put the ingredients for the frozen drinks in and turned it on. A moment later, she added crushed ice and ran the mixture through another cycle until she had an innocent-looking concoction that could fell a lumberjack.

        “Sarah also thought you might want to talk about what that deputy implied when he was here,” Helen added casually, glancing at Raylene as she handed her a drink.

        “You mean the implication that there would be legal consequences if Tommy ever slipped away from me again?”

        Helen nodded. “If the man wants to be a hard-ass, he could probably stir up some trouble, but I’ll handle it.” She grinned and lifted a glass filled with a frothy, icy drink. “It’s taken me a little longer than expected to hit my stride again after maternity leave and my mom’s broken hip, but I’m back now. No one is tougher in court than I am.”

        “I know you might relish the idea of going toe-to-toe with the deputy in court, but I think it might be wiser if I’m not in a position for anything like this to happen again,” Raylene told her. “Sarah, Travis and I are agreed, I will never be alone with the kids, not even for a few minutes. We were lucky this time, but I’m not taking any more chances.”

        “Still, things can happen,” Helen said. “I’m just saying you don’t need to worry. I have your back.”

        “Thank you. You came through for me with my divorce from Paul. I have enough financial resources that I haven’t had to think about trying to work. And you gave me great advice when I had to give my deposition against him for assault and abuse. I trust you implicitly, but I’m also determined that your help won’t be needed with this.”

        
        Helen studied her intently, then nodded. “Okay, then,” she said. “Let’s get this party started.”

        As if her words had been carefully timed, Sarah suddenly came into the kitchen. Annie appeared at the back door, followed by her mother, Dana Sue Sullivan, the owner of Sullivan’s restaurant, as well as Maddie Maddox, who ran The Corner Spa—which was owned by Dana Sue, Maddie and Helen—and Jeanette McDonald, who ran the day-spa services and was married to Travis’s cousin. Years ago as teenagers, Dana Sue, Maddie and Helen had formed the Sweet Magnolias, a tight circle of friends. Then they’d drawn in Jeanette, and now the new generation, which included Annie, Sarah and Raylene.

        The margarita-night gatherings had become a tradition years ago, a time for the women to share their problems, their successes and a whole lot of laughter. That they’d come together for her touched Raylene in unexpected ways. She couldn’t seem to stop the tears that welled up.

        “Hey, are you about to cry?” Sarah asked her.

        Raylene nodded. “Afraid so. I can’t believe everyone is here just to cheer me up, especially when I’m the one who messed up.”

        “Hey, little princess, it’s not all about cheering you up,” Annie said, nudging her in the side. “Some of it’s about the margaritas and Mom’s guacamole. Not that I get to drink a margarita. I’m still nursing the baby.”

        “It’s a small sacrifice to make to have a healthy baby,” Raylene scolded. “And by the way, I am so not a princess.”

        “Did you or did you not have a debutante ball in Charleston?” Sarah asked. “I seem to recall you looking like a princess in a fairy tale that night. You showed us the pictures often enough.”

        Raylene winced. It seemed like a million years ago when her grandparents had talked her into that. That she’d gotten all caught up in the social whirl and lost focus about what really mattered in life still amazed her. She’d been persuaded to go to private school for her senior year and had lost contact with her friends.

        Recently, the best part of coming back to Serenity had been finding herself surrounded by people who didn’t put on airs, live by a calendar of parties and fund-raisers, and who were totally grounded. Her friends here—Sweet Magnolias and beyond—were real. She understood the difference now and valued it.

        “To my very deep regret, I did have a coming out season,” she conceded.

        “There’s nothing wrong with having a big, fancy party,” Helen soothed. “In my day, I loved any chance to get dressed up and put on a pair of kick-ass shoes.” Her expression turned mournful as she held out feet clad in expensive flats. “These days I can’t stand up for more than two seconds in the kind of high heels I always loved.”

        “Tonight is not about how much you miss your Manolos and Jimmy Choos,” Maddie teased.

        “I was just trying to point out to Raylene that parties aren’t necessarily bad,” Helen countered.

        “They are if you start thinking those kinds of events are the most important things in life,” Raylene said. “I was so determined to make my mother and grandparents happy, I forgot what mattered to me. And let’s not forget that was the night I met Paul Hammond and sealed my fate with that louse.”

        
        Paul had been older, a medical student, in fact, but he’d come to the party as a date for a plain Jane cousin whose partner had bailed on her. He’d spent the entire evening flirting with Raylene, whose own dull date was the grandson of friends of her grandparents.

        By the end of the evening she’d been smitten, and despite the difference in ages, her grandparents and even her mother had encouraged the match. Her father had clearly disapproved, but he hadn’t gone against his wife’s wishes. She and Paul had married soon after she turned eighteen, while he was serving his medical internship.

        The stress of his demanding training had been the excuse for all the times he’d lost his temper with her. After a while he hadn’t bothered with excuses for what began as verbal attacks and escalated over time into more violent behavior.

        The marriage had been a horror show, all the more terrifying because on the few occasions when she’d tried to tell her mother what was happening, her fears had been dismissed. She’d been told she was overreacting, and that all marriages hit rough patches. Too many times she’d been reminded of all the advantages that would come with being married to a successful doctor from a prominent Charleston family. Her relationship with her mother had been permanently damaged by Raylene’s discovery that she couldn’t count on her mother when it mattered.

        Not wanting to dwell in the past, Raylene shook off the memories and took another sip of her margarita. “Let’s not go there,” she said as the others nodded readily and lifted their glasses.

        “I propose a toast to Raylene and a brighter future,” Sarah said. “Do you mind if I tell them about tomorrow?”

        
        “What’s happening tomorrow?” Helen asked.

        “Dr. McDaniels is coming here to determine if I have a panic disorder of some kind that keeps me from leaving the house,” Raylene told them. “I guess we’ll find out if I’m nuts or just lazy.”

        “You’re not either one,” Sarah said fiercely. “Stop saying things like that.”

        “I agree,” Dana Sue said, crossing the room to give Raylene a hug. “I’m so glad you’re finally seeing her. She was a godsend to Annie, wasn’t she, sweetie?”

        Annie nodded. “I’d probably be dead if not for her. I still rely on her guidance from time to time when I get scared that I’m falling into my old eating pattern. Fortunately, right now, I seem to be eating all the time. And nursing Meg seems to keep me from gaining an ounce.”

        Any mention of Annie’s baby was enough to make Raylene feel a deep sense of sorrow for the baby she’d lost. Even though she’d only been in her first trimester, the baby had already been real to her. When she’d started bleeding and had miscarried just days after one of Paul’s beatings, it had been worse than anything else she’d suffered at his hands. The only blessing that had come from that awful tragedy was that she’d finally found the strength to leave him and end her marriage.

        Annie gave her hand a squeeze, her expression sympathetic. Though Raylene had never mentioned losing her child to Annie, she knew Sarah had probably told her. It was one secret she was relieved not to have to talk about herself.

        “Your turn will come,” Annie whispered. “I know it.”

        Raylene regarded her sadly. “I’m just glad to be here with friends. I don’t need miracles.”

        
        “But you deserve one,” Annie insisted. “And something tells me one is just around the corner.”

         

        When Raylene saw the sheriff’s cruiser pull to a stop in front of the house, her heart climbed into her throat. She thought of Annie’s words the night before and had to choke back a laugh. Surely this wasn’t the miracle Annie had had in mind for her. She knew what the man now identified as Carter Rollins thought of her. Travis had told Sarah of their conversation, and Sarah, fit to be tied, had told Raylene after last night’s Sweet Magnolias gathering.

        She watched as he crossed the front lawn with long strides and a look of purpose on his face. Was it possible he’d found some crime with which to charge her? Could he do that without Travis and Sarah wanting him to? She barely resisted the desire to grab the phone and call Helen for advice before opening the door to him.

        Instead, though, she stood tall and waited. One thing she knew all too well was how to put on a facade when she was feeling scared or out of her element. She’d put on more shows in public during her pitiful marriage than any actress in a Broadway production. The minute the doorbell rang, she swung open the door and offered him her brightest smile.

        “Deputy Rollins, I wasn’t expecting to see you again so soon. Did you stop by to check on Tommy and Libby?” she asked, seizing the initiative. “They’re taking their naps right now. I can assure you they’re in their beds, right where they belong. Laurie, the babysitter, is in the den.” She leveled a knowing look directly into his eyes. “Feel free to check if you don’t believe me.”

        To his credit, he flushed ever so slightly. He removed his sunglasses, revealing hazel eyes with emerald flecks. He fiddled nervously with the glasses. “Actually I was around the corner on a call and thought I’d come by to offer you the apology I think I owe you.”

        “Oh?”

        “I misjudged you the other day,” he admitted, looking uncomfortable.

        “Did you really?”

        His lips twitched a little at her response. “I’m sure you know all about it, because Mr. McDonald was pretty indignant on your behalf.”

        “He might have mentioned something about a conversation the two of you had, though he told his wife, not me,” she admitted. “Sarah filled me in.”

        He nodded. “I had a feeling it would work something like that, Serenity being the kind of town it is. As Mr. McDonald informed me, folks here look after their own.”

        “We certainly try to,” she agreed. She decided he’d squirmed enough and let her ingrained manners kick in. Southern women were always ready to offer a cool drink, if not an entire spread of food, at a moment’s notice. “Could I offer you some coffee? Maybe a glass of lemonade or some sweet tea? It’s another scorcher out there today. There are cookies, too, if the kids haven’t gotten to them today.”

        He looked a bit startled by the invitation. “You sure?”

        She gave him a thoughtful survey that brought more color to his cheeks. “Well, despite the fact that you’re wearing a gun, you don’t look all that dangerous to me, so yes, I’m sure.”

        “I just thought maybe me being a stranger would make you nervous.”

        
        “It’s not people who terrify me,” she found herself saying. “It’s everything outside this house.” She gave him a wry look. “Crazy, isn’t it, since I grew up in this town and all my problems were over in Charleston.”

        “What kind of problems, if you don’t mind me asking? Travis said something about domestic violence.”

        Raylene hesitated. Her disastrous marriage wasn’t something she liked to talk about to anyone, much less a stranger. If he knew about the abuse, he knew more than enough.

        “It’s in the past, and I don’t like to talk about it,” she said. “Now, about that coffee, are you interested?”

        “The lemonade sounds better,” he said, then followed her inside.

        In the kitchen, she gestured for him to take a seat, then poured two tall glasses of lemonade over ice and handed one to him. She put an assortment of chocolate-chip and oatmeal cookies on a plate and set it on the table, then took a seat herself. Only a trained observer might notice that she sat on the edge of the chair and a safe distance away, rather than relaxing. She had a hunch that Carter noticed.

        Calling on her once-instinctive social graces, she said, “Are you new to Serenity? I know you weren’t in school with us, and you seem to be about the same age.”

        “I moved here a few months ago when I hired on as a deputy. It seemed like a good place to raise kids.”

        His response surprised her. She’d automatically checked for a wedding band and there hadn’t been one. Of course, as she knew all too well from her philandering ex-husband, some men were adept at hiding rings when it suited their purposes. Or he could be divorced or even a widower.

        
        “How many children do you have?” she asked.

        “None of my own, but my two younger sisters are living with me. They’re fourteen and almost sixteen. Our parents died a couple of years back. We stuck it out in Columbia for a while, but I liked the idea of a small town. When a job opened up here this spring, I grabbed it. I’m hoping they’ll get in less trouble here than they might have in the city.”

        Raylene chuckled, thinking of some of the mischief she, Annie and Sarah had gotten into as teenagers. “Trust me, if girls want to get into trouble, they can do it anywhere.”

        He regarded her with an impudent grin. “Do tell. Just what kind of trouble did you get yourself into? If I go into the computer, will I find a dark criminal past?”

        “Hardly,” she said, then grinned. “We were far too clever to get caught.”

        “Really?”

        She thought back over her high school years and chose one of many incidents. “Really. For instance, there was one memorable slumber party when we let boys sneak in,” she confided. “Annie’s mom, Dana Sue Sullivan…” Her voice trailed off.

        “The owner of the restaurant,” he guessed.

        “Exactly. She about had a fit over that one. Of course, the fact that Annie collapsed that night and wound up in the hospital pretty much trumped whatever trouble we probably would have gotten in over inviting the boys to the party.”

        “What happened to Annie?”

        She hesitated at talking about Annie’s personal business, but then everyone in town already knew the story. “She had anorexia. It nearly killed her.” She waved off the subject and grinned. “As for the mischief we got ourselves into, I’m sure I could tell a few other stories, if I racked my brain. And most of the teachers at the high school could probably add a dozen or more.”

        He looked a little pale as he shook his head. “I’ll definitely keep that slumber party scam in mind when Carrie—she’s the fifteen-year-old—tells me she wants to spend the night with a friend. I had no idea teenage girls were so sneaky.”

        “The ones I knew certainly were,” she told him.

        He smiled, causing an unexpected bump in her heart rate. Then his expression sobered.

        “May I ask you a personal question?” he said.

        “Sure.”

        “Travis mentioned something about you not being able to leave the house. Is that true?”

        She nodded. Whatever embarrassment she’d once felt over her problem had faded as people in town had come to accept that if they wanted to spend time with her, they had to do it here.

        “When I first came back to town, I was able to sit on the back patio. I was so relieved to be someplace safe that I didn’t realize at first that leaving here was even an issue.”

        “Makes sense,” he said.

        “Then, after a couple of months of healing physically and mentally, I tried going out with Sarah and Annie,” she said ruefully. “I never made it past the driveway before I’d break out in a cold sweat. My heart would start racing so fast, I was sure I was going to pass out. After that happened a few times, well, I hate to admit it, but I just stopped trying. Eventually it got so bad, I couldn’t even take a step outside.”

        
        “Why’d you give up?”

        The question was simple, but the answer was complicated. Raylene wasn’t sure she could explain it. “I suppose it just seemed easier,” she said eventually. She shrugged. “And there was no place I really needed to be, nothing I really wanted to do.”

        Carter looked unconvinced. “You’re content to make this house enough for the rest of your life?” he asked incredulously.

        “I suppose I haven’t let myself think long term. Right now, when I consider leaving here, the fear outweighs the joy of whatever might be out there. Forever’s not a concept I can grapple with.”

        “What about the yard, at least? Can you go outside that far?”

        “You know that I can’t,” she responded, meeting his gaze. “You saw me frozen in place on the top step the other day. If I could have gone farther, believe me, I would have. Knowing Tommy was somewhere out there and I couldn’t look for him was horrible. I’ve never felt so helpless in my life.” She regarded him with curiosity. “Why does this matter to you? Are you that worried about the kids? Because if that’s it, you can stop. I will never have the responsibility for looking after them again.”

        “For their sake, I’m relieved to hear that,” he admitted candidly. “But it strikes me as sad that you might not get to experience all that life has to offer. You’re a young, beautiful woman. You’re smart and funny. Seems to me it’s a waste to stay hidden away here.” He frowned. “Don’t you even want to get better?”

        “I doubt you can understand this, but getting better, leaving this house, seems to mean more to other people right now than it does to me. I feel safe here. I love being with Sarah’s kids. People come and go all the time, and that’s what matters. I’m not alone or lonely.”

        “There must have been things you enjoyed before the panic attacks started,” he protested. “Don’t you miss at least some of them?”

        Raylene thought about it. She wondered if maybe this whole cycle of fear and panic hadn’t started even while she’d been married. It wasn’t that her home had been a safe haven. Far from it, in fact. But in it, she had been free of the speculation that would have spread had people in her social circle ever spotted her with the kind of bruises that had been inflicted too many times to count.

        Back then she’d lived a solitary life in many ways, living for quiet moments in the garden, where she’d nurtured her fragile plants the way she’d longed for someone to nurture her. Thinking about that brought on an overwhelming sense of nostalgia.

        “I miss my garden,” she said softly, closing her eyes as she remembered it—purple, white and magenta azaleas in spring, a sea of tulips, then hollyhocks, summer phlox, golden lilies, shaded beds of impatiens and a tinkling waterfall amid a fragrant collection of rosebushes.

        “Planting flowers, watching the yard fill with color, even pulling the weeds. The doggone honeysuckle nearly drove me mad, but it smelled so sweet, I even loved that. And I loved the way the sun felt on my shoulders.”

        In the year before she’d finally ended her marriage, she’d stopped gardening. Even now she shuddered at the memory of the rampage her husband had gone on, destroying all her hard work, leaving the rosebushes ruined, the flowers wilted and dying in a chaotic heap before he was done. In some ways, his savage attack on her garden had hurt as much as any of the physical attacks she’d endured.

        Even after all this time tears filled her eyes at the memory. Suddenly she felt a warm, solid hand covering hers.

        “I’m sorry,” Carter said, his expression apologetic. “I shouldn’t have pushed you. This is really none of my business.”

        She forced a smile. “It’s okay. I’m fine.”

        She said the words, maybe even managed to sound convincing, but the truth was, she was anything but fine. The memories had touched a place deep inside that she’d almost buried and left her filled with longing.

        The minute Carter Rollins left, she sank down on the sofa to await the arrival of Dr. McDaniels, relieved that she’d finally made the call, even as she was dreading what the psychologist might tell her.

        Because if Carter Rollins had done nothing else with his well-timed visit and probing questions, he’d reminded her that there was a life outside these four walls—even if only as far as the backyard—that truly might be worth fighting for.
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        Dr. McDaniels was a thin woman in her fifties with a hint of gray threading through her short dark hair. She had the kind of reassuring smile that invited confidences and a warmth in her eyes that suggested compassion. Though Raylene had only crossed paths with her casually years ago during Annie’s hospitalization, she immediately felt comfortable with her.

        “Thank you for agreeing to come here,” Raylene said as she led the way into the living room. “The sitter’s taken the kids to the park, so we won’t be interrupted.”

        “Under the circumstances, I’m happy to come here,” Dr. McDaniels said. “Hopefully we can figure out what’s going on and determine the right treatment. If we can accomplish that, it won’t be long before you can come to me.”

        “I don’t know,” Raylene said skeptically. “I haven’t left this house in a very long time.”

        “How long?”

        “I first moved in here right after I left Charleston. Back then, I could at least sit out back in the evening, but eventually even that got to be too much. I suppose it’s been a year or more since I’ve left at all.”

        
        “Have you tried?”

        Raylene shook her head. “Once I was back in Serenity and inside this house, it was like I’d used up every bit of bravery I had. I saw this as my safe haven. Thankfully I didn’t have to go back for my husband’s sentencing. He’d pleaded no contest once the D.A. showed him my deposition, along with the medical records that documented how many times I’d been to various emergency rooms, plus the condition I was in the night I lost my baby. Though the prosecutor opted not to charge him in the baby’s death, Paul didn’t want the whole messy incident coming out in court and causing an even bigger scandal for his family. The plea bargain lessened his sentence, as well.”

        There was no visible reaction on the doctor’s face as Raylene reported the abuse that had driven her home to Serenity. “How long were you married?” she asked.

        “Too long,” Raylene said fervently.

        “And you were abused throughout the marriage?”

        Humiliated, Raylene nodded. “It was mostly verbal at first, temper tantrums from the stress he was under as an intern.”

        “And you thought it was your fault for triggering these bursts of anger,” the psychologist said.

        Something in her matter-of-fact approach and her obvious understanding made Raylene feel less ashamed. “You’ve heard this before,” she guessed.

        “Too many times,” Dr. McDaniels said. “You do know it wasn’t your fault.”

        “I do now. I think I even understood that on an intellectual level back then, but when the man you love keeps hammering it home that you’re responsible if he gets angry, on some level you start to think it must be true. I was too young—barely eighteen when we married—to know better.”

        “Did you consider leaving him?”

        “I did leave once. I went to my mother and told her what was happening. She thought I was exaggerating. She convinced me to go back and work on my marriage, on making Paul happy. She honestly believed, I think, that I must have been doing something wrong for him to act that way.”

        “How’d that make you feel?”

        Tears streamed down Raylene’s face at the memory of walking away from her parents’ house that day, her suitcase in hand, what she’d seen as her only hope for an escape dashed. “Alone,” she said at once. “I’d never felt more alone in my life.”

        “Couldn’t you have called someone else, Sarah or Annie, perhaps?”

        “I’d lost touch with them, and I was too embarrassed, anyway. I hadn’t made any real friends in Charleston. Most were the wives of Paul’s friends, and I didn’t dare go to them.”

        “So you were scared and isolated,” the psychologist concluded.

        “Pretty much.”

        “What finally changed to get you out of the house for good?”

        Raylene swallowed hard. “We fought,” she said, not wanting to remember.

        “But you’d fought before.”

        “This was worse. I…was pregnant. Just a couple of months along.” Paul hadn’t been happy about the baby, but she had been. She’d wanted someone she could love unconditionally, someone to protect the way no one had protected her. In a way, she’d convinced herself that the baby would give her the strength to leave. Ironically, that’s exactly what had happened, though not in the way she’d envisioned.

        Raylene buried her face in her hands and wept as she thought about that night, about the punches deliberately aimed at her stomach, the blows that had brought on a miscarriage days later. Paul hadn’t wanted her to go to the emergency room when the bleeding started, but for once she’d defied him, threatening to run screaming from the house if he didn’t let her go quietly. Naturally the threat of exposure in his own neighborhood had given him pause.

        She hadn’t gone to the hospital where Paul had privileges. She’d feared his associates would help Paul to cover up the abuse. Instead, she went across town. The doctors there had been horrified. They’d known at a glance what had happened and taken enough pictures to guarantee that Paul would be convicted of a crime, even though sentencing guidelines for a first offense, even of aggravated felony abuse, were next to nothing.

        When she’d declared she was leaving him, two doctors at the hospital had physically restrained Paul to keep him from following her. The moment they’d released her, she’d driven straight to Serenity and walked into The Corner Spa to see Annie.

        “You’d been living in Charleston?” Dr. McDaniels said, glancing at her notes. “Is that right?”

        Raylene nodded.

        “How did you get over here? Did you drive yourself?”

        She nodded. “I think I was in a state of shock. I barely remember making it to The Corner Spa. Then Annie brought me here.”

        
        “And you literally haven’t left since?”

        “I tried a couple of times. It was horrible. I’d get to the car and start shaking so badly that Sarah and Annie practically had to carry me back inside.”

        “What do you think is going to happen if you leave the house?”

        “I know it’s irrational since my ex-husband is still in jail, but I think he’s going to be there, waiting. I tell myself over and over that there’s nothing to be afraid of anymore, but I still can’t take that next step. I always thought I was pretty strong, but this has me beat.”

        “Why haven’t you asked for help before?”

        “I guess I felt ashamed because I couldn’t conquer this on my own. Like I said, I knew my reaction was irrational, but the fear was there just the same.” She took a deep breath, then admitted what she’d never told Sarah or Annie. “And I think I was punishing myself.”

        “Because you hadn’t protected your baby?” Dr. McDaniels said at once.

        Raylene nodded.

        “If you can see that much, then you’ve made more progress than you realize. You understand the underlying causes of your problem. Now we just have to get busy and see what works so we can fix it.”

        She said it so optimistically that Raylene took heart. “You make it sound so simple.”

        “I didn’t say it was going to be simple or easy,” Dr. McDaniels cautioned. “There could be a lot of trial and error and a lot of setbacks before we get it right. Have you tried any medications?”

        “None. I thought I could figure it out, you know, with some kind of mind-over-matter thing.”

        “But you weren’t figuring it out.”

        
        “I gave up,” she admitted. “I felt safe here.”

        “And now? What’s changed?”

        “I told you on the phone about letting Tommy slip away from the house. Not being able to go after him was the final straw. Even though Sarah and Travis said they understood and forgave me, I haven’t been able to shake the image of what could have happened.”

        “So, you want to change to protect the kids?”

        Raylene heard a faint hint of criticism in the question. “You think I should want it for myself.”

        “Yes, I do,” Dr. McDaniels said, though not unkindly. “Despite what your ex-husband tried to make you believe, you deserve to have a full life. You have to want that for yourself. I won’t kid you, you’re not going to conquer this overnight. You’ll need a powerful motivation to deal with all the setbacks that might happen along the way.”

        “Do you think the medication will help?”

        “It may. I’ll consult with your physician—”

        “I don’t have one here,” Raylene told her.

        “Then I’ll call a colleague of mine. We’ll give medication a try. Even so, I have to be realistic. I can’t promise you a quick fix, Raylene, not to correct a pattern that’s gone on this long. Panic disorder can be complicated, especially when the fear is grounded in a traumatic incident. In your case, it’s not even one incident, but years of living in fear.”

        Even though she’d expected that, Raylene felt a fresh batch of tears welling up. On some level she’d hoped Dr. McDaniels could snap her fingers, give her a few pills and the whole problem would vanish. She’d be able to live a normal life again.

        “What if nothing works?” she asked, swiping angrily at the tears. It was as if she’d had a fresh start dangled in front of her then snatched away. Even though she told herself that fighting to get better was important, no matter how long it took, she’d obviously hoped for a miracle.

        “Don’t be discouraged,” the psychologist said, correctly gauging her mood. “Something will work. I’m not a quitter, and something tells me you aren’t, either.”

        “I don’t know how you can say that. I gave up a long time ago.”

        “No, you didn’t seek help, and now you have. It’s always better late than never.” She pulled out her cell phone and made a call, apparently to the colleague she’d mentioned. After consulting for a couple of minutes, she nodded and thanked him. “He’s going to call a prescription in to Wharton’s. Someone will deliver it this afternoon. It’s an anti-anxiety medication, a relatively mild dose. We’ll give it a couple of days, then I’ll come back and we’ll try a few experiments.”

        Raylene regarded her with suspicion. “Experiments?”

        “See if we can get you down those front steps. If you can, so much the better. If you can’t, I’ll have an even better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

        Raylene couldn’t imagine a drug on earth powerful enough to accomplish that. “I don’t know—” she began, only to have the doctor cut her off.

        “It’s just the beginning, Raylene. We’ll pray for an instant cure, but we’ll work however long it takes to make it happen. The good news is that we know what’s behind the fear. For some people we don’t even have that as a starting point.”

        “Okay, then,” Raylene said, her spirits bolstered slightly by the doctor’s quiet confidence.

        
        Dr. McDaniels gave her hand a squeeze. “I’ll say it again, as often as you need to hear it—don’t be discouraged. Every recovery starts with a single step. Just look at Annie and how well she’s doing these days, then think about where we began with her. Today, you’ve taken your first step. On Friday, you’ll take your next one.” She consulted her appointment book. “Is this same time okay for you?”

        “It’s fine.” Raylene chuckled. “It’s not as if I’m going anywhere.”

        “But you will be,” Dr. McDaniels said. “I promise.”

        When she was gone, Raylene stared after her, surprised by the sensation spreading through her. It felt a lot like hope.

        She hadn’t felt anything like it since the day she’d shown up in Annie’s office and her friend had told her everything was going to be okay. After years of distrusting the person closest to her, it had been a wonder to finally believe in someone again.

         

        Walter had his notes from the day’s sales calls spread out on a table at Rosalina’s. A half-eaten pepperoni pizza, which he’d pay for with indigestion in a couple of hours, was pushed to one side, and his second beer sat on the table untouched. He didn’t even know why he’d ordered it beyond wanting an excuse not to head back to his room at the Serenity Inn just yet.

        When a shadow fell across the table, he glanced up expecting to see the waitress with his check. Instead, he found a woman wearing a halter top, short shorts and a friendly grin. She didn’t wait for an invitation, but slid into the booth opposite him.

        
        “You’re Walter Price, right?” she said.

        “I am.”

        “Raylene nailed the description,” she said, looking impressed. “For a woman who doesn’t get out, she sure does know the hottest men in town.”

        Walter held back a sigh of resignation. “You must be Rory Sue Lewis.”

        She looked surprised. “How’d you know?”

        “Raylene mentioned you. I figured sooner or later you’d turn up, whether I came looking for you or not.”

        “Yeah, she’s matchmaking,” Rory Sue said without a hint of dismay. “But she also said you might be looking for a house or a condo. I could probably live without the meddling, but I never turn my back on a solid real estate lead. That’s one thing I learned from my mom.” She studied him intently. “So, are you? Looking for some property, I mean?”

        “First tell me how you knew I’d be here tonight. I assume this isn’t a chance encounter.”

        “Raylene said you always eat either here or at Wharton’s around six-thirty. Since I was in the mood for pizza myself, I started here.”

        Walter chuckled at Raylene’s audacity in setting this up without clearing it with him, and in her apt description of Rory Sue’s methodology. “Okay, yes, I’d like to find a place to buy. I don’t have time to do a lot of looking, but if the right thing came along, I’d be interested,” he admitted. “Did she explain that I’m waiting for a deal to come through on my house in Alabama?”

        “She filled me in. We can work around that. If you can spare a few minutes now to tell me what you’d like, I’ll line up the perfect places and have you all moved in by this time next month.” She eyed the remaining pizza. “Hey, are you going to eat the rest of this?”

        “Help yourself.” He beckoned the waitress, then asked Rory Sue, “What would you like to drink?”

        “A diet cola will do,” she said, already biting into the first slice of pizza. She sighed with undisguised pleasure. “I only allow myself to eat this once a month. It’s way too fattening otherwise.”

        “I’ve noticed,” Walter said, thinking of his own expanding waistline. Maybe he would take Ronnie Sullivan up on his invitation to join him, Cal Maddox, Tom McDonald and some of the other men in town to shoot hoops sometime.

        “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with your body,” she said, giving him a frank survey. “I did mention you’re hot, didn’t I?”

        Walter had been hearing some variation of that since high school. It no longer had the power to seduce him. He’d realized how little looks mattered. He’d prefer it these days if someone told him he was living his life with integrity.

        “Is that part of your sales spiel?” he asked Rory Sue.

        “Nope, just an observation. I pretty much say what’s on my mind.”

        “I imagine that gets you into trouble from time to time.”

        “Not so much with men,” she said candidly. “They seem to appreciate knowing where they stand with me. I don’t have a lot of women friends, though.”

        “Not even Raylene?”

        “Not really. She, Annie and Sarah are tight, but I’m a couple of years younger.” She gave him a chagrined look. “And then there was a bit of a misunderstanding when Sarah thought I was after Travis.”

        
        Walter was finding the conversation more intriguing by the minute. “Were you?”

        “Sure,” she said with a shrug. “What woman with a libido wouldn’t have been, but he only had eyes for Sarah.” She winced, then added, “Sorry. See what I mean? I say whatever comes into my head. I didn’t think about the fact that Sarah’s your ex-wife. Does it bother you that she and Travis are together?”

        Walter didn’t think the situation called for an in-depth discussion of his very complicated feelings on that subject. “My marriage was over a long time ago,” he said, and left it at that.

        She regarded him skeptically. “There’s an edge in your voice that tells me you’re not as happy about that as you’d like everyone to believe.”

        Surprised that she was that astute, he decided he shouldn’t sell her short again. “The situation is what it is. I thought we were going to talk about real estate.”

        Rory Sue immediately sat up straighter, displaying an intriguing amount of cleavage, especially when she leaned forward and reached for a piece of paper from his notepad. “You mind?” she asked, also borrowing his pen. “Okay, let’s get started. Describe the perfect house.”

        Walter thought of the large colonial he and Sarah had lived in back in Alabama. It had been chosen by his mother, mostly because it was the largest house in the most impressive neighborhood in town. He’d never felt comfortable there. Nor had Sarah, though she’d done her best to make the echoing, too-large rooms seem cozy and inviting.

        “Something small,” he said at once. “Three bedrooms, a couple of baths, maybe a patio out back. A nice yard for the kids. Nothing fancy.”

        
        “You need a gourmet kitchen?”

        “I need a functioning kitchen.”

        “You know the house you just described, don’t you? The one Sarah’s living in right now. Maybe you could buy it when she and Travis get married.”

        Walter shook his head. “Right style, but I want something I can move into now. Besides, I think Raylene’s planning to buy it.” They’d talked about that on several occasions. He’d tried telling her it would be a mistake, that she was getting entirely too comfortable in her hideout. Maybe, though, Dr. McDaniels would get through to her and she’d move on, find her own home and her own life.

        “Do you prefer a house or a condo?” Rory Sue asked. “Something brand new or older?”

        “A house,” he said at once, wanting something that would feel at least marginally like a home, rather than a bachelor pad. “And older, with full-grown trees and a lawn, not a patch of bare ground with no shade.”

        She nodded. “Got it. When are you free? Can you give me an hour tomorrow?”

        Walter was startled by the hint of efficiency. He’d labeled her more of a scatterbrain, which just proved his instincts about women were no better than they use to be. Heaven knew, he’d misjudged Sarah often enough.

        “That soon?” he asked.

        She shrugged. “You said you wanted to move in now. Why mess around? I’ll go through my listings tonight and be ready to show you three or four things tomorrow. You tell me when.”

        “Five o’clock?” he suggested.

        “Works for me,” she said, then gave him a look that was more impish than come-hither. “And if I’ve found the perfect place, you can buy me dinner to celebrate. How’s that for a deal?”

        Regarding her with bemusement, Walter nodded. “I can’t recall a better one.”

        She slid out of the booth. “Then I’d better get busy, if I’m going to prove that I’m as good as my mom in this real estate gig. Thanks for the pizza, Walter. We’ll chalk this up as our first date.” She winked. “Just so you know, with me things usually start to get really interesting by the end of the second date.”

        “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. “Just one thing.”

        “Yes?”

        “In my world, for them to count as dates, I need to do the asking, so let’s think of tonight and tomorrow as all business, okay?”

        For a moment, she looked startled, but then she tossed her mane of chestnut hair and laughed. “An old-fashioned guy! Who’d have thought it? Okay, Walter, we’ll play this your way. I’ll see you tomorrow at five. And since dinner’s business, I’ll buy.”

        “Do you always have to have the last word?”

        “I don’t have to,” she told him, “but it usually works out that way.”

        She sashayed off before he could respond, giving him an excellent view of a backside that would make most men weep. She left Walter wondering just what in heaven’s name Raylene had been thinking.

        He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and punched in the number at Sarah’s. Raylene picked up.

        “I’ve just had a very interesting, supposedly chance encounter with Rory Sue Lewis,” he told her. “What do you know about that?”

        “I might have mentioned your real estate needs to her,” she said, a barely contained hint of laughter threading through her voice. “Does she think she can find you a house?”

        “That’s the least of what she thinks she can do for me,” he said.

        “I thought the two of you might hit it off.”

        “Hit it off? She scares me to death.”

        Raylene did laugh then. “Walter Price, you did not just say that.”

        “I mean it. She’s pushy and blatantly sexual.”

        “Isn’t that every man’s dream?”

        “I suppose some men fantasize about women chasing them, but personally I prefer a more demure, traditional type.”

        “Because your marriage to a woman like that worked out so well?” Raylene taunted.

        Walter faltered at that. When he remained silent, Raylene added, “You need a woman who’ll stand up to you and give you a run for your money, Walter. Admit it, once Sarah left you and started doing that, you found her a lot more fascinating.”

        “True, but there’s no comparison between Sarah, even now with her newfound self-confidence, and Rory Sue. Sarah would kill you if she heard you trying to make one. Rory Sue’s like some kind of barracuda-in-training.”

        “An apt description,” Raylene agreed. “You don’t have to date Rory Sue, you know. Just let her find you someplace to live and enjoy the sparks along the way. There were sparks at least, right?”

        “Oh, there were sparks,” he conceded reluctantly. “The kind that could burn a man if he’s not careful.”

        “Then be careful.”

        “Oh, I will be,” he assured her. “And next time you get any crazy ideas about matchmaking, my friend, see if you can’t find someone who’ll put some roses in your cheeks and leave me alone.”

        Raylene didn’t respond. Walter pounced on her silence.

        “Raylene Hammond, have you already found that someone?”

        “Don’t be silly. Where would I find someone?” she asked. “Men don’t just appear magically outside my door. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?”

        “But one has. I can hear it in your voice.”

        “You’re imagining things,” she said.

        Walter let it drop. If there was something going on in her life, God bless her, he’d find out about it soon enough. Tommy, for example, was a little blabbermouth when it came to anything going on at home.

        “Tell me how things went with Dr. McDaniels,” he said instead.

        As she filled him in, Walter heard a familiar note of defeat in her voice.

        “You didn’t expect to run out of the first session and go skipping down the block, did you?”

        “Not really, but it’s clearly going to be hard work. She managed to drag out a lot of bad memories and insisted on dissecting them. I think it’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

        “You’re not scared of hard work, are you?”

        “No,” she said with a hint of indignation, but then her bravado failed her. “I’m scared of failing.”

        “You are not going to fail,” he said adamantly. “There’s too much at stake—your entire future, in case you need reminding. Besides, you have this huge support system in place. We’ll all be right beside you every step of the way.”

        
        His words were greeted by silence and then she asked, “Walter, back when I was on your case every ten seconds for the way you were treating Sarah, did you ever think we’d wind up being friends?”

        “To be honest, I never thought much about being friends with any woman,” he said.

        She laughed. “Exactly as I thought, which is why Rory Sue is perfect for you. You can thank me later. Good night.”

        “Good night.”

        “Oh, Walter, wait,” she said, a teasing note in her voice. “Pleasant dreams!”

        He bit off the retort that came to mind. With an image of Rory Sue’s scantily clad body firmly implanted in his head, he doubted there was much sleep in his immediate future, anyway.
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        Carter had no idea why Raylene got to him the way she did. She was obviously going through a tough time and it was just as plain her problems were more than he had any idea how to handle. He was barely coping with his own life these days. Trying to keep two strong-willed teenagers on the straight and narrow had turned out to be a challenge beyond his wildest expectations.

        Still, despite all of his own worries, he couldn’t seem to shake that nostalgic, tearful expression on Raylene’s face when she’d mentioned gardening. That hint of vulnerability from a woman who was otherwise strong enough to accept her own limitations—self-imposed though they might be—nagged at him for several days.

        On Saturday morning, done with fretting and ready to take action, he dragged the girls out of bed at what they considered the unholy hour of ten, and told them to be dressed and in the car in thirty minutes.

        “Why?” Carrie asked with a moan. “It’s Saturday.”

        “And you don’t want to waste a minute of it,” he said cheerfully.

        Unimpressed by his good mood, she scowled back at him. “What’s the big hurry?”

        
        “We have places to go, things to do, people to see,” he declared, using something their mother had frequently cited when she wanted them to get moving. She’d also said that getting everyone into the car was a little like herding cats, something he was just beginning to understand as his sisters grew increasingly stubborn and independent.

        Carrie eyed him suspiciously. “What places? What things? What people?”

        “You’ll see,” he told her. “Now, hustle.”

        Mandy was marginally more upbeat and cooperative. Always eager for something new, she was downstairs shoveling Cheerios into her mouth in ten minutes.

        “Can we drive over to McDonald’s for lunch?” she asked, even as she consumed enough cereal for five normal kids.

        “We’ll see,” he told her.

        “I don’t want fast food,” Carrie said, overhearing the end of the conversation as she wandered into the kitchen, still in her pj’s. “It’s too fattening.”

        This was a recent refrain, he’d noticed. It had started when she turned fifteen and gotten worse as she approached her sixteenth birthday. He found it worrisome, since she weighed next to nothing as it was. “You don’t need to worry about that,” he told her emphatically. “Now, eat something, and let’s hit the road.”

        Carrie rolled her eyes. “Unlike some people, I don’t have to eat my weight in cereal first thing in the morning.”

        Carter frowned at her. “And unlike some people, you don’t have nearly as much energy. Eat! Do I need to remind you—”

        “That breakfast is the most important meal of the day,” she said sourly. “Okay, fine.”

        
        He stood there until she’d finished at least a token serving of cereal, then rinsed the dishes and put them into the dishwasher.

        As soon as the girls were buckled into the car, he pulled out of the driveway and turned toward the nursery he’d spotted outside of town.

        “Where are we going?” Carrie asked again. “There’s nothing out here. Why can’t we go to Columbia? At least there, we lived in civilization. There were actually movies in town, and stores. You promised when we moved here we could go back to visit, but you hardly ever take us.”

        Carter had heard it all before. “I took you two weeks ago,” he reminded her. “We went to the mall, where you spent an hour calling your friends from your cell phone, instead of doing the shopping you’d told me was so vital to your very existence. Today we’re doing something different.”

        “I know,” Mandy said excitedly. “We’re going to get plants for the garden, aren’t we? There’s a nursery out here.”

        “You got it, kid,” he confirmed, only to see Carrie roll her eyes in disgust.

        “I want tomatoes and squash and corn and maybe even watermelon, okay?” Mandy said. “I think there’s enough room in the backyard. And it’s really sunny back there, so everything should grow great.”

        “We’ll ask at the nursery,” Carter said. “How about you, Carrie? What do you want in the garden this year?”

        She was silent until he sent a warning look in her direction.

        “Some lettuce and yellow peppers, I guess,” she said without much enthusiasm. “At least I can make a salad.”

        
        “Good idea. I think we’ll get some flowers, too,” Carter said, his tone deliberately nonchalant. “They’d look nice out front, don’t you think?”

        Next to him, Carrie made a face. “Who’s going to plant them and take care of them? Not me.”

        “I will,” Mandy offered. “Flowers will look pretty by the front door.” She frowned. “But we’ve never grown them before. Mom always took care of the flowers. What if they die?”

        An idea had been blossoming in Carter’s mind for a few days now. “I know someone who might be able to give us some advice,” he said.

        “Who?” Carrie asked, instantly suspicious.

        “A woman I met the other day.”

        His sister gave him a knowing look. “So what? You’re using us and the whole flower thing to get a date or something?”

        He shook his head at once. “It’s not like that,” he insisted, then fell silent, because the truth was, it might be exactly like that. If this worked out the way he hoped, he might be spending a whole lot more time with Raylene.

         

        When an unfamiliar truck turned into the driveway at Sarah’s, Raylene checked to make sure the kids were still watching a video in the den with Laurie. They’d both fallen asleep on the sofa, and Laurie was looking through a teen magazine of some kind. Raylene left them and went to the door.

        When Carter Rollins emerged from the truck, wearing a pair of faded jeans and a T-shirt rather than his deputy uniform, she felt a little zing of anticipation. The sensation stunned her. Because of her marriage, she’d assumed there’d never be another man in her life she’d trust, much less be happy to see. That it happened to be this particular man was even more of a surprise.

        Of course, she reminded herself, sexual attraction didn’t necessarily go hand in hand with trust. Carter might appeal to her on some purely sensual level, but that didn’t mean she intended to let him into her life. In a way, though, it was nice to know she could still appreciate a fine specimen of manhood when one happened to cross her path.

        She opened the door, but remained safely inside. “You must be off duty,” she said as he approached. “What brings you by?”

        “I came by to ask a favor,” he said, regarding her with a sheepish expression. “And I’ll do something for you in return, if you agree.”

        She regarded him warily. When strong men got that helpless look, they were usually up to something. When they started talking about mysterious favors, alarm bells went off.

        “Oh?” she said. “What exactly is this favor?”

        “You mentioned something the other day about gardening, and I was hoping you could give me some tips.”

        She frowned. “I’m not an expert. You could talk to Doug at the nursery just west of town and get better advice. His family’s owned it forever. I think they’re all master gardeners.”

        He shook his head sorrowfully. “You must not know much about men. We hate admitting to other men that there are things we don’t know.”

        She regarded him doubtfully. “But it’s okay to admit it to me?”

        “Sure. You’ll just think I’m charmingly inept. Don’t all women love feeling superior to the men in their lives?”

        
        “To be honest, I’ve never had that experience,” she said. “That certainly wasn’t the way the balance of power worked in my marriage.”

        He gave her a questioning look, but didn’t pry. She gave him points for that.

        “Will you at least think about giving me some advice?” he asked.

        “And what do I get in return?”

        “I bought a lot more plants than we’ll ever find room for in my yard. I thought you might want some for here.”

        A tiny spark of forgotten excitement stirred to life inside her, and then reality hit. “I can’t accept them,” she said, unable to hide her disappointment.

        “Why?”

        She scrambled for an excuse, rather than admitting that it would be impossible for her to plant the garden, no matter how badly she might want to. “This isn’t my house. I’m not sure Sarah would appreciate it if I suddenly started landscaping around here.” The excuse sounded hollow to her ears, especially since she knew that as soon as Sarah and Travis set their wedding date, this house was likely to become hers. Hopefully Carter knew nothing of that plan.

        His gaze met hers and he waited, clearly anticipating more.

        Raylene sighed. “I thought you understood. I can’t leave the house, and I can’t expect Sarah to plant a garden to indulge some whim of mine.”

        “But I could do it,” he said. “You could tell me what to do and I’ll provide the labor. You’d probably enjoy bossing me around. My sisters certainly do.”

        She considered the possibility. Even if she let him do all the planting, who would care for the garden? In this heat, it would need frequent watering, to say nothing of weeding.

        “It’s a lovely offer, but I don’t think so,” she said with real regret.

        He studied her intently, then muttered what sounded like a curse under his breath. “It’s about the upkeep, too, isn’t it? Don’t worry about that. I’ll come by. So will my sisters. Let us do this for you.”

        Pleased by his determination and too delighted with the idea to keep coming up with excuses, valid or otherwise, Raylene slowly nodded. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

        “I wouldn’t have suggested it if I weren’t. Do we have a deal?”

        She couldn’t help the rush of excitement that stirred when she imagined having a garden again. If she closed her eyes, she could even imagine a time when she’d be able to sit outside and enjoy it.

        “I would love it,” she admitted eventually, “if you’re sure you don’t mind doing all the work.”

        “I don’t mind,” he confirmed. “You can pay me back with advice and lemonade. Shall we give it a try? I have the plants in the truck.”

        She regarded him with amusement. “You were awfully confident you could talk me into this, weren’t you?”

        He grinned. “Pretty much. Something told me you’d be a pushover if I dangled the promise of a few flowers in front of you.”

        “Don’t get the idea I’m a pushover, Deputy Rollins,” she said with mock severity. “You’d be wrong.”

        “Every women has a few weaknesses,” he commented with a wink. “I just happened to figure out one of yours.”

        
        He walked toward the truck and left her wondering why he’d even given the matter so much thought. Most men, knowing her circumstances and the unlikelihood of anything approaching a normal relationship, wouldn’t have bothered. Rather than worrying about his motives, though, she told herself to be grateful for this impulsive, sweet gesture of his.

        While Carter unloaded the plants and carried them around back, she woke the kids and brought them into the kitchen. “You want to help Deputy Rollins with the garden?” she asked, knowing they’d be safe with him and would enjoy the freedom of being outside. It would also give Laurie time to run to the store to look for the dress she wanted for her date tonight.

        Tommy immediately raced for the kitchen door, but Libby hung back. Rebuffed once too often by her own father, whose entire focus seemed to be on her big brother, she’d only recently begun to feel more comfortable around men. Thankfully, Walter himself was responsible for the change. He’d finally realized what a treasure she was and started giving her a fair share of his attention. That, plus undisguised adoration from Travis, had been a huge boost to Libby’s confidence, but she still hung back around other men until she was sure of her welcome.

        Raylene pulled a chair over to the doorway and lifted Libby into her lap. “You and I get to supervise,” she told her, loudly enough to be overheard by Carter. He cast a grin in her direction.

        “Oh, great! Now I have two women bossing me around,” he grumbled with mock dismay. “Tommy, you’re going to have to help me stand up to them.”

        “Okay,” Tommy agreed at once, eager to please. “What do we do?”

        
        Carter shrugged. “Beats me.” He turned to Raylene. “Any ideas?”

        For the next two hours, he and Tommy dug where she told them to and trimmed the yard with tall sunflowers and vibrant hollyhocks, patches of bright impatiens in partially shaded areas and even two fragrant rosebushes for either side of the kitchen doorway. The result was a far cry from the carefully tended garden at her home in Charleston, but it was bright and cheery and brought a smile to her face. Looking at the results, she had to blink back tears.

        Standing in front of her, Carter seemed shaken by her display of emotion. “This was supposed to be a good thing.”

        “It’s a wonderful thing,” she said, impulsively reaching out to give his hand a squeeze. “Thank you. It was wonderful of you to think of doing this. Even if I can’t take a single step outside, I’ll be able to smell the roses from right here.”

        “No big deal,” he insisted, looking uncomfortable with her gratitude.

        “Now, what can I do in return? Of course, I want to pay you for the plants.”

        “Absolutely not,” he said indignantly. “I told you I bought too many.”

        “I can believe you bought too many flats of annuals, but extra rosebushes? I doubt that.”

        “Really, no. I can’t take your money. It was my pleasure.”

        “It was more like a backbreaking couple of hours.”

        “I enjoyed every minute,” he said, meeting her gaze with a steady look. “Really.”

        Raylene shuddered under the intensity of that gaze. “Okay, then, what advice do you need for your garden?”

        “Actually, you’ve already helped out. I’ll just try to re-create what we’ve done here.” He frowned. “Of course, we don’t have much shade.”

        “Then you’re really going to have to keep an eye on the impatiens. They need a lot of water if they’re in bright sunlight. Otherwise they’ll wilt. And the sunflowers and hollyhocks will do best either against a fence or with stakes. Once they’re in full bloom, they’ll tend to fall over without some kind of support.”

        “Got it,” he said. He gave her an appealing look. “Maybe one of these days, when you know me better and feel safe with me, you’ll come over and take a look and see if there’s any other advice I need to follow.”

        She regarded him with frustration. “It doesn’t work that way, Carter. I’m plenty comfortable with Sarah and Annie, but I can’t leave here with them, either. Don’t take it personally.”

        He backed down at once. “You’re right,” he said, looking flustered. “I’m sorry. I don’t totally understand how something like this works. Worse, I’m the kind of guy who automatically wants to make things better. I shouldn’t have pushed.”

        “It’s okay,” she said, not wanting to ruin his lovely gesture. “But I do think you should go now. I need to fix the kids a snack and then get started on supper before Sarah and Travis get home. They were doing some kind of remote for the radio station today.”

        “And they’re not back yet? Where’s the sitter?” His worried expression was far more telling than the simple question.

        Under other circumstances, she would have found his attitude insulting, but she understood why he was concerned. It just grated that it had to be that way. “She came back a while ago. Want me to call her in here so you can see for yourself that the kids are in good hands?”

        He winced at her sarcasm. “Sorry.”

        “Don’t be,” she said with a resigned sigh. “I understand why you felt the need to ask. I really do.”

        “Okay, then, I’ll see you soon. Maybe next time I drop by, I’ll bring the girls over. Would that be okay? I know Mandy would love to see the garden. She’s not going to believe I actually pulled off an actual flower garden. Up until this year I’ve stuck to vegetables.”

        Raylene regarded him with a penetrating look. “Carter, what’s going on here? Are you still trying to make up for accusing me of being negligent with the kids? Or am I your pet charity case?”

        He looked annoyed by the question. He took a step closer, but something in her expression must have warned him away, because he immediately backed off. Oddly, she felt suddenly bereft, as if she’d missed an important opportunity to feel alive again.

        Holding her gaze, he said quietly, “If you don’t see what’s going on here, then I’ll have to figure out some way to make it plain.” For the second time he looked deep into her eyes, his gaze steady. “I like you. I enjoy your company. And one of these days, I have a hunch I’m going to kiss you, Raylene.” He grinned. “By then, you’re going to be ready for it.”

        She trembled at the warning and the promise. She just doubted that such a day would ever come. Because no matter how attracted they might be to each other, a relationship simply wasn’t in the cards.

        
         

        “I have a garden in my backyard,” Sarah announced with wonder that evening. She turned to stare at Raylene. “How’d that happen?”

        “Carter Rollins,” Raylene said, her voice tight.

        Sarah frowned. “Okay, let me see if I can figure this out. Carter Rollins made what seems to me to be an incredibly sweet gesture, and somehow that’s annoyed you.”

        “It’s not the gesture that annoyed me,” Raylene insisted. “It’s what he wants in return.”

        “Which is?”

        “Me,” Raylene said, still not able to get over her shock that a man as sexy and appealing as Carter would want someone with her emotional baggage. “He obviously has some knight-in-shining-armor complex or something.”

        “He’s a cop. Don’t they all want to save the world?”

        “Well, I don’t want to be his project.”

        “But you do want him,” Sarah guessed. “I can see it in your eyes. The guy turns you on.”

        Sarah was the second person to suggest such a thing. Even Walter had figured it out, and he hadn’t even had to see her face to do it. Obviously there was no point in faking a denial. “Well, if you weren’t madly in love with Travis, Carter would probably turn you on, too. He’d turn on any woman with a functioning libido.”

        “But your libido has been in hibernation,” Sarah said, fighting a grin. “Is that what you find so annoying? You’re suddenly faced with the fact that you’re still alive?”

        Raylene scowled at her, but Sarah merely waited her out. “Okay, yes,” she said finally. “I don’t want to feel anything for him or anyone else because there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. No man is ever going to want to be tied to a woman who can’t leave the house.”

        “If I recall, most bedrooms are inside houses,” Sarah teased.

        “You know what I mean,” Raylene said. “My situation isn’t normal. It may never be normal.”

        “Didn’t you tell me after your second appointment with Dr. McDaniels yesterday that she’s optimistic?”

        “Of course she’s optimistic. Do you think she’s going to come in here, throw up her hands and tell me I’m beyond hope? Shrinks don’t like to admit defeat.”

        “Or maybe she really believes you’re going to get better,” Sarah countered. Her gaze narrowed. “Or did I miss something? Did something happen on Friday to leave you sounding so discouraged? Now that I think about it, you’ve been in this weird mood ever since that session.”

        “I’m just facing reality,” Raylene said.

        “Meaning?”

        “The medication didn’t do a thing to help. I felt so good, too. I was calm and relaxed. Dr. McDaniels had this really soothing tone that helped me. I was so ready to walk out of the house. I just knew I could do it.” She sighed. “And then, the second I tried to step outside, I nearly came unglued. It was bizarre. I had absolutely no control over it. Talk about a reality check.”

        “Gee, and you’d been on the medication and in treatment for how long? Two whole days? I’m shocked,” Sarah said with exaggerated disbelief.

        “It’s not funny,” Raylene said. “There should have been some sign of change.”

        “Was Dr. McDaniels expecting a miraculous change?” Sarah asked.

        
        “No.”

        “What exactly did she say?”

        “Not to be discouraged, that it could take a while for the medication to kick in, that I might need a stronger dose or a different medication, blah-blah-blah.”

        “Oh, sweetie, I know it must have been frustrating, but she’s right. You’ve been suffering with this disorder, phobia or whatever it is for a couple of years now. It’s not going to vanish overnight.”

        “It might never go away,” Raylene said. “I need to accept that.”

        “Don’t you dare give in to such a defeatist attitude!” Sarah said heatedly. “I will not allow you to give up, especially after just two sessions with Dr. McDaniels. Do I have to call the rest of the Sweet Magnolias and stage an intervention? Because I will, if that’s what you need. You are better than this, Raylene Hammond. You are not a quitter. And, frankly, if a man as sexy as you seem to think Carter Rollins is suddenly wants to hang around, I’d think that would be motivation enough to keep you fighting to get better.”

        “I never said I was going to quit,” Raylene said. “You don’t need to resort to an intervention. I just said I need to accept reality.”

        “Accepting is barely one step away from giving up,” Sarah said, obviously still agitated. “Not an option, is that clear?”

        Raylene regarded her with amusement. “If Walter could only see you now. You’re definitely not the meek little woman who let him and his parents get away with bullying her.”

        Sarah blinked at the comment. “You know, you’re right. I have changed. And while we’re on the subject of Walter, what’s this I hear about you trying to fix him up with Rory Sue? The word is out the two of them were at Rosalina’s the other night.”

        Relieved to have the focus off her mental state and off Carter, Raylene merely grinned. “I thought it might be fun.”

        “Are you crazy? Rory Sue and Walter?” She shook her head. “If he ever took her home to Alabama, both his parents would wind up in the cardiac-care unit of the local hospital.”

        “Like I said, fun,” Raylene repeated. “You can’t possibly expect me to believe you actually care about what those two awful people think.”

        “No, but I don’t necessarily want them dead.”

        “Well, their state of mind and health are no longer your concern, and Walter’s life needs shaking up. It’s time he stops pining for what he lost when the two of you got divorced.”

        “Walter has hardly been pining for me.”

        “Of course he has. He just knows he doesn’t stand a chance now that you have Travis in your life, though frankly, the fact that you haven’t set a wedding date yet must be giving him hope.”

        Sarah regarded her indignantly. “You know perfectly well that there are a lot of reasons we haven’t set a date yet. Getting the station up and running has been a lot of work. With such a small staff, we couldn’t both be gone for even a brief honeymoon, and we agreed we want a big wedding. That takes time to plan. And then there are my folks. My dad’s health hasn’t been good, so he hasn’t been up to traveling.”

        “Okay, I get it,” Raylene said. “But does Walter?”

        
        “He certainly ought to by now,” Sarah said. “The two of us were always a terrible match, anyway.”

        “True enough,” Raylene said. “He fed your insecurities. Not intentionally, maybe. It’s just the way things were as long as you were living under his parents’ thumb.”

        “Let’s get back to Rory Sue,” Sarah said, once again looking bewildered. “Seriously? You honestly think those two belong together?”

        “They’ll have to figure that out for themselves,” Raylene said. “But I do think she’s self-confident enough to give him a run for his money. Walter needs a challenge.”

        “Meaning I’m a wimp,” Sarah said, looking disgruntled.

        “You were a wimp,” Raylene concurred without hesitation. “And now you’re not. You are the woman you were meant to be—strong, confident, comfortable in your own skin. Watching the transformation has been amazing. You’re amazing!”

        Sarah’s expression brightened at her words, but then Raylene realized the change had nothing to do with her. Travis opened the kitchen door and at the sight of him, Sarah practically glowed with happiness. It was that way whenever he dropped by, which was most nights and weekends. For a man who lived blocks away, he was underfoot a lot.

        “Hey,” he said in his low, sexy drawl, his gaze on his fiancée. Raylene might as well not have been in the room.

        “Hey,” Sarah said, equally oblivious to the fact that they had company.

        “I’ll just go and check on the kids now,” Raylene said, backing out of the kitchen. “Don’t let the casserole burn.”

        She shook her head as she left. She doubted they’d heard a word. It was a toss-up whether her friends or dinner would go up in flames first.
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        The following Saturday the kids had gone to the ball field with Sarah and Travis, and Raylene was alone in the house, when Carter’s truck pulled up out front. Two teenagers climbed out. Raylene guessed these were Carter’s sisters. The girl who appeared older wore the sulky, bored expression of someone who wanted to be anywhere else but here. The other teen was gazing around with frank curiosity as her brother led the way to the front door.

        Filled with a mix of anticipation and annoyance, Raylene held it open as they approached.

        “I wasn’t expecting to see you today,” she said, her tone light but chiding.

        The younger girl frowned at Carter. “You didn’t call to say we were coming or to see if she’d be home? What is wrong with you? That is so rude.” She grinned at Raylene. “You have to make allowances for him. Our parents did try to teach him some manners. Honest.”

        Raylene smiled. “I’m sure they did. Do you suppose he’ll remember to introduce us? I’m Raylene.”

        “And I’m Mandy,” the young teen replied. “Sourpuss here is Carrie.”

        
        “That’s no way to talk about your sister,” Carter scolded.

        “Oh, come on,” Mandy protested. “She’s been cranky all day.”

        “I can wait in the truck if you find my company so objectionable,” Carrie snapped, then glanced apologetically at Raylene. “Sorry. You shouldn’t have to listen to our family squabbles.”

        “I don’t mind,” Raylene said, feeling an unexpected sense of camaraderie for this girl who’d lost her parents just when she was entering the vulnerable teenage years and needed them the most. “Come on inside, all of you.”

        “I wanted the girls to see the garden and to check to see if it needs watering or weeding,” Carter told her. “I hope that’s okay. We won’t stay long.”

        “Of course it’s okay. How about some lemonade or sweet tea before you go outside again?” Raylene asked. “Even for June, it’s miserably hot today. And I baked sugar cookies yesterday.”

        “Sounds good to me,” Mandy said eagerly. “Nobody bakes at our house. Carrie used to, but then she discovered that cookies have…” She lowered her voice to an exaggerated whisper and added, “Calories!”

        Carter nodded sadly. “It’s true. That was the day our source of home-baked cookies died.”

        Raylene watched Carrie’s expression. Even though her brother and sister were obviously teasing, the barbs clearly hit home. Carrie looked as if she might cry. Again, Raylene felt an unexpected connection to her.

        “Well, consider me your new source for cookies,” Raylene told them. “I bake two or three times a week. Travis grabs a handful every time he passes through the kitchen, which he seems to find excuses to do a dozen times while he’s here every day. He’s like some kind of bottomless pit when it comes to sweets. I can’t tell you how much Sarah and I envy him.”

        Interest flickered in Carrie’s eyes. “Are you talking about Travis McDonald, the guy on the radio?”

        Raylene nodded.

        “He lives here?” Carrie said, clearly excited by the possibility that she’d stumbled into the home of a local celebrity.

        “No, but Sarah does. They’re engaged, so he’s over here a lot.”

        “Then you see him all the time?” Carrie persisted.

        “Quite a bit,” Raylene confirmed.

        “Oh, my gosh! He is so sexy on the air. That voice…” She made an elaborate show of fanning herself.

        Raylene grinned. “Yeah, he has that effect on me, too.”

        Carter appeared fascinated by that news. “Okay, I’m a guy. You’re going to have to explain it to me. What does Travis McDonald have that, say, I don’t?”

        Carrie rolled her eyes at the question, but Raylene met his gaze. “Sorry. It’s the voice. Not that the package is anything to sneer at, but that deep, slow, sexy drawl is something else.”

        “Does Sarah know her fiancé gets you all charged up?” he asked.

        To Raylene’s regret he sounded more curious than jealous. “It took a while, but I think she’s gotten used to women swooning every time he opens his mouth,” she said.

        “Do you think we could meet him sometime?” Mandy asked.

        
        Carter regarded her as if she was a traitor. “Not you, too?”

        “Hey, I’m a girl, too,” Mandy said, then regarded Raylene hopefully. “Is he coming by today?”

        Raylene nodded. “He and Sarah should be back soon. They take the kids out for pizza after they play T-ball, but they usually get Tommy and Libby back here for their naps.”

        Carrie regarded Carter hopefully. “Can we stay?” She turned to Raylene. “Would you mind?”

        “It’s fine with me,” Raylene told her as she took glasses from the cupboard and poured lemonade for everyone. She opened a tin of freshly baked cookies and put them on a plate. Mandy and Carter reached for them eagerly, but Carrie ignored them and went to the back door to look out at the garden. After a minute, she turned, an expression of shock on her face. “Carter, you did that? You planted all those flowers?”

        He winked at Raylene. “I had a lot of guidance.”

        “Can we go check it out?” Mandy asked, joining her sister at the door.

        “You may,” Carter said, subtly correcting her.

        Mandy stuck out her tongue. “May we?”

        “You may, if you’ll get the hose and water everything while you’re out there,” Carter said. He turned to Raylene. “It needs it, right?”

        “It does, and I would appreciate it,” Raylene said, then almost regretted giving permission when she was left alone with Carter, who was studying her with what was becoming an increasingly unnerving look of fascination.

        “Thanks for not slamming the door in my face,” he said.

        
        She bit back a smile. “Unlike you, I remembered the manners I was taught. And I’m sure you knew I’d never slam the door if you turned up here with your sisters, especially with all my lovely flowers out there drooping from the heat.”

        “I was hoping,” he admitted with an unrepentant grin.

        “They’re lovely girls.”

        “You can say that even after Carrie walked in here with an attitude?”

        “She’s sixteen, right? It comes with the territory. Believe me, I remember that stage all too well.”

        “She’ll be sixteen in a few months, but I get what you’re saying. Does that mean Mandy’s sunny disposition will vanish and she’ll be transformed into an impossible little diva in another year or so?” He looked shaken by the thought.

        “More than likely,” Raylene confirmed.

        “Gee, something to look forward to.”

        “They’re at a tough age to have lost their parents,” Raylene said sympathetically. “It’s an especially hard time for a girl not to have a mother.”

        “And, believe me, I’m a poor substitute. I encourage them to talk to me about anything, but sometimes they have questions I don’t have any idea how to answer.”

        Raylene hesitated, then thought of the lost, lonely and scared look she thought she’d seen in Carrie’s eyes. “Bring them by here anytime,” she told Carter. “I’d be happy to listen, at least. And I won’t offer advice on anything important without talking it over with you.”

        He seemed startled by the offer. “You’d do that for a couple of girls you just met?”

        “If it would help, of course.”

        
        “Amazing,” he said, half to himself.

        “Don’t nominate me for sainthood. As you can imagine, I love having company.”

        He held her gaze. “Even me?”

        She forced herself not to look away, even though the intensity in his eyes was unsettling. “Surprisingly, yes.”

        His expression brightened. “Then we’re definitely making progress.”

        “Carter,” she began, a warning note in her tone. Before she could continue, Tommy came bursting into the house, Libby right on his heels.

        “Ray-ween, I hit the ball way far away and ran all the way around the bases today,” Tommy announced excitedly. “Daddy came and he saw me, and Travis said I was the best player on the team. He didn’t say it loud, though, ’cause he didn’t want the other kids to feel bad.”

        Raylene knelt down to give him a hug. “Wow, what a great day! Congratulations!”

        “I had pizza,” Libby said, then added sorrowfully, “but I couldn’t hit the ball. It was too fast.”

        Libby wasn’t officially on the team, but then the whole activity was geared toward kids who were too young to play officially. Travis always made sure even Libby got a turn at bat, despite the groans of the slightly older kids.

        “Next time,” Raylene assured her. “You’ll learn. In fact, I bet your daddy or Travis will practice with you this week.”

        As Sarah and Travis walked into the kitchen, Sarah’s eyebrows rose when she spotted Carter. “Back again, I see.”

        “He brought his sisters by to water the garden,” Raylene told her. “They’re out back now giving it a good soaking.” She winked at Travis. “They’re going to be very glad to meet you. They’re huge fans.”

        Sarah rolled her eyes. “Naturally. He attracts females of all ages.”

        As if to prove the point, Libby held out her arms to Travis. “Up?” she pleaded.

        Travis scooped her up and tickled her. “Nap time, kiddo.”

        “No nap,” Libby said, her little chin set stubbornly. “Me and you hit the ball.”

        “Later,” Travis promised. “You could use a nap, too, Tommy. Let’s go.”

        “While you put Libby and Tommy down, I’ll get your fan club to come inside to meet you,” Raylene promised. “They’ll probably want to touch up their lipstick and comb their hair. Can’t meet the town sex symbol without being properly primped up.”

        Travis shook his head at the amusement in her voice. “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

        Raylene nodded. “As a matter of fact, I am. I love watching a grown man blush.”

        Sarah poured her own glass of lemonade, then sat down opposite Carter and studied him over the rim of her glass. “Now you and I have a chance to chat,” she said meaningfully. “I get why your sisters wanted to hang out. It’s all about Travis. What about you? What’s the attraction for you?”

        “Sarah!” Raylene chided.

        Carter didn’t look the slightest bit disconcerted by the question. “Isn’t it obvious?”

        “You do know she’s not going to make it easy for you, don’t you?” Sarah asked, as if Raylene weren’t sitting right there blushing furiously.

        
        “Easy’s not much fun,” Carter said, his gaze catching Raylene’s. “I’ve suddenly discovered a fascination for more complicated women.”

        “If you ask me, you already have enough complicated women in your life,” Raylene said. “Weren’t you saying not ten minutes ago that you didn’t know how to handle Mandy and Carrie?”

        “Not the same,” he said easily.

        “How so?” Sarah queried.

        “If I get it right with my sisters, I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing I did my best and can send them out into the world. If I get it right with Raylene, something tells me the payoff will be far more rewarding and has the potential to change the rest of my life.”

        Sarah looked impressed by his response, but it scared Raylene to death. It implied expectations and a future, two things that required guarantees she couldn’t possibly make.

        “Carter,” she protested, “you shouldn’t be saying things like that.”

        “Just calling it the way I see it,” he said evenly. “I wouldn’t want you to accuse me of not giving you fair warning about my intentions.”

        “You don’t even know me,” Raylene said, then reminded him, “And when we met, you didn’t even like me.”

        “I didn’t like what happened,” he agreed. “You, however, intrigued me. Nothing that’s happened since has changed that.”

        “But that’s crazy,” Raylene said, feeling a little frantic and overwhelmed.

        He held up a hand. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to panic you by getting so intense. One thing I learned when my folks died was that things can change too fast and when you least expect it. I’ve been too busy since then to think much about relationships, but I’m smart enough not to walk away when something looks promising.”

        “And you think a relationship with a woman who hasn’t left the house in two years looks promising?” she asked incredulously. “Is that because you think I can’t run away?”

        He laughed at the suggestion, which wasn’t exactly the reaction she’d been going for.

        “I can’t say I have a lot of experience with women trying to get away from me,” he said. “It’s mostly been the other way around.”

        Carrie and Mandy came back into the house just in time to overhear.

        “It’s true,” Carrie said with an expression of sisterly tolerance. “Women chase him all the time. It’s really pitiful. They should have more pride, you know.”

        “I do know,” Raylene said. “I don’t think that will be an issue with me.”

        Carrie studied her, then nodded. “Good for you.” She finally spotted Sarah and realized the implication of her presence. “You’re Sarah Price, right? If you’re home, that must mean Travis is here.”

        Sarah nodded. “He’s with the kids. He should be back any minute.”

        Carrie stood up a little straighter. Even Mandy, who was clearly more of a tomboy, fluffed her hair in a purely feminine gesture.

        “And here he is now,” Sarah announced, barely containing a grin as both girls stared at Travis with open-mouthed awe.

        
        “Carrie and Mandy Rollins, meet Travis McDonald,” Raylene said.

        Travis grinned and held out his hand, first to Carrie, then to Mandy. “Nice to meet you, girls.”

        The tongue-tied girls just stared.

        Carter shook his head. “Manners,” he muttered.

        “Very happy to meet you,” Carrie murmured, suddenly looking everywhere except at Travis.

        “Hi,” Mandy said. “You’re even hotter than I thought you’d be.”

        “Amanda Rollins!” Carter scolded.

        Mandy gave him a defiant look. “Well, he is.”

        “Thank you,” Travis murmured, his cheeks flushed.

        “On that note, I think it’s time for us to go,” Carter said, standing up. “Come on, girls. I think we’ve made enough of an impression for one afternoon.”

        “Don’t worry about it,” Sarah told him, walking to the door with them. “It happens all the time to Travis.”

        “And to you,” Raylene said. “You have your share of admiring fans.”

        Sarah cast a pointed look at Carter. “And apparently so do you.”

        “Gee, it seems as if there’s plenty of embarrassment to go around this afternoon,” Raylene commented wryly.

        His eyes filled with humor, Carter leaned down and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “See you soon. I think next time I’ll leave the girls at home.”

        “Don’t,” Raylene said with heartfelt urgency. Because as long as he brought chaperones along, there was no chance he’d act on that unexpected glint of desire she’d seen in his eyes.

        He met her gaze, his expression knowing. “We’ll see.”

        After they’d gone, Raylene had to steady herself before she could even take the few steps into the living room. No man had left her weak kneed like that in years. Sarah regarded her with amusement.

        “Living with you has suddenly gotten very interesting,” she said.

        “Bite me,” Raylene retorted.

        Sarah merely laughed. “I hope you’ll remember to thank Tommy at the wedding.”

        “Excuse me?”

        “If he hadn’t tried to chase after the ice-cream truck that day, who knows how long it would have taken before the two of you crossed paths. You owe my son.”

        “You actually think what’s going on here is some kind of blessing?”

        “I do. You haven’t looked this rattled or this excited since you came back to town.”

        “Maybe I don’t want to be rattled or excited,” Raylene grumbled.

        “Doesn’t matter. Fate doesn’t always wait around until you’re ready. It’s time to start living again, sweet pea.”

        “This has nothing to do with fate,” Raylene declared emphatically.

        “Kismet? Destiny?”

        “Insanity,” Raylene corrected. “The man thinks he’s falling for a woman who’s locked away in some emotional prison and it’s his job to save her.”

        “Very romantic, if you ask me.”

        “No, it’s nuts,” Raylene insisted.

        And maybe, if she were being totally honest, just a little bit romantic.

         

        Carter had been on patrol all morning on the opposite side of the county from Serenity, mostly driving up and down the streets of some of the new developments that were being built. It seemed a shame to see so much rural land being gobbled up by cookie cutter houses, but the region was growing. He supposed there was no way to stop progress.

        When his cell phone rang, he was surprised to hear Mayor Lewis’s voice.

        “Son, do you have time for a break?” Howard asked. “There’s something I’d like to discuss with you. It’s important.”

        “It shouldn’t be a problem. Let me check in with dispatch. Where’d you want to meet?”

        “Wharton’s is as good a place as any, if that’s convenient for you. I’ll go now and get us a table.”

        “Can I call you back on this number if there’s a problem?” Carter asked.

        “You do that. Otherwise, I’ll see you when you get here. No rush. There’s always someone around I can talk to.”

        Carter cleared the break with Gayle, then drove to Serenity. Since it was close to lunchtime, most of the parking spaces in front of Wharton’s were occupied, so he parked over on Azalea near the radio station. As he passed the studio with its view of the town green, he waved at Sarah, who was still on the air. She gave him a thumbs-up. A couple of other people he recognized gave him knowing looks, as if they were in on some secret he wasn’t yet privy to.

        When he walked into Wharton’s, the men sitting with the mayor immediately got up, shook his hand as Howard introduced him, then moved to another table.

        “You didn’t invite me over here for a casual chat, did you?” he asked Howard, who had a discernible glint in his eyes.

        “Nope. I did tell you it was important, didn’t I?”

        That part had slipped Carter’s mind. Maybe he’d just mistakenly assumed that everything was important to Howard. “What’s going on?”

        “Haven’t seen you at any of our town meetings, so I’m guessing you don’t pay a lot of attention to local politics, is that right?” Howard asked.

        “I’ve read the local paper, but that’s about it. The move over here came up pretty quickly. I’ve been busy settling into my job and getting my sisters settled in school. I wanted to be sure they met some kids their own age before school let out for the summer.”

        “As it should be,” Howard said. “You may not know just how much this town has grown recently. Development in the county’s taken off, too.”

        “Now, that I do know,” Carter said. “I was just patrolling out at the Oak Haven and Willow Creek developments. Once those houses sell, it wouldn’t surprise me if the county doesn’t need another new elementary school at least.”

        “Already being discussed,” Howard confirmed. “And here in town, we’ve been talking about wanting to start our own police department. The sheriff’s going to have his hands full with all the outlying areas, and we want a department that’s accountable to the folks right here in town.”

        “Makes sense,” Carter said. He knew firsthand that the sheriff’s department was stretched thin trying to cover an increasingly populated region. So far, there’d been no local tax dollars allocated to add new deputies. His own job had been created because the county had gotten federal stimulus money to add an extra deputy.

        “What would you think about taking on the job of chief and building the police department here from the ground up?” Howard asked.

        Carter sat back in shock. “You’re considering me for the job? Why? I barely know my way around the region.”

        Howard leaned forward. “Here’s the way I see it. You’re young. You’re energetic. And you’re sensitive. I liked what I saw and what I heard about the incident with Tommy Price. You didn’t just go through the motions. You cared about what happened to that boy.”

        “And I also jumped to conclusions and misjudged Raylene,” Carter reminded him.

        “The way I hear it, you’ve apologized. I admire a man who can admit his mistakes, who doesn’t pretend to be perfect. It’s a good quality to have in a leader. You’ll listen, and I’ll bet you won’t be leaping to any more conclusions.”

        “You really think I’m the right man for this job?” Carter asked, still incredulous that a relative stranger would be the town’s choice.

        “I do,” Howard said emphatically. “And I’m not alone. The sheriff and I have talked and he backs up my thoughts about this. So do most of the council. Tom McDonald’s our town manager and you’d be reporting to him, so the two of you need to talk some more. You should spend some time thinking about how you’d see a police force being created, what kind of staff you’d need, the kind of equipment. Tom has a rough idea of our budget. You two can sit down and compare notes, hash out the details. That is, if you’re interested.”

        
        Carter didn’t have to think about it for long. “I’m interested,” he said at once.

        Starting a department would be a challenge. While it would probably entail a lot more paperwork than he’d prefer, it might also give him more regular hours, which would give him more time with Carrie and Mandy. As safe as the area was, he still hadn’t been looking forward to leaving them at home alone when he had the night-shift rotation.

        Howard nodded with satisfaction, then looked Carter directly in the eye. “One thing you should know. We’re going to want a decent commitment from you. If you have any reason to think you’re going to want to leave for a bigger police force anytime soon, then we should call this off now.”

        “I understand. And I’m sure you’re aware that I left a bigger police force to come here. I have no desire to go back. My younger sister won’t graduate for another four years, and I intend for it to be from Serenity High School.”

        “Good to know. I’ll tell Tom to expect your call. I’ll get him working on the details of an offer, and we’ll see if we can’t move this along. Council will have to approve your deal and a budget for the department before we can go forward, but I don’t anticipate any problems. The sheriff will work with us on a timetable.”

        “Thank you for thinking of me, Mayor Lewis.”

        “Call me Howard. I’m looking forward to working with you, son.”

        Carter walked slowly back to his cruiser. When he neared the radio station, Sarah was off the air. She’d apparently been in the studio and had seen him, though, because she popped her head out the door.

        
        “Did you say yes?” she asked.

        He regarded her innocently. “To what?”

        “The chief’s job. I know Howard was going to talk to you about it.”

        “Now, how did you know a thing like that?”

        She gave him a pitying look. “You really haven’t been here long, have you? Small town, active grapevine. Grace Wharton knows everything, and now that I’m on the air here, I’m the first person she likes to tell.”

        “So all of Serenity will know about me maybe taking the job of Serenity police chief by tomorrow morning when you go back on the air?”

        “I’d say sooner than that. It’s lunch hour at Wharton’s. Grace has probably told most folks already that you and Howard were huddled together over coffee.”

        “Are there any secrets in a place like this?”

        “Not for long,” Sarah said. Her expression sobered. “Which is why if you’re not serious about Raylene, you should probably back off. The word’s already out that you’ve been hanging around. It’ll embarrass her if it turns out you’re playing some kind of game.”

        He frowned at the suggestion. “Why would I be playing games?”

        “You wouldn’t be the first man who couldn’t resist a challenge.”

        “I’m not interested because she’s a challenge,” he said. “You’re selling her short.”

        “Not me,” Sarah said. “I know Raylene. I know how amazing she is.”

        “And I’m just starting to figure that out.” His gaze steady, he gave her a warning. “Keep an eye on me, if you feel the need to, but don’t make the same mistake I did with Raylene and jump to conclusions. It would be a disservice to Raylene and to me.”

        To his surprise, she beamed at him. “Good answer. You dropping by later to share your news?”

        “If the Serenity grapevine is so hot, what makes you think she hasn’t already heard?”

        “She probably has, but I’m sure she’d like to hear the details straight from the horse’s mouth.”

        “Then I’ll be sure to drop by on my way home.”

        In fact, he thought, it would be the perfect ending to a very surprising day.
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        Raylene had baked three batches of cookies that afternoon, rather than the single batch of chocolate chip she usually made at midweek. She knew it was probably ridiculous to be baking extras just in case Carter came by, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself. She’d even lined an extra tin with foil, then packed it with an assortment of not only chocolate-chip cookies, but oatmeal raisin and sugar cookies as well.

        After she’d closed the lid, she shook her head. Was she just a little smitten, after all? It had been a very long time since she’d been tempted to make a sweet gesture to impress a man. Her attempts to please Paul with special desserts or gourmet meals had never had the desired effect. Most of the time he’d found some way to demean her best efforts and make her feel like an idiot for even trying.

        Ironically, the result had been that she’d tried harder. She owned more cookbooks than most women accumulated in a lifetime. She experimented constantly with new recipes. Now she had an appreciative crowd at the dinner table each evening. Even Tommy seemed to love her cooking almost as much as he liked hot dogs and pizza.

        
        Tonight she was making an easy beef Stroganoff recipe. The meat had been simmering in a slow cooker most of the day. There was enough to feed an army.

        When Sarah walked in the door, she sniffed the air appreciatively. “Stroganoff?”

        Raylene nodded.

        “Perfect. There’s bound to be enough for company.”

        “Company? Is Annie coming over and bringing the kids? Not that the baby is eating real food yet, but Trevor can eat his own weight. He’s exactly like Ty was when we were kids.”

        “He can, indeed, but they’re not coming over.” Sarah’s eyes glinted with mischief. “This is guy company.”

        “Travis isn’t company.”

        “No, he isn’t, but Carter is.”

        Raylene’s gaze narrowed. “What makes you think Carter’s coming by? Did you invite him? I told you not to interfere in this.”

        “No interfering,” Sarah swore. “I saw him earlier. He has news he wants to share.”

        “Tell me,” Raylene commanded.

        “Not me. It’s his news.”

        “Since when have you ever kept hot-off-the-presses news to yourself? It’s not in your genetic makeup.”

        “I’m reforming,” Sarah said airily. “When he gets here, why don’t you tell him to invite his sisters over, too. We should celebrate.”

        “Celebrate what?”

        Sarah merely grinned. “I’m going to take the kids for a walk before dinner. That’ll give you time alone with Carter when he arrives.”

        “And what if I don’t want time alone with Carter?” Raylene demanded, trying to keep a frantic note out of her voice. Of course, the problem was that she did want to spend time with him. She just didn’t think it wise.

        Sarah shook her head sorrowfully. “Then I’ll tell Dr. McDaniels you really do have a screw loose.”

        Raylene scowled at her. “You are not amusing.”

        “Not trying to be. Hiding inside is one thing. You can’t help that. Ignoring a hot man who’s definitely interested in you would be flat-out wrong.”

        “I don’t think he’s going to let me ignore him,” Raylene said, then groaned when the doorbell rang. “My gentleman caller, I assume.”

        Sarah grinned. “That would be my guess. I’ll let him in, then take the kids and scram. Dinner in an hour?”

        “If you say so,” Raylene grumbled. “I hope he can at least make a salad.”

        She heard Sarah and Carter exchanging a few words, and then he was in the kitchen. Even though she’d known he was on his way in, seeing him was still a shock to her system. The man could probably thaw a roast with one of those searing looks he tended to give her. As it was, her blood sizzled in ways it hadn’t in a very long time. The reaction was troubling because she wasn’t entirely sure, when push came to shove, if she’d be able to respond to a man’s touch ever again. That was just one more thing to worry about, when she already had her hands full dealing with therapy.

        Before he could say a word, she moved a bowl in his direction, then pointed to the raw vegetables she’d assembled. “You’re on salad duty,” she told him. “And if you want to invite Carrie and Mandy, then you’ll need to make a big one.”

        He blinked at the order. “Am I invited for dinner?”

        
        “Sarah says you are. She thinks the girls should come, too. Something about a celebration.” She finally dared to meet his gaze. “What’s that about? She wouldn’t tell me.”

        He chuckled. “That must have killed her.”

        Raylene couldn’t stop her own grin. “More than likely. She says she took the kids for a walk to give us time alone, but I think it’s because she was terrified she was going to spill the beans.”

        “Time alone, huh?”

        He seemed a little too intrigued by the thought. Raylene frowned at him. “Don’t be getting any ideas, buster. She thought you had something to tell me.”

        “I do, as a matter of fact. Let me call the house and tell Carrie and Mandy to ride their bikes over, then I’ll tell you.”

        “Do they know?”

        He shook his head and gestured to his uniform. “I haven’t been home yet. I came straight here when I went off duty.”

        “Then wait until they get here and tell us all at once,” she suggested. “And in the meantime you need to get busy on that salad.”

        Carter eyed the vegetables with dismay. “Not my area of expertise. Maybe you should wait and teach the girls.”

        Raylene put her hands on her hips. “You can’t even make a salad?”

        He looked sheepish. “Sorry, no.”

        “That is just pitiful.”

        “Tell me about it. I hadn’t planned on being what amounts to a single dad.”

        “What does that have to do with anything? You eat, don’t you? What were you doing for meals before your folks died?”

        “I went to restaurants or threw myself on my mom’s mercy,” he admitted, then added with a grin, “And then there were those women who were trying to impress me.”

        She shook her head. “Well, that’s about to change. As soon as you’ve called the girls, we’ll start with the basics.”

        “Were you a drill sergeant in another life?” he grumbled.

        “Could have been,” she said. “The important thing now is that you’re in my kitchen, so you do what I say.” She liked the feeling of power that idea gave her.

        “I thought this was Sarah’s house.”

        “The kitchen is all mine,” she corrected. “It works out nicely.”

        Carter made the call to his sisters, then hung up with obvious reluctance. “They’ll be here in fifteen minutes. Are you sure you don’t want to wait for them to make the salad?”

        “Now you’re just being pathetic,” she said, handing him the head of lettuce. “Tear off the leaves and put them in the colander.”

        “The what?”

        She held up the metal strainer. “This,” she said. “Once you’ve torn up enough lettuce—small pieces, by the way—then rinse it and shake off as much excess water as you can.”

        “Why not just buy the bags of already prepared salad?”

        “Because I like the old-fashioned way.”

        “Who would have guessed,” he muttered with a dramatic air of resignation.

        
        Raylene had to bite back a smile as he tore the lettuce into small pieces, a frown of concentration on his brow. There was something utterly charming about seeing a big, strong cop, still wearing his gun, in fact, looking so completely out of his element.

        When Raylene assured him he had enough lettuce, he ran water over it, then shook the colander a bit too energetically. Lettuce flew everywhere. Fortunately, enough was left to make the salad. He dumped it triumphantly into the bowl.

        “Now what?” he asked.

        “Now you chop the peppers, tomatoes and green onions and add those. See what I mean? It’s pretty basic stuff. Even a beginner can make a salad.”

        He glanced over the ingredients she’d assembled. “I don’t see any dressing.”

        “Because you’re going to make it.”

        “You’re kidding me! Companies spend millions making all sorts of perfectly good bottled dressing, and you want me to start from scratch?”

        She patted his shoulder. “If succeeding with the lettuce gave you a thrill, just wait till you’ve made your own dressing. You’ll feel like an accomplished cook.”

        “I think we should save one triumph for Carrie and Mandy,” he argued.

        “Okay, we’ll see.”

        “What’s for dinner, anyway?”

        “Beef Stroganoff.”

        His eyes widened with surprise and unmistakable pleasure. “You actually made beef Stroganoff? On a regular weeknight, not even for a special occasion?”

        “It’s an easy recipe, and there are always leftovers for another night.”

        
        “Easy?” he repeated skeptically.

        “You just dump a few things into a slow cooker and let it simmer for most of the day, then add a few more things, boil the noddles and it’s done.”

        “Do chefs know about this? They always make it sound very complicated. I watch the Food Channel sometimes, hoping something will sink in and I’ll wake up knowing how to cook.”

        She raised a brow at that revelation. “And yet you still don’t cook.”

        “Because it all sounds too complicated.”

        “You can read, right?”

        “Of course.”

        “And follow directions?”

        He gave her an impish look. “That’s a little trickier. I am a guy, after all.”

        She shook her head. “These are directions, not orders. They’re a way to get from point A to point B,” she said, then slapped her forehead. “Of course, guys never ask for directions, do they?”

        “We are adapting to the idea of a GPS system,” he told her. “That’s technology, so it’s acceptable.”

        “Good grief!”

        Carter laughed at her reaction. “I’m really not quite as inept as you’re probably thinking about now.” He gestured to the cutting board. “See, all chopped and diced.”

        “Very good,” she praised. “Now toss them with the lettuce.” When he looked as if he might take the bowl and toss the ingredients into the air, she held the bowl in place and handed him the salad tongs. “Gently.”

        Just then Carrie and Mandy walked into the kitchen and stared.

        
        “Carter’s fixing the salad?” Carrie said, looking stunned. “Are you sure you want to do that? We’ll probably die.”

        He scowled at her. “And you’re going to make the dressing from scratch.”

        “Now I know we’re going to die,” Mandy said.

        Carter frowned, then turned to Raylene. “Make her do something, too.”

        Raylene grinned. “You can make the noodles for the Stroganoff.” When Mandy looked uncertain, she said, “Boil water, dump in the noodles and stir them. You can handle it.”

        A half hour later, dinner was on the table, Sarah and the kids were back, Travis had arrived and they were all seated at the larger table in the dining room, which the girls had helpfully set.

        Raylene looked around and nearly had to blink back tears. This was what she’d imagined her life being—a family and friends gathered around for a meal she’d prepared. After all this time, after she’d pretty much given up on the dream, here it was.

        And yet it wasn’t quite real, because the family, at least, wasn’t hers.

         

        Carter stashed the girls’ bikes in the back of his truck for the drive home. In the car the girls were bubbling with excitement. Some of their enthusiasm was over the prospect of Carter’s new job, but mostly it was about the fabulous meal and their part in getting it ready.

        “We actually cooked tonight,” Mandy said triumphantly.

        “You boiled water,” Carrie scoffed. “I actually made a salad dressing from scratch.”

        
        “Let’s not forget my contribution,” Carter said. “The salad was awesome, if I do say so myself. Carrie, what did you think of the Stroganoff?”

        “It was good,” she said, avoiding his gaze in the rearview mirror.

        “How would she know? She ate one bite,” Mandy reported. “I thought it was amazing, and Raylene says it’s really easy to make. She said she’d teach me if I want to come by after school one day or maybe when school lets out next week. Is that okay, Carter?”

        “If she invited you, I’m sure she meant it. Just call her to make sure when it’s convenient.”

        “How come she can’t leave the house?” Carrie asked quietly. “That’s so sad.”

        “I don’t know the whole story,” Carter admitted. “I do know she’s trying to get over her phobia, though.”

        “Is that what it is, a phobia?” Carrie persisted. “Like a fear of spiders or of flying?”

        “That’s the way I understand it,” he told her. “She has panic attacks if she tries to go outside.”

        “Even in the yard?” Mandy asked.

        Carter nodded.

        “That’s why you planted the garden,” Carrie guessed, her expression lighting up with sudden understanding. “So she’d be able to see something beautiful from the kitchen. You’re pretty awesome, big brother.”

        “Keep that in mind next time you disagree with something I’m telling you to do.”

        “Not the same thing,” Carrie said, then fell silent.

        As they pulled into the driveway at home, Mandy jumped out immediately, but Carrie hung back to walk in with Carter. He sensed there was something on her mind, so he deliberately slowed his pace.

        
        “Everything okay?” he asked eventually.

        She paused and looked up at him. “You like Raylene, right?”

        “I do,” he admitted, seeing little point in denying the obvious.

        “Does is bother you that she’s kind of messed up with this phobia thing?”

        He frowned at the question. He had a feeling his answer was vitally important for some reason he couldn’t quite fathom. “It bothers me for her sake,” he said. “I hate to see anyone missing out on so much of life.”

        “But you don’t think she’s weird because she needs a shrink?”

        “Of course not,” he said. “She’s getting help that she needs to get better.” He met Carrie’s troubled gaze. “Why? Does it bother you that she’s seeing a psychologist?”

        “No. I guess I just never knew anyone who needed that kind of help before, at least not anyone who talked about it.”

        Carter knew there was more on her mind, but he had no idea how to dig deeper to unearth the real problem. Still, he knew he needed to try. “You’re not afraid your friends will freak out if they find out I’m seeing Raylene, are you?”

        She scowled at the question. “Like I would care what anyone else in this town thinks!” she said indignantly. “Don’t you know me at all?”

        “Then what’s this about, Carrie? Something’s obviously on your mind.”

        For a brief instant, he thought she was going to open up and tell him, but then her expression shut down.

        
        “Nothing’s on my mind,” she claimed, and flounced off, leaving him to stare after her and wonder how he’d blown the opportunity.

        Carter glanced skyward. “Mom, Dad, I could use a little guidance here.”

        Unfortunately, there were no heavenly messages suddenly written on the clear night sky. As he had been for two years now, he was left to cope on his own.

         

        Walter had canceled two appointments with Rory Sue to look at houses. Unfortunately, they both knew it wasn’t due to his busy schedule, as he’d claimed. The woman rattled him. He knew instinctively that she was ready and willing to have some kind of fling, but for all of his many flaws, he was a pretty monogamous guy. Once he and Sarah had gotten together in college, that had been it for him. Cheating had never once crossed his mind, not even when his marriage had been falling apart. Since the divorce, he hadn’t met anyone half as intriguing as his ex-wife.

        Even though he’d been telling himself for days now that he was due to cut loose and have a relationship that was completely free of strings, he couldn’t see it happening. And, though he was about as sensitive as a fence post, he’d seen something in Rory Sue that told him she wasn’t half as carefree as she wanted everyone to think. She was lonely and vulnerable and reaching out for any connection that might make her feel better, even temporarily. He didn’t want to take advantage of that.

        He was still sitting in the office at the radio station a few minutes after canceling their latest appointment, when the door opened and Rory Sue walked in. This time, she was attired for work in a dress made of some kind of clingy fabric that hugged every generous curve, but at least covered most of them.

        “You’re avoiding me,” she accused as she sat down on the edge of his desk.

        Her bare calf, which tapered to a shapely ankle and a pair of sexy, high-heeled sandals, was unnervingly close as she swung it back and forth. Watching it was like falling under the spell of a clock pendulum.

        “What’s the problem?” she asked when he couldn’t seem to find his tongue.

        Walter swallowed hard. “No problem. Really.”

        Rory Sue gave him a knowing look. “I scare you, don’t I?”

        The blunt question, which unfortunately hit the mark, rattled him even more. No man was ever going to admit to being scared of a woman.

        “Absolutely not,” he said at once. “I’ve been swamped at work. That’s all.”

        “And yet here you sit, all alone and looking bored to tears,” she said, then grinned. “At least until I walked in.”

        “Just taking a five-minute breather,” he insisted, ignoring the comment about his reaction to her arrival.

        “And then what? Aren’t most of your potential advertisers at home with their families by now? Does it work out well when you interrupt their evenings?”

        “I have paperwork to do,” he claimed, aware that he probably sounded a little desperate for excuses.

        “And yet there are no papers or files piled up on your desk,” she said.

        Walter sighed and gave up the battle. “Okay, you got me. I was thinking about grabbing a burger and going back to the motel.” He scowled at her. “Alone, in case you were getting any ideas.”

        
        She laughed. “As intriguing as an evening at the Serenity Inn with you sounds, right this second I’m much more interested in selling you a house.”

        He regarded her skeptically. “Really?”

        “Yes, really,” she said seriously. “Come on, super stud, let’s find a place for you to live. Then we can discuss what lies ahead for you and me.”

        Because it was better than spending another boring evening on his own, Walter walked out with her. “Just so we’re clear, this is strictly business.”

        “Of course it is,” she said at once, then met his gaze. “Until it isn’t.”

        “Why do you do that?” he asked.

        “What? Flirt?”

        “Practically throw yourself at a man you barely know,” he corrected. “You’re a gorgeous woman. You’re obviously well educated. You have a great sense of humor. I can’t imagine that men don’t fall all over themselves asking you out.”

        “You didn’t.”

        “Because you never gave me a chance.”

        “What is so wrong about a woman taking the initiative?”

        “It’s not wrong exactly,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “It just makes you seem desperate. That’s not an attractive quality.”

        “Are you saying women need to sit back and wait around until some man notices them? That’s a waste of time. I see a man who intrigues me, I let him know it.”

        He regarded her with frustration. “And how’s that been working for you?”

        “Up until you, not all that badly, as a matter of fact,” she said with a touch of defiance.

        
        Walter smiled despite himself. “Look, I’m hardly an expert. My marriage certainly fell apart mostly because I was clueless about how a woman ought to be treated, but I do know one thing. Relationships are all about achieving an optimum balance of power.”

        Rory Sue gave him a disbelieving look. “Meaning, I suppose, that the man is superior and everything has to be on his terms.”

        “Of course not.” He had learned that lesson.

        “Okay, let’s say I stop right here, turn around and kiss the daylights out of you,” Rory Sue suggested. “Who has the power then?”

        Walter swallowed hard, his gaze suddenly locked on her lips. “You do,” he said.

        “And you object to that on principle? Because a man should take the initiative when it comes to sex?”

        “Not always,” he said, suddenly unable to think of anything except hauling her back to the inn and into his bed. He didn’t like how easily she could throw him off of the moral high ground. He sucked in a deep breath and forced himself to concentrate on counting backward from a hundred. When he felt more in control, he finally looked her way again and caught her smug expression. She knew exactly the kind of effect she was having on him and she was enjoying every minute of it.

        “Tell me about the first house we’re going to see,” he said, his tone brusque.

        “It has three bedrooms,” she said slowly and dramatically, amusement in her eyes. She lowered her voice to a sexy purr. “And the most amazing Jacuzzi tub you’ve ever seen in the master bathroom.”

        She managed to imbue the description with enough innuendo that Walter flushed.

        
        “Rory Sue, this has to stop,” he commanded. “If you expect me to look at houses with you, you can’t be talking about bedrooms and tubs.”

        She laughed then. “You don’t want me to mention bedrooms or bathrooms?”

        “No. I’ll find ’em on my own.”

        “You scared I’m going to seduce you in one of them, Walter?”

        He stared at her. He’d never met anyone quite like her before. He held her gaze.

        “Truthfully?” he responded, losing the fight with his conscience. “I’m thinking we’re not going to make it to any of those bedrooms tonight. How fast can you get to the Serenity Inn?”

        “Really?” Her face lit up. “Well, hallelujah!”

        That was pretty much his reaction, as well. Tomorrow would be soon enough to figure out just how big a mistake he was making.

      

    

  
    

    
      
      
        
          
            8
          
        

      

      
        Raylene had been on medication for a couple of weeks now, but she was no closer to stepping across the threshold at the house than she had been before starting treatment. She’d been so sure she’d at least be able to go back out on the patio by now, but she still couldn’t make herself do it. She regarded Dr. McDaniels with frustration after yet another failed attempt just to step outside the front door.

        “I’m not getting any better,” she said as she hovered inside the door, palms sweating and heart racing.

        Dr. McDaniels gave her an unrelenting look. “Maybe you need to take a leap of faith here.”

        “Meaning?”

        “Look around, Raylene. There’s no danger in sight. I’m right here with you. Take a deep breath and take that first step. Don’t stand here thinking about all the times you’ve failed. Just do it.”

        Raylene regarded her incredulously. “Don’t you think I want to?”

        The doctor’s gaze remained steady. “I don’t know. Do you?”

        Angered that the psychologist questioned her determination, Raylene stepped outside almost without realizing she was doing it, then turned to give Dr. McDaniels a defiant look. The older woman was grinning at her.

        “There now. That wasn’t so impossible, after all, was it?” she said.

        Raylene blinked, then felt a swell of triumph. Emboldened, she took a few more steps, until she was standing in the middle of the sidewalk. The sensation of being outside actually made her feel giddy with relief. Maybe she could do this. Right this second, she almost felt as if she could walk around the block. Maybe even all the way into town.

        But then the sound of an approaching car had her tensing. Once again, her heart raced, and the door to the house seemed a million miles away.

        As if she sensed Raylene’s sudden fear or simply recognized the first signs of an oncoming panic attack, Dr. McDaniels moved to her side. “Deep, slow breaths,” she reminded her.

        The car drove past, and Raylene felt the tension in her shoulders ease.

        “Great job, Raylene, but I think that’s enough for today,” the doctor told her, leading the way back inside.

        “How long were we out there?” Raylene asked.

        “About two minutes.”

        “That’s all?” she said, disappointed.

        “Come on now,” the doctor scolded. “This is a little like dieting. You have to remember that you didn’t get to this point overnight. Turning it around isn’t going to happen overnight, either. That’s two minutes longer than you’ve been out there before.”

        The psychologist studied her intently. “I sense more frustration than usual today. Is there some reason you’re suddenly so anxious to get better?”

        Raylene thought about Carter and what it might be like to go on an actual date with him. She’d never really dated all that much. Oh, she’d been out with guys in a group back in high school. She’d even had a steady boyfriend she’d hung out with for a bit during her junior year, but then she’d met Paul.

        Because he’d been in medical school and she had transferred to a strict private boarding school, their dates had been rushed, mostly squeezed in between his classes. Occasionally they’d gone on study dates, when his attention had been focused on books, not her. They’d married soon after her graduation from high school.

        With everything moving so quickly, there had been no lingering glances over romantic dinners or intense conversations after a fabulous movie. She couldn’t even imagine what it would feel like to be courted the old-fashioned way, but lately she desperately wanted to experience it. She credited Carter for stirring that desire.

        “I think I’m just tired of staring at the same walls,” she said, not ready to reveal that her sudden rush had anything to do with a man.

        “They weren’t closing in on you when we started,” the doctor said, proving that she was intuitive. “You seemed relatively content with your sheltered life. It made you feel safe.”

        “True,” Raylene conceded.

        “What’s changed?”

        Raylene hesitated, then said, “The truth is that I’ve met someone interesting. He’s been by a few times. I can’t help wondering what it would be like to go out with him.”

        
        “Has he been pressuring you to do that?”

        “No. Oh, he asked once, but he seems to understand the way things are right now.”

        “Wanting to leave the house, especially to go on a date, seems like progress to me,” Dr. McDaniels said, looking surprisingly encouraged. “Could you have imagined feeling this way a few months ago, or even a few weeks ago?”

        “Not at all,” Raylene said. “I was content to stay right here, but I have to say that I don’t see how feeling restless the way I do now can possibly be a good thing.”

        “It means you’re going to be more highly motivated,” the doctor told her. “Frankly, I’d prefer it if you were suddenly this anxious to get better strictly for yourself, but if wanting this so you can be with someone else helps, I can work with that.”

        “Maybe I could take a different medication or a stronger dose,” Raylene suggested.

        “No, we’re going to give this one a little more time. Just think about what you accomplished today. I know it must seem like you’re progressing at a snail’s pace, but you are progressing. We need to talk some more, too.”

        “About what?” Raylene asked wearily. “We’ve already talked my marriage to death. There’s nothing more to say.”

        “Apparently there is, because you’re still locked in this house. Next time, we’ll see if we can figure out what else is going on. In the meantime, I’d like you to go out for two minutes every day.”

        Raylene regarded her with dismay. “Without you?”

        “You don’t need me. You already know you can do it. If it helps to reassure you, have Sarah or someone else go with you, but I don’t want you backsliding between my visits. Think of it as learning a new skill. The more you practice, the faster you’ll improve.”

        Raylene sighed. “Okay, fine.” She walked to the door with Dr. McDaniels but, despite her earlier success, she couldn’t seem to make herself step onto the stoop as she said goodbye. It was as if there was an invisible wall in front of her. She simply couldn’t summon the courage to break through it, not even when she watched in frustration as the doctor merely stepped casually outside and walked to her car. Watching how easy it was for her nearly made Raylene weep. Her earlier sense of triumph disintegrated.

        The phone rang as she closed the door, but she tried to compose herself before answering.

        “Hey,” Carter said. “You busy? Has Dr. McDaniels left yet?”

        “Since when do you keep track of my appointments with the shrink?” she asked testily.

        “You mentioned it when I called last night,” he said carefully. “Are you okay, Raylene?”

        “Of course I’m not okay. Haven’t you heard, I’m agoraphobic?” she said, unable to control the bitterness in her voice.

        “I’m coming over,” he said at once.

        “Don’t,” she said, already regretting snapping at him. Who knew what she’d do or say if he was here when she was in this crummy mood.

        Unfortunately, he’d already hung up. She sighed. This was one of those times when she really did wish she could leave the house. Simply pretending she wasn’t home was hardly an option. He’d know better and, being a cop, he probably wouldn’t hesitate to break down a door if he thought there was something wrong.

        
        When the doorbell rang a few minutes later, she resigned herself to seeing him.

        “The door’s open,” she called out.

        Carter stepped inside, frowning. “You shouldn’t do that,” he said. “I could have been anyone.”

        “I saw your cruiser pull into the driveway,” she said defensively. “Even though I’d told you not to come.”

        “You sounded upset.”

        “A wise man would have picked up on my lousy mood and run for the hills.”

        “Well, it sounded to me as if you needed company.”

        “Which just proves you’re not as perceptive as you think you are.”

        Instead of walking right back out the door, which many men would have done, he regarded her with amusement. “Still trying to run me off?”

        She sighed. “It’s not going to work, is it?”

        He settled onto the sofa beside her. “Nope, at least not until you tell me what happened to bring on this mood.”

        “I thought today was going to be the day,” she admitted.

        “The day for what?”

        “When I walked through the doorway and back out into the world.”

        He nodded with sudden understanding. “And that didn’t happen.”

        “Actually, it did. I was outside for two whole minutes.”

        His expression brightened. “Then why do you sound so discouraged? That sounds like progress to me.”

        “I suppose.”

        “Is the doctor discouraged?”

        She shook her head.

        
        “She’s the expert,” he reminded her. “Maybe you should let her be the judge of whether you’re making the right kind of progress.”

        She frowned at him. “Don’t be all rational and reasonable. Men do that all the time, when women just want sympathy.”

        He looked undaunted by the accusation. In fact, he draped an arm over her shoulder and drew her back against his chest. “Hey, I can do sympathy. If you want to cry on my shoulder, be my guest. Just try not to get the uniform too damp. I have to go back to work eventually.”

        She chuckled despite herself. “I’d hate to send you out of here all soggy to sit in an air-conditioned cruiser. You’d probably wind up with pneumonia, and I’d have this whole boatload of guilt on top of everything else.”

        “Then let’s just sit here like this for a minute,” he suggested, his arm still resting lightly in place.

        For a moment Raylene let herself surrender to the comfort he was offering, but then his arm started to feel as if it was imprisoning her. Even though she knew rationally that all he was offering was comfort and that she could break free of his grasp whenever she wanted, she felt herself starting to hyperventilate.

        Carter heard her first gasp and released her at once, his expression filled with concern. “Are you okay?” he asked.

        The genuine worry in his eyes reassured her, but still she moved away until there was distance between them. She was shaking, but when he reached out to put his hand over hers, she jerked away.

        He regarded her with understandable confusion. “Raylene, what just happened here?” he asked quietly.

        Feeling like an idiot, she couldn’t bring herself to meet his gaze. “I panicked,” she admitted.

        
        “Because I had my arm around you?” he asked, sounding bewildered. Then understanding apparently dawned. “Is this about your marriage? Did you have some kind of flashback to the abuse?”

        Tears welling up in her eyes, she nodded. She couldn’t tell, though, if the reaction was to the awful memories or because Carter had understood. She’d never envisioned anyone realizing how powerless she had felt, and he didn’t even know the whole story.

        “Maybe you should tell me about your marriage,” he coaxed gently.

        She automatically shook her head. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

        “I can understand not wanting to relive bad memories, but I need to know so I won’t inadvertently do something else to upset you.”

        She didn’t want to think about all that ugliness. She wanted it to stay in the past, but it obviously couldn’t be shut away like that. It was very much in this room right now. And Carter was right. If they were going to have any kind of chance, he needed to know about her past.

        When she didn’t answer, Carter took the initiative. “He hurt you, didn’t he?” he asked quietly, his voice tight with anger. “A lot.”

        She nodded.

        “How bad did it get?”

        “Really bad.”

        Carter looked as if he wanted to punch something, but he didn’t. Instead, his touch oh so gentle, he covered her hand with his. He just rested it on hers, offering comfort, but giving her the easy option of pulling away. “I’m sorry.”

        His calm voice and compassionate tone seemed to unleash a torrent of words. She described the fights that began for no reason, the arguments that quickly escalated to violence, the unpredictability of it all, and the way it had eventually cut her off from the rest of the world.

        “Most of the time I think I’ve put it behind me, but just now…” Her voice trailed off.

        “My arm around you reminded you of him pinning you down,” he guessed.

        “It just came over me out of the blue. I…I hadn’t felt like that since I moved in here. Suddenly all I could think about was how strong he’d been and how powerless it had made me feel,” she admitted. “I think that was worse than him hitting me, feeling as if there was nothing I could do to fight back.”

        “You know that I would never hurt you, right?”

        “In my head, I know that, or at least I want to believe it.”

        “But after what you’ve gone through, you can’t be sure you can trust me or any other man,” he concluded.

        She regarded him with a teary gaze. “You see what a mess I am? And your life is complicated enough. You should leave and never look back.”

        He smiled at that. “Too late,” he said.

        “It’s not,” she insisted. “You could walk away now and there’d be no harm, no foul. You could just chalk it up as one of those things. I wouldn’t blame you.”

        “That would suggest I’m a quitter,” he said. “I’m not. How about you?”

        “It would be easier if I were. It was easier when I thought things would never have to change.”

        “Life is all about change and moving forward.”

        “Even when it’s terrifying?”

        “I think maybe that’s when it’s most important of all,” he said. He stood up. “Look, I really hate to leave you like this, but I need to get back on duty. Will you be okay? Should I call Sarah or someone else?”

        “I’m fine. Go. Protect the world.”

        He started toward the door, then turned back. “I really wish I’d been there to protect you,” he said softly. And then he was gone.

        Raylene reached for a pillow and hugged it to her. Amazingly, just hearing those almost wistful, heartfelt words made her feel more cherished than she had been in years.

         

        Carter wanted to break things. Seeing the terror in Raylene’s eyes, the look of utter devastation on her face when she’d gone back in time for just one heartbeat into the dark world of her marriage, made him sick to his stomach.

        He’d dealt with his share of domestic violence cases in Columbia, even a couple right here in Serenity. He’d hauled men into jail, left women battered both physically and emotionally. While each case had mattered, none had cut him as deeply as imagining it happening to Raylene.

        The first chance he got that evening, he got on the computer at headquarters and pulled up the records. Typically there was only a handful of calls—and no arrests—before the one that had sent Paul Hammond to jail and Raylene into the hospital with a miscarriage. Right now the man was locked behind bars, which was a good thing, because Carter felt an overwhelming desire to teach him a few lessons about picking on someone weaker and more vulnerable.

        The bad news, though, was that the man’s sentence—way too short to begin with, in Carter’s opinion—was already running out. With time off for good behavior, he could be back on the streets in a matter of months, if not weeks. Carter wondered if Raylene knew that. He doubted it. It would be a while before the court would have to notify her of Paul’s impending release.

        When Carter went off duty, he drove over to the radio station where Travis was still on the air. The door was locked, so he tapped on the studio window to get his attention. Travis held up a finger to indicate he’d be there in a minute, then put on another song and came to open the door.

        “Is it okay that I’m here?” Carter asked.

        “Sure. I’ll set up a few commercial-free music packages and we can talk.” He studied Carter. “Something on your mind?”

        “I’ll get into it after you’ve taken care of business.”

        Travis nodded. When the song ended, he hit the button for the microphone and chatted intimately with his audience, no doubt making every woman out there head for bed thinking she was on his mind.

        When the next set of music was on, he turned back to Carter. “You want something to drink?” He gestured through a window in the studio to the antique red Coca-Cola cooler in the lobby. “That’s filled with soda. Sorry I don’t have anything stronger. You look as if you’ve had a tough day.”

        “I’ve had better,” Carter admitted, waving off the offer of a soda.

        “Then what’s up?”

        Carter filled him in on the incident at the house earlier and told him what he’d found in the police records. “I assume you know about her background.”

        Travis nodded. “Sarah filled me in.”

        
        “Does she know that sick SOB is getting out of jail in the not-too-distant future?”

        Travis sat up straighter, his jaw set angrily. “How soon?”

        “Hard to say. I’ll check that out in the morning, but I’d say by the end of summer at the latest.”

        “Damn!”

        “My sentiment exactly,” Carter said. “Do you think she knows?”

        Travis shook his head. “I know she doesn’t. Anytime he’s mentioned, which isn’t all that often, all she says is how thankful she is he’s locked up.”

        “We need to prepare her,” Carter said. “And we need to figure out how to protect her in case he comes out of prison with a chip on his shoulder.”

        Travis frowned. “You’re really worried about this, aren’t you? You don’t think he’ll have sense enough to stay the hell away? No man in his right mind would come out of jail and then do something likely to land him right back behind bars.”

        Carter lifted a brow. “He didn’t have sense enough not to beat her in the first place, did he? Men like that rarely learn their lesson behind bars. They just come out angrier than ever.”

        “Okay, what can I do?”

        “For now just alert Sarah to what’s going on. I’ll dig around, see what kind of timetable we’re looking at. Then we can decide how to break the news to Raylene. Sarah might have some ideas about that.”

        “What about protection? Do you have a plan for that?” Travis asked.

        “Leave that to me,” Carter said, his tone grim. Because if Paul Hammond wanted to get to Raylene, he’d have to go through Carter first.

         

        Raylene opened the door late one afternoon to find Carrie on her doorstep, her expression uncertain.

        “Is it okay that I’m here?”

        “Of course it is. Did you come by for a cooking lesson?”

        The teen shook her head. “I just wanted to visit, if it’s okay.”

        “Come on in the kitchen. I’ll get us something to drink. Would you like some cookies?”

        “Just some water,” Carrie said.

        “I thought all kids were starving by the time they got out of school,” Raylene said.

        Carrie shrugged. “Not me.”

        Raylene regarded her quizzically, not really clear why Carrie had dropped in. She had a feeling, though, that it would come out when the girl was ready to talk and not before.

        “It’s such a nice day, it would be great to sit outside and have our drinks, but you know I can’t do that, right?” she asked instead.

        Carrie nodded. “How long have you been this way?”

        “A couple of years now.”

        “And you can’t go out at all? What if you get sick and need to see a doctor?”

        “Thankfully I haven’t had to find out,” Raylene said. “And my psychologist comes here.” She studied the teen. “You knew I was seeing someone about the panic disorder, didn’t you?”

        “Carter told me.” She hesitated, then asked, “Is it hard? I mean, telling someone everything that’s going on in your head?”

        “Sometimes,” Raylene admitted. “But it’s the only way she can help me.”

        “I don’t know if I could do that,” Carrie said. “You know, just spill my guts to a stranger.”

        Raylene bit back a smile. “Actually a lot of people find it easier to talk to a complete stranger. They don’t judge you. Besides, Dr. McDaniels is trained to listen and to ask the right kinds of questions. Sometimes I find myself saying things before I even realize they were on my mind.”

        “I wish I had someone I could talk to like that,” Carrie said wistfully. “Carter tries, but he’s a guy.”

        “If something’s bothering you, you could talk to me,” Raylene suggested.

        For a split second Carrie looked hopeful, but then her face fell. “But you’d have to tell Carter.”

        “I would if it was something serious,” she conceded. “But I’d do my best to keep whatever you say strictly confidential.”

        “But a shrink, somebody I pay, they’d have to keep it to themselves, right?”

        “I’m not sure,” Raylene admitted. “Carter’s your guardian. In that case, even a psychologist might have to tell him if it was something he needed to know.” She reached across the table and covered Carrie’s tightly clenched fist. “What’s this about, sweetie? Whatever it is, don’t keep it bottled up inside. If you don’t want to tell me or Carter, then I can arrange for you to see Dr. McDaniels.”

        “But Carter would have to know that, too,” Carrie said, sounding defeated. Suddenly she started to cry. “Everything’s such a mess, and I don’t know how to fix it.”

        Raylene gathered the teen into her arms and held her. “Whatever’s going on, I know it must seem overwhelming, but there’s not a problem in the world that can’t be solved. You just have to ask for help. You know your brother would do anything he possibly can to make sure you’re happy.”

        “I know,” she said with a sniff. She took the tissue Raylene held out to her and wiped her nose. “But he’s trying so hard to take care of me and Mandy. He even gave up his job to move here because he thought it would be better for us to grow up in a small town.”

        She hesitated, then blurted, “But it’s not better, it’s worse. I’m miserable. My whole life is spinning out of control. I hate school. I miss my friends. I miss Mom and Dad. I miss going to the mall and hanging out.” She regarded Raylene with watery eyes. “And I sound like a selfish brat, when I know it’s not easy for Carter or Mandy, either.”

        “You’re not being selfish,” Raylene told her. “You’re just trying to adjust to something that would be very difficult for anyone. Losing a parent is never easy. I still haven’t entirely gotten over my dad’s death. I can’t begin to imagine what it would have been like to lose both parents at once, especially at your age.”

        “Still, I need to suck it up,” Carrie said. “I can’t dump all this on my brother when he’s doing the best he can.”

        “I think you’d be surprised by how much of this he’d understand,” Raylene told her. “He’s a pretty intuitive, compassionate man.”

        Carrie looked surprised by her assessment. “Carter? He’s usually clueless.”

        
        “Well, in my experience, he’s figured some things out without me having to say a word. I’m willing to bet he has some idea of how you’re feeling, too. Talk to him, Carrie. Give him a chance to help.”

        “Maybe,” Carrie said. She hesitated, then asked, “Do you have to tell him I barged in here today?”

        “Not if you don’t want me to,” Raylene said. “And you didn’t barge in. You have a standing invitation. I do think, though, that you ought to tell him yourself that you dropped by. Keeping secrets, even little ones like this, can create problems.”

        “I suppose,” Carrie said, her expression doubtful. Eventually, she nodded. “Okay, I’ll tell him I stopped by to visit, but that’s all.”

        “Good. That way I can send some lasagna home with you for dinner.”

        Carrie gave her a knowing look. “Are you trying to win my brother by cooking for him?”

        Raylene laughed. “No. I just love to cook, and I always make way too much. If you like the lasagna, let me know, and I’ll teach you how to make it yourself.”

        Carrie immediately shook her head. “It’s too fattening for me, but I know Mandy and Carter will love it. They eat like pigs.”

        It wasn’t the first time Raylene had gotten a nagging feeling that Carrie might have an eating disorder. At first she’d told herself that because of her experience years ago with Annie, she was overreacting, but now, especially in light of their earlier conversation about seeing a psychologist, she had to wonder. Maybe Carrie had even recognized herself that she had a problem that went beyond her dissatisfaction with her life in Serenity. The compassion Raylene had felt earlier was now tinged with a sense of urgency.

        “There’s nothing wrong with having a healthy appetite,” Raylene said casually, hoping to make her point without putting Carrie on the defensive. “Too many young women start obsessing about weight when they don’t need to.”

        “Yeah, Carter gets on my case about that,” Carrie admitted openly. “He just doesn’t know what it’s like for girls, though.”

        “But I have some idea,” Raylene told her. “So does my friend Annie.”

        “The one who’s married to the ballplayer, Ty Townsend?”

        Raylene nodded. “Did you know that she had a severe problem with anorexia when she was about your age?”

        Carrie looked skeptical. “Really?”

        “She did,” Raylene said, then added bluntly, “It almost killed her.”

        Carrie looked alarmed for just an instant, but then her expression closed down. “You’re just saying that to scare me.”

        “No,” Raylene said emphatically. “You can talk to her yourself. Her heart quit, and she ended up in the hospital. It was touch-and-go for a few days. I was there the night she collapsed. It was pretty awful.”

        Looking shaken, Carrie immediately stood up. “I have to go home,” she said.

        “Wait. Let me get that lasagna,” Raylene said, but Carrie had already gone.

        Obviously talking about Annie had upset her even more than the conversation about her dissatisfaction with her life. Raylene found the entire exchange upsetting. She didn’t want to be an alarmist, but Annie’s experience had proved that anorexia wasn’t something that could be ignored for long. She knew, though, that for Carter to believe her, she’d need more evidence, perhaps even a situation in which he could see Carrie’s behavior and judge it for himself.

        School would be out soon, and the Fourth of July holiday was just a few weeks away. Usually it was Ronnie and Dana Sue, along with Annie and Ty, who hosted a barbecue after the town’s annual parade. Since Raylene couldn’t go, maybe she’d explain the situation to Annie and they could move the barbecue here. If nothing else, it would throw Carrie and Annie together. If Carrie was in trouble, Annie would pick up on it right away.

        And then Annie and Raylene together would have to find a way to help Carter deal with the problem before it went spinning out of control and quite literally destroyed his sister’s life.
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        Carter’s day had gone from bad to worse. After a fairly routine morning, he’d started the afternoon dealing with a fatal crash on one of the rural roads outside of town. A teenager going too fast on his way home from school had missed a curve, hit a tree and died on the scene.

        Every time he handled a call like that, he felt an urgent need to rush home and check on Carrie and Mandy. He knew they were both sick of his lectures about driving too fast, but he felt the lesson had to be repeated if it was ever to sink in. Thankfully, neither of them had a license yet, but it was only a matter of time.

        After facing the boy’s parents to tell them what had happened, he went back to the station where he found a voice-mail message from the prison saying that Paul Hammond’s release was tentatively scheduled for August. There seemed to be little chance that it would be postponed. He’d been a model citizen, the caller reported, using his time in prison to provide medical care for other inmates. As Carter saw it, that could be good news or bad. If it proved he’d learned his lesson, great, but it was just as likely that he’d simply manipulated the system to look favorably on an earlier release.

        
        By the time Carter finally wrapped up for the day and walked into the house, all he wanted to do was take a hot shower, order in some food and relax. Instead, he found Carrie and Mandy in the middle of an argument that escalated into tears and doors slamming. Just what he needed.

        Sighing, he followed Mandy to her room and tapped on the door. “Go away,” she mumbled tearfully.

        “Not an option,” he said, and walked in.

        She sat up and made room for him on the side of her bed. “I thought you were Carrie.”

        “My hair’s shorter,” he joked.

        That drew a faint smile.

        “So what’s going on with you two?” he asked.

        “She’s just being a pain, that’s all,” Mandy said, snuggling against his side and leaning her head on his shoulder. “Raylene left a message about having lasagna for us, so I rode my bike over to get it, and Carrie freaked out.”

        “Why?”

        Mandy shrugged. “I have no idea. Anyway, she said she wouldn’t eat it if it were the last meal on earth. Like I care whether she eats or not.” She regarded him hopefully. “You and me, we can have it, though, right? It looks really good. Raylene says it just needs to be heated in the oven for a half hour or so. I can do that, while you change. She even gave me garlic bread to go with it.”

        “Sounds good to me. You go and do that. I’ll see if I can figure out what’s going on with Carrie.”

        “It’s a waste of time, if you ask me,” Mandy said.

        “Trying to keep the two of you happy is never a waste of my time,” Carter chided. It was just a challenge.

        
        He crossed the hall and tapped on Carrie’s door. She didn’t even bother to answer. He opened it and walked in to find her with her face buried in a pillow and her shoulders still shaking with sobs. He sat down on the edge of the bed.

        “Go away,” she said, her voice muffled.

        “You know that never works with me,” he chided. “What’s going on? Why were you and Mandy fighting about lasagna, of all things?”

        “It wasn’t about lasagna,” Carrie said, sitting up and turning to him with an indignant expression. “Is that what she told you?”

        “What’s your version?”

        “It was about her sneaking off to Raylene’s house just to check up on me.”

        Carter frowned. “To check up on you? Were you over there?”

        She flushed at the question. Apparently she hadn’t realized how revealing her comment had been. “I stopped by,” she said defensively. “But I’m sure she told you that.”

        “She who? Mandy? She didn’t mention it.”

        “No, Raylene,” Carrie said impatiently. “She probably told you every word I said.”

        “I haven’t spoken to Raylene all day, but something tells me I need to.”

        Carrie flushed and grabbed his arm. “No, don’t,” she pleaded. “She promised she wouldn’t tell you anything, and I guess she didn’t. I’m sorry I accused her of being a blabbermouth.”

        Carter regarded her with bewilderment. “Carrie, what’s going on? What did you and Raylene talk about?”

        “Just stuff,” she said evasively. “She told me to tell you, so it’s not like she’s going behind your back or keeping stuff from you.”

        “What is it she thinks you should tell me?”

        She hesitated, her expression miserable. “That my life sucks,” she admitted in a small voice. She gave him an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, Carter. Really, really sorry. I know you didn’t want to wind up stuck with me and Mandy, and I know you’re trying, but I hate everything about this boring town and the people here and my whole, stupid life.”

        Carter felt as if the wind had been knocked out of him. He’d known she wasn’t happy about the move, but he’d figured she would adjust. Teenagers had a tendency to overdramatize everything, so he probably hadn’t taken her frequent complaints seriously enough.

        “I’m sorry,” he said. “How can we make this better for you?”

        She looked at him hopefully. “Move back to Columbia,” she suggested.

        He shook his head. “Other than that.”

        “You won’t even consider it?”

        “No, this is our home now. I’m going to start a police department for Serenity. I’ve made a commitment to the town, and I take that seriously.”

        “I know,” she said, looking defeated. “I thought maybe you’d consider it before, but I knew it was too late now.”

        “Meaning?”

        “Before, it was like you just had this job with the sheriff’s department, no big deal. Now you’re going to be chief of your own department, and that’s really cool. And there’s Raylene, and I know you like her. You have everything you want right here. But what do I have? Nothing. Not even any friends.”

        
        “You’ll make friends here,” he said. “It just takes a little time in a new school.” Despite his very deep reservations, he held out the promise of something he knew she wanted. “Maybe you can even find a summer job, so you can save up for a car.”

        For a fleeting instant, her eyes lit up. “You’d let me have my own car?”

        “By the time you’ve saved enough money, I think you’ll be ready for it,” he said.

        “In other words, it’ll take forever,” she said, looking defeated. “My life sucks.”

        She did, in fact, look so unhappy that he couldn’t help feeling a certain amount of pity for her. Even if the move had been for the best, it must have been hell being uprooted from the home and neighborhood she’d always known and the friends she’d had since grade school.

        “Why don’t we go to Columbia this weekend,” he suggested impulsively. “We can get rooms at a hotel with a pool and you can invite some of your friends over. We’ll see a movie, too. You and Mandy can pick it. I’ll even suffer through a chick flick, if that’s what you want.”

        She giggled at that, and for just a minute she reminded him of the carefree girl she’d been before they’d lost their folks.

        “Okay,” she said grudgingly. “Can we eat all the candy in the minibar?”

        “At those prices?” he said with exaggerated horror, then grinned. “What the heck! Go for it. Just this once.”

        She threw her arms around him then. “You’re the best big brother in the entire world.”

        “I try,” he said.

        
        Her expression immediately sobered. “I know you do, and I promise not to be a pain all the time.”

        “You’re not a pain all the time,” he told her with a grin.

        “But when I am, I’m a big one,” she said.

        “True.”

        She laughed.

        “Come downstairs and have dinner,” he said. “If Raylene sent it over, it’s bound to be better than anything we could order.”

        For a minute, he thought the mention of the lasagna was going to start another argument, but instead she nodded. “I’ll be right there.”

        Carter left her room feeling as if he’d negotiated a very tricky and temporary truce between two warring factions. He hoped dinner went smoothly, because he wasn’t sure he had sufficient energy in reserve to go another round.

        And he still had to come up with some way to tell Raylene that she had less than two months before her ex-husband was going to be released from prison.

         

        Raylene decided the best way to handle her suspicions that Carrie might have an eating disorder would be to get the Sweet Magnolias on the case. The day after Carrie’s visit, she started making the calls midmorning and had everything lined up for a margarita night by lunchtime.

        When Sarah arrived home in the afternoon, she brought all the ingredients for the margaritas, along with everything Raylene had requested to make a new burrito recipe.

        “I think we’re getting to the point that guacamole isn’t enough to counteract the effects of all that tequila,” she told Sarah. “We need real food.”

        
        “Works for me,” Sarah said. “So, what’s going on? Why the call for an emergency gathering?”

        “I’ll explain tonight. In the meantime, though, I need to see how you’d feel about hosting the Fourth of July barbecue here this year.”

        Sarah looked startled by the suggestion. “But Dana Sue and Ronnie have always had it. Don’t you think their feelings will be hurt if we steal it away from them?” Her expression immediately fell. “Sorry. I know you miss out every year, so of course we should have it here this time.”

        “Honestly, it’s not about me,” Raylene told her. “I had a very disturbing conversation with Carrie Rollins this afternoon. I think she could be anorexic, or at least she might be on the verge of developing an eating disorder. I want an opportunity for Annie and Dana Sue especially to observe her behavior to see if I’m right.”

        Sarah regarded her worriedly. “Shouldn’t you just mention it to Carter and let him take it from there? He might not appreciate your meddling.”

        “I would, but it’s a pretty serious thing to say about someone. I want to be sure. He’s got a lot to handle as it is. There’s no point in upsetting him if it turns out I’m overreacting.”

        “Unfortunately, I don’t think you’re likely to over-react about something like this. You and I were there with Annie. We both still feel a certain amount of guilt for not jumping in sooner to tell Dana Sue what we thought was happening.”

        “We were kids,” Raylene said. “We didn’t go running to parents to tattle on our friends. And just about everyone we knew was dieting, so for a long time it didn’t seem as if Annie’s behavior was unique or out of control.”

        “Still, we should have spoken up when we did realize what was happening,” Sarah said. “If Annie had died…” She shuddered, much as Raylene did when the same thought occurred to her.

        “She didn’t die, thank God,” Raylene said fiercely. “But it certainly taught us all a valuable lesson about not ignoring possible eating disorders.”

        “You’re right,” Sarah agreed. “Are you sure you can handle all this by yourself on the Fourth? Travis and I will be at the radio station all morning covering the parade.”

        “Not a problem. I’m sure some of the others will pitch in to set things up in the backyard. I’ll just have to cook and coordinate everything.”

        “Maybe you’ll be able to come onto the patio by then,” Sarah suggested, her expression optimistic. “These little two-minute forays have gone pretty well. In another couple of weeks, who knows how long you’ll be able to stay outside.”

        “Don’t get your hopes up,” Raylene said, though her own optimism had grown with each step she’d taken back into the outside world. “But, like you said, who knows? Maybe I’m due for a minimiracle.”

        That’s certainly what it was going to take for her to spend a whole evening on the patio. Still, this barbecue wasn’t about her. Right now she needed to focus on Carrie and what she needed.

         

        As soon as Raylene described her fears about Carrie Rollins, all of the Sweet Magnolias were immediately on board with moving the Fourth of July event to Sarah’s house.

        
        Dana Sue seemed especially upset by the possibility that Carrie was anorexic. Annie moved to her mother’s side.

        “I’m right here, Mom. Fit as a fiddle,” Annie told her.

        Dana Sue squeezed her hand. “But you almost weren’t. Just look at all you would have missed—being married to Ty, raising his son, having Meg, your career as a sports-injury therapist and fitness instructor.”

        “It’s not as if the world couldn’t live without another fitness instructor,” Annie said half-jokingly.

        “Stop it,” Maddie chimed in. “You provide an important service to a lot of women who need help staying fit. They might complain bitterly while they’re exercising, but all of the women you work with at the club leave there feeling better about themselves.”

        “I know that,” Annie conceded. “I suppose I’m trying to diminish it out of guilt. I was out on maternity leave for months. I felt as if I’d abandoned them. Some of them worked with Elliott, but a lot of them just quit. I failed them.”

        “If they quit, it was their choice,” Maddie reminded her. “You didn’t even stay away half as long as we were expecting you to. You couldn’t wait to get back to work.”

        “Yes, she was anxious to get that gorgeous body of hers back into shape right away,” Sarah said. “Of course, Ty’s so taken with her shapeliness, she’ll probably end up pregnant again!”

        Annie rolled her eyes. “Let’s try to concentrate on Carrie, okay? Do you think I should sit her down and have a talk with her?”

        Raylene shook her head. “I thought about that, but it’s not our place to charge in to the rescue. If we decide there’s a problem, I’ll tell Carter and then offer to have you or Dana Sue talk to Carrie or set up something with Dr. McDaniels. Carter will have to take it from there, unless he wants more help from us. Agreed?”

        Annie frowned. “What if he’s in denial? If Carrie’s like I was, she’s probably pretty good at covering up what’s going on. And if he asks her directly, she’ll only lie. I did.”

        Dana Sue nodded. “Then we have to gang up on him and insist he get help for Carrie. If we honestly believe there’s a problem, we can’t just turn it over to him and walk away. I can’t, in good conscience, do that. Not when I know the possible consequences of doing nothing. I had to almost lose Annie before I realized just how deep my own denial was.”

        “Carter will get her help,” Raylene said confidently. “He takes his responsibility as her big brother and guardian very seriously.”

        Helen had been quiet most of the evening, but she’d been studying Raylene with a penetrating gaze. “Mind telling me how this turned into your problem? Last time I was over here, this was a man who was threatening to have you charged with child neglect.”

        “Times have changed,” Sarah said, grinning. “Haven’t they, Raylene?”

        Raylene blushed furiously. “We’re getting along okay now.”

        “He’s kissed her,” Sarah confided.

        “Sarah!” Raylene protested, her cheeks heating.

        “Well, we’re your friends,” Sarah retorted. “We all care about what’s going on in your life, especially the fact that you have a very sexy guy who’s hot for you.”

        Helen continued to look troubled. “Are you really ready to have a man in your life?”

        
        “Honestly, I don’t know,” Raylene admitted. “But he doesn’t seem to be going away. His persistence is actually kind of sweet, to say nothing of flattering.”

        “And he understands the situation? Not just that you can’t go out, but why?” Helen persisted.

        “Even I don’t know why,” Raylene said irritably.

        “Of course you do,” Helen said. “It all goes back to Paul Hammond.”

        “That’s probably too simplistic,” Raylene said. “Paul’s certainly part of it. Anyway, I’m trying to sort it all out with Dr. McDaniels.”

        “Maybe you should see how that goes before you add in a distraction like Carter,” Helen advised.

        Sarah turned on her. “Why are you being such a downer? I think Carter’s the best thing that’s happened to Raylene in a long time. You should see how she glows when he’s around.”

        “That’s terrific,” Helen conceded. “I’m just concerned that he—or any man—might start out thinking he can deal with a woman in Raylene’s situation, but then realize all the ramifications.” Helen shrugged. “I don’t want to see Raylene get hurt.”

        “You’re assuming she’s not going to get better,” Sarah said. “I believe she will. She’s been making progress. Tell them, Raylene.”

        When Raylene remained silent, Sarah added, “She’s been going outside every day.”

        Helen looked mildly impressed. “That’s great, but—”

        “Okay, stop it, you two,” Raylene ordered. “It’s not as if Carter and I are having a serious relationship. Right now we seem to be enjoying each other’s company. That’s it.”

        “You’re getting involved with his family,” Helen said. “That sounds serious to me.”

        
        “We’re all getting involved with Carrie,” Raylene corrected.

        Helen frowned. “Still, you can see my point,” she said, looking to Maddie and Dana Sue for support.

        “Raylene is a grown woman,” Maddie said. “I’m sure she understands the risks.”

        “Better than most,” Raylene said quietly. After all, none of the other women in this room had had their hearts broken quite the way hers had been. If she could open hers again, she saw it as a testament to the spirit of hope that still lived deep inside her.

         

        Walter ate the salad that Raylene had prepared for him. He was actually starting to like what he’d always thought of as rabbit food. He enjoyed the company even more, though she’d been getting on his nerves today with all her questions about Rory Sue. He was tired of being on the defensive, so he turned the tables on her.

        “I hear you had another one of those margarita-night things here last night. Why didn’t you include Rory Sue?”

        Raylene frowned at the question. “She’s never been a Sweet Magnolia.”

        “Is it like some kind of secret society that requires a long social pedigree?”

        “Of course not.”

        “An engraved invitation?”

        “Don’t be ridiculous.”

        “Then why not ask her?”

        “I don’t make the rules,” she said defensively.

        “There are rules?”

        “You know what I mean. It was started by Maddie, Dana Sue and Helen, then they included Jeanette because she works with them at the spa. They asked Annie because she was Dana Sue’s daughter and Maddie’s daughter-in-law. She brought me and Sarah along. It’s not some big, formal organization, for pity’s sake. It’s just a bunch of friends who get together to talk about their lives.”

        “Seems to me Rory Sue could use some friends like that.”

        Raylene frowned at his persistence. “You’re awfully protective of her all of a sudden. Has this thing between you gotten serious?”

        “No. I just feel bad because she’s living back here now and she’s lonely.”

        Raylene studied him intently. “Do you think that’s the only reason she’s latched onto you, because she’s lonely?”

        He shrugged. “Could be.” He was pretty sure he wasn’t the kind of man Rory Sue was used to dating.

        When he met Raylene’s gaze, she was staring at him incredulously. “Do you not have any idea what a catch you are, Walter? You’re handsome. You’re turning into a great dad.” She gave him a pointed look. “That’s still a work in progress, of course.”

        “Of course,” he said wryly, amused by her determination to remind him that he had a long way to go before he’d qualify for father of the year in her book.

        She merely frowned at him. “Please tell me that you don’t believe you were a better catch when you stood to inherit your family’s cotton mill.”

        “Let’s face it,” he said. “Selling ads for a radio station in Serenity is never going to be financially rewarding.”

        “There are more important things,” she said at once. “You know that, Walter. You stayed here because of your kids, so I know your values aren’t entirely screwed up. Did Rory Sue say something to make you question your decision to stay in Serenity?”

        “No, but she’s grown up with a pretty big sense of entitlement. Money matters to her.”

        “Then she can earn her own,” Raylene retorted. “And if she’s that shallow, you don’t want her anyway. Cut her loose.”

        Walter smiled at her indignation. “Slow down. I’m just thinking out loud here, trying to anticipate some of the pitfalls in this relationship.”

        “So there is a relationship?” she said triumphantly.

        “There’s…something,” he said eventually. “I don’t know that I have a name for it.”

        “Well, figure it out before it goes too far and you wind up getting hurt.”

        “You don’t think I’ll be the one hurting her?”

        “Honestly, no. Rory Sue’s a lot like her mother. She’s a barracuda when it comes to men. Despite all the many reasons I had to hate you when you were married to Sarah, at heart you’re a decent guy. I’ve come to appreciate your better qualities. It might be a stretch to expect Rory Sue to see them.”

        “Need I remind you that you’re the one who put this whole thing into motion?”

        “I expected you to have a fling, not to get all tied up in knots over her. I’m afraid I misjudged your fling capacity.”

        Walter chuckled. “Yeah, I have a feeling I missed the boat on that, too.”

        Raylene’s gaze narrowed. “Please tell me you’re not in love with her.”

        “I slept with her once. Even I know that’s not love.”

        
        “Then what is it?”

        “When I come up with a definition, I’ll let you know. In the meantime, as a favor to me, try to reach out to her. Maybe invite her over for this shindig on the Fourth. That’s not just for Sweet Magnolias, is it?”

        “No. I can do that, if you’re sure you want me to.”

        “Why wouldn’t I want you to? It was my idea.”

        “Have you considered how much fun it will be to have me and Sarah putting the relationship under a microscope?”

        “I’ll just consider it penance for all the mistakes I’ve ever made, especially since I know you’ll both keep your opinions to yourselves.”

        “In what universe?” Raylene retorted.

        Walter sighed. “I can always hope.”

        And if it gave Rory Sue the opportunity to find a few friends she could count on, any grief he had to put up with would be worth it. Maybe, though, what he was really doing was putting her to the test. If Rory Sue’s life was both busy and fulfilling, would she still have any room in it for him?

        Just asking himself a question like that came as a shock to Walter. After all the hits he’d taken about destroying Sarah’s self-confidence, it was startling to realize the impact the divorce had apparently had on his.
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        With the Fourth of July picnic rapidly approaching, Raylene decided it was time to really push herself to take bigger strides to overcome her panic over leaving the house. She’d been strong enough to survive her marriage—surely she could stay outside longer than a couple of minutes without falling apart!

        What if, she asked herself, she’d been cutting the excursions so short because she was afraid of humiliating herself in front of someone? Even though the psychologist and Sarah were definitely on her side and understood her problem, that didn’t mean she wanted to be embarrassed by coming unglued.

        When she really thought about her slow progress, she decided that going toward the street was probably a bad idea, as well. Out there lay too much uncertainty. Anyone could happen by.

        Maybe she ought to be trying to get to the more secluded patio. For a brief time she’d felt safe out there. Maybe that goal would be easier to conquer, and she’d be able to surprise everyone by joining them out there on the Fourth.

        
        She sighed. So many maybes and uncertainties. The only way she’d ever know for sure would be to try.

        She waited until an afternoon when she was alone. Sarah was still at work, and Laurie had taken the kids to the park. Walter had come for lunch and gone. No one else was expected.

        For fifteen minutes—she watched each minute tick by on the clock over the stove—she sat at the kitchen table and did all the relaxation exercises Dr. McDaniels had taught her.

        When she felt calm and in control, she went to the door and opened it, then put her hand on the screen door and drew in a deep breath. She thought about how much she wanted to keep a close eye on Carrie at the party, something she wouldn’t be able to do if she was stuck inside the house. That goal got her to take her first step outside.

        “I can do this,” she murmured to herself as she took a few more steps. “It’s perfectly safe out here. I only have to stay for two minutes, if that’s all I can do. I don’t have to stay if it doesn’t feel right.”

        She walked to the edge of the garden, then paused and glanced around. There wasn’t a soul in sight. The sun was bright, the sky clear. It couldn’t have been a more perfect day to venture outside. The brightly colored flowers in her garden—the flowers she’d never touched—were beckoning. She bent down and pulled a couple of stray weeds, feeling a sense of accomplishment even over mastering such a small task.

        Glancing at her watch, she realized she’d only been outside for a minute, maybe two. So far, though, so good. Maybe she could sit for a minute and enjoy the breeze and fresh air.

        
        Heart pounding, she crossed to the patio itself. As she neared one of the comfortably cushioned chairs, she broke into a cold sweat. In an instant, she was hyperventilating so badly, she thought she might pass out, but she managed to get a death grip on the back of a chair and steadied herself. She closed her eyes and tried to breathe evenly, consciously trying to calm her nerves.

        And then she heard a sound, no more than the rustle of leaves in a breeze, she thought, but it was enough to terrify her. Panic, never far away, crawled up the back of her throat. She stood where she was, frozen in place, tears streaming down her face. The kitchen—her safe haven—seemed a thousand miles away. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t seem to take the first step to get there.

        She glanced over at that wonderful garden that Carter had created for her, tried to take comfort in the colorful flowers, but she couldn’t seem to focus. She was shaking too badly, her eyesight blurred by tears.

        Then she heard him, Carter calling her name. She tried to answer and couldn’t. He came around the side of the house and took in the situation with a glance.

        “Well, look at you,” he said lightly, moving slowly toward her as if fearing he’d startle her. He approached her as carefully as someone trying to gentle a spooked horse. “Did you decide to take a walk on your own?”

        Unable to speak, she merely nodded.

        “Ready to go back inside?”

        She nodded even more vehemently.

        “Take my hand then,” he said gently. “We’ll go in together, unless you’d rather I just sit out here with you.”

        She shook her head, glancing desperately toward the house.

        
        “Okay, then,” he said quietly, still holding out his hand. “We’ll go inside.”

        It took what seemed like an eternity for her to release her grip on the chair and take his hand. The warmth of his skin did what nothing else had. It reassured her. She clung to him. His hand became her lifeline.

        “It’s only a few steps,” he told her. “We can count them as we go. One.”

        She stepped forward haltingly, slowed by an inability—or unwillingness—to open her eyes for more than a second at a time, as if that would shut out the fear.

        “That’s good,” he said soothingly. “Now another. Two.”

        It was five endless steps in all, but she did it by concentrating on the sound of his voice and his commands and not thinking at all about the terrible panic that had her in its grip.

        Once inside, she collapsed into a chair, sobs racking her body. “I thought I could do it. I thought it would be okay,” she whispered in a choked voice, unable to look at him. She’d never felt more humiliated.

        He brought her a tall glass of iced sweet tea, then sat across from her. “Stop beating yourself up. You tried. That’s what counts. And tomorrow will be better.”

        She shook her head. “I don’t believe that. It’s always going to be like this.” She lifted her gaze to his. “You can’t imagine what it’s like.”

        “No, I can’t,” he agreed. “But the fact that you tried, that’s what counts. It tells me how brave you are, how badly you want to conquer this disorder or phobia or whatever it is.”

        “Brave?” she scoffed, an almost hysterical note in her voice. “I took a few steps into my own backyard, no more than I’d been taking every day for a couple of weeks now with Dr. McDaniels and Sarah. Today, though, I fell completely apart. If you hadn’t come along, there’s no telling how long I might have stayed there, completely frozen. I thought my heart was going to pound right out of my chest. I couldn’t breathe.”

        He ignored her interpretation and spun his own. “But you did this all on your own,” he reminded her. “I think it was amazing.”

        “Then you have very low standards.”

        He smiled at that. “And you’re way too hard on yourself. So, why today? And why without Dr. McDaniels?”

        She explained her earlier thoughts. “I got to thinking that maybe the reason I was making such slow progress was that I was afraid of being humiliated in front of someone, that maybe I’d do better on my own. And the Fourth of July picnic is coming up, and I wanted so badly to be out here with everyone else. It just seemed like the right time to push myself.” She didn’t mention her concerns about Carrie, her need to be available to her in a way she couldn’t be if she remained housebound. She gave him a bleak look. “Maybe there is no right time.”

        He studied her for a minute, then asked, “Are you pushing yourself so hard all of a sudden because of me? I know that probably sounds egotistical, but I don’t want to be the one putting added pressure on you.”

        Once again, he’d surprised her with his perceptiveness. “In a way,” she admitted. “Sooner or later, you’re going to get bored to tears by me never being able to go anywhere. You’ll lose interest, and who could blame you?”

        
        “I don’t see myself losing interest anytime soon,” he told her. “I keep coming back, don’t I?”

        “So far,” she conceded. It suddenly dawned on her that his arrival today, which had been timely under the circumstances, was unexpected. “Is there some reason you dropped by in the middle of your shift? You’re not upset because Carrie and Mandy dropped in here the other day, are you? Because I’d told them to come by anytime.”

        He shook his head. “No, I appreciate the fact that you’re willing to spend time with them. They need a woman they can talk to, Carrie especially. As you know, she’s having a tough time, and it’s worse now that school is out. She doesn’t seem to have made any friends at all, so she’s hanging around the house, bored to tears.”

        Raylene regarded him with surprise. “She told you how she’s been feeling?”

        He nodded. “She admitted that she’s miserable. I should have seen it myself. I’m taking them to Columbia this weekend. I hope that will help, but we can’t run over there every time she starts feeling homesick.”

        “Who says?” Raylene countered. “If going back helps, you need to do it as often as you can. Columbia’s not that far.”

        “The problem is that it’s usually worse for her afterward,” he said. “She’s happy for a couple of days talking about who she saw and everything we did, but then she crashes right back down again. Even though she tries to hide it most of the time, I can see how angry she is about being here. This is the first time, though, that she’s opened up to me. I have a feeling I have you to thank for that.”

        
        “I didn’t do anything other than encourage her to tell you what was on her mind.”

        “I appreciate that. She needs to know we’re in this together, that we’re all making adjustments.”

        Raylene hesitated, then once again asked, “If you aren’t here now because of Carrie or Mandy, what did bring you by?”

        Her question, though an obvious one, seemed to unnerve him. He waved it off.

        “This isn’t the best time to get into it. It can wait.”

        “Tell me,” she insisted.

        He continued to hesitate.

        “Carter, you’re making me nervous. Is there a problem?” A thought suddenly struck her. “Did you come by to tell me it’s best if we don’t go on seeing each other?”

        “Absolutely not,” he said with such heartfelt emotion she couldn’t possibly doubt him. “I’ve already told you that I’m drawn to you, that I want to be with you.”

        Since him dumping her before they’d really had half a chance to get to know each other was just about the worst thing she could think of, anything else was bound to pale by comparison. “What then?” she pressed.

        “It’s about your ex-husband.”

        She regarded him blankly. “Paul? What about him?”

        “There’s something you need to know.”

        At his dire tone, a sense of dread settled in her stomach. “What?”

        “He’s due to get out of prison sometime in August. I thought you should be prepared.”

        Raylene’s world, which had barely steadied itself on its axis after her unfortunate excursion outside, began spinning again. “No,” she whispered. “That can’t be.”

        
        “I’m afraid it’s true. I checked it out myself after you told me about him. I wanted to see if you were likely to be in danger anytime soon.”

        She started to tremble and couldn’t seem to stop. “No,” she whispered again. “No, no, no.”

        Carter moved to her side, then paused. “Is it okay?” he asked tentatively.

        Raylene nodded, and he pulled her into his arms. She tried to relax, to let herself feel the comfort and reassurance he was offering, but the fear was more powerful. She couldn’t stop shaking.

        “It’s going to be okay,” Carter promised. “He won’t get near you, not if I have to convince the sheriff to put twenty-four-hour security around this house.”

        “No,” she said fiercely, pulling away. “I can’t rely on other people. This isn’t your problem. And the sheriff doesn’t have that kind of manpower.” She groaned as another thought struck her. “I can’t put Sarah and the kids in danger. I’ll need to move out.”

        “Raylene, don’t get ahead of yourself.”

        “But you said he’s getting out in August. I have to make plans. I have to handle Paul on my own, and I need to be able to protect myself.”

        Carter regarded her with dismay. “What are you suggesting?”

        Her mind made up, she looked at him with a steady gaze. “I want you to teach me how to use a gun.”

        “Absolutely not,” Carter said at once, his expression grim.

        “Carter, I have to do this my way.”

        He raked his hand through his hair. “Come on, Raylene. Have you ever even fired a gun before?”

        “No, but that’s why you’ll teach me.”

        
        “How?” he asked reasonably. “It’s not as if I can take you to the gun range.”

        Raylene faltered at that. “I have to learn,” she insisted. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

        “Do you honestly think you could shoot a man?” he asked.

        She thought of the way Paul had mistreated her, the night that he’d in essence killed their baby. “Any man?” she said softly. “No.” Then she met his gaze evenly. “But I could shoot Paul Hammond,” she said with conviction.

        Despite her fierce certainty, Carter shook his head. “You might be able to pull the trigger,” he told her. “But you’d never be able to live with the consequences. I know you, sweetheart. Even after everything that man did to you, it would destroy you to take his life. That kind of violence or revenge just isn’t in you.”

        “What about justice?” she asked, her voice pleading. “That’s what it would be, you know. My life is the way it is because of him. Maybe if he was gone once and for all, I’d finally be able to live in peace. The court system obviously didn’t care about that when they gave him such a light sentence.”

        Carter touched her cheek. “I know you want to believe that killing him would let you live a normal life again, and maybe it’s even true, but there are better ways to handle this. Let me go and see him. I’ll find out what his plans are, what his frame of mind is. For all we know, he’s going to relocate to Alaska.”

        “He hates cold weather,” she said automatically.

        Carter frowned at the glib comment. “My point is that we need to know if he has a plan for the rest of his life. We can go from there.”

        
        Raylene nodded reluctantly. “But we’re not ruling out the gun.”

        “Not entirely,” he agreed, though with obvious reluctance.

        She met his gaze. “Thank you for giving me some time to get used to the idea that he’s going to be free. Now I have time to figure out what’s best.”

        Carter regarded her with alarm. “But you won’t do anything hasty, right? Promise me, we’ll work this out together. Please don’t make me regret telling you.”

        Ironically the panic she’d felt outside earlier, the fear she’d felt when Carter had told her the news, all of that had faded now. What she was left with was a cold emptiness inside, and the kind of grim determination she’d never expected to experience. Paul Hammond wouldn’t terrorize her again, not ever. No matter what she had to do to stop him.

         

        Carter walked away from Raylene with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He’d seen something in her eyes that had terrified him. Though he admired her for wanting to face down her ex-husband, he knew without a doubt that such a confrontation was bound to turn out badly. She was no match for a bully who’d likely let his resentment fester during a jail term.

        Once again, he contacted Travis and filled him in. “I didn’t like what I heard in her voice. If I don’t take the initiative here and deal with Hammond myself, there’s no telling what Raylene might do.”

        “How can I help?”

        “I can circulate the word with all the deputies in the area, but as thin as we’re spread, it’s going to take more men to make sure Hammond doesn’t get near her again.”

        
        “I’ll make some calls,” Travis said at once. “How about I get Cal Maddox, Ronnie Sullivan, Erik Whitney and my cousin Tom over to my place later tonight? I’m sure we can put together a plan to keep her safe.”

        “That would be great. Around eight?”

        “Make it nine. Erik works at Sullivan’s, but he should be able to break free by then.”

        “Aren’t you on the air tonight?”

        “I’ll ask Bill to stick around and cover for me.”

        “Look, Travis, I don’t know what your timetable is for the wedding, but you might think about having Sarah and the kids move in with you sooner rather than later, at least until this is resolved,” Carter told him. “I’m going to do anything I can think of to make sure Paul Hammond never sets foot in Serenity, but you don’t want to take any chances that they could get in his way.”

        “Done,” Travis said at once. “But that will leave Raylene there all alone. She’ll be a sitting duck.”

        “She wants a damn gun,” Carter said, still shuddering at the thought.

        “I suppose I can understand that,” Travis said. “She should be able to protect herself.”

        “Come on. You know Raylene as well as I do. If she even shot the man in the toe, she’d be riddled with guilt forever.”

        “You have a point. Okay, we’ll thrash all this out tonight.”

        “Thanks, Travis. I owe you.”

        Once he’d gotten off the phone with Travis, Carter radioed the sheriff and told him what was going on. “Can you free me to take a trip to the prison? Shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours.”

        
        “I’ll cover for you myself,” the sheriff promised. “Tell that SOB to stay the hell out of my county, you hear.”

        “That’s the plan,” Carter confirmed.

        But two hours later, he walked away from the prison with a certainty that Paul Hammond wasn’t going to make things easy. He was still seething with barely contained anger at the woman he blamed for ruining his career and putting him behind bars.

        And there wasn’t a doubt in Carter’s mind that given half a chance, he’d want to finish the job he’d started the last time he’d beaten her. Behind the smooth facade, Carter had seen a man who was coldly calculating revenge.

         

        Raylene had the local paper spread out on the kitchen table and was circling ads for places for rent when Sarah came home from work.

        “What are you doing?” Sarah demanded, looking over her shoulder.

        “Finding my own place to live,” Raylene told her,

        Sarah sat down at the kitchen table and regarded her with dismay. “What brought this on? I thought you planned to buy this house from me once Travis and I are married. I’ve been counting on that.”

        “I still want to do that, but I can’t stay here right now.” She filled Sarah in on the news Carter had shared about Paul’s impending release from prison. It was six to eight weeks away, but she explained that she had to start making her plans now. “I won’t stay here and risk putting you and the kids in danger.”

        “But you said Carter’s going to deal with him,” Sarah said. “I can’t imagine he’ll set foot in Serenity once Carter has a come-to-Jesus talk with him.”

        
        “I’m not taking any chances,” Raylene argued, her jaw set stubbornly.

        “Let’s think this through,” Sarah pleaded. “We’ll get everybody together and talk about what’s best.”

        “It’s not a group decision,” Raylene retorted. “It’s mine, and I’ve made it.”

        “Well, you’re not moving out tomorrow, no matter what, so put that paper down and let’s fix dinner. I always think better on a full stomach.”

        Raylene recognized a stalling tactic when she saw one, but she folded the newspaper and put it aside.

        “Is everything all set for the picnic on the Fourth?” Sarah asked, deliberately changing the topic.

        With everything that had happened that afternoon, Raylene had pushed the barbecue completely out of her head. “I think so. Dana Sue insisted on bringing the fried chicken and ribs. I’m making the salads. Erik’s doing the burgers and the pies. Maddie said she’d find red, white and blue paper plates and napkins. Ronnie’s in charge of getting sparklers for the kids and making sure they don’t set themselves on fire.”

        “And Annie?”

        “To be honest, I think she’s having a little trouble juggling work and dealing with Trevor and a new baby on her own with Ty on the road. I didn’t give her an assignment.”

        “She’ll be furious if she thinks you let her off the hook because she can’t cope,” Sarah said. She closed her eyes and sighed. “I remember what it was like for me when I had Tommy and Libby so close together. I know exactly what she’s going through, but every time I offer to pitch in, she bites my head off.”

        “I’ll have her pick up some soda or something. And I’ll make sure she knows her most important assignment is to pay attention to what’s going on with Carrie,” Raylene said.

        “Have you heard from Carrie since she dropped by?”

        “Not a word. Maybe she had a lot of studying to do for finals, but school’s been out for a week now, and she hasn’t been by again. She may be embarrassed about having revealed so much. I’m glad this picnic’s coming up so soon. I don’t want to take too long to figure out if she really is in trouble. At least Carter told me that she’s been talking to him about how miserable she’s been here. That’s a start.”

        She hesitated, then met Sarah’s gaze. “There’s something else you should know.”

        “Yes?”

        “I tried to make myself go onto the patio earlier today. Carter found me out there. I was a total basket case.”

        Sarah’s eyes lit up with excitement. “But you were on the patio? That’s fantastic.”

        “Did you miss the part about me being a basket case?”

        “I don’t care. A basket case who’s actually outside completely on her own after all these months is still fantastic!”

        “You’re way too easily impressed,” Raylene said.

        “Wait till you tell Dr. McDaniels. I’ll bet she’s impressed, too.”

        Raylene studied her. “You really think it was that great, even though Carter found me pretty much unglued?”

        “I think it was amazing, and so should you. You should be proud, Raylene. You left this house without me or Dr. McDaniels! Whoo-hoo!”

        
        Raylene grinned at her enthusiasm. “I guess it was kind of cool.”

        “Better than cool. Awesome!”

        “Okay, you can settle down now,” Raylene said dryly. “I didn’t walk on water.”

        “No, but you walked on bricks,” Sarah replied. “In my book that’s, what, half a dozen steps in the right direction.”

        Raylene tried to view it through Sarah’s eyes. Maybe it had been a little bit of a triumph after all. The all-important questions, though, were whether she could make herself do it again and how long it would take before being outside started to seem like second nature, especially now that she knew Paul could be a more immediate threat.
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        Carter was surprised to find Walter Price among those at Travis’s place when he arrived that night. He hadn’t realized that Sarah’s ex-husband would be tight with her current fiancé. He supposed in a small town it would be hard for the two men to avoid each other.

        “I spend a lot of time at the house with the kids,” Walter explained when they were officially introduced. “Raylene’s been a good friend to me. When Travis told me what was going on, I wanted to help.”

        Carter nodded. “We can use all the help we can get.”

        Cal Maddox, Ronnie Sullivan and Tom McDonald nodded agreement. “Whatever you need,” Ronnie said, his expression grim. “That man will not get anywhere near Raylene on our watch.”

        “Amen,” Erik added, walking in the door in time to overhear Ronnie’s comment.

        “We should speak to Elliott Cruz, too,” Cal said. “Maddie says he was at The Corner Spa the day Raylene turned up all battered and bruised. He really took it to heart. He didn’t even know Raylene at the time, but he was ready to charge off and beat the guy to a pulp. Plus, he’s a solid block of muscle. I imagine any man encountering him would think twice about doing anything when he’s around.”

        Carter was relieved to know there were so many men he could count on. “We should definitely include him, then.”

        Travis handed out beers all around, then looked at Carter. “Did you go to the prison?”

        Immediately sobering, Carter nodded. “We’re dealing with one angry man. He blames Raylene for all of it. He says he’d never have wound up in prison if she hadn’t lied about everything that happened. He still claims she took a tumble down the steps at their house to get all those bruises. He says that’s probably why she lost the baby, too, that it had nothing to do with him.”

        “Typical,” Ronnie said grimly. “Men like that rarely believe they’ve done anything wrong. I ran across a few when I was working construction. They’d get a few beers in them, lose their tempers and take it out on their wives or girlfriends just because they were handy. What I never got was why the women put up with it.”

        “For one reason or another, they don’t think they have a choice,” Carter said, citing some of the things he’d been told during his police academy training. “Usually there’s a lot of psychological abuse that goes along with the physical abuse. The women are isolated, convinced somehow it’s their fault, that if only they were more perfect, their men wouldn’t resort to hitting them.”

        Walter seemed to be squirming uncomfortably as Carter talked. Carter turned to him. “Everything okay?”

        “I’m just thinking how close I came to being one of those men,” he said very quietly. He turned to Ronnie. “You know what I was like when Sarah first left me. I never laid a hand on her and I’d like to believe I never would have, but I was filled with all this rage. And Lord knows I’d made her feel like she was to blame for all the misery in my life. Thank goodness, she was smart enough to leave when she did. I finally got a grip and faced the fact that most of the problems in my life were my own. I never want to be that domineering, controlling kind of man again.”

        “Well, you certainly won’t get away with it with Rory Sue,” Ronnie said, lightening the moment. “If that girl is anything at all like her mama, you’ll dance to her tune, or not at all.”

        Walter chuckled. “I’ve noticed that. We seem to be at odds most of the time over who’s in charge. Doesn’t matter if we’re talking pizza or sex.”

        “Now, those are the kind of discussions that can liven up a marriage,” Ronnie said. “Dana Sue and I have had our share.”

        As the laughter died down, Carter said, “Let’s get back to Paul Hammond. I’ll be notified the minute he walks through the gates at the prison. I’ll make sure there’s an active restraining order in place and that he knows about it. Not that it’ll be worth the paper it’s written on, if he wants to get his revenge. I keep hoping he’ll come to his senses and see that being free is more important than getting even, but I’m not counting on it.”

        Carter sighed just thinking about how many women were injured, even killed, despite having a restraining order on file. He was convinced it would be useless in this situation, too. If Paul was determined to make Raylene pay for what he perceived as her deliberate betrayal, he’d just do it.

        “Beyond the restraining order, we need to do everything we can to be sure Raylene’s never in that house alone and that somebody’s always nearby keeping an eye on things,” he added.

        “I’m in,” Cal said at once.

        “Me, too,” Ronnie said.

        “I’m already over there several times a week,” Walter added. “No reason for that to change. I’ll just hang out a little longer, make sure things are quiet.”

        Tom McDonald’s expression had turned thoughtful. “As you well know, Carter, we don’t have our own police force in place yet, but we do have a public-works crew. Let me see if I can coordinate with them and anyone else I can think of from the utility companies in the area to see if we can’t find a lot of work that needs to be done on that street. At least I might be able to add some extra eyes and ears for a couple of weeks when the time comes. We’ve got enough advance notice that I may be able to get this in place.”

        Carter was astonished by the show of support.

        “You all are amazing,” he said. “Thank you. You’re going above and beyond.”

        “Hey, we look out for our own around here,” Cal told him. “And, believe me, in one way or another the Sweet Magnolias require a lot of looking after.”

        Ronnie smirked. “Please tell me you have not ever said that to them. These women of ours think they can take perfectly good care of themselves.”

        “And they can,” Cal said hurriedly. “Doesn’t mean they don’t wander into trouble they can’t handle from time to time. I think they appreciate that they always have backup.”

        Erik shook his head ruefully. “Well, I for one have never heard Helen admit they need it. Remember her stalker? She thought she could take him down single-handedly. Almost got herself killed trying to prove it.”

        Carter shuddered. “Please tell her not to give Raylene any ideas.”

        “You really don’t want me telling Helen anything,” Erik said. “She’ll do exactly the opposite.”

        “That’s true,” Ronnie confirmed. “Helen’s a stubborn one.”

        Carter sat back and listened as these men talked with clear-eyed vision about the strong, ornery women in their lives. He’d never run across a group of men more obviously devoted to their spouses, flaws and all. For the first time in his life, he was envious of the solid marriages they had. With responsibility for Mandy and Carrie still very fresh, he thought it would be a while before he could risk having that kind of relationship with anyone. And yet here he was, already involved enough with Raylene that he felt this overwhelming need to make sure she was safe.

        “You know,” he said eventually, “when I first heard people talk about the Sweet Magnolias and how deep their friendship ran, I was skeptical. Seemed to me there’s always some fussing and feuding when a bunch of women get together.”

        The other men groaned at the comment and Carter winced. “Okay, so it sounds sexist. The point is that I’m seeing them in a whole new light now. There’s a rare kind of loyalty at work, isn’t there? And it extends to you guys, too.”

        “It does,” Ronnie confirmed. “And now that you’re with Raylene, you’re a part of it.”

        Walter studied him with a narrowed gaze. “You are with Raylene, right? This isn’t just some macho need to protect her just because it’s what cops do? You really do care?” The genuine note of concern in his voice proved how deep his own caring for Raylene ran.

        “I care,” Carter confirmed. He was far more certain of that than he was of his readiness to act on his feelings…or Raylene’s ability to handle the kind of relationship he might someday want.

         

        The Fourth of July dawned with a hard rain that left the ground steaming the second it ended and the sun came out. By the time the parade started, the skies were blue and the streets had dried off, though there were still enough puddles that most of the kids in town had managed to get soaked along the sides of the parade route down Azalea Drive and onto Main Street.

        Carter stood on the town green with Carrie and Mandy to watch their first big event since coming to Serenity. Carter had heard people talking about how much the residents of Serenity loved their holidays, and they were about to see that firsthand.

        “This is so lame,” Carrie grumbled as a ragtag group of veterans marched by, some in uniform, some out, waving small American flags.

        “It’s not lame,” Mandy said indignantly. “Those men fought for our country.”

        Carrie flushed at the criticism. “I know that. If we were in Columbia, though, they’d all be wearing uniforms and marching in time to the music.”

        “Who cares what they’re wearing?” Mandy retorted. “Look how proud they are. And look at how everybody’s clapping for them. I think it’s awesome. Show some respect.”

        Standing behind them, Carter sighed. He’d hoped the parade and the town’s Fourth of July celebration might help Carrie to see the advantages of living in a small town where events like this brought people together as a community. Instead, it seemed she was going to judge everything in comparison to Columbia, and Serenity was going to come up short. He hoped to heaven her attitude improved before they walked over to Sarah’s for the barbecue. Otherwise it was going to be a long afternoon.

        “Oh, look,” Mandy exclaimed. “Tommy and Libby are on the float for the radio station. Don’t they look adorable?”

        Even Carrie smiled when she saw them sitting in a replica of the station’s studio, wearing headsets the way their mom and Travis did. Walter sat nearby operating the controls, though he was more likely there to keep them from tumbling off the flat-bed trailer. Country music filled the air as the float went by. When they spotted their mom in the real station studio, they nearly fell off their chairs waving. Walter snagged them and sat them back where they belonged.

        “You have to admit they looked pretty cute,” Carter said to Carrie.

        She frowned at him, but there was a twinkle in her eye. “Okay, yes,” she admitted grudgingly.

        There were another half-dozen floats from local businesses, a marching band from the high school and several antique cars before the parade finally wound down.

        “Can we check out the booths on the green before we go to Sarah’s?” Mandy asked Carter. At his nod, she tugged on her sister’s arm. “Come on. I saw some really cool jewelry when we were walking over here.”

        
        “Don’t take too long,” Carter told them. “I promised I’d help get the grill going for the hamburgers.”

        “You can go ahead. We know the way,” Mandy told him. “We’ll be there in a half hour. I promise.”

        Pleased to see that Carrie was at least willing to go along with her sister, he nodded. “Thirty minutes,” he warned. “I don’t want to have to come looking for you.”

        He watched the two of them walk off toward the booths, Mandy skipping along excitedly and chattering a mile a minute, while Carrie walked more sedately behind her. At least her mood had improved slightly since returning from their weekend in Columbia, but he didn’t trust it to last. Maybe all teenage girls had mercurial mood swings, but Carrie’s seemed to him to be off the charts.

        At Sarah’s, he found a few of the men already in the yard. Raylene was in the kitchen supervising what looked to him like barely organized chaos. She spared a grin for him before giving several other guests their marching orders.

        When everyone except her had cleared out of the kitchen, she motioned for him to come in. “Or are you afraid I’m going to put you to work, too?”

        He dropped a kiss on her flushed cheek. “You don’t scare me,” he said.

        “I probably should. There’s a lot to be done before we can eat.”

        “Tell me, and I’ll help. I checked in with Erik and he doesn’t need me to help with the burgers yet, so I’m all yours for the moment.”

        She shook her head. “Erik’s never going to need your help with the burgers. The man is a control freak when it comes to his grill or a kitchen. I swear, if Dana Sue didn’t own Sullivan’s, he probably wouldn’t let her in the kitchen there either. I heard stories about Helen pitching in over there before she and Erik got married that made me wonder how they ever made it down the aisle. Can you imagine Helen letting anyone boss her around?”

        “I don’t know her all that well, but no.”

        “Well, Erik did it, and lived to tell the story. I think it’s the only place in their lives he dares to pull rank.”

        Carter studied Raylene as she talked. Her hair was scooped up in a casual ponytail that made her look about eighteen. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes sparkling. “You’re in a good mood today,” he observed.

        “It’s a holiday and the house is overflowing with company. What’s not to love?” Suddenly her expression sobered. “It’s probably the last one I’ll get to spend here like this.”

        He frowned at her words. “You’re not still considering getting your own place, are you?”

        “I have to, and you know why.” When he started to speak, she held up a hand. “Let’s not talk about this now.”

        “Okay, but we will discuss it,” he said firmly. “I have my reasons why it’s important for you to stay right here. Promise me you won’t make any final decisions until we’ve talked.”

        “I can do that much,” she agreed. She shoved a huge bowl of potato salad at him. “Take this outside. There’s a big table for the food on the patio. You’ll see.”

        He hesitated. “Is everyone going to be eating outside?”

        “Don’t frown like that. Some people will stay outside and some will come in here to be in the air-conditioning. I’m not going to be stuck in here all alone, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

        
        “Have you been outside since the other day?”

        She frowned at the question. “A couple of times with Dr. McDaniels,” she said tersely.

        “And?”

        “No meltdowns, but I’m not taking any chances today.”

        Carter backed off. “Just checking,” he said. “Be sure you save a seat for me.”

        “I’ll make sure there are places for you and the girls,” she assured him. “Annie’s in the living room holding them now. She’s always said she doesn’t give two hoots about the theory that women glow in hot weather, that she just sweats. Of course, since that argument made her look like a wuss, she says she’s staying in today because it’s too hot out there for the baby.”

        “Is anyone buying that?”

        “No, but they’re humoring her because Ty’s not here to wait on her himself. At last count, she had two glasses of lemonade and three of sweet tea on the table beside her, along with an entire bowl of her mother’s guacamole. Frankly, I think spicy food like that is a really bad idea when she’s still nursing the baby, but there’s no stopping her from eating it. Meg will probably wind up with terrible heartburn.”

        Carter hesitated, struck by something that hadn’t occurred to him before. “With Ty on the road so much with the team, was he able to get back when Meg was born?”

        “The team flew him home the second Annie went into labor. He made it with just minutes to spare.”

        “That’s good,” Carter said. “I know I’d want to be there for the birth of my child.”

        She regarded him with surprise. “Really? A lot of men would prefer to sit in the waiting room with a box of cigars.”

        “Well, I’m not one of them. I had to deliver a baby once when the mom wasn’t going to make it to the hospital. I don’t recommend giving birth in the backseat of a car, but it was still pretty amazing. I definitely want to be there when my own kids arrive in the world.”

        She regarded him thoughtfully. “So raising Carrie and Mandy hasn’t scared you away from wanting to be a parent?”

        “Not so far,” he said. “Now let me get this potato salad outside and I’ll be back to see what else needs to go out.”

        “I think that’s it,” Raylene told him. “I’m just going to fill a couple more pitchers with ice and sweet tea.”

        “Then I’ll get those and let Erik know it’s time to put those burgers on the grill.”

        He spotted Carrie and Mandy in the backyard when he set the potato salad on the table, spoke to Erik and offered to help with the grilling, only to be told once more that his help wasn’t needed. He went back to get the tea from Raylene.

        “Tell me what you want to eat and I’ll fill a plate for you,” he said.

        “You’d better take Annie’s order first,” she told him. “Travis is heading this way. I’ll send the tea out with him.”

        He walked into the living room and found Annie seated in a comfortable oversize chair. She did have her daughter cuddled in her arms, so he supposed there was a case to be made that she had her priorities in order and wasn’t totally slacking off.

        “Hey, little mama, what can I get you to eat?” he asked.

        She grinned at him. “I just sent my mother out for fried chicken and potato salad, but now I’m thinking about ribs.”

        “I’ll bring some in,” he promised. “Anything else? I saw what looked like some excellent corn on the cob out there.”

        “Perfect.”

        “You sure that’s it?”

        “I have to pace myself. I know there’s peach pie, ice cream and Mom’s bread pudding for dessert.”

        Carter’s mouth immediately watered. “I may have to start with those.”

        Outside, he put together a plate for Annie, delivered that, then filled two more for himself and Raylene. He glanced over and saw his sisters were deep in conversation with Travis and Sarah at one of the tables that had been set up under a tent on the lawn. At least Mandy was talking. Carrie seemed to be gazing at Travis with the rapt expression of a love-struck fan.

        He went back inside and handed a plate to Raylene.

        “Where are the girls?” she asked.

        “With Travis and Sarah. I don’t think we’re going to tear them away.”

        Raylene looked oddly disappointed.

        “Did you want to spend some time with them for some reason?” he asked.

        “No, it’s fine. I just wanted to be sure they didn’t feel like outsiders.”

        “As long as Travis is in the vicinity, I think they’re very happily occupied,” Carter told her.

        He and Raylene took their meals into the living room and joined Annie. People came and went for the rest of the afternoon and into the early evening.

        
        “Is everybody going to see the fireworks?” Ronnie asked, standing in the doorway just before dusk.

        “Not me,” Annie said. “I need to take Meg home and get her to bed. Even though she sleeps like a rock, I’m afraid the noise of the fireworks will be too much for her. Where’s Trevor? Can you take him with you, Dad?”

        “Will do,” Ronnie said. “Carter, you coming?”

        “No, I’m going to hang out here and help with cleanup.”

        “You don’t have to do that,” Raylene told him. “Don’t you want to see your first Fourth of July fireworks in Serenity?”

        “Carrie and Mandy can tell me all about it,” he said. “I’m staying. I don’t want Sarah and Travis to come back to a major cleanup job.”

        “Actually, pretty much everything’s inside,” Ronnie told him. “The leftovers have been wrapped up and put away in the fridge.”

        Raylene gave Carter an amused look. “Frankly I think those leftovers are the real attraction. Since no one at his house cooks, I think he’s hoping he can steal them for home.”

        “Maybe the leftover pie,” he agreed unrepentantly.

        “As if,” Ronnie said. “That apple pie was the first thing to go.”

        Carter sighed dramatically. “Just my luck. I’ll have to settle for some fried chicken.”

        Annie’s expression brightened. “There’s more fried chicken?”

        “If you eat it, you’ll explode,” Raylene told her. “I’ve watched what you packed away this afternoon. It’s little wonder you can barely move. You’re stuffed.”

        
        “Hey, I’m enjoying food while I can. Once I stop nursing, I’ll be back to eating miniportions again.”

        Though she sounded as if she was joking, Carter thought Ronnie looked alarmed.

        “Annie,” Ronnie began, but she looked at him and he fell silent. Carter couldn’t imagine what the aborted exchange was about.

        Annie struggled awkwardly to her feet with the baby. “If I don’t walk home now, I’ll never do it.”

        “I could drop you by the house,” Ronnie offered at once.

        “No, the walk will do me good.” She kissed his cheek. “Stop fretting, Dad. I’m fine. Just look out for Trevor.”

        After everyone had gone, Carter checked to make sure the kitchen was in good shape, then came back to settle beside Raylene.

        “Did I sense some tension between Annie and Ronnie?” he asked.

        Raylene nodded. “Any time the subject of food comes up, there’s tension between them. Annie was anorexic in her teens. Ronnie and Dana Sue were divorced then, and he wasn’t living in town. When Annie collapsed and nearly died, he came back. I don’t think he’s ever really gotten over the shock of finding her in such bad shape. The one good thing that came out of it was that he and Dana Sue got back together.”

        Carter frowned. “Annie really came that close to dying? I didn’t realize anorexia could be so serious.”

        “Oh, it’s serious, all right. I was there the night Annie collapsed. Sarah and I both were. I’ve never been so scared in my life. It was a huge wake-up call to both of us about just how dangerous an eating disorder could be.”

        
        Carter stood up and began to pace. He thought about how many times he’d seen Carrie eating like a bird, mostly just shoving food around on her plate. Surely, though, it hadn’t gone that far. She was a little on the thin side, but he’d chalked that up to fashion. Most girls her age seemed too darn skinny to him.

        “Carter, are you okay?”

        “I was thinking about Carrie.” He met her gaze. “She worries me.”

        “Me, too,” Raylene said, startling him.

        He hesitated, then asked, “You think she has a problem with food, too?”

        “It’s crossed my mind. Frankly, that’s one reason I wanted everyone to come here today. I wanted Annie and Dana Sue, in particular, to keep an eye on Carrie and see if they thought my suspicions were correct before I said anything to you.”

        “And then Carrie stayed outside,” he guessed, realizing now why she’d looked so disappointed.

        “Yes, I hadn’t counted on that. I certainly didn’t want to spoil things and make a big deal about getting her to come in here. It won’t help if she thinks she’s under a microscope.”

        “I know. She overreacts every time I say anything at all to her about eating,” he said. “What the hell am I supposed to do to be sure if there’s a problem?”

        “We’ll try my plan again. You all can come to dinner one night this week. I’ll just have Annie over. Believe me, if there’s a problem, she’ll recognize the signs.”

        He stopped pacing and sat back down beside her. “Let’s not think about Carrie right now,” he suggested. “If we turn on the TV, we can watch the Boston Pops or the celebration on the National Mall in Washington and have our own Fourth of July celebration right here.”

        And if the evening progressed the way he wanted it to, they might even have their own fireworks!
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        Though Raylene was relieved to have Carter acknowledge an awareness of Carrie’s disturbing attitude toward food, she was now anxious for an entirely different reason. She’d seen the glint of desire in his eyes right before he’d settled next to her on the sofa. She knew what that look meant. And though she was as attracted as he was, all the reasons not to move forward and complicate their relationship even more kept spinning around in her head, leaving her a little dizzy.

        When he put his arm behind her on the sofa, she froze. But when he didn’t actually drape it across her shoulders, she allowed herself to relax. Every once in a while, his fingers brushed idly across her bare shoulder, sending shivers dancing across her flesh. Good shivers…at least so far.

        She turned toward him, and found his gaze on her.

        “I really want to kiss you,” he said quietly. “But I don’t want to freak you out.”

        She closed her eyes against the tide of longing that washed over her. “I want that, too,” she admitted eventually, daring to meet his gaze. “But I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

        
        “Because of what happened the last time I touched you?”

        “No, actually because I think this is leading toward a complication that neither of us really need.”

        “It’s just a kiss,” he said.

        Her lips twitched at the sweet innocence behind those words. Surely he had to know better.

        “Not if you do it right,” she said. “Carter, there have been sparks between us since we met, some good, some not so good. If you kiss me, we’re both going to want more. I’m not sure I’m ready for that, and I don’t think you are either.”

        “Oh, I’m ready.”

        He said it so fervently, she laughed. “Well, when you put it that way, so am I, but come on. Are either of us in any position to take this to the next level?” She ticked off all the strikes against them. “You have two young girls who’re counting on you. One of them might have an eating disorder. I’m agoraphobic, most likely because I can’t cope with the way my ex-husband abused me. I’m just now starting to make a little progress toward getting better and now that same man is about to get out of prison. That scares me to death. For all I know, it could make me regress, and then I’ll be worse off than before. None of that is exactly conducive to starting a normal, carefree relationship, which is the way a good relationship should start.”

        “Carefree’s great, but it’s not terribly realistic, is it?” he asked. “Everyone has problems, Raylene.”

        “But ours are huge,” she insisted.

        He sat back with a sigh. “You’re being very rational about this.”

        “Somebody needs to be.”

        
        “Usually I’m the one who starts thinking with my head,” he admitted. “Especially since Carrie and Mandy became my responsibility. I haven’t let myself get carried away by what I wanted in a long time. Heck, I haven’t even let myself want anything—or anyone—in a long time.”

        Despite her words of caution, Raylene was pleased by the admission. “I really get to you?”

        He smiled. “Yes, you really get to me.” His gaze narrowed. “You’re not ruling this out forever, right?”

        “This being a relationship?”

        He nodded.

        She hesitated. She wanted to think a time would come when both of their lives would be less complicated, but she couldn’t guarantee it. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “None of these problems—especially mine—have quick fixes. That much is clear.”

        “I’ll take that as a maybe.” He looked into her eyes. “I know the timing sucks for a lot of reasons, but I think we could have something pretty amazing going on here. I like spending time with you.”

        Raylene wanted to believe that, too, but those reasons she’d enumerated were all stacked against them. With her ex-husband possibly poised to come back into her life with a vengeance, with Carter’s sister facing a possible eating disorder, to say nothing of a boatload of unhappiness, how could either of them even begin to think about the future?

         

        “You don’t look very happy,” Sarah said when she arrived home from the fireworks later that night and found Raylene sitting in the dark all alone. While Travis took the kids in to put them to bed, Sarah switched on a couple of lamps and took a closer look. “You’ve been crying! What did Carter do?”

        “He wanted to kiss me, and I blew him off.”

        Sarah looked bewildered. “Why?”

        “I’m wondering about that myself right now. He’s a decent, wonderful, caring guy, and he really seems to like me.”

        “Isn’t that all good?”

        “Right up until I add in all the things that make both of us a bad bet for a relationship.”

        “You’re talking about Paul getting out of prison,” Sarah concluded.

        “And my awful marriage. I didn’t walk away from that without scars, Sarah. The ones I have run pretty deep. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to have a normal relationship with a man again. Every time Carter touches me, I get jumpy, and not always in a good way.”

        “But sometimes in a good way, right?”

        Raylene smiled. “Definitely sometimes.”

        “You just need time to be sure you can trust him,” Sarah concluded. “Even I can see that, but talk it over with Dr. McDaniels when you see her. I’ll bet I’m right.”

        “I’ll bet you are, too, but what if it never happens? What if I lead Carter on for a few weeks or months with the hope that things will get better, and they don’t?”

        “He’s a grown man. I’m sure he understands the situation. He’ll deal.”

        “But by then, it would more than likely break my heart to let him go.”

        “Are you feeling all that great about sending him home tonight?” Sarah asked wryly.

        
        “No, but you know what I mean. It will hurt a thousand times worse if I let myself fall in love with him and we can’t make it work. Plus, I haven’t even mentioned the complications in his life. What about Carrie? He needs to be able to focus on her problems right now.”

        “All very valid points,” Sarah conceded. “But I’ll tell you what a very wise friend—that would be you—told me when I was questioning whether Travis and I could make it. Love flat out doesn’t come without risks and complications, but it’s worth it. Because when it works, there’s nothing more amazing. To not even try for that brass ring when it’s right within your grasp, that would be wrong. In a way, it will be letting Paul win.”

        That, of course, was the most persuasive argument she possibly could have offered. No matter what happened down the road, Raylene vowed she would do absolutely nothing in any way that would let Paul have even the tiniest bit of control over the rest of her life. Whatever strength it required, she would find some way to keep that promise to herself.

         

        Fortunately Carter was working the evening shift this week because that allowed him to hang around the house until Carrie and Mandy finally dragged themselves out of bed on the day after the holiday. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d allowed himself to linger in bed as late as those two did.

        Of course, lately he hadn’t slept all that well either. Last night he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the conversation he’d had with Raylene about Carrie’s eating patterns. He didn’t want to think his sister was in trouble, but he couldn’t deny it was possible. The upcoming dinner with Raylene and Annie would tell the story, but like any good cop, he wanted to start assembling his own evidence.

        When Carrie eventually wandered into the kitchen, she paused when she saw him, her ever-ready scowl settling into place. “What are you doing here?”

        “Hanging out,” he said, determinedly keeping his own tone light. “My shift doesn’t start until three today. What are your plans?”

        She shrugged. “Mandy wants to go swimming. I don’t know, though. I don’t like going out in public in a bathing suit.”

        “Why on earth not?” he asked, then realized that when they’d been in Columbia and her friends had been over to swim in the hotel pool, Carrie had stayed on the sidelines wearing a cover-up over her suit. Was this a symptom of the messed-up body image that often came along with eating disorders? He’d read about that in the middle of the night when he’d gone online, determined to get up to speed on anorexia.

        “I need to lose a couple of pounds before I’ll look good enough to wear that bathing suit I bought,” she said, confirming his fear.

        “Don’t be ridiculous,” he snapped without thinking. Obviously if there was a problem, it wouldn’t be solved by him yelling at her. He’d vowed to handle her with compassion and try his best to understand what was going on in her head.

        “Carrie, you look great in anything you wear,” he said more gently.

        “You’re just saying that because you think you’re supposed to,” she said, dismissing the comment as biased.

        “No, I watched the way those boys were looking at you when we were in Columbia. Made me want to strangle every one of them,” he said with feeling. That had been true.

        She almost smiled at his words, but then shrugged off his observation. “They’re just boys. If a girl’s got boobs, they look.”

        Now he had to smother a smile at the accuracy of her assessment. “Possibly,” he admitted. Then, struggling to keep his tone even, he asked, “What did you have to eat over at Raylene’s yesterday? Did you try the fried chicken? I’d love to get Dana Sue’s recipe.”

        “And we’ll all die from clogged arteries,” she retorted.

        “Then you didn’t even taste it?”

        She shook her head.

        “How about the ribs? If Erik would teach me how to make the sauce, I could probably master those. We’d have to buy a big grill, though, one of those fancy gas grills.”

        She frowned at him. “What is this? Are you on food patrol all of a sudden?”

        “I was just asking,” he said. “I hate to think you missed out on all the fabulous food that everyone worked so hard preparing. You must have at least tried the apple pie.”

        “Desserts aren’t my thing,” she said, already backing out of the room. “I need to go up and get dressed.”

        She practically ran out of the kitchen. A moment later, Mandy came in. She immediately filled a bowl with cereal, then doused it with milk. Carter was relieved to see that there was nothing wrong with her appetite.

        He hesitated, then asked, “Did your sister eat anything yesterday?” He knew he was asking her to breach some kind of sisterly oath of silence, but this was too important.

        
        Mandy shrugged. “I’m not her keeper.”

        “But you are observant, Amanda. This is important. Did she eat?”

        Mandy frowned at his sharp tone. “Not when I was around,” she admitted. “What’s going on?”

        “I’m just concerned that her dieting is getting out of hand.”

        Mandy obviously grasped immediately what he was suggesting. Her eyes widened. “You mean like anorexia or something? We learned about that in health class. It can be really dangerous.”

        “Exactly.”

        Mandy set down her spoon and met his gaze. “Are you really worried, Carter?”

        He nodded.

        “I thought maybe she was just going through a phase or something,” she said, her own expression now filled with alarm. “What should we do?”

        He patted her hand. “You don’t have to do anything, except keep your eyes open and let me know if she’s eating or not. I’ll handle this. And don’t worry. We’re going to make sure she’s okay.”

        A couple of hours later, though, he realized he might have made things worse. He came out of his room wearing his uniform to hear Mandy and Carrie in the middle of a shouting match in the kitchen.

        “Hey, what’s going on in here?” he demanded, joining them.

        “Squirt here is trying to tell me what to do,” Carrie said, her cheeks flushed with indignation.

        “I just fixed her a sandwich and told her to eat it,” Mandy said.

        “I don’t want a sandwich,” Carrie snapped.

        
        “Well, if you don’t eat, you’re going to die,” Mandy snapped right back, then burst into tears and ran from the room.

        Carrie stared after her, a shocked expression on her face. “Why would she think I’m going to die?”

        Carter sighed. “Because I told her I was worried about you not eating.”

        “Gee, thanks,” she said. “I’m watching my weight, that’s all. She might want to give some thought to the way she eats, because if she’s not careful she’ll be big as a house by the time she’s my age.”

        Carter frowned at her. “Don’t you dare suggest to Mandy that she needs to go on a diet. She’s perfectly fine.”

        “But I’m not?” Despite her indignant tone, she looked genuinely hurt.

        “You’re beautiful,” he said honestly. “But if you lose any more weight, you’ll be gaunt, rather than fashionably thin. If you don’t see how beautiful you are when you look in the mirror, then maybe that’s something we need to deal with.”

        “Now you’re saying I’m crazy?”

        Carter was so far out of his league, he didn’t even begin to know the rules. “You’re not crazy. But you may need to talk to someone to figure all this out.”

        “What? Does Raylene get a two-for-one special if she drags me along to her shrink?”

        Carter merely stared at her until she flushed.

        “Sorry,” she murmured.

        “I think we had this conversation before, but in case you’ve forgotten, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with asking for help,” Carter told her. “Raylene is very brave to be trying to face her problems. I admire her. I’d feel the same way about anyone who does whatever it takes to get better.”

        “But there’s nothing wrong with me!” Carrie all but shouted at him, than ran from the room, up the stairs and into her bedroom, slamming doors in her wake.

        Carter sighed. Well, he’d certainly made a mess of things so far. He could just imagine how well it would go over if he suddenly suggested having dinner at Raylene’s. That little experiment was going to have to remain on hold, at least until things calmed down. He just hoped by then, it wouldn’t be too late. Maybe he was the one who should see Dr. McDaniels to figure out how he’d managed to let things spin so far out of control.

         

        Raylene called first thing in the morning and left a voice-mail message for Dr. McDaniels canceling her appointment. She was therefore stunned when she answered the door that afternoon and found the psychologist on the stoop.

        “I canceled today’s appointment,” Raylene said testily. “Didn’t you get the message?”

        “I did, but the good part about having you stuck here in the house is that I knew where to find you.”

        Raylene scowled. “Was that supposed to be funny?”

        “No, actually it was just an observation. Most people who cancel their appointments with me do it when they need to see me the most. I can’t always track them down.” She leveled a look into Raylene’s eyes. “Are you going to send me away?”

        Raylene heaved a sigh at the daring note in her voice. “No, you can come in,” she conceded grudgingly.

        “Thank you,” Dr. McDaniels replied solemnly. She took a seat in a chair, then waited for Raylene to sit. “What happened that made you want to avoid me?”

        “I just don’t think we’re going to make any more progress,” Raylene said, thinking of her disastrous outing to the patio a few days earlier. She’d managed a couple of trips outside since then, but they hadn’t lasted long.

        “Is that because you went outside on your own and had a panic attack?” the psychologist asked. “I hope not, because we’ve been outside together since that happened. You were just fine.”

        Raylene regarded her with dismay. “You found out about what happened on the patio?”

        “I ran into Annie. She told me. I’m surprised you didn’t mention it yourself.”

        “I was trying not to make a big deal out of it.”

        “Then that’s not the only reason you called to cancel today’s appointment?”

        Raylene hesitated. She knew it was much more than that one incident. This was all about Paul and his upcoming release. “My ex-husband may be getting out of prison soon.”

        “So you’re justifiably scared,” Dr. McDaniels said. “Notice that I said justifiably.”

        “The only place I’ve felt safe while he was in jail was inside this house. How can I possibly go outside, when he could show up any second?”

        “There’s a restraining order?”

        “If there isn’t, there will be. I have someone checking to make sure of that.” She met the doctor’s gaze. “You and I both know it won’t mean anything, not if he really wants to come after me.”

        “Then you need to be prepared.”

        
        “I want to learn to shoot a gun,” Raylene told her.

        Not even Dr. McDaniels, who was trained to keep her reactions neutral, was able to cover her surprise. “That’s your solution?”

        “I can’t think of another one. I have to be able to protect myself. I won’t feel powerless, not again.”

        “What about having a gun in the house with children? That seems like a bad idea to me.”

        Raylene hesitated. This was the hardest part of her decision, facing a future that didn’t include Sarah and the kids. “I’m going to move.”

        “How?” Dr. McDaniels asked simply. “You haven’t been able to leave the house for months and months. To move, you’ll not only have to step outside, you’ll have to get in a car and go someplace entirely new, someplace that’s bound to feel less safe and secure.”

        “Maybe you can drug me and someone will carry me,” she said, only half-facetiously.

        “That’s one way,” the doctor acknowledged, though it didn’t sound as if she’d go along with it. “Of course, it might be better for you to take your stance right here.”

        “Not if it’s going to put Sarah and her kids in danger,” Raylene said flatly. “That’s not an option.”

        “What do your friends have to say about this?”

        “They’re all against it,” she admitted. “Carter says he has a plan to protect me, but I need to do this. No one seems to understand how important it is to me to stand up to Paul once and for all.”

        “Well, I can certainly understand that. I even admire your determination.” She held Raylene’s gaze. “But there’s nothing wrong with standing up to Paul and having plenty of backup nearby. We’re talking about a man who’s beaten you more than once. No one, I don’t care how strong they are, would take chances with someone like that on their own. Even armed police officers or soldiers work with partners, and they’re trained to face danger.”

        “I suppose,” Raylene said, seeing her point.

        “There’s something else to consider,” Dr. McDaniels told her. “When friends want to help, sometimes it’s important to let them, as much for their sakes as for your own. It’s not a sign of weakness.”

        She waited until Raylene met her gaze. “Your friend Carter, for instance. He’s a policeman. You might not have known him when Paul was abusing you, but I imagine he feels pretty awful that he wasn’t there back then.”

        Raylene nodded. “He’s said that.”

        “Don’t you think he wants to be here for you now?”

        “But protecting me is not his responsibility.”

        “He apparently thinks it is.”

        Raylene knew that was true. Carter clearly felt involved in keeping her safe. She knew all about the big meeting he and the other men had held over at Travis’s. Though he hadn’t told her all the details of their plan, she knew there was one.

        “If anyone got hurt because of me, I’d never forgive myself,” she said.

        “And if you got hurt because they did nothing, they’d never forgive themselves,” Dr. McDaniels countered. “Protecting each other is what friends do, Raylene. It seems to me you have some very good ones. Best of all, you have at least one who actually knows how to defend you and keep you safe. I’d rather see any gun in his hand than in yours.”

        There was no doubt that Dr. McDaniels had a valid point about that. When Raylene was being totally rational, she knew that without adequate training there was a better-than-even chance she’d wind up accidentally shooting herself rather than Paul.

        Dr. McDaniels stood up. “Will you think about what I’ve said?”

        “Of course.”

        “And will you be ready to get back on track and go outside when I come back later in the week? I think it’s time to reexamine our goals.”

        Raylene regarded her with suspicion. “Meaning what?”

        “You told me you used to like to garden. You also told me about the garden that Carter planted for you. Who’s been tending to that?”

        “He’s been by a couple of times. So have his sisters.”

        “Wouldn’t you like to take care of it yourself?”

        “Did you miss the part about me falling apart last time I was out there?”

        The doctor shrugged it off. “It was a setback. Don’t let it be an excuse to stop trying. When I come back, we’re going to spend a half hour out there watering and weeding, whatever it needs. Then you’re going to keep it up on your own.”

        Raylene wanted to believe it was possible, but she hesitated. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to do that.”

        “The only way to know is to try,” the doctor said easily. “I can be pretty persuasive when I put my mind to it.”

        Raylene smiled. “Yes, I’ve seen that firsthand. You got me to let you in here today without even half trying. Who knows what you can get me to do if you’re determined.”

        The psychologist chuckled at her resigned tone. “You know we started down this path to your recovery because you were finally motivated. There’s nothing to prevent us from finishing, because I’m the one who’s motivated. I believe you’re going to get better, Raylene. It’s not until we both give up that the battle’s lost.”

        Raylene smiled at her determination and optimism. “I see why Annie likes you so much.”

        “There were plenty of times she hated me, too,” the doctor said candidly. “All that matters, though, is that she got well.”

        “Can I ask you a question that isn’t about me?”

        “Of course.”

        “If I happen to know a teenage girl who could be anorexic, what should I do?”

        The doctor’s gaze immediately filled with concern. “Do her parents know?”

        “Her parents are dead. Her older brother’s her guardian, and he suspects, too.”

        “Do you think she’s ready to admit she has a problem?”

        Raylene shook her head. “I thought maybe she was, a couple of weeks ago. She was asking me what it was like to see a psychologist, but then she backed off. Since then, she’s been avoiding me when she can.”

        “Can you contact her?”

        “I can try,” she said, though Carrie had avoided her prior calls.

        “Then try,” the psychologist said. “Push her to get help, gently, of course, and make sure her brother knows not to wait too long before insisting on getting her help if she doesn’t do it willingly.”

        “Thanks. I’ll do that. Does she need to get into a program at the hospital, the way Annie did? Or can she just work with you?”

        “I won’t be able to answer that until I see her.”

        
        “Okay, then. I’ll do what I can to get her to see you.” In fact, maybe she could kill two birds with one stone, by seeking Carrie’s help with her own recovery. Perhaps if they worked side by side in the garden, if Carrie saw that seeing Dr. McDaniels had helped her, Carrie would not only feel comfortable enough to confide in her again, but feel hopeful about what seeing a doctor could accomplish.

        “Whatever you do, don’t wait too long,” Dr. McDaniels advised. “You remember what it was like for Annie.”

        “I know,” Raylene said. “That’s why I’m so scared for this girl.”

        And for Carter, who’d never be able to forgive himself if anything happened to his sister when he could have done something to prevent it.
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        Rory Sue stood defiantly in the middle of the office at the radio station, hands on hips, eyes flashing. Her posture and the drape of her dress made her look like some kind of goddess, Walter thought. A very angry goddess. He had to admit the sight was impressive.

        “You are not putting this off one more minute, Walter Price. I found the perfect house for you, and you keep making excuses not to see it. What is your problem?”

        Walter wished he could explain it. At first he’d avoided all the appointments Rory Sue tried to schedule because he hadn’t wanted to give in yet again to the kind of reckless passion she stirred up in him. Lately, though, it was something else. He hadn’t been able to put a name to it.

        When he remained silent, she heaved a sigh and sat down in a swivel chair and propelled herself across the room until they were sitting knee to knee. He wanted to back away because he couldn’t think straight when she was that close, but there was no place to go.

        “Talk to me,” she said, her voice gentler and less demanding. “I thought we were getting close. That night we spent together was amazing, but you’ve been avoiding being alone with me ever since.”

        
        “I took you to the Fourth of July picnic,” he reminded her, recalling the shock on Sarah’s face when the two of them had arrived together. Apparently Raylene hadn’t bothered to mention the invitation to her. Though it had posed an awkward moment, it was probably better that she hadn’t been given a chance to nix the idea.

        Rory Sue didn’t seem to be impressed with his gesture. She rolled her eyes. “And then you spent the entire day as far away from me as you could possibly get. Is that because of the way Sarah reacted? She’s your ex-wife, for goodness’ sakes. Her opinion shouldn’t count anymore.”

        “It’s not about that. I wanted you to spend time with Sarah, Raylene and Annie. You need friends.”

        She regarded him incredulously. “You were treating the barbecue like some kind of grown-up playdate?”

        He winced at the accusation. It sounded stupid when she put it that way. In fact, it sounded patronizing. “Sorry. I was trying to help. You’ve said before that you don’t have a lot of friends, particularly women friends.”

        “So you figured you needed to rush in and fix that? I don’t need a knight in shining armor, Walter. I just want someone I connect with emotionally and physically.” She studied him thoughtfully. “Or was this another way to avoid spending time with me yourself? Did you decide you’re not interested, after all?”

        “Of course not,” he said, regretting it the instant the words left his lips, because of the way her expression immediately brightened. He sighed. “I was just trying to help. That’s all.”

        “Okay, maybe I get that you meant well that day, but what about since then? Why have you been avoiding me? You can tell me if you’ve changed your mind about the house, or even about me, for that matter.” She gave him a wicked grin. “But I don’t think I’m the problem.”

        “Actually you are,” he said, deciding he had no choice but to be candid. His excuses were only making a mess of things.

        She backed away so fast, she nearly tilted over. “Me?” she said, looking hurt. “What did I do?”

        Walter took a deep breath, then said, “You’ve stirred up some feelings in me that I really don’t want to have.”

        “You don’t want to have sex? Mind-blowing sex, I might add.”

        He allowed himself a grin at her incredulous expression. “No, I definitely want to have sex. I just don’t want it to matter quite so much.”

        In fact, if he had to put a name to his behavior, it would be fear. He was terrified he was getting in too deep way too fast, just the way he had with Sarah. He suspected if he and Sarah had had time to think things through, a lot of their decisions would have been different. Not that Sarah was impulsive or free-spirited like Rory Sue. They were opposites, in fact, but he was still the same guy who got sex and love all tangled up in his head and thought it all should be forever.

        Rory Sue looked bewildered. “I thought we were just having a casual fling.”

        “You see, that’s the thing,” he said. “I don’t do casual flings. I get involved. It’s the way I was brought up.”

        “And you never once rebelled? You never figured out you can sleep with someone just for fun?”

        “Apparently not.” Respect for women had been ingrained in him. It was ironic, really, given the lack of respect his parents and, ultimately, he had shown for Sarah.

        It looked as if understanding was beginning to dawn for Rory Sue, because there was a faint hint of the same panic he felt in her eyes.

        “And you think you’re getting too emotionally involved with me?” she said, as if trying to be clear.

        “Afraid so.”

        “I see,” she said slowly. “But what does that have to do with looking at houses?”

        “Remember how anxious I was to get out of that last place you showed me?”

        “Sure. I thought you just hated the wallpaper. It was a little freaky.”

        He grinned as he recalled the formal, dark brown, flocked wallpaper that made every room look closed in and depressing. “I did, but despite that, I kept imagining the two of us living there. I could practically see you in the kitchen cooking dinner when I got home from work.”

        “Then your imagination definitely needs to be reined in,” she said with a shudder. “I don’t cook, at least not anything that can’t be nuked.”

        He chuckled at her horrified expression. “Yes, I’ve gathered that, which just shows how delusional I can be.”

        “Now, if you were getting any wild ideas about me in the bedroom, that would be different,” she teased.

        “Believe me, I could envision us in there, too, and in that big old tub in the bathroom, and pretty much everywhere I looked.”

        “I think I’m beginning to see the problem,” she told him, amusement lurking in her eyes. “How about this? Today I’ll just wait in the car. You can walk through the house all by yourself.”

        “I don’t think that’s going to solve anything,” he said. “You’re still going to be in my head.” In fact, she was in his head so much and so vividly, he couldn’t sleep.

        “Well, we need to figure out something, because this house is perfect for you. In fact, if it weren’t so perfect for you, I’d buy it myself.”

        He stared at her. “That is the last thing you should have said. Now I really will envision you in every room. Maybe you should just buy it. If you have your own place and I can think about you there, maybe I won’t see you in every room of the houses you’re showing me.”

        “Even I know that’s wishful thinking,” she said. Her tone turned brisk. “Come on, Walter, suck it up. Focus on Tommy and Libby. You want them to have a great place, don’t you? They have to be sick to death of visiting you at the Serenity Inn. There’s no room to play there, and this house has an amazing backyard. It even has an old tire swing hanging from a tree and room enough for Libby to practice T-ball.”

        “Tommy’s the one—” he started to say, but she cut him off with a sharp look that reminded him a lot of both Sarah and Raylene.

        “Haven’t you noticed yet that your daughter is determined to please you?” she asked with a touch of impatience. “Even I, without a single maternal bone in my body, can see she’s dying to get better at T-ball so you’ll notice her.”

        All of her arguments—about Tommy and Libby and about the house—made sense. This place did sound ideal for his family. He stood up. “Let’s go,” he said grimly. “You’ll stay in the car.”

        “If that’s what it takes,” she agreed.

        What the heck! It might work.

        At least until he got to the bedrooms.

         

        When Carter stopped by Wharton’s for a burger in the middle of his shift, Grace was so busy, she barely spared him a glance, much less her usual chatty greeting.

        “Cheeseburger, fries and regular iced tea?” she said as she passed by with an armload of meals for another table.

        “That’ll do,” Carter said, relieved that he hadn’t had his heart set on something else. Clearly she was distracted and out of patience.

        By the time she returned with his meal, the pace had settled down a bit and she took time to look him over.

        “You look about worn out,” she said. “Busy day? I haven’t heard about any trouble.”

        “And you would know, wouldn’t you?” he teased. “No, it’s been quiet. I just have a lot on my mind.”

        “Those sisters of yours probably give you quite a time, don’t they?” she said, squeezing into the booth opposite him, her expression compassionate. “Every teenager in town comes through here at one time or another during the week, so I know them all.”

        Something in her voice suggested to Carter that there was more on her mind. “The girls haven’t given you any kind of a problem, have they?” He couldn’t help thinking about kids who turned to shoplifting as a cry for attention or just for a lark.

        “Heavens, no! Not the way you mean,” she said, obviously guessing his meaning at once. “I have noticed that the older girl—Carrie, isn’t it?—she doesn’t eat much. I probably wouldn’t pay any attention, but after what happened with Annie all those years ago, I’m more alert to that kind of thing with the teenage girls who come in here regularly. Just thought you should know.”

        “I appreciate you taking an interest,” Carter told her.

        “You know, I could use some extra help in here this summer, if she’s looking for something to do to earn a little money. I could maybe keep an eye on her at the same time. Maybe she’ll open up to me.”

        Carter regarded her with gratitude. “That’s a very generous offer, Grace. I appreciate it. I’ll mention it to Carrie.”

        “You do that,” Grace said, standing up. “Now eat your burger before it gets cold. I have customers who are starting to look a little antsy. Better see what they need.”

        Carter chewed his burger thoughtfully. He didn’t know yet just how serious Carrie’s problem might be, but it seemed if she was in trouble, they couldn’t be living in a better, more caring place. He doubted his sister would think much of all the well-meant meddling, but he did. It reassured him that he’d made the right decision moving here.

         

        After having a houseful of people on the Fourth of July and an appointment with Dr. McDaniels the day before, the peace and quiet the next day were making Raylene a little stir-crazy. With Sarah, Travis and the kids all out of the house on an overnight trip to Myrtle Beach, the silence felt oppressive. Worse, she hadn’t heard a word from Carter. The fact that it mattered after all those rational arguments she’d given him for not moving their relationship to the next level really annoyed her.

        On top of that, ever since she’d heard the news about Paul, she’d been jumpier than ever. He might not be out of prison yet, but he might as well be for the way her nerves were shot. The slightest noise rattled her.

        Earlier she’d tried going to bed, but she hadn’t been able to settle down, so she’d pulled on an old robe and gone back into the living room. She’d turned on every light, fixed herself a glass of wine and found a book she hoped would be so dull it would knock her right out. None of that had worked either.

        It was closing in on midnight when the doorbell rang, scaring her so badly she knocked over what was left of her wine.

        She crossed the living room slowly, regretting that there was no peephole to indicate who was on the other side of the door.

        “Who’s there?” she called out, trying not to let her voice shake.

        “Carter.”

        She threw open the door and had to resist the desire to throw herself straight into his arms. He looked so solid and reassuring in his uniform, and way too sexy for this hour of the night.

        “You’re on duty,” she said, stepping aside to let him in.

        “Just got off,” he responded. “I was driving past and saw every light in the house on. I thought there might be a problem.”

        She regarded him sheepishly. “Sarah and Travis took the kids to Myrtle Beach. I got jumpy.”

        “Why didn’t you call me?”

        
        “And say what, that I’m too chicken to be left alone in the house at my age?”

        “Or just that you wouldn’t mind some company,” he said. “That would be enough to get me over here.”

        “But this way I didn’t have to humiliate myself by saying a word,” she said.

        He shook his head. “That pride of yours is going to get you in trouble one of these days.” He spotted the wineglass on its side. “Did the drink help?”

        “Most of it’s on the floor,” she told him. “But what I did drink didn’t do a thing to mellow me out.”

        “How about a cup of chamomile tea? My mother used to swear by that.”

        “I think there’s some in the kitchen,” she said, leading the way. “My mother was a warm-milk person, but to be honest, I’m pretty sure she laced it with booze.”

        “We could go that route, too,” he said, but Raylene shook her head.

        She found the tea bags for him, while he put water on to boil.

        “Are you wide awake just because you’re alone in the house, or do you have something on your mind?” he asked as he poured boiling water over the tea bag, then handed her the cup.

        “Mostly Paul,” she said.

        “Want to talk about it?”

        “Then I’ll never get to sleep. Tell me about your day, instead.” She sat across from him and sipped her tea, while he drank a beer he’d snagged from the refrigerator. She liked that he’d started to feel comfortable here, that he knew his way around. There was an intimacy to his actions that somehow warmed her. She could envision a future of nights just like this.

        
        When he told her about his fight with Carrie, and then Grace’s observations and her offer to give Carrie a job, Raylene smiled.

        “Grace means well, but do you really think a girl with food issues is going to want to work waiting on tables?”

        “Probably not, but don’t you think it’s better than having her sit around at home all summer? She needs to do something, make some friends, maybe even earn her own money so she can feel a little independent. Don’t you think that might help with her self-confidence?”

        Raylene thought about it. “I hadn’t looked at it that way. It might. Anyway, it should be her decision, not mine. Carrie might love the idea. Just don’t be too disappointed if she doesn’t.” She hesitated, then added, “If she doesn’t, I might have an idea of my own.”

        “Oh?”

        “Dr. McDaniels is encouraging me to spend more time in the garden. She’s going to stay out there with me on her next visit, but after that she thinks I should try doing it on my own. I was thinking it might be easier if I got someone to help me work out there. I thought of Carrie—that is, if you don’t think Mandy would feel left out. She could always come along.”

        “I’ll handle Mandy.” Carter’s lips curved. “This isn’t really about a summer job at all, is it? You’re hoping Carrie might open up to you.”

        She nodded. “Maybe it’s crazy to think that something so simple would form a bond between us, but I thought it was worth a try.”

        “It definitely is,” Carter agreed. “I like the idea of her spending time here with you.”

        
        “Well, don’t push this idea on her, either. Tell her about Grace’s offer and mine, but give her the option of choosing.” She yawned before she could stop herself.

        Carter chuckled. “Getting sleepy?”

        “I think I am. You being here helped to relax me.”

        “Why don’t you curl up on the sofa. I’ll stick around till you fall asleep.”

        “You don’t have to do that. I’m sure you want to get home to the girls.”

        “They’re fine. I called and checked on them right before I stopped here.” He winked at her. “Besides, since I won’t be getting into your bed anytime soon, this will be the next best thing.”

        Raylene suddenly wanted more. Maybe she wasn’t ready for an all-out affair, but just having him nearby wasn’t enough.

        “How about you sit on the sofa with me?” she suggested, then added tentatively, “I think I’d like to fall asleep in your arms.” As an innocent teenager, she’d imagined the joy and intimacy of that, but her reality had been very different. Most nights she’d lain awake, terrified that Paul would wake and force himself on her. There was never any tenderness in their relationship, not even when they were making love.

        Carter looked momentarily surprised by her suggestion, then grinned. “Works for me.”

        “I’m not asking too much of you, am I?” she asked worriedly. “It’s not as if that’s going to lead to something more, not tonight anyway.”

        “I’ll let you know if something’s too much,” he promised. “This seems like the perfect next step.”

        He sat at the end of the sofa and Raylene rested her head on his shoulder. His arms came around her oh so carefully, surrounding her with his warmth. Something in his relaxed embrace reassured her that she could get free if she wanted to. After a few hesitant moments, she felt the last of the night’s tension flowing out of her.

        When her eyes eventually drifted closed, for the first time ever she felt a hundred percent safe in a man’s arms.

         

        Carter’s arms had fallen asleep and his legs were cramped, but he couldn’t bring himself to move. Holding Raylene meant too much to shatter the intimacy by trying to get more comfortable. His heart ached with the understanding of just how much faith she’d put in him by letting him be this close.

        She stirred. Her eyes opened slightly, then blinked.

        “Carter? You’re still here?” She sat up straight, looking suddenly disconcerted as she realized sun was streaming in the windows. “It’s morning. You were here all night?”

        “I didn’t want to leave you alone. Besides, you seemed so comfortable, I didn’t want to risk waking you.”

        “What about you? Did you sleep at all?”

        “A little,” he said, but he didn’t meet her eyes.

        “Meaning you closed your eyes for about five seconds,” she guessed. “You should go home and get some real sleep before you go back on duty.”

        “To be honest, I never sleep all that well during the day. I’ll just drink plenty of coffee today. I’ll be fine.”

        She stood up. “Let me put the coffee on and then take a quick shower. After that, I can fix you a decent breakfast.”

        “I should go home and check on things.”

        
        “Will the girls be up at this hour? It’s barely seven.”

        “No,” he admitted. “They’re slugs once school is out. They won’t be up for hours.”

        “Then please stay.”

        It sounded so important to her—and he wanted so badly to grab every minute he could to be with her—he didn’t resist. “Okay, but let me get the coffee started while you get dressed.” He risked looking directly at her. “You are planning to get dressed, right?”

        She smiled at the question. “You scared I’m going to come back in here wearing some kind of sexy negligee?”

        “Actually, I’m already a little turned on just by you in that robe. I keep trying to imagine what’s under it.”

        “I think maybe I’d better not answer that,” she said in a way that hinted she might be wearing very little. She tightened the belt self-consciously.

        Just his luck, he thought. He’d been holding a half-dressed woman in his arms all night long and he hadn’t done a thing about it. Maybe he had some saintly attributes, after all.

        “I don’t suppose you want some company in the shower?” he asked, a hopeful note in his voice.

        She laughed. “Nice try, but we agreed to keep things casual and friendly.”

        “There’s nothing friendlier than showering together,” he retorted.

        “What am I going to do with you?” she murmured.

        “Nothing, apparently,” he said with not entirely exaggerated dismay.

        He watched her walk out of the room, hips swaying provocatively. He wondered if she was deliberately taunting him, but he doubted it. Because of her past, he thought she’d be very careful about risking him making a move for which she wasn’t entirely ready. He couldn’t help wondering, though, if he was crazy for thinking that she’d ever be ready for the kind of relationship he was wanting more and more every time he saw her.

         

        With her cheeks still pink every time she thought about the heat in Carter’s eyes and the desire she’d heard in his voice, Raylene had to resist the urge to dress in the most sedate outfit in her closet. Not that she had all that many. Her preferences had always run to clothes that emphasized her curves without being slutty. Lately, though, she’d been living in the same old jeans—designer label though they were—and whatever blouse she grabbed out of her closet. Now that she was living on the modest income awarded to her by the court from Paul’s savings, she was embarrassed to think how casually she’d thrown away money on expensive clothes.

        Today she took the time to find a pair of linen slacks and a pale pink sleeveless shell that had cost more than her current monthly income. She even added a touch of lipstick and fluffed her hair before going back downstairs to join Carter.

        He studied her intently when she walked into the kitchen. “You look different.”

        “Different how?”

        “Lady of the manor?” he suggested, his expression quizzical. “Like someone in that fancy magazine, what’s it called, Town and Country.”

        “Do you spend a lot of time looking at Town and Country?” she asked, amused.

        “No, but my mother did. I think she secretly aspired to be one of those women who went to polo matches and lived on a country estate.”

        “Mine certainly did,” Raylene admitted. “She wasn’t happy being in Serenity. I think she got all caught up in the romance when she met my dad. It helped that her parents hated him. She was obviously in her rebellious phase and nothing would do but marrying him. Then reality set in. It was kind of sad for both of them, I think. My dad was a great guy and smart enough to know he could never make her completely happy.”

        “Is that how you wound up with a guy like Paul Hammond? You decided to go for someone the opposite of your dad, the kind of man your mom should have married?”

        “I never thought of it that way, but you’re right. I met him at my debutante ball. My mother and her parents were very impressed with his family connections and the fact that he was going to be a doctor. It didn’t seem to bother them that he was older and that I was way too young to be making such a huge commitment. I was a little in awe of the life he could offer me.” She met Carter’s gaze. “Pretty shallow, huh?”

        “I’d say pretty normal for a girl who was, what? Seventeen?”

        “Sixteen, when we first met. We married as soon as I graduated from high school. I’d barely turned eighteen.”

        “How long before the problems started?”

        “If I’m being honest, they started before the wedding, but I was too naive to realize that the way he wanted to control me wasn’t about love. It was about power and jealousy. If he called and I wasn’t there, he flipped out. He’d accuse me of cheating on him. I actually thought it was amazing that he loved me that much.”

        “And no one in your family spotted the warning signs?”

        “He hid them around my family. He was always the perfect gentleman, totally solicitous with them. They thought he was wonderful. And I loved him so much, I didn’t want them to know about this dark side that popped up from time to time, so I never said a word against him. Later, when things were really bad, my mother refused to believe it.”

        Carter shook his head. “So you had no one on your side?”

        “I think maybe my father would have been, but I didn’t want to tell him. Maybe I just couldn’t bear the thought that he might side with my mother. I would have been so disillusioned if he had.” She shook her head at how mixed up everything had been back then. “And then my dad died, and I was relieved that I’d never burdened him with my problems. He died thinking I was happily settled with someone who’d always take care of me.”

        “What about Sarah or Annie?”

        “I’d pretty much ended my friendship with them when I left for private school. In retrospect, I know I could have gone to them at any time. They certainly didn’t hesitate to help when I finally did turn to them, but for a long time I was too embarrassed to admit to anyone what a terrible mistake I’d made.”

        “That’s pretty common,” Carter said. “Men who are abusive like to isolate their wives or girlfriends, make them think they’re the cause of all the problems.”

        Raylene nodded. “Before I started seeing Dr. McDaniels, when I thought I could conquer all my problems on my own, I read a lot of books and a ton of articles online. I could see myself practically on every page. That was when I finally stopped feeling so alone and downright stupid.”

        “I’m so sorry you went through all that,” Carter said. “You didn’t deserve it.”

        “No, I didn’t,” Raylene agreed. “But for way too long I thought I did. I thought it was payback for being young and foolish and, let’s face it, a little greedy. I wanted what Paul could offer me—the big house, the fancy clothes, the expensive car. It’s taken a long time to adjust my thinking. Not only did I have to accept that no matter how selfish and immature I was, I didn’t deserve to be abused, but I had to grow up and realize that none of those material things matter.”

        “Tough lessons,” he said.

        “They were for me.” She met his gaze. “Carrie and Mandy are so lucky to have grown up with someone like you in their lives. They know how a decent man behaves. They won’t settle for less.”

        Carter flushed at the compliment. “Don’t make me into any kind of hero, Raylene. I’ve made plenty of mistakes.”

        “Not the kind that count,” she said with certainty. “Even if you weren’t wearing that uniform, I’d know you were one of the good guys. It’s in everything you do, in the way you care about them and about everyone else. I knew it that day you brought Tommy home. Even though I could feel your anger radiating at me for letting him slip away, what I saw was how much you cared about that little boy.”

        He held her gaze. “We’ve come a long way since then,” he said quietly.

        
        “I know, and I’m really glad about that,” she said. “I just wish I knew if we’ll ever be able to go any further.”

        “We will,” Carter said firmly. “Count on it. I certainly intend to.”

        Raylene wanted so badly to believe he was right, but about a million doubts crowded in, shouting so loudly she couldn’t ignore them. Maybe a few years ago, before Paul, she could have had more faith. As it was, though, she’d long since stopped believing in fairy tales and happily-ever-afters.
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        When Carter got home at nine o’clock, both of his sisters were sitting in the living room waiting for him. Their dour expressions reminded him of the way his parents had greeted him when he’d missed curfew.

        “Where were you?” Carrie demanded. “You stayed out all night, and don’t even think about denying it with some phony story about going out for coffee or breakfast or something. You’re still in your uniform.”

        “Yeah, what if we’d needed you?” Mandy said, though she didn’t look half as upset as Carrie did.

        “You both know you can reach me at any time on my cell phone,” Carter responded. “Did something happen? You’re usually not up this early.”

        “We were worried!” Carrie practically shouted, an hysterical note in her voice. “We even called the dispatcher this morning when we realized you’d never come home. Gayle said she had no idea where you were. Apparently you didn’t bother to clock out.”

        He ignored the accusation about clocking out. He’d deal with that at the station.

        “If you were looking for me, why didn’t you try my cell phone?” he asked reasonably. “Do either of you even remember that I called here just as I was going off duty? You told me everything was fine. I even told you I was going to stop by Raylene’s. You could have called there if you were worried.”

        “And interrupt your big late-night date?” Carrie said sarcastically. “That wouldn’t be cool.”

        “It wasn’t a date,” Carter said. “I was just checking on her.”

        “All night?” Carrie retorted. “Yeah, right.”

        He narrowed his gaze and studied his sisters. “What’s really going on here? You knew where I was. You knew how to reach me. Why the overreaction? Were you scared about being in the house alone? Usually you can’t wait for me to let you hang out here alone so you can order pizza and watch movies half the night, because I wouldn’t let you do that in Columbia.”

        Carrie looked at him as if he were denser than dirt. “No, you idiot, we’re scared you’re going to pick her over us.” As soon as she’d blurted that out, she looked even more miserable, as if she hadn’t meant for him to know how scared they were that he might abandon them.

        “You can’t be serious,” he said, even though it was obvious that she was. “Come on, Carrie. You know that’s never going to happen. You’re my sisters. We’re a team. What put such a crazy idea into your heads? I would never choose anyone over you.”

        “You’ve never stayed out all night before,” Mandy whispered, looking shaken, though less so than her sister. “That must mean Raylene’s different, that she’s more important than us.”

        “No one is more important than the two of you,” he said fiercely. “I thought you knew that. It’s just that Raylene is the first woman in a while who’s actually mattered. I have no idea where it’s going to go, but I want to find out. That does not mean, though, that I will ever choose her over you. That’s simply not how family works, not ours, anyway.”

        “You chose her last night,” Carrie said stubbornly. “That’s got to mean there was sex involved.”

        Once again, the direction of the conversation caught him off guard. “Excuse me? You do not get to ask me if I’m having sex.”

        “You’ll ask us, I bet,” Carrie retorted. “Assuming you ever let us date.”

        “You can absolutely count on me asking, because you’re not even sixteen,” he said. “I’m more than ten years older than you and I’m responsible for you. I get to make those kinds of decisions for myself. You don’t, not for a long, long time.”

        “How long?” Mandy asked, her expression a mix of curiosity and impishness.

        “Until you’re at least thirty,” he said, as he had many times before. He was dead serious, but he doubted he could pull it off. He’d be happy if he could at least get them through high school before they took such a huge step.

        One at a time, he held their gazes, then said, “And if there comes a time when you’re considering having sex, you talk to me first. I get to meet the guy. You use protection.”

        Carrie moaned. “We’ll be virgins forever if we have to drag every guy over here before we sleep with him.”

        Now it was Carter’s turn to groan, though he tried not to do it aloud. “There won’t be that many guys. Period.” He noted that the girls were still in their pj’s. “Were you both down here all night waiting for me? Seriously?”

        
        They avoided looking at each other for a full minute, then Mandy grinned. “No, but you should have seen the guilty expression on your face when you walked in and saw us here.”

        “Then you weren’t really worried?”

        “Yes, we were,” Carrie insisted. “But we didn’t actually lose sleep over it. We just freaked out when we came down here this morning and realized you’d never come home. We didn’t know what it meant. Then we got to talking about what would happen if you decided to marry Raylene, and she didn’t want us around.”

        The workings of their minds were going to be the death of him. “You had to know better,” he said.

        “Well, we thought she liked us, but you never know,” Carrie said. “Some women want a man all to themselves.” She met his gaze. “So, if sex wasn’t involved, why did you stay there all night?”

        “It definitely wasn’t about sex,” he repeated firmly. “Raylene was having a tough time last night, and I sat with her until she fell asleep.”

        Carrie, of course, looked immediately skeptical. “Which was when? Fifteen minutes before you got here?”

        “No, not exactly.”

        “So you did sleep with her,” she accused.

        “None of your business,” he repeated. “The point is that I’m here now, and frankly I could use a shower and a nap.”

        “What about breakfast?” Carrie asked. “It’s the most important meal of the day. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?”

        “Had it,” he said.

        “Oh,” Mandy said, looking wistful.

        “What?” he asked.

        
        “I wanted to go to Wharton’s for pancakes. I figured if we piled on enough guilt, you’d take us.”

        He turned to Carrie. “And you?”

        “I wouldn’t mind a pancake,” she said.

        He was so stunned by the admission, he immediately nodded, “Okay, then. Pancakes at Wharton’s. Be ready to go in fifteen minutes.” He turned to Carrie. “That reminds me. Grace says she has a job opening for the rest of the summer, if you’re interested.”

        “Waiting on tables?” she asked, making a face. “I don’t know. It doesn’t sound like much fun.”

        “It’s not supposed to be fun. It’s a job. It’s a busy place. I imagine the tips are decent, but it’s up to you. You might get to know some more people, too. And if you aren’t interested in that, Raylene brought up an alternative. I’ll let her tell you about that.”

        “I’ll take whichever job she doesn’t want,” Mandy piped up.

        Carrie frowned at her. “Stay out of it, squirt.” She turned back to Carter. “Do I have to decide today?”

        “Of course not. Talk to Grace when we get there. She can tell you what the job entails. Then you can call Raylene or go over there. After that, make a decision.”

        “If you don’t want the job at Wharton’s, I do,” Mandy said eagerly. “I could save up for some really cool clothes for school next fall.”

        “Back off,” Carrie said. “Carter says Grace offered the job to me. You’re still a kid. No one’s going to hire you.”

        “I’m just saying, if you don’t want it—” Mandy began, only to have her sister cut her off.

        “I’ll probably take it,” Carrie said, though Carter could tell her heart wasn’t in it. She was just trying to keep Mandy from getting it.

        
        “Okay, fine,” Mandy said huffily. “It’s all yours.”

        When Carrie stalked out of the room, Mandy turned to Carter with a wide grin. “Reverse psychology,” she said. “You should try it sometime. Not on me, though. On her.”

        He laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

        Apparently there were quite a few lessons he could learn from the women in his life. If they didn’t drive him into an early grave.

         

        An hour later Carter noted that despite her earlier enthusiasm for going out for breakfast, Carrie had merely dissected her pancake and pushed the resulting pieces around on her plate. She gave him a look that dared him to make something of it. He was so relieved that she’d actually talked to Grace about the part-time job at Wharton’s that he kept silent about her failure to eat.

        “What do the two of you have planned for the rest of the day?” he asked as they headed for the car.

        “Would you mind if I went over to see Raylene?” Mandy asked. “I was going to volunteer to weed her garden since she can’t do it.”

        “That would be very thoughtful,” Carter told her. “What about you, Carrie? Do you have plans?”

        “I might as well tag along with Mandy,” she said casually. “I should see what kind of job she had in mind before I give Grace my final answer.”

        “Good idea. Call Raylene and make sure she’s not busy.” He was struck by a sudden thought. “You two aren’t planning to cross-examine her about last night, are you?”

        “Not me,” Mandy said.

        
        Carrie was not as quick to respond. “Only if the subject comes up,” she said.

        “Try to make sure it doesn’t come up,” he told her. He handed her his cell phone. “Her number’s on speed dial. Give her a call. If she says it’s okay for you to come over, I’ll drop you on my way home.”

        “Speed dial, huh?” Carrie gave him a knowing look.

        “Do not make too much out of that. Everyone I ever call is on speed dial. I can’t remember phone numbers.”

        “It’s sad that you’re so old and decrepit that you can’t remember stuff,” Mandy teased.

        Carter shook his head. “You two are determined to give me grief today, aren’t you?”

        “Pretty much,” Mandy said happily, then fell silent when Carrie got Raylene on the phone.

        “It’s okay? You’re sure?” She grinned. “Okay, we’re on our way.”

        She handed the phone back to Carter. “It’s fine with her. You don’t have to take us. We can just walk or ride our bikes over.”

        “We’re already in the car,” he said. “I’ll drop you off.”

        Carrie grinned at her sister. “I knew it. He’s not about to miss a chance to get one more glimpse of her this morning.”

        “Whatever,” Carter said.

        Carrie laughed. “You hate it when I say that.”

        “Because when you say it, it’s annoying,” he told her.

        “Well, guess what,” she retorted. “That goes double for you.”

        As soon as he pulled into the driveway at Raylene’s, the girls bolted from the car. He debated following them, but decided in the mood they were in, that would be way too telling. He settled for waving to Raylene as she held the door open for the girls.

        As soon as they were out of sight, he dialed her number. “Watch out,” he warned. “Something tells me those two are on a mission.”

        “Oh?” she said. “Explain.”

        He could hear Carrie’s voice in the background. “That’s Carter, isn’t it? Tell him to butt out.”

        Raylene laughed.

        “You won’t find this so amusing when they start cross-examining you about whether we slept together last night,” he warned.

        “Uh-oh,” she murmured, though there was still amusement threading through her voice.

        “Uh-oh, indeed. If they get to be too nosy, send ’em home.”

        “Not to worry. It’s all under control,” she assured him.

        “That’s what you think. Talk to you later.”

        “Bye.”

        He hung up with a sinking feeling in his gut that he’d just made a terrible mistake by leaving Raylene to the mercy of his two overly inquisitive sisters. She was skittish enough as it was.

         

        “Carter’s never stayed out all night with a woman before,” Carrie announced as Raylene poured them all glasses of sweet tea. “At least not since he’s had us to look out for.”

        “Were you frightened about being at home alone?” Raylene asked, refusing to rise to the obvious bait.

        “No way,” Mandy said. “Carter’s worked the night shift before and we’ve been by ourselves. In Columbia, he’d make the housekeeper stay, but now that we’re here and we’re older, he says it’s okay as long as we don’t have anyone over.”

        “And do you follow that rule?” Raylene asked, knowing full well how many times she, Annie and Sarah had broken it. It was the nature of teens to test their boundaries.

        “Never,” Mandy said solemnly, though there was a twinkle in her eyes. “Mostly because we don’t know that many kids well enough to invite them over yet.”

        Carrie interrupted. “My point was—” she began with obvious frustration.

        Raylene covered her hand. “I know what your point was. You aren’t happy that he was here with me.”

        Carrie frowned. “It’s not that exactly. It’s just that Carter takes his responsibilities very seriously, so for him to stay here all night, it had to mean something.”

        “Like what?”

        “That you’re special,” Carrie said. “Do you feel the same way about him? Because I wouldn’t want him to get hurt, if you’re just having an affair or something.”

        Raylene might have laughed if Carrie hadn’t looked so earnest. The girl really was worried that her big brother might be in over his head. “What exactly did Carter tell you about last night?” she asked eventually.

        “That you were having a rough time and he stuck around to make sure you were okay.” She looked directly into Raylene’s eyes. “I figured he said that because he didn’t want to admit he was having sex. It’s kind of a touchy subject in our house.”

        Raylene could imagine. The idea of Carter discussing his sex life with his sisters was pretty much beyond her imaginative capabilities.

        
        “No, he said that because it was the truth,” she told Carrie.

        Carrie looked vaguely disappointed. “Really?”

        “Honest to goodness.”

        “That’s kind of a shame,” Carrie said. “Don’t guys his age want to have sex all the time? The guys I know certainly do.”

        “I can’t speak for most guys, or even for your brother,” Raylene told her. “What matters is that you don’t ever let yourself get talked into doing something you’re not ready to do.”

        “Yeah, Carter says that, too,” Mandy chimed in.

        “How old were you the first time you had sex?” Carrie asked, throwing Raylene yet again with her un-censored directness.

        “I may not be the best example in the world,” Raylene said. “I was eighteen, but I was also married. As it turns out, that was a huge mistake.”

        “Why?” Mandy wanted to know.

        “Because I was much too young to make a decision that important. I didn’t have enough experience to have good judgment about someone I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with.”

        “So you got a divorce,” Carrie said. “Lots of people get divorced.”

        Raylene didn’t know how much she should reveal about her marriage to two impressionable young girls. It was possible, though, that she could turn it into a cautionary tale without revealing too much detail.

        “My situation was more complicated than most,” she said. “My husband turned out to be abusive.”

        Carrie’s eyes widened. “He hit you?”

        Raylene nodded. “And maybe if I’d been a little older when I met him, I would have recognized the signs that he wasn’t a good guy and I would never have been in that situation. I like to think so, anyway.”

        “What signs?” Carrie asked.

        “He was controlling and extremely jealous. I was so naive, I thought that showed how much he loved me.”

        Carrie fell silent, but Mandy had tears in her eyes when she asked, “He’s not ever going to hit you again, is he?”

        “No,” Raylene said adamantly.

        “Carter won’t let him, that’s for sure,” Mandy declared.

        “No, he won’t,” Raylene agreed. Her faith was as strong as Mandy’s when it came to that. “Now, why don’t you go check out the garden and see how bad the weeds have gotten.”

        “Okay,” Mandy said eagerly.

        After she’d gone, Carrie finally met Raylene’s gaze. “He’s the reason you don’t go outside, isn’t he? Your ex-husband, I mean. You’re scared he’ll come back?”

        Raylene nodded. “That’s certainly part of the problem.” She saw no reason to mention that he was in prison now, but about to be released.

        “Do you think you’ll ever stop being afraid?”

        “I’m working on it,” she told her.

        Carrie hesitated, then said, “I get scared sometimes, too.”

        “Of what?”

        “That something will happen to Carter. If it did, what would happen to me and Mandy?”

        “Your brother’s not going to let anything happen that would take him away from you,” Raylene said, trying to reassure her.

        Unfortunately, they both knew that fate sometimes overrode the very best of intentions, which was all the more reason for his sisters to know there were other people in their lives they could count on.

        Raylene met Carrie’s worried gaze. “Did Carter mention I might have a job for you?”

        She nodded.

        “It’s not much, but I could really use some help to maintain the garden.”

        “Mandy and I are willing to help with that for free,” Carrie said at once.

        “But this would be more than that,” Raylene explained. “The psychologist wants me to spend more time outside. I was thinking that would be easier if someone were here with me.”

        Carrie looked puzzled. “You want to hire me to be like a companion or something?”

        “I’m not sure I have an actual job description, but the hours would be flexible, so you could still spend time with your friends.”

        “And it would help you to get better?”

        “I hope so.”

        Carrie’s expression turned thoughtful. “That would make my brother happy, and it would be cool if you could go shopping with me and Mandy sometime or out to dinner with all of us.”

        “Let’s be careful not to make the goals too ambitious,” Raylene cautioned.

        “Still, helping you would be doing something that really matters,” Carrie said. “That’s way better than just waiting on tables.”

        “You might earn more at Wharton’s,” Raylene said.

        Carrie looked out the window, then turned back to her. “But I like it here. I’ll take the job.”

        
        Raylene smiled. “I’m glad. How about starting tomorrow?” she suggested, then added impulsively, “You can come over when Dr. McDaniels is here, so you’ll know what she’s expecting from me.”

        Carrie stilled. “You want me to be here when the shrink comes?”

        Raylene could hear the distrust in her voice and backed down at once. “I thought it might be helpful,” she said, “but it’s fine if you’d rather start another time.”

        Carrie immediately looked relieved. “What time does she leave?”

        “Around two o’clock.”

        “I’ll be here at two-thirty.”

        “Perfect,” Raylene said, grateful that she’d dodged an inadvertent complication. But Carrie’s skittishness when it came to the psychologist told her just how frightened the girl really was that her eating habits weren’t normal and that someone with expertise might call her on it.

         

        Carter’s impromptu meeting with Tom McDonald to discuss the new Serenity police department took most of the afternoon. He’d actually stopped by the town manager’s office just to check on his progress with finding ways to put some Public Works employees on the scene in Raylene’s neighborhood, but the conversation had evolved into a planning session.

        “I’d like to take a proposal to the council by the end of the month. Do you think you can have something ready in writing by then?” Tom asked.

        “I can, but don’t you think you need to work out the parameters for the chief’s job and decide if I’m the right man to fill it first?”

        
        “Let me tell you something about the politics around here. Howard may not technically be a strong mayor in terms of the way Serenity’s government is set up, but he usually gets his way. He wants you for the job, so you can consider it yours. You have my backing, too. The council approved the position and the salary at their last meeting.”

        He jotted down a figure and passed it to Carter. “It’s probably not what you’re worth, but it’s more than you’ll make as a deputy with the sheriff’s department.”

        “It seems fair,” Carter said. And the three-year contract would give him both the kind of job security and regular hours that mattered to him. Starting a department from scratch would be challenging, too.

        “Are you saying yes?” Tom asked.

        “I’m saying yes,” he confirmed.

        “Then work out your schedule with the sheriff, so he’s not left in the lurch, and give me a starting date.” A worried expression crossed his face. “Or do you want to stay in uniform and on duty with the sheriff’s department until this situation with Raylene’s ex-husband is resolved?”

        It told Carter a lot about his new boss that he would think of something like that. “I’d like to stay on there, either until Paul’s gone for good or we have this department up and running. I’ll give you as much of my spare time as I can to put together the department. Frankly, the sooner our own force is in place, the better I’ll like it.”

        “How about we pay you hourly for the time you put in until you come on board full-time?”

        “That’ll work.”

        “Just so you know, the public-works guys and the local utility crews will do whatever they can to pitch in when the time comes. Some of them knew Raylene in high school. They were furious when I told them she might be in danger from an ex-husband.”

        Carter worried about untrained men getting too enthusiastic about protecting Raylene. That could be as dangerous as whatever crazy thing Paul decided to try. “You don’t think they’ll get carried away, do you? Maybe take the law into their own hands? The last thing we need is a bunch of vigilantes taking over.”

        “You’ll meet with them and set the rules,” Tom said at once. “They’re good men. They just want to help.”

        Carter nodded. “I’ll schedule a meeting as soon as I have a clear idea of the timetable for Hammond’s release. You’ll be able to get them in place on short notice?”

        “I can have them there within twenty-four hours. Will that work?”

        “It should.”

        Having extra eyes keeping close tabs on Raylene’s house might not prevent Paul from getting into the area, but it should go a long way toward keeping him from getting anywhere near Raylene.

         

        After spending a couple of hours in the yard, Carrie and Mandy came back into the house looking hot, tired and bedraggled just as Walter arrived unexpectedly for a late-afternoon visit. They regarded him warily.

        “You were at the picnic,” Carrie said, her gaze narrowed suspiciously. “I thought you were with Rory Sue.”

        “I was,” he said, looking amused.

        “Then why are you here now?” Carrie pressed.

        Raylene stepped in before Carrie could continue grilling him. It seemed she had potential as an investigative reporter, but she probably needed to channel the skill in a different direction. “He’s Tommy and Libby’s dad, remember? He stops by a lot to see his kids.”

        “Oh, yeah,” Carrie said, but she still looked suspicious.

        “I think I’ll see if they’re up from their naps,” Walter said, backing out of the kitchen.

        “Does Carter know he comes by here?” Carrie asked, still determined to protect her brother’s interests.

        “I think so. Walter and I are just friends,” Raylene reassured her. “Now, how about some iced tea? Or would you prefer lemonade? There are cookies, too. I baked oatmeal raisin while you all were weeding for me.”

        “Just water for me,” Carrie said.

        “But you barely touched your sandwich at lunchtime,” Raylene said. “You must be starved by now.”

        Carrie immediately frowned. “You’re not going to start on me, too, are you?”

        “Why shouldn’t she?” Mandy demanded. “Anyone can see that you’re not eating right.”

        “Because it’s none of her business,” Carrie snapped at her sister. “I’m going home. You stay here, if you want to.”

        Raylene stepped in front of her, then shot a warning look toward Mandy. She’d practically been handed the perfect opportunity to discuss eating disorders, but it was about to blow up in her face.

        “Please don’t go,” she said to Carrie. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I told you the other day about what happened to Annie. I probably worry too much when I see someone your age not eating.”

        Carrie didn’t look pacified by the apology, but she did sit down. She even took a cookie off the plate. She broke it into at least a dozen tiny pieces on her napkin, then forced down one of them. It took an obvious effort, which spoke volumes about her attitude toward food.

        “I don’t know why everyone’s so freaked just because I don’t want to eat a bunch of stuff that’s bad for me,” she muttered.

        “You don’t eat at all,” Mandy blurted.

        “I’d eat if I were hungry,” Carrie said, turning to Raylene for support. “Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be? Food is fuel for your body. You don’t need more until you’re running on empty.”

        Raylene shook her head. “That’s only true up to a point. Sometimes, for whatever reason, people can’t sense when their body needs more fuel. That’s when there’s trouble.”

        “I’m never hungry,” Carrie said. “So what’s the point of eating a bunch of extra calories?”

        “Because your body needs some calories every day in order to function properly,” Raylene said. “Without the proper nutrients, your kidneys and other organs can get all out of whack before you even realize what’s happening.”

        “Is that what happened to Annie?” Mandy asked.

        Raylene nodded, her gaze on Carrie. She looked intrigued despite her declaration that she was just fine.

        “How old was she?” Mandy asked.

        “Just sixteen. She collapsed at a sleepover.”

        “Maybe she was just faint from hunger,” Carrie suggested hopefully.

        “No. Her heart failed. She nearly died,” Raylene said, determined not to sugarcoat what had happened.

        “Then she must not have been very strong to begin with,” Carrie said, looking for some explanation that would separate her from Annie and the path that had nearly led to her death.

        “Because over time she’d put her body through hell by not getting the proper nutrients,” Raylene said, refusing to back down from the bleak picture.

        “Well, she obviously lived and got better,” Carrie said. “She just had a baby. She must be fine.”

        “She got better because she got help,” Raylene said. “But only after it was almost too late. You’re a smart girl, Carrie. You don’t want to wait that long.”

        “But I’m not anorexic,” Carrie insisted, her tone belligerent. She glared at Raylene and at Mandy. “I’m not! And if it’s going to be like this every time I come over here, you can forget your stupid job.”

        This time when she stood up, she didn’t give either of them a chance to persuade her to stay. She ran from the house.

        Mandy heaved a sigh. “I’d better go after her.”

        “Maybe she needs a little time alone to think about all this,” Raylene suggested, but Mandy shook her head.

        “We made a pact when Mom and Dad died. We stick together, even if one of us says we want to be alone.”

        Raylene smiled at the show of unity. “Then, go. If you need anything, give me a call.” She would call Carrie herself later and try to make peace. She hated that the teenager had thrown the job back in her face. She’d been counting on that time to win Carrie’s confidence.

        Mandy regarded her worriedly. “You’re not mad that we wanted to know what’s going on with you and Carter, are you?”

        “I could never be mad that you care so much about your brother.”

        
        “He’s a really cool guy,” she told Raylene earnestly.

        “I know that,” Raylene said.

        Mandy hesitated, then asked, “Do you think you’ll marry him? You’d be like our big sister, then.”

        “It’s way too soon to even consider something like that,” Raylene told her, but the wistful expression on Mandy’s face got to her. “How about you just consider me a friend. And we’ll stay friends no matter what happens between Carter and me.”

        Mandy’s expression brightened. “Really?”

        “It’s a promise.”

        “Cool,” the teen said, and threw her arms around Raylene for a fierce hug. “Bye.”

        “Bye, sweetie.”

        Raylene watched from the window as Mandy ran down the street after her sister. With each passing day, it seemed she was getting to be more emotionally entangled with the entire Rollins family, whether she was ready for it or not.
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        Raylene was just putting the pitcher of tea back into the refrigerator, when Walter walked into the kitchen.

        “Do you have any idea what you’re doing with those girls?” he asked, his expression filled with concern.

        “Being a friend to them,” she responded, unable to keep a defensive note out of her voice. “What’s wrong with that? And, by the way, why were you eavesdropping? My relationship with Carter’s sisters is none of your business.”

        “I wasn’t eavesdropping, at least not on purpose. The kids are watching a video. I came to get cookies for them.”

        “Cookies will spoil their supper,” Raylene said, mostly just to be contrary because she was annoyed by Walter’s observation. It was two hours till dinner and one cookie each would hardly matter.

        Walter merely lifted a brow, picked up two cookies and left the room. Unfortunately, he wasn’t gone long.

        “Shouldn’t you stay in there with the kids?” she asked testily. She wasn’t sure she could face another inquisition this afternoon, especially from someone who knew her well enough to see right through her. If even a man as insensitive as Walter recognized that getting entangled in Carrie’s problems posed a risk, maybe she should be thinking twice about it. She just wanted so badly to find a way to prove to Carter—and even to herself—that she could play an important role in his family. Lately that hope was what kept her going.

        Unfortunately Walter wasn’t fazed by her attempt to discourage his meddling. “Laurie’s with Tommy and Libby,” he reminded her with exaggerated patience. “They won’t get into any mischief. I’m more concerned about you.”

        “Why?”

        “Because you’re getting too involved with those girls and their problems. What’s going to happen when things don’t work out with their brother?”

        “Why wouldn’t things work out?” she demanded irritably, though it was a question she’d asked herself more than once.

        “Because you won’t let them,” Walter said, taking her by surprise with his insight. “I saw you with him at the barbecue. It’s obvious you’re crazy about him, but you were pushing him away, as if you had no right to grab on to any happiness that comes your way.”

        “The same way you were pushing Rory Sue away?” she inquired, hoping to redirect the conversation. “For the same reason, I might add.”

        “That’s entirely different,” he said, disagreeing with her. “For once in my life I’m trying not to rush into something for all the wrong reasons.”

        “Maybe that’s what I’m doing, too,” she suggested. “After all, I could be afraid that I’m only attracted to Carter because he’s the first man to come along since my marriage who’s shown an interest in me.”

        
        “Oh, I do believe you’re scared,” he said. “And who could blame you? It’s not as if your marriage to Paul was any kind of picnic. It’s natural for you to be skittish. But I think your fear runs a lot deeper than just thinking that the attraction is superficial. I don’t think you’re anywhere close to being ready for a real relationship, and you know it. But that’s what Carter wants, isn’t it? The real deal?”

        She couldn’t deny that. “Look, I’m working through my issues, okay?” she told him. “I’m getting more comfortable with Carter every time I see him.” At least she hoped that was true. She wanted it to be, because the attraction ran deep. So did her respect for him. She didn’t want her problems standing in the way of a real relationship.

        Walter obviously wasn’t satisfied with her response. “How comfortable?” he pressed. “Enough to have an honest-to-goodness, long-lasting relationship with him, because if that’s not where this is heading, then you shouldn’t get too involved with those girls.”

        “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Why are you pushing this? What does it matter to you if I mess this up?”

        “I’m worried about you getting hurt. I’m even worried about a couple of teens who’ve obviously lost too many people they cared about. Carter may know your history. He may have the patience of a saint, but if you send mixed signals long enough, he may get tired of it and walk away. Then where will you be? Especially if you’ve gone and fallen in love with him.”

        “I’m a big girl. I can handle a broken heart.”

        Walter looked skeptical. “Okay, let’s say I believe that. Can you handle breaking his heart? Or hurting his sisters? What if they’ve learned to count on you?”

        
        “Are you saying I need to back off?” she asked, her heart sinking at the thought. That reaction, as much as anything, told her she needed to fight for the future she was just starting to envision.

        “That pretty much goes against the popular wisdom around here,” she told Walter. “Everyone else thinks it’s time for me to start living again.”

        “I’m all for you starting to live. Getting out of this house would be a fantastic start. Rushing into a relationship might be asking too much of yourself. I just want you to be sure you can handle all the consequences.”

        Raylene knew deep inside that he had some valid points, but as she studied him intently, she realized something else. “You know something, Walter? I don’t think we’ve been talking about me at all. I think you’re scared spitless that you’re getting too involved with Rory Sue and that one of you is going to get hurt.”

        To her surprise, he didn’t deny it.

        “Guilty,” he admitted.

        “What’s the problem? She seems very taken with you.”

        “She’s nothing like Sarah. And contrary to what all of you probably think, she’s a lot more vulnerable than she lets on. There’s a good chance I’ll let her down. That’s what I do. I was a lousy husband to Sarah, and I’m just finally getting a grip on being a halfway-decent father. It’s probably way too soon for me to try to figure out how to have a mature relationship with another woman.”

        “If you’re thinking that clearly, it obviously means you’re making progress,” Raylene told him. “Stop selling yourself short.” She waited, thinking about the situation. “Or are you really worried that Rory Sue’s just playing a game, and you don’t want to put your heart at risk?”

        “Damned if I know,” he admitted. “It could go either way. It’s just too soon to tell, which is why I’ve been trying to put some space between us.” He shrugged. “Rory Sue’s not much interested in space. She wants what she wants when she wants it.”

        “Just like her mama,” Raylene said, smiling at the thought of Walter trying to hold a determined Rory Sue at bay. “Mary Vaughn went after Ronnie Sullivan more than once despite all the odds against her. I suppose that kind of determination could be flattering.”

        “No, it’s terrifying,” Walter said. “I’m a man. It would be very easy to give in. The woman is amazing. But I’m trying to use my brain here, not my…well, you know.”

        Raylene laughed. “Yes, I do know, and I admire your restraint.” She met his gaze. “Not to change the subject too much, but how’s the hunt for a house going? Once you find something, you could stop seeing Rory Sue altogether if that’s what you really want.”

        “I found one, as a matter of fact. Rory Sue said it was perfect, and she was right. I put in an offer. We should know something tonight.”

        “Congratulations! The kids are going to be so excited.”

        “I know. I can’t wait until I can take them to pick out whatever they want for their rooms.”

        “Is Rory Sue going to help with that?” she asked.

        “Probably. She does know where the best stores are.”

        “Really?” she said, amused. “And you haven’t been in every furniture store in the region to sell advertising for the radio station?”

        
        He frowned at the question. “What’s your point?”

        “She’s becoming every bit as involved in your life as Carter and his family are in mine. I’d say the danger signs are posted for both of us.”

        But as clear as she was on the dangers that lay ahead, she wondered if she, any more than Walter, would heed them.

         

        Carter drove up just as Walter was leaving. He exited his sheriff’s cruiser with a take-out bag in hand.

        “I came with dinner,” he told Raylene. “Can I stay? I figured you deserved a respite from cooking after dealing with my sisters today.”

        “Your timing’s great. I was going to start cooking any minute,” she said, aware that the mere sight of him had stirred up her senses. Given the conversation she’d just had with Walter, it was disturbing. Maybe she really should think things through carefully before she allowed herself to get any more involved in his life. He and his sisters represented the unattained dream she’d envisioned for herself, a ready-made family. She finally dared to meet his gaze.

        “I hope Sarah and Travis like Chinese food,” he said. “I brought enough for them, too.”

        “That’s very thoughtful of you,” she said. “Travis will probably just grab a quick bite. He has his show to do tonight.”

        “Then maybe we should leave everything in the to-go containers. He can take whatever he wants with him.”

        “Perfect,” she said, then studied him. “Aren’t you still on duty? Can you really take a break?”

        “Dispatch can reach me.” He patted the radio and cell phone at his hip. “And I gave Gayle this number, too. It’s fine. I have some news I wanted to share.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “And I just wanted to see you, make sure you survived an entire day with Carrie and Mandy.”

        Raylene sighed. “We do need to talk about that,” she admitted. “Let’s go in the kitchen. We have a little while before Sarah and Travis will be here.”

        Carter frowned as he followed her. “Was there a problem? They didn’t bug you about me staying over here last night, did they?”

        “That wasn’t the problem.” She told him about the discussion she’d had with Carrie. “She got extremely defensive. I might have made matters worse by pushing so hard. She’d agreed to take the job here, but now I’m not so sure she’ll be back.”

        Carter sighed. “I’m glad you spoke up. I’ve been on her case lately, too. She needs to know we’re paying attention.”

        “But she must have felt as if we were all ganging up on her. Mandy chimed in, as well. I’m not sure all that pressure at once is good.”

        “Isn’t that exactly the way those interventions work?” he said.

        “But those are usually handled by professionals,” Raylene said. “A psychologist would have known what to do when Carrie fought back. They might have been able to stop her from taking off.”

        Carter’s expression turned grim. “She left?”

        Raylene nodded. “Mandy went after her. I should have done it. That’s what a responsible adult would have done.”

        “Come on. There were extenuating circumstances,” he said. “To say nothing of the fact that helping my sister is my job, not yours.”

        “But you don’t upset a kid and then let another kid deal with the fallout,” she said with self-derision. “I tried calling earlier, but Carrie wouldn’t take my call. Mandy said she’d shut herself in her room.”

        Carter muttered a curse and immediately stood up. “I’d better get over there and check on things. A rain check on dinner, okay? I guess that news of mine will have to wait, too.”

        “Do you want to take the Chinese food home with you? The girls would probably like it.”

        “I don’t think walking in the door with food right now is a good idea.” He gave her a frustrated look. “What’s it going to take to fix this? I’m at a loss.”

        “Do you want to talk to Dr. McDaniels? I’m sure she’d be happy to give you some ideas. She’ll be here tomorrow at one. You could drop by, say, around one-thirty.”

        He nodded. “I might do that.” He leaned down and kissed her again, just a quick brush of his lips across hers. “Thanks for caring.”

        He paused in the doorway. “It means the world to me that you care about what’s going on with Carrie. The past couple of years have been tough. I’ve been totally out of my depth with everything that’s happened since my folks died.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “Who knows? Maybe with a little help from you I’ll figure out this parenthood thing, after all.”

         

        When Dr. McDaniels arrived for their session, Raylene immediately filled her in on what had been going on with Carrie. “I told Carter he could stop by to speak with you, if that’s okay. He’ll be here at one-thirty.”

        
        To her surprise, the psychiatrist frowned.

        “Is it a problem?” Raylene asked, puzzled by her reaction. “Would you rather not speak to him? Did I violate some code of ethics or something?”

        “It’s not that,” Dr. McDaniels said. “I’m happy to help. What worries me is that you’re putting your own situation on the back burner to deal with his sister’s problems.”

        “But this is important,” Raylene said.

        “So is your recovery.”

        “I’m not skipping a session,” Raylene argued. “At least not all of it. We have a few more minutes before Carter will be here.”

        “Not long enough to spend the time in the garden that we’d planned,” the doctor said. “Are you sure you didn’t intentionally plan it that way?”

        Raylene shook her head. “That never even crossed my mind, I swear it. In fact, I’d even offered Carrie a job spending time out there with me. The rest of this kind of came to a head after that. I saw how worried Carter was, and it seemed this would be the perfect chance for him to speak to you. The offer to let him use part of my time with you was impulsive. I’m sorry if it was the wrong thing to do.”

        Dr. McDaniels didn’t look entirely convinced, but she nodded. “Okay, then, let’s see what we can accomplish before he gets here. In fact, why don’t we try going outside to wait for him. We’ll spend time in the garden next time.”

        “Okay,” Raylene said. Maybe on some subconscious level she had hoped to put off an extended period outside, but maybe it was better this way. She’d have to just do it, ready or not.

        
        She led the way to the door and grasped the handle.

        “Deep breath,” Dr. McDaniels encouraged. “Don’t think about what’s next. Just open the door. Concentrate on the fact that it’s a beautiful summer day. You’ve been doing this a lot lately. It’s nothing new.”

        Raylene released the latch on the door and pushed it open. So far, so good. Her palms weren’t sweating. Her breathing was steady. All she had to do was take a step and she’d be outside. It should be second nature by now, but there was always that one instant, just before she took the first step, when she wondered if she’d be able to do it.

        She counted slowly, tried to time her breaths to a nice even rhythm and took that next step. Then a few more.

        “There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” the psychologist asked.

        “I haven’t fallen apart yet, if that’s what you’re asking.”

        “Then keep going. Let’s cross the grass so you can wait for Carter to turn in to the driveway. Think about how pleased he’ll be to have you waiting for him. It’s only a few more feet. No big deal. And you’ll still be close to the house. I’m right here with you. You’re perfectly safe.”

        Raylene swallowed hard, but she took the first step onto the grass. She couldn’t help glancing back toward the house to make sure she hadn’t strayed too far away from her sanctuary. Dr. McDaniels nodded encouragement.

        “You’re doing great,” she told Raylene. “What kind of car does Carter drive?”

        “A pickup,” Raylene responded, her breath catching. “A silver one.” Suddenly she couldn’t seem to get another breath. Her chest heaved. It felt as if her heart was going to pound right through her ribs. She hadn’t had a setback like this in days. Angry with herself, she forced herself to take slow, deep breaths until her breathing steadied and her heartbeat slowed.

        “You’re just fine,” the doctor soothed. “You heard the sound of Carter’s truck, that’s all. See, here he is, turning in to the driveway right now.”

        Carter stepped out of the truck, amazement on his face, as if he’d caught her turning somersaults down the block. “Well, look at you,” he said, grinning as he had on the day he’d discovered her on the patio. “Going for a walk, are you?”

        She frowned at the hopeful note in his voice. “Hardly.”

        Even so, he looked thrilled, as if he’d been waiting for a moment like this since the day they’d met. As he came around the car, a part of her wanted to run to him, but the panic stirred yet again, then took over. She was rooted in place, hyperventilating, close to passing out.

        Dr. McDaniels obviously recognized the symptoms, because she moved in close and took Raylene’s arm. She must have given Carter a subtle nod, too, because he was immediately beside her, as well. They half walked, half carried her back to the house. It wasn’t more than twenty feet or so, but it seemed like miles. The psychologist murmured soothing words until they were safely inside. Raylene nearly collapsed with relief.

        Carter went for water while Dr. McDaniels continued to talk to her. Slowly, Raylene’s breathing returned to normal. The panic receded and her pulse rate slowed.

        “You did great,” the doctor said as Raylene sipped the water, her face flushed with embarrassment.

        “You call that great? What happened? I’d been getting better. I should be past these attacks by now.”

        “There will be days like this, Raylene.”

        
        “Forever?” she asked plaintively.

        “Not forever,” the psychologist assured her. “Think about what you have accomplished, not about today’s minor little setback.”

        “It’s not enough,” Raylene said despondently. What counted was getting well enough to have a normal life, a full life with Carter. Being able to be there for Carrie and Mandy the way she should be, not sitting on the sidelines, but truly involved in their lives. Maybe even kids down the road. Not a life where success was measured by stepping a few feet outside of her own front door.

        She gathered the few bits of her composure remaining and stood. “I’ll leave the two of you alone to talk. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.”

        She saw the dismay on the psychologist’s face and the worry on Carter’s, but she had nothing to say that would reassure either one of them. In fact, she didn’t even have words to reassure herself.

         

        “You should go to her,” Carter said, his gaze following Raylene. He’d never seen her look so defeated, not even after he’d found her in a similar state in the backyard.

        Dr. McDaniels shook her head. “She won’t hear anything I have to say right now. Besides, she’s very anxious for the two of us to talk about your sister. Tell me what’s going on with her.”

        Carter shook off his worries about Raylene and described everything he and others had been noticing about Carrie’s behavior. “I’m really scared for her, but she denies there’s a problem and I have no idea what to do next.”

        “You know she needs help,” the doctor said. “That’s a great first step. I’d like to speak to her myself. Do you think she’d agree to come to my office?”

        
        “Not willingly,” he said grimly. “But I could make it happen.”

        “What about the nutritionist at the hospital? Would Carrie see her willingly? Maybe you could suggest that you know she’s been worried about her weight and that the nutritionist is someone who could help her develop a sensible eating plan.”

        “She’ll see right through that. Right now she’s touchy about any mention of food.”

        “What about insisting she get a physical for school with a general practitioner? I’d like to see some kind of clinical evaluation so we know where her health stands. If she really is anorexic, more than likely there will be evidence of it.”

        “Again, she’s so sensitive to every suggestion even remotely related to her health, she’ll probably balk at that, too.”

        “Okay, then, here’s where tough parenting is required. You may have to insist. It probably doesn’t matter which of those steps you take first, as long as you take one of them.”

        “That’s it? There’s no other way?” he asked.

        “You won’t like the alternative any better, and neither will she,” the doctor said, her expression grim. “I’d recommend that you put her into the hospital or a residential-treatment program to be evaluated. If a teen is simply in denial, usually the first mention of a hospital or treatment facility is enough to get them to start taking the situation seriously. She may be angry, but you’re the responsible adult. You can’t let anger or tears sway you from doing what needs to be done.”

        Carter closed his eyes, trying to envision Carrie’s reaction to being committed somewhere for treatment. He wasn’t sure he could do that. He was too afraid she’d feel as if he’d betrayed her.

        “I’d like to make an appointment for her with you,” he said. “The first opening you have.”

        “Tomorrow morning at ten,” she said at once.

        “We’ll be there.”

        “I’ll want to talk to her alone,” she told him.

        “Not a problem. But I’ll be just outside the door in case she decides to try to bolt.”

        “She’s going to be furious with you.”

        “I can handle that, as long as she gets well.”

        Dr. McDaniels regarded him with concern. “I know she’s your sister, not your child, but it’s awfully hard to see anyone you love look at you as if they hate you. Be prepared for that. Maybe you should talk to Ronnie or Dana Sue Sullivan and see how they coped with that when Annie was in treatment.”

        “I’ll do that. I can deal with hard. It’s just as difficult to watch her wasting away and not have any idea how to help,” he said, grimly determined to get them both through whatever lay ahead.

        “I’ll want to have some sessions with you and her sister, as well. Family counseling is an important part of the recovery from anorexia, if that’s what we’re dealing with.”

        “Whatever you need. It’ll probably be good for Mandy, too. I think they’ve both dealt with a lot since we lost our parents. I’ve done the best I could, but I’m sure there’s a lot they’ve kept bottled up inside.”

        “Grief could be a big part of Carrie’s behavior,” she said. “If it is, we’ll find better coping mechanisms.”

        Carter nodded, relieved to have someone with real expertise on his side. “I’ll see you in the morning then. Do you want to see Raylene before you go, or is it okay if I spend a few minutes with her?”

        “I think she probably needs you more than she does me right now,” Dr. McDaniels said. “Tell her I’ll be back day after tomorrow at the regular time.”

        Carter nodded and walked her to the door. When she was gone, he drew a deep breath and braced himself for seeing Raylene. He knew she’d probably spent the past half hour beating up on herself over falling apart. It was what she did. She set her expectations too high, then berated herself for failing.

        When he went into the kitchen, he found her sitting at the table, her cheeks tracked with dried tears, her gaze distant.

        “You doing okay?” he asked, though he could see that she wasn’t.

        She merely shrugged.

        “I had a good talk with Dr. McDaniels. She’s terrific. I’m going to take Carrie to see her tomorrow.”

        A flicker of interest stirred in her expression before she shut down again. “I’m sure that will help.”

        “Raylene, about what happened earlier—”

        “I don’t want to talk about that,” she said, her cheeks flushing. “It was humiliating.”

        “No,” he said adamantly. “It was brave. Every time you step outside, you’re fighting a fear I can’t even begin to imagine.”

        “You face down worse fears every day when you go to work,” she said. “I’m practically scared of my own shadow. It’s crazy. I’m crazy.”

        “Don’t you dare say that,” he said furiously. “You have a treatable panic disorder. You’re going to get better.”

        She regarded him with a bleak expression. “What if I don’t? What if this is the rest of my life, shut up in this house?”

        “Then we’ll deal with it,” he said.

        “Not we,” she said adamantly. “It’s my problem.”

        “Sorry, it doesn’t work that way. You and me, we’re friends, no matter what else happens. Friends stick together. If you have a problem, I’m right here with you.”

        “But you have Carrie to worry about,” she protested. “You don’t need to take on my situation, too.”

        He held her gaze. “Yes, I do,” he said solemnly.

        There was a faint flicker of hope in her eyes, but it faded. “But, Carter—”

        “No arguments,” he said. “I’m not walking away from you. You can push all you like, but I’m staying.”

        A smile touched her lips. “Maybe,” she began softly, “maybe you’re the crazy one.”

        He grinned. “Could be, but that’s just the way it is.”

        He stood up. “I need to get to work. Are you going to be okay?”

        “Laurie and the kids will be back soon, and I think Sarah’s coming home early. I’ll be fine.”

        He leaned down and touched his lips to hers. This time, though, a casual kiss wasn’t enough. He lingered and when she didn’t pull away, he deepened the kiss, tasting and savoring until he heard a low moan in the back of her throat.

        He pulled away, then met her gaze. “That’s worth fighting for, don’t you think?”

        She touched her fingers to her lips, which had curved finally into a full-fledged smile. “It just might be.”

        He left then, feeling more optimistic than he had in weeks, not just about his sister’s future, but his own.
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        Raylene had a bad night wondering if she was ever going to get better. Nothing Dr. McDaniels, Carter or even Sarah had said to her had reassured her that she was making real progress. For every step forward she’d taken, literally, it seemed she’d taken another one back. She tossed and turned most of the night and eventually wandered into the kitchen well before dawn, probably looking as frazzled and out of sorts as she felt. Sarah was already there having coffee before heading to the radio station.

        “You look like hell,” Sarah commented cheerfully. When Raylene merely scowled and poured herself a cup of coffee, Sarah winced. “Okay, definitely not in a good mood.”

        “Sorry. I didn’t get much sleep.”

        “Because of what we talked about last night, the way your session with Dr. McDaniels went?”

        Raylene nodded. “But, please, leave it alone. I don’t feel like rehashing it this morning.”

        Sarah opened her mouth, then shut it again.

        Raylene smiled. “Thank you.”

        “If I didn’t have to get to work, I’d make you talk about this some more.”

        
        “Go. Entertain. Laugh. Have a good day.”

        Sarah paused. “You will be okay, right? Should I send someone over to cheer you up?”

        “No,” Raylene said firmly. She needed to work through this on her own. She’d felt a few glorious glimmers of hope about the future recently. She had to figure out how to cling to those, rather than sinking into despair over her failures.

        But despite what she’d told Sarah about wanting to be alone with her thoughts, a few hours later she opened the door and found Carter on the doorstep. She had a feeling his arrival wasn’t a coincidence.

        “Sarah called me earlier,” he said. “She said you might be over here freaking out. What’s that about?”

        “Just more of the same old, same old,” she said, dismissing it. “Do you have time for something to drink? Coffee? Tea? Tell me about Carrie. Did she have her session with Dr. McDaniels this morning?” Though she was genuinely interested, she hoped asking about Carrie would redirect the conversation away from her. “How did Carrie react when you told her she had an appointment to see a shrink?”

        Carter rolled his eyes. “I’m sure you can imagine. First, she threw a tantrum and refused to go. Then, when I didn’t budge, she turned on the waterworks and pleaded with me not to make her go.”

        “How’d you cope with that?”

        “Thankfully I was prepared. Mostly, I tuned her out, even though the tears were killing me. I felt like the worst kind of big brother ever for forcing her to do this.”

        “But you had to know in your heart you were being the best kind of big brother.”

        “I tried to remember that, but it was hard with tears streaming down her cheeks. I really, really hate it when people cry, especially when I’m responsible.”

        “Ultimately, though, you got her to go?”

        He nodded. “By then she was sulking and not speaking to me at all. The look she gave me when she walked into the office came pretty close to breaking my heart.”

        “Any idea how the session went? Did Carrie say anything afterward? Or did you speak to Dr. McDaniels?”

        “I have a follow-up with Dr. McDaniels tomorrow. We all do, in fact. I guess I’ll find out more then. Carrie’s still not speaking to me. She’s freezing out Mandy, too. The doc says that’s normal. Right now, Carrie obviously thinks we’ve all ganged up on her. We’re the enemy.”

        “I’m so sorry.”

        “Me, too, but it has to be this way. Even I can see that. It’s better than sending her to the hospital or a treatment center. I tried to make her see that, but she told me there was nothing wrong with her, that I was just being mean and freaking out over nothing.”

        He looked so miserable that Raylene found herself moving closer to him on the sofa. She reached out and touched his cheek. It was the first time she’d let herself initiate any contact. She saw surprise register in his eyes.

        “It’s going to get better,” she assured him. “There may be some rough patches. There certainly were with Annie. I can remember back then Ty was just about the only one who could get through to her. Everyone else was her enemy, even Ronnie, and she adored her dad. It just about killed him to be tough with her. Maybe you could talk to him sometime, and see how he dealt with her anger.”

        
        “Believe me, I will speak to him. I need to be reminded that we will get through this. It helps to see how close Annie and her family are, even after all they went through. That gives me hope.”

        Raylene squeezed his hand. “I’m just coming to realize how important hope is,” she said. In fact, even though it was hard won, hope was just about the only thing that got her through some difficult days. Maybe if she tried hard enough, she wouldn’t lose it now.

         

        Carter checked at least once a week with the prison to see if there was anything new on Paul Hammond’s possible release date in August. Though officials had promised to alert him before any release occurred, he wasn’t inclined to take chances. Parole hearings could be delayed or moved up. While he wouldn’t mind the former one bit, he wasn’t about to risk having the date come up faster than he was anticipating.

        In the meantime, he’d been doing more research into Hammond’s background. Today he’d driven over to Charleston on his day off, left the girls to shop at a mall and done a little investigating around the hospital where Hammond had worked as an orthopedic surgeon. What he’d discovered had alarmed him even more.

        It seemed Raylene hadn’t been his first victim, just the only one he’d married and the only one who’d reported him to police. Most of the women he spoke with thought she’d been incredibly brave, though some had openly declared it to be social suicide.

        “She’ll never be welcome back in Charleston, not by that crowd,” one of the nurses said candidly. “In that social world, wives either suffer in silence or they leave. They don’t create a scandal. Their attitude is pretty disgusting, if you ask me. It means the men just keep getting away with it.”

        Carter agreed. He couldn’t imagine a world where anyone turned a blind eye to abuse. “What about Hammond? Will he be welcomed back?”

        “Not here,” the nurse said fiercely. “And I can’t think of a woman who’d let him treat her or allow him to touch her kids. The men might stick by him.” She shrugged. “If it were up to me, he’d lose his license to practice, but I don’t know what the medical board will decide.”

        Though Carter wanted Hammond to lose everything, he worried that if Hammond wasn’t welcomed back into that same world with open arms, it would fuel his rage against Raylene.

        By the time he picked up the girls a couple of hours later, Carter was more concerned than ever about the danger Hammond might pose.

        “How come you’re so quiet?” Mandy asked, giving him a questioning look as she climbed into the front passenger seat.

        “I just have a lot on my mind,” he said. “How was your shopping trip? You don’t seem to have a lot of bags. Does that mean my credit card didn’t get a workout?”

        “Carrie wouldn’t shop,” Mandy said with disgust.

        “I don’t need any clothes,” Carrie countered, settling into the backseat.

        Her sour, defensive tone was the same one with which Carter was becoming all too familiar. She’d been this way ever since she’d started seeing Dr. McDaniels. Clearly, she hadn’t yet forgiven him for making her continue to go. So far she’d been refusing to go to Raylene’s as well, obviously counting her among the enemies. He’d hoped the outing to Charleston would help, but it obviously hadn’t.

        “Now, that has to be a first,” he said, his voice determinedly cheerful. “I thought you were dying to shop where the clothes have some style. Isn’t that what you’ve been telling me?”

        “I just don’t want anything,” she said.

        “She says everything makes her look fat,” Mandy said, turning around and giving her sister a defiant look.

        Carter’s gaze shot to Carrie in the rearview mirror. “What’s that about, Carrie?”

        “I never said that,” she said, casting a murderous look at Mandy. “I said I felt fat today. I ate too much at breakfast.”

        All Carter recalled her eating was a half piece of toast and a bite of scrambled eggs. It was more than she usually touched, true, but hardly enough to cause her to feel full, much less fat.

        Still, he refrained from responding. In their session this week, Dr. McDaniels had suggested he keep a close eye on Carrie and report to her, but not to be the bad guy by challenging her over every meal. She’d said the time would come for that, once the nutritionist became involved. That was scheduled for this week, though she hadn’t mentioned it to Carrie yet.

        “Okay, let’s talk about something else,” Carter suggested. “How about stopping to see a movie before we head back?”

        “That’d be cool,” Mandy said eagerly.

        “I don’t feel like it,” Carrie said, clearly determined to be a spoilsport about everything.

        “We could go sightseeing,” he suggested, giving Mandy a pleading look in the hope that she wouldn’t argue. “The last time you girls were in Charleston, Mom and Dad brought you. You were pretty young.”

        “I was old enough,” Carrie said. “It’s boring.”

        Carter felt his last nerve close to snapping. “Okay, since you haven’t liked any of my suggestions, what would you like to do, Carrie?”

        “We might as well go home,” she mumbled.

        “No,” Mandy protested. “We’re here. I want to do something fun. Come on, Carter. Just because old sourpuss is in a bad mood, it shouldn’t spoil the day for the rest of us. Let’s at least go to the market downtown where the vendors have all that cool stuff. We can probably find someplace to eat, too.”

        “Works for me,” he said, silently agreeing with her that to give in to Carrie’s mood would be sending the wrong message. She’d just have to get it together and deal.

        He wove through the crowded streets until he finally found a parking place.

        “I’ll stay in the car,” Carrie announced.

        He turned and frowned at her. “No, you won’t. I can’t make you enjoy yourself, but you will come with us.”

        “You’ve turned into nothing but a big bully,” she accused. “I wish Mom and Dad were still here.” And then she burst into tears.

        Before he could think of what to say, Mandy scrambled out of the front passenger seat and jumped into the back to hug her sister. “I miss them, too,” she whispered, burying her face in Carrie’s shoulder.

        They sat like that for a while until Carrie’s sobs quieted. When they separated, Carter handed her a fistful of tissues.

        
        “Feel better?” he asked gently.

        She nodded, her expression chagrined. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain all day.”

        “Nothing new,” Mandy taunted, poking her in the ribs with an elbow.

        A smile finally broke through on Carrie’s face. “You’ll pay for that, squirt. You have to use your allowance to buy me the first thing I see that I want.”

        “Okay,” Mandy said agreeably. She grabbed Carrie’s hand and dragged her out of the car.

        Carter watched as they started toward the market, then sighed. Was he ever going to figure out how to deal with two teenage girls and their mood swings, much less Carrie’s eating disorder? His appreciation for what parents everywhere had to cope with had increased a hundredfold since his parents’ deaths.

        He glanced skyward. “Forgive me,” he murmured, hoping his folks could hear. “I apologize for every moment of grief I ever gave you.”

        And then he went to catch up with his sisters.

         

        Raylene listened as Carter described Carrie’s outburst earlier in the day. He’d left the girls at home watching a video, then dropped by to see her to bring her a pair of earrings he’d picked up from a jewelry vendor.

        “The girls told me they’d go with your eyes,” he said of the lapis stones.

        Raylene chuckled at the admission that the girls had made the choice. “Did you even have any idea what color my eyes are?” she teased.

        “Sure, blue,” he said.

        “Which can cover anything from gray-blue to turquoise or dark blue,” she said.

        
        His gaze narrowed. “Is the eye-color thing a test of some kind?”

        “Maybe.”

        “Well, all I know is that when I used to look into your eyes I’d see nothing but sadness, and now I see a whole range of emotions.”

        “Such as?”

        “Right now I see laughter lurking in there. Sometimes there’s joy, sometimes annoyance…” He grinned. “And when you’re not censoring yourself, I see desire. Or maybe that’s just my ego playing tricks on me.”

        She hesitated, not sure she was willing to have this discussion. “It’s true,” she finally admitted. “I want you, Carter, at least a part of me does.”

        “And the rest?”

        Now that the door had been opened, she might as well be completely honest. “The rest of me is scared of wanting you too much.”

        His mouth curved. “Is there such a thing?”

        “Typical male,” she accused, then explained, “Wanting something—someone—this much is new to me.”

        “You were obviously in love with your husband at one time.”

        “I was a teenager with stars in my eyes. Believe me, that feeling died in a hurry. This is different. It feels real and full of possibilities.”

        “You’re being very careful to avoid putting a label on it,” he noted.

        She grinned. “Yes, I am.” Because if she called it what she thought it was—love—the stakes of getting it wrong would increase a thousandfold.

        He studied her intently. “Is this really about the emotions, or is it about the intimacy?” he asked.

        
        “Both,” she conceded. “Don’t you remember what happened a few weeks ago when you put your arm around me?”

        He waved off the incident. “I took you by surprise, that’s all. I’ve kissed you since then and you were fine with it. In fact, I’d say it went very well.”

        “Very well,” she agreed.

        “And just the other day, you reached out to me. It’s obvious, to me anyway, that you’re starting to trust me not to do anything you don’t want me to do.”

        “I do trust you,” she said. “But I can’t predict when all those ingrained fears are likely to kick in. What if it happens at the wrong moment? Talk about a mood killer.”

        He studied her intently, then asked, “Do you feel as if I’m pressuring you for sex?”

        “No, absolutely not. You’ve been wonderful. You’ve been incredibly patient, but come on, Carter. Every man expects to have sex sooner or later with the woman he’s seeing.”

        “Hopes for,” he corrected. “And I do want you, but there’s no rush, Raylene. When it comes to that, you’re in charge of the timetable.”

        Raylene regarded him with a sense of wonder. “Do you have any idea how amazing you are?”

        His lips twitched. “Maybe I’m one of those fully evolved men you women are always hoping to find.”

        “You are,” she concurred. “I’m so lucky you came into my life.”

        He shook his head. “I’m the lucky one.” He hesitated, then asked, “Can I tell you something?”

        She nodded. “Of course. Anything.”

        “I used to basically roar through life, dating any woman who appealed to me, never thinking for a minute about the next day or the next week, much less the future. I didn’t have the patience to stay with any woman for long. I got bored pretty easily.”

        “In other words, you were a typical bachelor,” she said.

        “Pretty much,” he agreed. “And then my folks died. Not only was that devastating and a huge wake-up call that life doesn’t last forever, but I suddenly had this huge responsibility. It was overwhelming.”

        “But you’ve coped with it,” she said. “You’ve adapted and changed your life to do what’s best for your sisters.”

        He shook his head. “You’re wrong. I didn’t adapt all that well, to be honest. At least not at first. I was resentful. I was furious with God for taking my parents and leaving me to figure out how to relate in a totally new way to Carrie and Mandy. I was impatient with them, even though I knew they were grieving. I was barely getting from one day to the next. I was scared all the time that I’d mess things up. Still am. But now I’m here. That helped, just settling in this town.”

        He looked into her eyes. “And then I met you.”

        “A blessing or a curse?” she asked, her heart in her throat.

        “How can you even ask that? You’re the biggest blessing in my life. You’ve grounded me. You’ve provided backup when I need it.”

        He hesitated, then traced the curve of her cheek with a touch so gentle, so filled with yearning, that it nearly brought her to tears.

        His gaze locked with hers. “You’ve taught me patience, which is pretty darn close to a miracle in my book.”

        
        “I’ve done all that?” she asked, incredulous.

        “And more,” he said. “Because of you, I have a lot more faith that I’m going to get through what’s going on with Carrie, that she will get healthy again.”

        His hand still rested against her cheek, his gaze held steady. “So, if you need time, you’ve got it, because I know with every fiber of my being that you’re worth it.”

         

        Walter had been communicating with Rory Sue by e-mail and through voice messages. He was very proud of the way he’d managed to avoid any tempting face-to-face contact with her for a couple of weeks now.

        Unfortunately, if the goal had been to get her out of his head, it had failed abysmally. She was there 24–7, taunting him like one of those mythical Sirens who supposedly lured ships to crash against rocky cliffs. She was certainly playing havoc with his resolve.

        He was sitting alone in Rosalina’s, alone with yet another pizza and a beer, when Sarah slid into the booth opposite him. “This is just downright pitiful,” she said, regarding him with a knowing expression.

        “What?” he asked defensively.

        “You in here all alone when you know you’d rather be on a date with Rory Sue.” Before he could reply, she went on. “I’m not a big fan of hers, but even I can see the sparks between you two. Why aren’t you doing anything about it?”

        He gave her an odd look. “It feels really weird to be discussing my love life, or lack thereof, with my ex-wife.”

        “Oh, get over yourself. We used to be friends, too, when you weren’t so busy being hateful to me.”

        
        He smiled at her newfound ability to call things as she saw them. “You’ve changed.”

        “I certainly hope so. Now, tell me why you’re here all alone instead of with her.”

        “Because of you, to be honest.”

        She looked taken aback by the claim. “Come on. We’ve been over for a very long time.”

        He grinned. “But our marriage left a lasting impression,” he said. “I blew it big-time with you. I’ve been sort of hoping not to do that again.”

        She looked confused. “So your plan is to, what? Avoid all women?”

        “Heaven forbid,” he said. “No, I’m just trying not to rush into anything the way I did with you. I fell head over heels the day we met and never looked back.”

        “It went both ways, you know.”

        He nodded. “And look how that turned out.”

        She gave his hand a sympathetic squeeze. “The problem isn’t that we fell in love, Walter. It’s that we didn’t try hard enough to make it last. Honestly, it’s sort of sweet the way you give your heart so easily, instead of running scared the way a lot of men do. Now you just have to learn to work through the rough patches.” She grinned, then added, “And maybe avoid your parents.”

        He laughed. “I’m thinking that last one is the critical point.”

        “So, give Rory Sue a call. Just because you get involved with her doesn’t mean you have to rush straight into marriage. Take your time.”

        “Why do you sound as if there’s some urgency to this?”

        “Because if I know one thing about Rory Sue, it’s that she’s not a patient woman. If you keep her at arm’s length for too long, she’ll find some other man who won’t.”

        “Then it wasn’t meant to be, was it?”

        She sighed at his obstinance. “Is that what you’re doing, testing her? Because if it is, you’re going to lose, Walter. And it won’t be because she doesn’t care for you. It’ll be because she believes you don’t love her. Playing games is a waste of time. Only immature fools do it.” She met his gaze. “Except when it came to me, you’re no fool.”

        She walked away to rejoin Travis across the room, leaving him with plenty to think about. But, instead of thinking, he grabbed his cell phone and dialed.

        “Hey, Rory Sue,” he said, brightening at the welcome he heard in her voice. “You interested in meeting me at Rosalina’s? I’ll have the pizza and beer waiting.”

        “I have a better idea,” she said at once. “Why don’t you bring it over here. My folks are out of town with the baby. We’ll have the whole house to ourselves.”

        His head wanted to refuse, but this time, with Sarah’s words echoing, he went with his heart. “I’ll be right there.”

        He just prayed he wouldn’t regret it in the morning.
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        In an effort to keep busy, Raylene tackled the job she most hated in the kitchen, cleaning out the refrigerator. Too many leftovers got ignored until they turned into something unidentifiable. Wrinkling her nose, she was tossing the contents of yet another disposable container when there was a tentative knock on the kitchen door. When she opened it, she found Mandy outside, her face streaked with tears.

        “Can I come in?” she asked, her voice hoarse from crying.

        At Raylene’s nod, she all but threw herself into Raylene’s arms.

        “Carrie won’t even speak to me,” she said between great, gulping sobs. “We promised to stick together and now she thinks I’ve betrayed her. I’m her sister and she hates me!”

        “She doesn’t hate you,” Raylene soothed, urging her into a chair. She pulled her own chair close and held on tightly to Mandy’s hands as she looked into her eyes. “Right now she’s mad at the world. She doesn’t want to admit she has an eating disorder, so she’s blaming everyone else because she has to see a psychologist. You do know this is the very best thing for her, right?”

        “I guess,” Mandy said with a sniff. “It’s just that we’ve always been a team, just the two of us, even before Mom and Dad died. Carter was gone, but we had each other’s backs, you know?”

        “I never had a sister or brother, so I don’t know firsthand, but I always had Sarah and Annie. It was a little bit like that with the three of us. We stuck up for each other. And when I was in trouble, even though it had been a long time since we’d been in touch, they were still the ones I turned to. I knew I could count on them.”

        “So you get it,” Mandy said. “Why doesn’t Carrie see she can count on me? Instead, it’s like I don’t even exist for her anymore.”

        “That’s temporary, I promise,” Raylene consoled her. “Carrie will get her feet back under her. She’ll figure out that you and Carter were both doing what’s best for her. She’ll forgive you, and then things will go back to being the way they used to be between you.”

        Mandy heaved a sigh. “I hope so.” She regarded Raylene with a wistful expression. “Do you think I could work in your garden for a while? I know Carrie was supposed to help you, but I need something to do, and gardening makes me feel better. I’ve already yanked out pretty much everything I could in ours at home.”

        “Gardening always made me feel better, too,” Raylene said. “Go on out there and weed to your heart’s content. Be careful not to stay outside too long, though. It’s a scorcher today. Take some bottled water with you.”

        “I’ll be careful,” Mandy promised, looking happier already. “Are you sure you don’t want to help? It’s not far and I’d be right there with you.”

        Raylene hesitated. She had been out twice now with Dr. McDaniels, and it had gone well both times. Did she dare risk it with Mandy? What if she had a meltdown? If she at least tried, though, it would be another step toward her recovery. And Mandy obviously needed the company.

        She took a deep breath, then said, “You know, I think I will come with you. Let me get us a couple of drinks and I’ll be right out.”

        Mandy’s expression brightened. “Really? You’ll come?”

        “I’m going to give it my best shot.”

        “Cool. Do I need to do anything, you know, to make it easier?”

        Raylene smiled at her eagerness to help. “No. Just having you here should help.” Her expression sobered. “Mandy, if I start hyperventilating or having one of my panic attacks, will you be okay? I don’t want to scare you to death.”

        Mandy straightened. “Just tell me what to do.”

        “Take my hand and help me back inside. That’s all. I’ll be fine.”

        “Got it,” Mandy said confidently and bounded outside, as if the prospect of Raylene having a panic attack was no big deal.

        Raylene grabbed two bottled waters and followed her onto the patio, albeit more slowly. She joined Mandy at the edge of the garden, kneeling on the warm ground and carefully pulling the nearby weeds. The sun soaking into her shoulders felt wonderful. The air was steamy, but filled with the heady scent of roses.

        Beside her, Mandy was quiet, concentrating on pulling weeds, not flowers. Even though she worked quickly, it was evident how careful she was being not to harm the flowers.

        Even though Raylene felt the familiar comfort of nurturing such beautiful plants, she envied Mandy the ability to lose herself in the simple task. A part of Raylene kept waiting for the first wave of panic to hit. When it didn’t, even after a half hour, she told herself that staying any longer would be pushing her luck.

        She stood up, eyeing what she’d accomplished with satisfaction. Mandy’s efforts were even more impressive.

        “You’re really good at this,” she told the young teenager.

        Mandy looked skeptical. “It’s not exactly rocket science. I’m just yanking weeds. No big deal.”

        “Any job is worth doing well,” Raylene reminded her. “Be proud of what you do, whether it’s weeding a garden or schoolwork or rocket science. I’m going in to start dinner. Laurie will be home soon with Tommy and Libby. Would you like to stay?”

        Mandy’s expression brightened. “Can I?”

        “If it’s okay with Carter, of course you can.”

        “I’ll call him as soon as I come inside and wash up. I need a little while longer to finish.” Suddenly she beamed at Raylene. “You stayed out here almost as long as me!”

        Raylene grinned back at her. “I know. Pretty cool, huh?”

        Back inside, she started on dinner preparations. She put together a casserole of mac and cheese with bits of onion and browned hamburger. She cringed at the thought of all the cholesterol involved, but it was the kind of comfort food kids Mandy’s age still loved. With a salad, she could pretend the meal was reasonably healthy.

        She’d just put the casserole into the oven to bake, when Mandy came into the house with a piece of trailing vine in her hand and a worried expression on her face. “I pulled this out, but then I realized it has these amazingly sweet little flowers on it. Is it a weed or not?”

        Raylene stared at the honeysuckle with a bemused expression. She’d never noticed any in the yard before, not when she’d visited Sarah as a kid and not since she’d been back. It was usually hard to miss because it could take over in no time.

        Honeysuckle had been the bane of her existence in Charleston, left over from the home’s previous owner, and coming back no matter how many times she thought she’d rid the garden of the last of it. Its sweet scent and tenacity had eventually overcome her distaste for the disorder it created.

        “It’s honeysuckle,” she told Mandy. “I have no idea where it came from. I’ve never seen it in the yard before.”

        “Blame me,” Carter said, walking into the kitchen in time to overhear.

        She stared at him incredulously. “You planted it? Who does that?”

        He shrugged. “You talked about it being in your garden in Charleston, and then I happened to find some growing over the fence in our yard. Even though you acted like it was this huge annoyance, I thought I’d heard something in your voice. I thought maybe you actually liked the battle.”

        She was stunned that he’d gotten that from the one occasion when she’d mentioned her garden. It was just more evidence of what a wonder he was…a man who actually listened to the details of a conversation. “I think maybe I did like the battle,” she admitted.

        He gave her a sheepish look. “I had this crazy idea that if honeysuckle started taking over out back, you wouldn’t be able to stand it, that you’d run out there and yank it out yourself.”

        Mandy was staring at both of them as if they’d gone a little crazy. “So, do I leave it in, or pull it out? There’s more. It’s way in back along the fence.”

        Raylene met Carter’s gaze. He looked so hopeful, as if he’d given her more than an uncontrollable vine, as if he’d provided the lure to get her out of the house once and for all. It was a lot to expect from honeysuckle.

        Then, again, perhaps there was a lesson to be learned from the plant’s tenacity.

        “Leave it,” she said softly.

        Maybe one of these days, it could do what nothing else had. If so, she’d never again regard it as a nuisance. Instead, it would become her summer miracle.

         

        Carter watched Carrie’s expression as Dr. McDaniels introduced her to the nutritionist. The woman was young and a little offbeat in a way that should have appealed to his sister, but as understanding dawned about the reason for the woman’s presence, Carrie grew increasingly sullen. She turned to him.

        “You knew about this, didn’t you?” she accused. “You knew they were going to blindside me like this.”

        He nodded.

        “Why didn’t you warn me?” she demanded, a deep sense of betrayal in her voice.

        
        “We both know that would have been a bad idea,” he responded quietly. “You would have refused to come.”

        “Yes, I would have,” she said, her voice rising in anger. “Because I don’t need some stranger monitoring every bite of food I put into my mouth.”

        Carter held her gaze. “Yes, you do.”

        Dr. McDaniels had allowed the exchange to run its course before stepping in. “Carrie, I know that deep down you know you need someone to help you develop a healthier eating pattern. You’ve turned food into an enemy. If that behavior keeps up, it will make you very ill.”

        “And I’ll die,” Carrie said flatly. “Yeah, I’ve heard it before.”

        The nutritionist sat down beside her. “And what? You don’t believe that’s a possibility?”

        “Maybe I want to die!” Carrie retorted, shocking Carter so badly he felt himself turning numb.

        The two professionals, however, took her angry words in stride.

        “Because then you’d be with your mom and dad, right?” Dr. McDaniels asked gently.

        Tears flowed down Carrie’s cheeks as she nodded.

        Carter had never felt so helpless in his life. He looked to the psychologist to see if it would be okay for him to speak. At her nod, he hunkered down in front of his sister. Because she was almost sixteen and mostly behaved in a mature way, he sometimes forgot that she was still a young girl who’d lost her mom and dad and was still struggling to find her way.

        “Carrie, do you know how awful it would be for me and Mandy if we lost you?” he said, holding tight to her ice-cold hands and willing her to absorb his warmth and to feel the love he felt for her.

        
        “You don’t want me or Mandy,” she said. “We messed up your life.”

        “You changed my life,” he amended. “You didn’t mess it up. It’s so much better because the two of you are with me. I don’t think I’d realized just how much I missed being with family until you and Mandy came to live with me. Nothing matters more to me than your happiness and Mandy’s. It kills me to think you’re so unhappy that you’d rather die than be with us.”

        “But we’re a lot of trouble,” she argued. “Especially me.”

        “Which is why we’re here. Do you think if I didn’t care about you, I’d be insisting on this therapy? You have such an amazing, bright future ahead of you. I want you to get better and experience every minute of it. I want to be there when you graduate from college, and I want to dance at your wedding, and then come to the inaugural ball when you get to be president!”

        She stared at him incredulously, then to his delight, she giggled. The sound was something he’d almost forgotten.

        “I think you can cross that last one off your list,” she said, then whispered, “But I do want you to dance with me at my wedding.”

        “Then you need to believe that Dr. McDaniels and the nutritionist are going to help make sure that happens,” he told her. “Will you please, please listen to them, instead of fighting them every step of the way?”

        She blinked back a fresh batch of tears. “You won’t give up on me?”

        “Never,” he said fiercely. “You, me and Mandy, we’re a team. I know it was always just the two of you, but I’m here now, and I am always on your side. If one of us is in trouble, the other two will be there. That’s the way it works. I promise.”

        She threw herself off the chair and into his arms. “I love you, Carter.”

        She felt so fragile and thin in his arms, he was almost scared to hug her too tightly, but he did. She needed to feel the strength of his love, to believe in it. Right now, it was all he had to give her.

         

        Because Carrie’s recovery was at such a critical stage, Carter knew he needed to monitor every meal. He couldn’t rely on Mandy to do it. He didn’t want her in the position of becoming a tattletale against her sister. Even though Carrie now seemed to grasp that the program was meant to help her, she still had more than a few moments when she rebelled angrily against being watched so closely.

        After taking a couple of days off so he could keep a closer eye on his sister, he finally managed to make a quick stop at Raylene’s to fill her in on what was going on. “If I don’t get by here as much, it’s not because I don’t want to,” he assured her.

        “It’s just that right now Carrie needs you,” she said, her voice filled with understanding, though her expression had turned bleak as he talked. “If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”

        “I think we need to handle this as a family,” he said, and watched as a light died in Raylene’s eyes.

        “Of course,” she murmured.

        He knew at once that he should have chosen his words more carefully, but he didn’t have time now to explain. Even as they sat there, he could feel her pulling away from him without moving an inch. Frustrated and torn, he struggled with the decision that had brought him over here.

        “Let me explain. Carrie’s in a real crisis, Raylene. It’s even worse than I thought.” When Carrie had even hinted that she wanted to die, it had terrified him. He felt he had to be there every minute until he knew with a hundred percent certainty that she was on a path to a full recovery and not sinking into a despair that could take her away from him forever.

        “Carter, believe me, I get that,” she said.

        “I’ll call you so much, you’ll probably get sick of hearing from me,” he promised, knowing it was small consolation for the visits that they’d both come to count on.

        She regarded him doubtfully.

        Aware that he was running out right when he needed to stay and reassure her that this was only temporary, he glanced at his watch and knew he had no choice. He was on duty in a half hour.

        “Look, I have to run, but I’ll speak to you later.” He kissed her thoroughly, well aware that there was a hint of sadness and desperation in the way she kissed him back. He looked into her eyes. “This isn’t forever.”

        “I know,” she said, but she didn’t look as if she believed it. “It’s probably for the best.”

        He stopped in midstride and turned to face her. “What does that mean?”

        “Carrie has a hard road ahead of her. Naturally she deserves your attention. You don’t need the kind of complication that I’d bring into your life. Maybe we should just admit that and move on.”

        He stared at her incredulously. “You want to break up?”

        
        “Oh, Carter,” she said sorrowfully. “We’ve never really been together.”

        “Hold on a minute! Why are you saying this now? What’s happened?” He raked his hand through his hair in frustration. “Dammit, I know I’ve said this all wrong.” He glanced at his watch again and muttered another curse. “I can’t argue with you about this now, but I will be back. You and me, we are not over!”

        But as he looked back, he saw that his words had had absolutely no impact. She looked resigned to the idea that their relationship had come to an end. If he’d had even one more minute to spare, he would have gone back and tried to reason with her, but there was no time.

        And, if he were being truthful, there was also very little hope that he would succeed.

         

        “You broke up with Carter,” Sarah echoed, a stunned note in her voice.

        Raylene nodded. “It was for the best. He can’t deal with me and my issues right now. He has to focus on his sister.”

        “Ever heard of multitasking?” Sarah demanded. “In today’s world, most of us can do it. I bet Carter is an excellent multitasker. Look how well he’s handling being a deputy and working with Tom to get the Serenity police force to become a reality.”

        “This is different,” Raylene said stubbornly. “Besides, those are just two more critical things besides Carrie that he has on his plate. He doesn’t need one more. And I need to focus on my own recovery. After that…” She shrugged.

        “After that what?”

        
        “Maybe we can try again,” Raylene said.

        “I don’t get it. You’re getting better. You’re out in the yard almost every day now. You and Mandy are getting close. Think what this will do to her.”

        “She’ll still be welcome here anytime.”

        “And do you honestly think she’ll want to come if she finds out you’ve dumped her brother? You’ve become a real support system for her, and now you’re letting her down.”

        Raylene hadn’t looked at it that way. In fact, she hadn’t really thought about anything other than the overwhelmed expression on Carter’s face when he’d stopped by. She’d thought letting him off the hook was an unselfish gesture. And he was the one who’d turned down her offer of help, who’d said they needed to handle it as a family. He’d shut her out.

        “You really think I’ve made a mistake, don’t you?” she asked Sarah.

        “Oh, yeah. You have this perfectly wonderful, caring man in your life and you blow him off and somehow twist that around so you’re doing him a favor? I don’t think so. And if you don’t believe me, let’s get the Sweet Magnolias over here and see what they have to say.”

        “I thought I was letting him go so he could do what he needed to do to support Carrie. I thought it was a generous gesture.”

        “A generous gesture would be supporting him, standing by him, listening to him when he needs to vent,” Sarah retorted. “Who’s he supposed to count on now?”

        Raylene winced. “When you put it that way, I feel like an idiot.”

        “Then apologize the first chance you get,” Sarah advised. “In the meantime, I’m calling Annie and the others. I want reinforcements in case you get cold feet and start thinking about not making that call.”

         

        An hour later the house was filled with Sweet Magnolias, strong opinions and even stronger margaritas.

        To Raylene’s dismay all of them agreed with Sarah that she’d made an impulsive decision she was going to regret.

        “If I were you, I’d call him first thing in the morning and tell him you’re sorry, that you didn’t mean it,” Annie said.

        As Annie spoke, she cradled baby Meg in her arms. Even though Meg was nearly six months old, Annie had refused to leave her at home with Trevor and the sitter. Jeanette had brought along her baby boy as well. All these babies were reminding Raylene of yet another thing she’d lost. Now, according to every one of these women, she was on the verge of losing Carter as well.

        Listening to them, she’d grown defensive all over again. She turned to Annie. “You walked away from Ty when you found out about Dee-Dee and the baby,” Raylene reminded her.

        Annie regarded her incredulously. “Surely you’re not comparing the two situations. Ty betrayed me. I didn’t leave so he could focus on his new little family. I left because I was spitting mad that he’d been cheating on me. All Carter wanted was a little time to help his sister. For that, you dumped him.”

        Raylene sighed. “He’s the one who shut me out. I offered to help.”

        “He chose his words poorly,” Annie scoffed. “He didn’t mean he didn’t want your help.”

        
        Raylene looked around at the others. “You all really think I blew it?”

        “I certainly do,” Sarah said emphatically.

        “Me, too,” Annie said.

        Raylene turned to Maddie, Helen, Dana Sue and Jeanette. All were older and, perhaps, a bit wiser. “Any help from the rest of you?”

        “Sorry, sweetie, but no,” Dana Sue said. “It’s not that I think you were being selfish. I don’t think that was your intention at all. I think you were a little overly sensitive when he made that comment and that you really thought you were giving Carter an out he needed.”

        “But it was kind of presumptuous,” Jeanette chimed in. “He didn’t ask for an out. He’s a grown man. If he’d wanted to call it quits, he’d have done that, instead of just asking for a little leeway during a difficult time.”

        “Exactly,” Maddie said.

        Only Helen, so far, had remained silent. Raylene focused on her. “Any thoughts?”

        “I think maybe we’ve all been concentrating so hard on how Carter will take this and how unfair it is to him, we’ve missed the point,” Helen said.

        Maddie groaned. “Here it comes. We’re going to get the totally rational, analytical interpretation now.”

        Helen scowled at Maddie over the rim of her margarita glass. “Go suck an egg,” she said cheerfully. “As I was saying, maybe we’ve all been missing the fact that Raylene did this because it’s what’s best for her.”

        She turned her intense gaze on Raylene. “Is it? Is there some reason, besides what we’ve been discussing, that you want to end the relationship? Did this just happen to give you the perfect excuse?”

        Raylene sat back, stunned by the question. Could Helen be right? Had the whole idea of a relationship with Carter gotten to be too much? Had she started feeling the pressure of trying to get back to a normal life for his sake? Maybe so.

        When she remained silent, Helen gave her a sympathetic look. “I thought so,” she said, no trace of triumph in her voice. “You obviously need time just as badly as he does, though for different reasons.”

        All six women in the room started talking at once, arguing the validity of Helen’s analysis. The noise was giving Raylene a headache. Since they were so busy debating with each other, she slipped from the room, retreating to the kitchen.

        No sooner had she flipped on the light than there was a tap on the door that scared her half to death. She saw Carter standing there. Even with only the glow of moonlight illuminating him, she could see how exhausted he looked. Right this second, despite everything that had happened earlier, she was surprisingly glad to see him.

        “I saw you had company, so I came around back, hoping to catch you alone for a second,” he said. “I won’t stay.”

        “It’s okay. They’re in there debating just how insane I was for breaking up with you,” she admitted, her expression rueful.

        He looked startled at first, then amused. “Any consensus?”

        She met his gaze. “My opinion’s the only one that counts.”

        “And?”

        “I still think it was the right decision, but I don’t think I was entirely honest with you. Could we talk about it some more, when you have some time?”

        
        “Then you’re not closing the door on us, after all?” he asked hopefully.

        “I’m leaving it ajar,” she confirmed. “Just a crack.”

        He gave a nod of satisfaction. “That’ll do for now.” He pressed a quick kiss to her cheek. “I’ll be by again first chance I get.”

        “I’m sure I’ll be here,” she said wryly.

        After he’d gone, she leaned against the door and sighed. The fact that he’d come over, even braved dealing with a houseful of Sweet Magnolias to try to make things right, told her just how deep his commitment to her ran.

        Now, as Helen had guessed, Raylene needed to determine if hers was strong enough to withstand all the odds against them or if she’d been the one who’d been looking for an easy way out of a relationship she wanted, but was too scared to fight for.
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        It was nearly a week before Carter found time in his schedule to plan a visit to Raylene. He called every chance he got, relieved to find that their conversations, though brief, were as friendly as they’d always been. Whatever had been going on with her the other day seemed to have passed, or she was getting better at disguising her feelings.

        On Friday, he was working an early shift, which meant he got off midafternoon. Carrie was working at Wharton’s, which she’d opted to do after her falling-out with Raylene. Mandy had gone swimming at a friend’s house. He had at least a couple of hours to himself before he needed to be home to supervise dinner.

        He took time to shower and put on jeans and a freshly ironed shirt before going to see Raylene. He even used a bit of the aftershave Mandy had given him for his birthday, then rolled his eyes at his own behavior. He was acting like a kid going on his first date, trying to make a good impression. Surely he and Raylene were past that stage. He was pretty sure the issue at this point wasn’t whether they cared, but whether it was enough to overcome all the obstacles each of them were facing.

        
        As proof that his efforts had been a bit over the top, Raylene sniffed the air when he walked into the kitchen, then smiled knowingly.

        “Are you trying to impress someone?” she asked.

        “You, as a matter of fact.”

        “Well, consider my socks knocked off,” she said lightly. “Can I get you something to drink?”

        He glanced at her bare feet with the very sexy red toenails and grinned. “Boy, I must be good.”

        “As if you didn’t know that,” she said. “A drink? Did you want something?”

        “Sweet tea will do,” he said.

        She poured two glasses. “Shall we sit in here or in the living room?” She took a deep breath, then said, “Or we could sit on the patio. Thanks to Mandy’s company I’ve been out there every day recently.”

        Carter regarded her with surprise. “She didn’t say a word.”

        “I think she’s become very protective of me and she understands from Dr. McDaniels that pressure doesn’t help. You counting on my improvement would add pressure.”

        “Would you rather stay in, then?”

        “I actually think I’d like to show off. Let’s go outside.”

        “Can I sit next to you on the glider?” he asked hopefully.

        “If you want to,” she said, then arched a brow. “Are you hoping to take advantage of me, Carter?”

        He studied her expression, startled by her teasing. “You’re in a very odd mood this afternoon. Did your session with Dr. McDaniels go especially well today?”

        She shook her head. “About the same.”

        “Was there some other news?”

        
        “Nope. I just woke up feeling particularly cheerful, and nothing’s happened so far to ruin my mood.”

        He grinned. “I sense a warning in there.”

        “Not at all.”

        She stepped confidently outside and took a seat on the glider. Carter hesitated, then sat down right beside her. “Okay?”

        “Sure.”

        He considered just going with this unexpected mood of hers and seeing where the afternoon took them, but he wasn’t the kind of man who liked putting off confrontations when they were inevitable. “I thought we should talk about what happened the other day,” he said eventually.

        “We probably should,” she agreed, then met his gaze. “I’m really sorry if it seemed that I was dumping you just to get even with you. I really did understand why you needed to pull back so you’d have more time for Carrie. The truth is, I thought I needed some space for myself to focus on my own recovery without the pressure of wanting to be normal for you.”

        Carter had suspected—maybe even hoped—it was something like that. “I can understand why you might have been feeling rushed, but I swear I never meant to put pressure on you.”

        “You haven’t,” she said candidly. “I’ve been putting it on myself, partly because I worry that you’re too good to be true.”

        “Me? In what way?”

        “You’ve been incredibly patient. Most men aren’t. I worry that you’ll get tired of it.”

        “Never.”

        “There’s more,” she told him. “I think I magnify every failure because it means I’m no closer to the goal of being the kind of woman who’s right for you.”

        “But you are right for me,” he protested.

        “Not the way I am now,” she insisted stubbornly. “Come on. You already have Carrie to worry about. It’s not fair to ask you to take on my problems, too.”

        “But look at how much better you are already,” he said, gesturing around at the garden to remind her of how far she’d come, quite literally.

        “The fact that I can sit outside with you is enough?” she asked skeptically.

        He reached for her, then pulled back. “Don’t you know how much I count on you? That’s what matters.”

        “But when it came to Carrie, you said you needed to handle it as a family.”

        He sighed. He’d known that off-the-cuff comment was going to come back to bite him in the butt. “I never meant to shut you out or to imply that we don’t need you.”

        “But that’s how I felt, excluded and unable to contribute anything to Carrie’s recovery.”

        “I’m sorry.”

        “It’s so frustrating to me not to be able to be there for her, to be there for all of you.”

        “But you have been there for all of us,” he said, mystified by her determination to minimize her role in their lives. “Right now, this time you’re spending with Mandy is as good for her as it apparently has been for you. With so much attention focused on Carrie, it would be easy for Mandy to feel neglected. That’s one less thing I need to worry about right now. Can’t you see how you’ve stepped in and taken up the slack?”

        She seemed startled by his analysis. “Really?”

        “Absolutely. Mandy needs a woman in her life right now, not that anyone can replace her mother, but just to give her a woman’s perspective on things. You’re providing that. I know you’d do the same for Carrie, if she weren’t being so stubborn.”

        “I just feel as if I should be doing more, that you need a real partner.”

        “And I feel as if I have one,” he said firmly.

        “But Carrie needs the kind of attention I can’t give her because I can’t meet her on her own turf. She hasn’t been back over here since that day we fought. She won’t take my calls.” She held up a hand when he would have interrupted. “And that’s okay. She feels what she feels. But anyone else would have been able to go directly to her by now and make things right. Don’t you see? I’m the grown-up. It’s up to me to fix this and I can’t do it because I’m locked away in this house.”

        “All I see is that you’re beating yourself up for something that’s not your fault. Carrie’s not your responsibility. She’s my problem, not yours.”

        Raylene looked as if he’d slapped her. He knew at once that he’d said exactly the wrong thing…again. This time, though, he rushed to correct his mistake.

        “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded, as if you aren’t important. You are.”

        “I understood exactly what you were saying,” she said. “And you confirmed my point, that you have to protect poor Raylene from having to deal with the tough stuff.”

        “I did not say that,” he said, thoroughly frustrated at having the conversation veer wildly offtrack again.

        “You might as well have. I think you should go now.”

        “We’re not finished talking about this.”

        “I am,” she said quietly, standing up. “I’m sorry, Carter. My instincts were right. We’re not good for each other right now. Maybe that will change down the road, but right now, it’s best if we go our separate ways and deal with our own problems.”

        “Dammit all, Raylene, this is crazy,” he protested.

        “Haven’t you heard? I am crazy.”

        “Oh, for pete’s sake, you are not crazy,” he said impatiently. “No one, least of all me, thinks that. You are, however, the most stubborn, ornery woman with whom I’ve ever crossed paths.”

        “How flattering,” she said sarcastically.

        He was so outraged that things between them were going to end like this that he impulsively pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Normally he would never have grabbed her like that, but he was too far past frustrated to think straight.

        She went perfectly still for the space of a heartbeat, clearly shocked by the kiss, then she started to struggle. The instant he realized that the whimper in her throat was fear, not pleasure, he released her and muttered a curse directed at himself. He dragged a hand through his hair as he looked into her panicked eyes. Though he wanted to reach for her, he kept his arms at his sides.

        “I’m so sorry,” he said, his tone filled with self-disgust. “I didn’t stop to think what a sudden move like that would do to you. I was just trying to get through to you how much I care about you.”

        Though she’d wrapped her arms around herself to stop herself from shaking, she nodded. “I know that.” She met his gaze, her expression filled with weariness. “Can you see now why this is never going to work? I can’t even respond to a kiss the way I should.”

        
        “Don’t say never,” he pleaded. “I’ll give you time, if that’s what you want, but don’t say you’ll never be ready to try again.”

        “Carter, it’s hopeless,” she said, sounding utterly defeated.

        “I refuse to accept that.”

        Her lips curved slightly. “Now who’s being stubborn?”

        He managed to pull a carefree grin from somewhere deep inside. “Which makes us a perfect match, if you ask me.”

        He walked her to the door, then waited until she’d stepped inside. “I’ll be in touch, Raylene. We’re not over.”

        But as he walked slowly back to his car, thinking about just how badly the afternoon had gone, he couldn’t help wondering if he wasn’t deluding himself.

         

        Raylene was a wreck. She hadn’t slept a wink all night, so she was in no mood to spend an hour with Dr. McDaniels rehashing her marriage or even talking about the mess her relationship with Carter was in.

        For just one second when he’d kissed her the day before, she’d let herself feel all the emotion and desperation that he’d poured into that kiss. She’d experienced once-familiar sensations…joy, yearning, passion. Oh, how she wanted all that! It had felt almost within her grasp.

        And then fear had crowded out all those normal responses. It wasn’t Carter, the man she trusted, holding her. It was another man, whose grasp had been meant to intimidate and hurt. God, was she never going to get past what Paul had done to her?

        “You look exhausted,” Dr. McDaniels said when she arrived. “Is everything okay?”

        
        “In my life?” Raylene asked bitterly. “Please. Nothing is okay.”

        “Tell me about it,” the psychologist suggested in the patient, cajoling tone that scraped Raylene’s last nerve.

        “Why bother?”

        “Because if we don’t get to the bottom of things, you’re not going to get better.”

        “I am better,” Raylene contradicted, choosing to focus on her recent strides for a change. Maybe she’d come as far as she could.

        The doctor lifted a brow. “You’re content to sit on the patio? That’s not the life you told me you wanted.”

        Raylene sighed. “No, it’s not,” she agreed.

        “Okay, then. Let’s get busy. We’ll try a new approach today,” Dr. McDaniels suggested. “There’s something we’ve never really discussed. Why don’t you tell me about your mother.”

        “How very Freudian,” Raylene responded. “Are we going to start blaming everything that’s gone wrong in my life on my parents now? Come on. We both know Paul is responsible for this mess.”

        “He’s certainly responsible for the abuse,” the psychologist agreed. “But maybe not for how you’ve handled it.”

        Despite her doubts, Raylene couldn’t help being intrigued by the theory. “Meaning?”

        “First, humor me. Tell me about your mother. You’ve mentioned she wasn’t supportive when you told her about the abuse, but before that. Was she a good mother? A loving person you could turn to with your problems?”

        Raylene had to stop and actually think about the questions. All she could recall was how bitterly her mother had complained for years about being stuck in a nothing little town like Serenity. Compared to Dana Sue, who’d welcomed all of Annie’s friends with warmth, Raylene’s mother hadn’t much wanted anyone around. She’d deliberately isolated herself from most people in town.

        “Not really,” she said slowly. “She was fairly self-absorbed. She was miserable with my dad, who was a great guy whose only flaw as far as I could see was that he wouldn’t give in and move to Charleston. My mother hated it here.”

        “Why didn’t they divorce?”

        “To be honest, I have no idea,” Raylene admitted. “I’m sure they’d have been happier if they had.”

        “You never asked your mother about that? Or your dad?”

        “No, I think I was always too scared that they would get a divorce. I loved my dad. I was afraid if my mother left him, I’d have to go with her to Charleston.”

        “And yet, in the end, that’s exactly where you did go.”

        Raylene had never looked at it like that, as if she’d chosen the path her mother wanted but couldn’t have. Ironically, it had been her decision to marry Paul and live in Charleston that had finally allowed her mother to get her way. Her father had agreed to retire and move there, as well. He’d wanted to be there for the grandchildren he’d hoped would come along someday.

        “What was it like growing up with a mother who made it so plain she didn’t want to be here, who diminished a world where I assume you were happy?”

        Raylene thought back to her childhood. What she remembered most was the tension. It never ended. She could barely recall a time when she’d heard her parents teasing each other or laughing. Instead, there’d been either cold silence or heated fighting. She’d walked on eggshells around them, trying not to make things worse. The only times she’d relaxed had been when she was at school or with Sarah and Annie.

        “It was scary,” Raylene said. “I never knew what to expect. The only time I can remember being really happy was when my dad would take me places. We went to Myrtle Beach once and to Walt Disney World another time.”

        Dr. McDaniels, usually so good at maintaining a neutral facade, looked startled. “Just you and your dad? Your mother didn’t go?”

        Even Raylene was surprised when she realized the oddity of what she’d said. “No, she didn’t go with us.”

        “What about trips to see your grandparents? Did she go on those?”

        “My grandparents usually came here,” she recalled, beginning to see a pattern she’d never even noticed as a child.

        “Raylene, is it possible your mother was agoraphobic?”

        The significance of the question stunned her, but even as the words registered, she knew it was entirely possible based on what she’d learned about the panic disorder. Other than maybe her first couple of years in school, when her mother had walked with her to kindergarten and first grade, she couldn’t recall a single occasion when they’d gone anywhere together, not to Wharton’s, or dinner, or a movie. Nowhere.

        “Oh my God,” she whispered. “You could be right.”

        “And if I am, then doesn’t it make sense that when confronted with a situation like your abuse, you’ve reacted in a way that seemed perfectly normal and familiar to you? You shut yourself inside.”

        “But she did move to Charleston,” Raylene said.

        “Did she start going out once she was there?”

        “Some,” Raylene recalled. “Not so much at first, but after a while, yes.”

        “Then perhaps, because she was finally where she thought she belonged, she stopped punishing your father by closing herself off from the world.”

        Raylene tried to sort through what the doctor was saying. “So in her case, it might not have been about fear?”

        “I can’t say with certainty, since I’ve never spoken to her, but sometimes it doesn’t matter how the pattern starts—from a history of abuse like yours or in some sort of passive-aggressive attempt to hurt someone, which is what I suspect your mother might have done. In the end, the result is the same. You stay inside for a day or a week, then longer until it becomes a way of life. You’re locked away from the world and you can’t break the cycle without help of some kind.”

        Though Raylene was blown away by what they’d discovered, she regarded Dr. McDaniels with bewilderment. “How does knowing this help? I doubt I’m going to spring up from this chair and run into downtown Serenity.”

        Dr. McDaniels allowed herself a smile. “You could try. Who knows what might happen.”

        “Seriously, I don’t see what difference it makes that we’ve figured this out,” Raylene said, her momentary excitement now lost to reality.

        “Do you think your mother would come over here to participate in a session?”

        
        “I doubt it.”

        “Not even if she understood how important it is? I could speak to her myself and explain what’s happening.”

        “I don’t know if I want to see her,” Raylene admitted. “I haven’t forgiven her for not listening when I told her about Paul. Maybe if she had, things wouldn’t have gotten as bad as they did.”

        “All the more reason to have her come. You need to clear the air.” She met Raylene’s gaze. “May I call her?”

        “I guess,” she said reluctantly.

        “Good. I’m proud of you. We’ve had a real breakthrough here today.”

        Raylene understood why the doctor sounded so excited, but she felt no differently than she had before the so-called breakthrough. What she needed was a miracle. Because if one didn’t come along soon, she was going to lose the one person who might be able to give her the life she’d always dreamed of.

         

        Carter hated the idea of using his sisters to worm his way back into Raylene’s life, but since Carrie’s situation was part of the problem, he convinced himself she could also be part of the solution.

        That night after dinner, before the girls cleared the table, he regarded them hopefully. “I need a favor,” he said.

        “Anything, you know that,” Mandy said at once.

        “Sure,” Carrie said, though with more reserve.

        “I’d like to have dinner with Raylene tomorrow night,” he began.

        Carrie immediately brightened, probably because she thought it meant he wouldn’t be spying on her. “Go for it. We don’t mind.”

        “I meant all of us,” he said. “It’s really important.”

        
        “It’s okay with me,” Mandy said. “I like Raylene. I’m over there almost every day anyway. I’ll just hang around till you come.”

        Carrie’s expression turned sullen. “You two go ahead. I’m not interested. I don’t want to eat out in public with everyone staring at me.”

        “We won’t be in public. We’ll be at Raylene’s.”

        “Same difference,” Carrie insisted. “I’ll stay here.”

        “It’s all of us, or none of us,” Carter told her.

        “Because you don’t trust me to eat on my own,” Carrie said sourly.

        “That’s part of it, yes,” he confirmed, unwilling to sugarcoat it for her. “We’re still in the tough-love phase of all this.”

        “You said part of it,” Carrie said, expressing a faint hint of the curiosity he’d counted on. “What’s the rest?”

        He searched for the right words. “Raylene’s been feeling left out. She’s really worried about you, Carrie. You haven’t been over to visit recently and I’ve been here with you. I think it’s important that we all let her know she matters to us.”

        Carrie looked even more suspicious. “She dumped you, didn’t she?”

        “I wouldn’t put it that way,” Carter said, his pride still a little wounded by the fact that it had been exactly that way.

        “Have you been seeing her?” Carrie persisted. “I mean, since I started with Dr. McDaniels?”

        “Not as often as I had been before and not at all for the past few days.”

        “Because she dumped you,” Carrie concluded.

        “We agreed we needed some space,” he said, trying to spin it.

        
        “That doesn’t make sense,” Mandy said. “If you’re giving each other space, then why would you want to drag us over there to dinner?”

        “Because, you dope, we’re his intermediaries,” Carrie said, her expression knowing. “He knows she won’t throw us out, no matter how mad she is at him.”

        God save him from teens who understood too much. “It’s not just that,” he insisted. “I want her to feel as if she’s a real part of our family.” He met Carrie’s gaze. “And I know she wants to make amends for what happened the last time you were over there. It’s killing her that she can’t come to you to apologize and that you won’t take her calls. You’ve deliberately shut her out because you know there’s nothing she can do about it.”

        Carrie turned pink with embarrassment. “I didn’t mean to make her worry.”

        “I know, but that’s what adults do when it comes to kids they love. We worry.”

        Mandy’s eyes brightened. “Do you want to marry her?”

        His stomach flipped over at the mention of marriage. “It’s way too soon to be talking about anything like that,” he said emphatically. “But I don’t want to slam the door on any possibilities.”

        “And that’s going to happen if we don’t go over there and make nice,” Carrie concluded.

        His gaze narrowed at her choice of words. “Are you still upset with Raylene?”

        “Sure I am,” she said with a touch of defiance. “I’m still mad because she was in my face about my eating. It was none of her business.” She sighed and backed down with another of her whirlwind mood changes. “But I wasn’t trying to pay her back or anything. I don’t want her to feel bad.”

        “You do understand that she only said something because she cares, right?”

        “I guess so,” Carrie said.

        Carter was starting to wonder if this was a bad idea after all. The last thing he needed if he was to get things back on track was to take Carrie over there in a belligerent frame of mind. “If we do decide to go, you’re going to give her another chance, right? You’ll be on good behavior?”

        “Anything to keep from messing up your love life,” she said sarcastically. “But if the subject of food comes up, I am out of there. I’ll follow all the rules so you won’t have any reason to complain about my eating in front of her, but you have to promise not to sit there and stare at me or my plate.”

        “We’re going to take dinner,” he said. “Food’s bound to come up.”

        “You know what I mean,” Carrie retorted.

        “Okay, I promise we won’t make an issue out of your eating,” he said.

        Carrie looked doubtful, but she grudgingly conceded, “Then I’m in.”

        “Me, too,” Mandy said with more enthusiasm.

        Carter sighed. Despite getting the agreement he’d wanted from both of them, he had a feeling this dinner idea of his had disaster written all over it.
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        Raylene watched without comment as Carrie picked at her meal. She’d been surprised earlier when Carter and the girls had appeared at the door carrying an elaborate take-out meal from Sullivan’s.

        “Dana Sue said we have all your favorites,” he’d said, giving her an appealing grin. “Will that get us in?”

        Despite all her best intentions to keep some distance between them, she seemed to be incapable of turning him away, especially with Carrie and Mandy looking on. This was, after all, what she’d been hoping for, a chance to make amends with Carrie. She’d let them in.

        With Carter overseeing the transfer of the food from take-out containers to plates, she and the girls had set the table.

        “Carter misses you,” Mandy confided, then got an elbow in the ribs from her big sister.

        “You’re not supposed to say stuff like that,” Carrie told her. “It’s like giving information to the enemy or something.”

        Mandy had looked confused. “But Raylene’s not the enemy. She’s Carter’s girlfriend. At least he wants her to be, and we’re supposed to be helping. Isn’t that the whole point of being here?”

        Thoroughly embarrassed and unwilling to be the center of an argument between the sisters, Raylene had ended the discussion by telling them to go in the kitchen and help Carter with the food. “I’ll finish up in here.”

        Now they were all seated around the dining-room table making stilted conversation. And she couldn’t seem to keep herself from watching the way Carrie pushed her food around on her plate. Despite the teen’s sessions with Dr. McDaniels, it seemed she was still exhibiting textbook anorexic behavior. Very little of that food was making its way into her mouth. Carter, however, seemed to be oblivious to it.

        Torn between ignoring the behavior and trying to make him see that Carrie was still in trouble, she finally opted for what she hoped would be a bit of subtle probing that might also catch his attention. Even as she spoke, she knew she was testing the very tentative truce established between her and Carrie. She felt she had no choice. It was more important to act responsibly than to be the good guy.

        “Carrie, don’t you like meat loaf?” Raylene asked. “Sullivan’s has a reputation for making the best in the entire region. It’s always been my favorite comfort food, along with their garlic mashed potatoes.”

        “It’s okay,” Carrie said with a shrug. “I’m just not hungry.”

        She shot a look at Carter that Raylene couldn’t interpret.

        Unwilling to let the subject go, she tried another approach, trying to reach the girl on some level. “You’d probably rather be out with your friends on a Saturday night,” she suggested.

        
        “It’s not that,” Mandy piped up as if to make up for her sister’s lack of responsiveness. “Carrie doesn’t like to eat in front of people. She’s self-conscious.”

        Carrie’s head snapped around as she glared at her little sister. “You and Carter promised we wouldn’t talk about my eating tonight,” she said, her voice shrill. “You promised! I should have known you wouldn’t keep your promise.”

        Mandy turned pale, her expression miserable. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t want Raylene to think you were being rude.”

        “Raylene knows what’s going on,” Carrie said. “It’s practically because of her that I have to see a shrink.”

        “Hold on,” Carter said, scowling at her. “You know that’s not true. You’re in therapy because it’s what you need right now.”

        Carrie looked to be near tears. Obviously frustrated at hearing her brother deflect any blame from Raylene, she whirled on Mandy. “I’m sick of you criticizing what I eat. Maybe you should consider sticking to a few carrots and lettuce leaves before you blow up like a blimp,” Carrie said, casting a meaningful look at the two slices of meat loaf and the mound of mashed potatoes on Mandy’s plate.

        When Carter opened his mouth to scold her, Carrie snapped, “Oh, forget it. I am so out of here.”

        She stood up and ran from the room. Carter turned to Raylene with an apologetic look. “I need to go after her.”

        Raylene felt the salty sting of tears in her eyes. “This is my fault. I’ll go.”

        He hesitated. “But—”

        “She’s still in the house,” Raylene told him. “I didn’t hear the door. If she’s gone, I’ll tell you, and you can go after her.”

        She found Carrie in the living room, huddled in a corner of the sofa, tears streaming down her face.

        “I’m sorry,” Raylene said, sitting down beside her. “I pushed you, and I shouldn’t have. I know this is a sensitive topic and that you’re getting help. I should have left it alone.”

        Carrie seemed surprised by her admission. “Why didn’t you?” she asked.

        “I told you before about Annie. What I didn’t tell you was how many times I saw her do exactly what you were doing tonight, just pushing her food around, pretending to eat, and I did nothing. The night she collapsed, I felt as if it was all my fault for not doing more to make sure someone knew she was in trouble. Sarah felt the same way. So did Ty and the rest of her friends. I can’t begin to tell you how scary it was for all of us sitting at the hospital waiting to hear whether she was going to be okay.”

        “So when you see me not eating, it pushes all those buttons,” Carrie concluded, looking less angry. “I guess I can see why.”

        “It would break my heart if something happened to you,” Raylene told her honestly. “Especially if I could have prevented it.”

        “But Carter knows. And I’m seeing Dr. McDaniels. I get that what I’ve been doing is wrong. I’ve even figured out why it was happening and I’m really trying to fix it.” She regarded Raylene with an earnest expression. “Honest.”

        “I know that, and I am so proud of you for trying.”

        Carrie looked away. “It’s really hard,” she said in a small voice. “Harder than I ever thought it would be. And I hate that everyone’s watching me all the time.”

        “Annie hated that, too, but it all gets easier. You’ll see. And once the eating pattern really starts to change, the trust will come back. People won’t watch as much.”

        “I don’t know,” Carrie said skeptically. “I saw how Dana Sue watched Annie at the barbecue, even after all this time.”

        “I suppose it’s a worry that never entirely goes away, but that feeling that you’re under a microscope will get better. I promise. And you’ll start to feel like your old self, the way you did before your parents died.”

        “You think so?” she asked, a faint glimmer of hope in her eyes.

        “You’ve been around Annie,” Raylene said. “What do you think? Doesn’t she seem perfectly fine now?”

        Carrie nodded. “She seems okay.”

        “She is okay. It’s still a struggle for her from time to time, but that’s why she sees Dr. McDaniels whenever she feels herself slipping. She’s smart enough to recognize the signs and ask for the help she needs.”

        Carrie sighed. “I don’t know if I want to see a shrink forever.”

        Raylene risked giving her a hug. “Then you’ll try even harder to get well, won’t you?”

        Carrie’s lips curved slightly. “I guess it is up to me, isn’t it?”

        Raylene nodded. “Pretty much.” She hesitated, then said, “You know, I’d really love it if you’d come by sometime with Mandy and work in the garden with us. Every time I’m out there I feel as if I’m getting stronger. Maybe you’d find it healing, as well. Or maybe you’d just enjoy being there with us. I miss talking to you.”

        
        Carrie looked surprised. “Really?”

        “You’re a wonderful girl, and since you’re working at Wharton’s, I’ll bet you know everything that’s going on in town. You can keep me up to date on all the local gossip.”

        Carrie brightened. “I could definitely do that.”

        “Great.” She gave her a hug. “Now, how about it? Do you feel like going back in to dinner?”

        “I guess,” Carrie said, though with obvious reluctance.

        “Come on. It won’t be that bad. I promise not to say another word about your eating all night.”

        “And you’ll tell Carter to back off when he starts trying to push dessert on me?”

        Raylene nodded. “Mostly because if you’re not going to eat Dana Sue’s bread pudding, then I get your share.”

        Carrie looked startled. “It’s that good?”

        “It’s amazing,” she confirmed.

        “Then maybe I’ll at least have a bite.”

        Raylene gave her another squeeze. “Bet you’ll have two.”

        To her relief, Carrie laughed. “I hope you and Carter get back together.”

        “He actually told you we broke up?” Raylene asked.

        “He said you dumped him,” Carrie said. “That’s why we’re here. He figured you’d never send me and Mandy away. He’d get a free pass to spend time with you, at least this once.”

        “Your brother is a very sneaky man,” Raylene concluded.

        “Tell me about it.”

        Sneaky or not, Raylene couldn’t help admiring his tactics. His determination not to allow things between them to end was sweet. Annoying, but sweet.

        
         

        Though the rest of the evening with Raylene and the girls had gone smoothly enough, Carter left with the distinct impression that he hadn’t succeeded in proving to Raylene that they could make their relationship work.

        Unfortunately, for the next couple of weeks there was virtually no time to press whatever tiny advantage he might have gained that night. In addition to his regular shifts with the sheriff’s department, Carter had almost daily meetings with Tom as they prepared to make their budget proposal to the council for the new Serenity police department. Without adequate funding, it was simply impractical to move forward. He’d made that clear to Tom, who expressed confidence that they’d win the needed approval.

        “This is Howard Lewis’s pet project,” Tom reminded him. “It’s going to pass. I guarantee we’ll have the funds in place, and you’ll have a fully operational department by the first of the year.”

        Carter couldn’t deny the excitement he felt at the thought. Though dealing with all the paperwork and financial issues had been tedious, he’d loved the challenge of putting the proposal together. The only thing he worried about was whether or not he’d start to hate spending so much time in an office once things were up and running.

        As if he’d read Carter’s mind, Tom studied him with a knowing expression. “You thinking about how you’ll miss being on the street?”

        “As a matter of fact, I am. I got into police work to make a difference. I can’t do that from behind a desk.”

        Tom grinned. “Well, here’s where the joy of a small department comes in. You’ll still be out there on the street. You saw how tight the scheduling is going to be with the staff we can afford. I imagine you’ll be backup most days and on the streets more than you ever imagined.”

        Relieved, Carter nodded. “I hadn’t looked at it that way. That’ll be good.”

        “To change the subject, what’s happening with Paul Hammond these days? Any word?”

        “I checked this morning. His hearing was delayed. I’m not sure why, but it’s pushed any possibility for release into September at the earliest.”

        “Doesn’t Raylene have an opportunity to speak at the parole hearing?” Tom asked, then winced. “But, of course, she can’t.”

        “She is sending over a video. Helen arranged for it. At least she’ll be on record reminding the parole board what he’s done to her life. Helen’s asking the judge in the original case to issue a restraining order, so that will be in place the second he’s released.”

        “Any chance it will have the desired effect?” Tom asked.

        “I’m not taking any chances,” Carter said grimly.

        “Then I’ll alert my people and the various utilities that the work we talked about may need to be pushed back until September.”

        “Is that going to cause any problems?”

        “Not a one. Everyone I spoke to is committed to providing extra eyes and ears on that street once he’s out. Hammond won’t slip into that neighborhood without us knowing about it.”

        Carter wished he felt as if those efforts would be enough. The days would be covered, but nights were something else. Travis had promised to be in the house most nights after he got off the air at the radio station. Walter would hang around as often as possible, too. And Carter planned to be on the street out front.

        But he knew better than most that someone determined to wreak havoc could often find a way to do it, despite all the well-intentioned efforts in the world.

         

        Raylene started shaking when Helen told her that the parole board had granted Paul’s release. It was mid-September, and his release date was scheduled for the end of the month.

        “I’m so sorry,” Helen said, her frustration plain. She’d never liked losing, especially when it was something this important. “We did everything possible to convince them to hold him longer. I even asked for another delay, but his lawyer fought me. Carter testified that Paul still represented a threat to you, but Paul was good. I’ll give him that. He made a compelling case that he’d learned his lesson and reformed. He said all the right words. And sitting up there in his Armani suit, he looked every inch the perfect gentleman. He managed to get a few respected character witnesses to testify on his behalf, too, and that went a long way to convincing the parole panel to let him go.”

        “Yeah, he’s very good at getting the world to see what he wants them to see,” Raylene said. “And the good-old-boys’ network is still alive and thriving. I imagine his daddy was able to find plenty of cronies willing to step up for his golden boy.”

        “I tried my best to provoke him into showing his true colors, but he was cool, calm and collected,” Helen said. “Heck, even I would have had a hard time turning him down after hearing all he did to help his fellow inmates. It was quite a performance. I would have been ready to nominate him for sainthood myself, if I didn’t know what a violent bully is hidden beneath that smooth facade.”

        Raylene gave her a resigned look. “Thanks for trying. I’m ready for him.”

        Helen immediately looked alarmed. “Meaning what?”

        “Don’t worry about me, that’s all.”

        “Raylene, you didn’t get your hands on a gun the way you were talking about, did you?”

        “Stop,” Raylene said. “Don’t ask questions, especially when you don’t really want to know the answers.”

        It had been surprisingly easy to get the gun that was now locked away in a metal box on the top shelf in her closet. There were plenty of unscrupulous dealers on the Internet who didn’t care about the law. Even if that gun was never loaded or out of the box, she felt better knowing she had it. It evened the playing field between her and Paul, at least a little. He’d never expect her to fight back, any more than he’d expected her to turn him in, in the first place.

        “Does Carter know about this?” Helen asked, looking distraught as she drew her own conclusions from Raylene’s evasiveness.

        “Of course not,” she said. “If he knew anything, he’d have to arrest me, more than likely. I don’t want him to be in that position. You, either, so leave it alone, Helen. I have to handle this my way.”

        “Raylene, do you even know how to fire a gun?”

        Raylene forced the most innocent expression she could manage. “Who said anything about a gun? Certainly not me.”

        Helen regarded her with frustration. “This is nuts. And what about the kids? What if they find it, Tommy especially? Have you even considered the danger you’re putting them in?”

        “Which is exactly why I’ve told Sarah they need to move over and stay with Travis the second Paul’s released. I begged her to move up the wedding, too, but she’s determined not to do that until her father can be here.”

        “Carter’s counting on Travis staying here,” Helen protested.

        “Well, he won’t be,” Raylene said stubbornly. “He needs to look out for Sarah, Tommy and Libby. I want them all where they’ll be safe. I’m not his problem.”

        “But you are his friend,” Helen said, then waved off her own argument. “Okay, forget Travis. I suppose we can get Ronnie, Cal and Erik to alternate nights staying here. It goes without saying that Carter will be nearby.”

        Raylene was horrified by the idea of putting her friends in harm’s way. “Absolutely not. This is my responsibility.”

        “Not in this town,” Helen said. “And not when you’re a Sweet Magnolia. Your problem is our problem, and that’s just the way it is. Deal with it. Heck, if it comes down to it, I spent my share of hours on a shooting range. I’ll take a turn staying here.”

        Now it was Raylene’s turn to be horrified. “Helen, do I need to remind you that you have a daughter? You are not risking your life for me. Period. I suppose I can’t stop a bunch of stubborn, macho men from feeling the need to protect me, but I draw the line at you sitting here holding a weapon.”

        “But I’m highly motivated,” Helen protested. “Men like Paul Hammond need to be taken down. The court system did a lousy job in his case, and I hate when that happens.”

        
        “But you know better than most that you don’t get to go all vigilante because of it,” Raylene argued. “No, you are not taking one minute of guard duty over here. This is my fight. I don’t want to involve anyone else.”

        “Well, you’ll have to fight that out with Carter,” Helen said, then grinned. “Good luck with that, by the way.”

        Raylene grimaced. She knew the conversation wasn’t going to go even half as smoothly as her attempt to break up with him, and that had pretty much been a waste of breath.

         

        Rory Sue flipped her hair back in a gesture that was all female. Usually she did it just to drive Walter wild, but today she was clearly exasperated and probably just trying to get her windblown hair out of her face.

        “Please say that again,” she demanded, frowning at Walter. “Surely I can’t have heard you correctly.”

        “I’m going to be hanging out at Raylene’s for the next couple of weeks,” he repeated patiently. He’d explained before about the impending release of Raylene’s ex-husband, but only after Raylene had put her foot down about Sarah and the kids moving over to stay with Travis had he decided it was up to him to stay at the house to protect her. Carter had his own family to watch over.

        Unfortunately, Rory Sue didn’t seem to be taking the news any better than Raylene had.

        “No way,” she said emphatically. “No boyfriend of mine is going to live with another woman.”

        “While I suppose I should be flattered by the show of jealousy, you know perfectly well you have nothing to worry about,” Walter said. “Raylene and I are just friends.”

        
        She held his gaze as if trying to decide whether to debate the point, then nodded. “Okay, then neither of you will mind if I move in there with you,” she said decisively.

        “Absolutely not,” Walter said. “I can’t be worrying about two of you if that nutcase shows up.”

        “You won’t have to worry about me,” Rory Sue said. “I’ll bring along Granddad’s shotgun.”

        Walter groaned. “Your grandfather has a shotgun?”

        “Well, of course he does. He hunts. He started taking me with him when I was around ten. I was a little freaked by the idea of him killing Bambi, but I can handle a shotgun just about as well as he can.”

        Despite her boastful claim, he still thought it was a bad idea. He shook his head.

        “Carter will never go for it,” he told her. “He doesn’t want to involve any more civilians than absolutely necessary.”

        “Well, if you’re staying there, then my staying there is absolutely necessary,” she said, her chin set defiantly.

        “Why?” he asked. He had the feeling it went beyond jealousy.

        She looked as if she couldn’t believe he even needed to ask. “Because the thought of losing you to some creep like Raylene’s ex-husband is simply unacceptable.”

        He smiled at that. No one had ever worried about him like that. Other than maybe his mother, but she’d been a little overzealous on that score. “Rory Sue, believe it or not, I can take care of myself. Want to go to the gun range so I can prove it? If I win, you give up this crazy idea, okay?”

        
        “You actually think you’re a better shot than I am?” she asked incredulously.

        “Honey, I hate to burst your liberated bubble, but I know I am.”

        An hour later, he’d proved it.

        “Well, damn,” she murmured as she studied his target with several clean shots directly through the heart or close enough to do serious damage.

        “Sorry.”

        She grinned at him. “Don’t be. I’m still not letting you go to Raylene’s alone, though.”

        “Raylene—”

        “Sorry. My decision’s final,” she said. “Now, all of this has made me a little hot. Let’s go back to your place.”

        “My place still doesn’t have any furniture,” he reminded her. They’d closed on it earlier in the day. He’d originally planned to have furniture delivered on Saturday, but given this business with Raylene, he’d put it off.

        “It has a bed,” she told him with a grin. “I had it delivered right after the closing. I went by and put brand-new sheets on it myself.”

        Yet again she’d caught him off guard. “Well, now, aren’t you efficient?”

        She winked at him as she sashayed past. “I certainly aim to please.”

        That, of course, was part of the problem, Walter thought, even as he followed her from the gun range. She pleased him in ways he’d never imagined. Part of it was the fact that she was never predictable. He’d spent so much of his life doing exactly what was expected of him. Discovering that he could be spontaneous had been a revelation to him.

        
        But that cautious side of his nature that still overwhelmed him from time to time warned that it might be hard to live with unpredictability over the long haul.

        Still, as he cast an appreciative glance over the woman seated next to him, that was a worry for another day. Tonight, spontaneity held a lot of allure.

      

    

  
    

    
      
      
        
          
            20
          
        

      

      
        Because of Sarah, the kids, a babysitter and Travis, the house had always been filled with people coming and going, but even after they’d all moved over to Travis’s, the place was a nonstop circus. Raylene knew exactly what was going on. Everyone she knew was taking shifts—planned or otherwise—to be sure she was never in the house alone. Though she appreciated the gesture, it was getting on her nerves.

        When Walter showed up and announced both he and Rory Sue were moving in for the duration, she lost it. It had been bad enough when Walter had insisted he was going to stay with her, but nothing she’d said had dissuaded him. The thought of dealing with Rory Sue for the foreseeable future as well was just too much.

        “Are you totally out of your mind?” she demanded. “Rory Sue and I don’t get along that well on a good day.”

        “Then now’s the perfect time for the two of you to get better acquainted,” Walter replied cheerfully, his expression unyielding.

        “Why would she even agree to do this?” she asked, bewildered.

        
        “Mostly to protect her turf,” Walter admitted. He held up a hand to prevent her protest. “I know there’s nothing going on between you and me, but she doesn’t buy it.”

        “She doesn’t trust you? That should tell you something. A relationship without trust is, well…” She tried to think of an appropriate description. “It’s basically nonexistent. You might as well call it quits, throw in the towel—”

        Again, he held up his hand, this time to pause the tirade. “I get the picture. I don’t think I’m the one she’s worried about. I think she’s afraid you’ll suddenly find me irresistible and that I, a mere mortal man, will succumb to your wiles.”

        “As if,” Raylene muttered, then met his determined gaze. “Okay, fine. Heaven forbid that I cause a rift between the two of you. How long is this supposed to go on?”

        “As long as necessary,” he said.

        “You do realize this could be the answer to my prayers, don’t you? Rory Sue will probably make me so insane, I’ll be thrilled to walk out the front door and never look back.”

        Walter laughed.

        Raylene regarded him with a grim expression. “I’m not joking.”

        In fact, nothing about this entire situation was even remotely amusing. If she weren’t quite so terrified of Paul showing up, she really would kick every one of her self-appointed protectors to the curb.

         

        Carter stood aside as Walter and Rory Sue carted several pieces of luggage into Raylene’s. It grated on his nerves that protecting her inside the house had been relegated to Walter, of all people. Unfortunately, with things the way they were at home with Carrie, Carter knew he couldn’t do it. Raylene wouldn’t have let him if he’d tried. She’d made that clear when he’d broached the possibility. His place was with his sisters. She’d also insisted that he keep both of the girls away from her house for the foreseeable future.

        “I don’t like this,” he muttered as Rory Sue and Walter headed for Tommy and Libby’s room to settle in.

        “I’m not exactly overjoyed about it myself,” Raylene said. “You’re the one who insisted I needed bodyguards.”

        “These are not the ones I had in mind,” he said in frustration.

        “Well, Travis needs to be with Sarah and the kids.”

        He met her gaze. “At least you’ve stopped telling me that you don’t need anyone. I suppose I should be grateful for small favors.”

        She frowned. “I’m not stupid. I know Paul better than anyone. Sooner or later, he will turn up here to get even or at least to tell me how I’ve ruined his life.”

        Carter studied her. There was no mistaking the underlying tension in her voice. It hadn’t been there yesterday or even earlier in the day today. Something had happened to shake her bravado in the face of Paul’s release.

        “What happened, Raylene? Don’t even try to tell me it was nothing. I can tell from your tone that you didn’t just wake up this morning and decide to be agreeable.”

        She looked flustered that he was able to read her so well.

        “Don’t you dare hold back,” he said when she remained stubbornly silent.

        
        “I don’t really know if it’s anything,” she admitted eventually. “I’ve had some calls, hang-ups. The number was blocked. It’s probably just kids or someone who’s dialing a wrong number, but it has creeped me out a little bit.”

        Carter’s stomach clenched, but he tried to stay calm and matter-of-fact. “I’ll have a trace put on your line, but if it is Paul and he’s just hanging up, they may not be able to catch the number. You’d have to keep him on the line for a while.” He met her gaze. “Could you try to engage him in conversation?”

        “You mean just start talking as if I know it’s him, and keep the line open?”

        Carter nodded.

        “If it means catching him before something happens, I’ll do it.”

        Carter hesitated. “You know we’re not going to be able to arrest him just because he’s calling you, right? So far it doesn’t even rise to the level of harassment. We really need him to come over here and violate the restraining order. If he so much as steps onto your property, it will also violate the conditions of his parole. Then we can get him locked up again. This time he’ll have a good long stay behind bars.”

        Raylene sighed with evident frustration. “No wonder so many battered wives lose faith in the system. They have to be attacked before they can get any kind of justice.”

        Carter was no less frustrated. He’d seen too many instances where abusive husbands had gone right back home and beaten the daylights out of their wives before anyone could legally intervene. The hands of the police were often tied until too late, just as Raylene had said. Threats alone or past history weren’t enough to offer the kind of protection these women needed. Even in a place like Serenity, where the local sheriff’s department was more than willing to step in, there wasn’t enough manpower to do round-the-clock surveillance. Despite that, he was determined that Raylene wouldn’t wind up as one of those sad statistics. At least, thanks to Tom, there were extra people on the street during the day to keep an eye out for the arrival of any strangers. Even the neighbors had been alerted.

        He squeezed her hand. “We’ll get him, Raylene. He’s not going to lay a hand on you ever again.”

        She met his gaze. “I almost wish he’d try. This time I think I could fight back.”

        He heard the grim note in her voice and almost regretted that he couldn’t grant her that chance. He didn’t want Paul getting close enough to do her any harm at all, not even a scratch.

        “If he does turn up, I can always hold him and let you land a few punches before we cart him off,” he offered instead.

        She gave him a tired smile. “Now, would that be fair? I want to get to him when it’s a fair fight.”

        “I understand the sentiment, but he’s bigger and obviously a lot meaner. Unless you’ve been taking self-defense lessons I don’t know about, it will never be a fair fight.” He leveled a look into her eyes. “And forget about using a gun to shoot him.”

        She immediately looked dismayed. “Helen told you,” she said, her tone flat.

        “And I found the gun last time I was over here. It’s gone.”

        “Dammit, Carter, you had no right to do that.”

        
        “It was unlicensed, Raylene. More important, you don’t know how to use it. I couldn’t take a chance Paul would grab it and turn it on you.” He held her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “I’m not losing you like that. Understand? Keeping you alive and safe is my number-one priority right now.”

        Her defiant expression faded. “I just wanted to know I could protect myself.”

        “That wasn’t the way.”

        “What if Paul comes over here with a weapon?” she asked.

        “Did he ever use a weapon of any kind against you? Did he own a gun?”

        She shook her head. “No, he only used his fists. A stab wound or a bullet would have been way too hard to explain in the emergency room.”

        “Then I doubt that’s changed.” He knew she was scared and frustrated, but she’d never admit it, at least not the fear. “You need a distraction. We have no idea how long it might be before he’ll decide to show up. How about fixing some dinner? I’m starved.”

        She gave him a wry look. “Do you usually ask your subjects to cook for you when you’re on a stakeout?”

        Carter laughed. “No, I usually take along bad coffee and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich or a bag of doughnuts. I thought this time maybe I could throw myself on your mercy.”

        “Fine. I’ll cook.” She gave him an impish look as she walked into the kitchen. “Should I have Rory Sue bring the meal out to your car?”

        “No, I’ll eat at the table like the rest of you civilized folks.”

        She’d opened the freezer door, but she turned at his response. “I thought you were on official guard duty here tonight.”

        “I am.”

        “Shouldn’t you be outside watching for the bad guy?”

        “I have a couple of other guys doing that for now. I’m working inside.”

        She closed the refrigerator without selecting anything. “Carter, do you think Paul’s going to show up tonight? Is that why there are extra people watching the house?”

        “Just a gut instinct,” he said. “Nothing concrete. Don’t freak out on me now. We’ve got it covered.”

        Before she could respond, the phone rang. Raylene jumped, then looked embarrassed as she reached for it. He noticed her hand was shaking.

        After a moment, she drew herself up. “Paul, I know it’s you. Say something. I imagine you’re still furious with me for turning you in, so why not just say what’s on your mind? Rant and rave and get it out of your system. I’m actually surprised you didn’t use your phone privileges in prison to call me and tell me what an awful person I am.”

        She blinked, then sighed and hung up. “He didn’t say a word, but I know it was him. I just know it.”

        Carter crossed the kitchen and touched a finger to her chin. “You did good.”

        “I was shaking like a leaf,” she admitted, then grinned. “But I did it anyway. That’s something.”

        He heard the note of pride in her voice after the small triumph. He realized then just how much self-respect Paul Hammond had stolen from her. If he’d been able to put his hands on the man in that instant, he would have made him pay.

        
         

        Going through the motions of making spaghetti and meatballs and a salad kept Raylene sane through what seemed like an endless evening. Each time the phone rang, she jumped. Except for the one hang-up, the calls were mostly from people checking on her. Tired of saying the same thing over and over—that she was fine and nothing was happening—she finally told Walter to answer.

        Rory Sue regarded her with sympathy. “It’s getting old already, isn’t it?”

        Surprised by the understanding, Raylene nodded. “I’m not crazy about waiting or about being the center of attention.”

        “Not even in Carter’s universe?” Rory Sue asked.

        “What do you mean?”

        Rory Sue regarded her with disbelief. “Come on, Raylene. It’s obvious the man is crazy about you. He watches you like he’ll never get enough of you. And every time the phone rings, I swear it looks as if he’s ready to draw his gun and kill whoever’s on the other end of the line. I’m a little surprised he hasn’t shot the phone.”

        “He’s just doing his job,” Raylene said, though she knew it was more than that. The connection between them was powerful. One of these days, she hoped their lives would be less complicated and they could truly explore those feelings.

        Right now Carter was outside checking in with whomever he had watching the house. The plan was to send them home, and he’d take over out there. Raylene had argued futilely that he should be going home himself to get some sleep before he went back on duty in the morning.

        
        “I’ll get by with enough caffeine,” he said. “It won’t be the first time I’ve pulled an all-nighter.”

        “But have you had to go out the next day and put your life on the line?” she’d countered to no avail. The man was stubborn as a mule.

        She glanced over at Rory Sue and saw a frown on her face. “What’s wrong?”

        “I thought maybe, since I’m going to be staying here, we could try to be friends,” Rory Sue said. “Instead, when I asked about Carter, you blew me off. You wouldn’t have done that with Sarah or Annie.”

        Raylene smiled despite the tension in the air. “You’d be surprised how often I’ve told them exactly the same thing,” she admitted. “Things between Carter and me are complicated, so I minimize the relationship.”

        “Self-protection in case it doesn’t work out,” Rory Sue guessed.

        “Exactly. I can’t lose something if I don’t let myself admit I’ve ever had it.”

        “That’s kind of crazy, isn’t it?” Rory Sue said, looking bewildered by the concept. “Besides, what’s so complicated that you can’t work it out? Look at me and Walter. Nobody would have predicted the two of us being together, but we are. At least we’re working at it, because we think it’s worth it. Don’t you think Carter’s worth it?”

        “Of course he is,” Raylene said at once. “He’s amazing.”

        “And you’re as hot for him as he is for you. I can see it in your eyes.”

        “Sometimes it’s still not that simple.”

        “But great sex along with friendship is a pretty good basis for a relationship. That’s what I have going with Walter that I never had before. We don’t just have sex, we really talk. It’s taken me my whole life to figure out how important that is. Before, I was all about the chemistry.”

        “I’d say that’s a sign of maturity,” Raylene said.

        “So what about Carter? He looks like the kind of man who could set off all sorts of fireworks.”

        Raylene really wasn’t comfortable with the direction of the conversation. She knew Rory Sue was reaching out, but the topic was simply too intimate. She didn’t especially want to admit that she and Carter hadn’t made it anywhere near a bed yet.

        “I’m really happy if you and Walter have found something special,” she said instead. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to try to get some sleep.”

        Rory Sue looked startled by the abrupt announcement. “Did I say something wrong? That’s another thing I’m lousy at, knowing the boundaries, especially with other women. My mom had the same problem.”

        “Don’t worry about it. I really am tired.”

        Rory Sue looked disappointed, but just then Walter came out of the kitchen, and her eyes brightened. Raylene was no longer even a blip on her radar.

        Raylene went into her room, changed into her nightgown and slid between the sheets. When the phone rang, she almost left it for Walter, but decided at the last second to grab it. Her nerves tensed in that first instant after she’d said hello, as she waited for nothing more than silence in response.

        Instead, Carter asked, “You all tucked in?”

        “Carter Rollins, are you sitting out there in the dark spying on me?” she teased.

        “Thinking about you in there stripping off your clothes helps to keep me awake,” he told her. “Are you naked? Please tell me you’re naked. That ought to be good for a couple of hours of sleeplessness, at least.”

        She laughed and snuggled down under the covers. “Stark naked,” she fibbed. Anything for the cause, she thought, allowing herself a delicious shiver at his sharply indrawn breath.

        “Ah, there it is,” he said softly. “The image that’s going to get me through the night.”

        “Has it been quiet out there?”

        “Too quiet,” he said. “It’s a little spooky. If it weren’t so dangerous, I’d try to convince you to come out here and protect me from the goblins of the night.”

        “Under the circumstances, that might be counterproductive.”

        “Yeah, I know. One of these days, though, this is going to be behind us, Carrie’s going to be better, and you and I are going to have our chance. I believe that with all my heart, Raylene. I’m going to fight to make sure it happens.”

        “Our chance to do what?” she pressed, needing to hear the sweet promise of his words.

        “Be together in that very bed where you are right now. We’ll be all tangled together after a night of making love, and we’ll talk about our hopes and dreams, and then we’ll make them come true. Every one of them, Raylene.”

        She sighed at the lovely thought. “I wish—” she began.

        “We’ll have that,” he said firmly, interrupting her. “Believe it. Now, get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

        “Good night, Carter.”

        “Night, Raylene.”

        
        She disconnected the call and put the phone back on the nightstand, then curled up with her pillow. It was a very poor substitute for the man outside, but it would have to do for now.

         

        The pattern established the first night after Paul’s release went on for more than a week, with only the personnel changing. Walter, Rory Sue and Carter were the only constants. Raylene was increasingly dismayed by the lack of a resolution.

        As for Carter, how much longer could he go on getting little to no sleep beyond the occasional nap in the afternoons between his shift at the sheriff’s department and his arrival at her house for the night? She was worried by the lines of tension on his face, the exhaustion in his eyes, to say nothing of the fact that he seemed to be neglecting Carrie and Mandy. He flatly refused, though, to turn the night watch over to anyone else. Finally Raylene reached her limit. She started making phone calls.

        Her first one to Ronnie got a promise that he’d take over surveillance outside the house that night. Her next four, to friends of Paul’s, were designed to try to rattle his cage and provoke him into taking action, if that was what he had in mind.

        When Carter showed up that night and found Ronnie parked in his truck right in front of the house, he stormed inside.

        “Ronnie says you called him and asked him to take over,” he said, pacing up and down the living room as he dragged his hand through his already mussed hair. “Why would you do that? Don’t you trust me to do the job?”

        
        “You know it’s not that,” she said patiently. “Your sisters need some attention. Plus, you’re wiped out. You need a decent night’s sleep.”

        “Well, I certainly won’t get it at home worrying myself sick about you and what’s happening over here.”

        She’d anticipated that response. “Which is why you’re staying here tonight. I’ve arranged for Carrie and Mandy to stay with friends from school for a couple of days so you won’t have to worry about them.” Before he could argue, she added, “I’ve spoken to the parents who’ll be looking out for Carrie. They understand the situation. They’ll make sure she eats and will report back if there’s a problem.”

        “Well, you’ve just thought of every damn thing, haven’t you?”

        With the words ground out like that, it didn’t sound like a compliment, but she forced a smile, anyway. “I certainly tried to. I knew it was the only way you’d agree to stay here.”

        He stopped pacing to stare at her as if the significance of that part had previously escaped him. “Here?”

        “In my bed, in fact.”

        His eyes lit up, but she held up her hand. “I’ll sleep on the sofa.”

        “Like hell you will. You’ll be right in Paul’s path if he breaks in.”

        “I thought the idea of having Ronnie outside was to keep Paul from getting inside.”

        “It is, but you never know what could happen to change the best theory. I won’t have you right smack inside the front door. If this is going to work, you’ll have to sleep with me.”

        Raylene finally grasped the flaw in her plan. She should have foreseen it. “That’s not going to work for me, Carter. You know that.” Even to her ears, her tone sounded wistful.

        “It’ll work,” he said grimly. “Even if we have to put pillows down the middle of the bed or hang a blanket between the two sides. I want you where I can reach out and touch you.”

        An image from an old movie came to her. “You’d do that?”

        “If that’s what it takes. Though I have to admit, I’d sleep a whole lot better if we could at least snuggle.”

        “I don’t know,” she whispered, as drawn by the idea as he was.

        “We could try it and see how it goes,” he suggested, longing in his eyes.

        That’s what did it, finally. If he’d been pushing for more, she might have been able to deny him, but to see the yearning just to be close, how could she turn her back on that? A very big part of her had been longing for the same thing, but not daring to believe it was possible.

        “We’ll give it a try,” she said, making up her mind.

        His gaze met hers then, and held. Then, a faint smile on his lips, he nodded.

        Raylene felt as if she’d granted him a birthday wish and a miracle all rolled into one. Now she could only pray she wouldn’t let him down.

         

        Raylene owned one pair of flannel pajamas for the rare winter nights when she couldn’t seem to get warm. She found them in her dresser drawer, put them on, then took a deep breath and emerged in her bedroom.

        Carter was lying on top of the covers, still wearing his jeans and a formfitting white T-shirt but no shoes or socks.

        “Are you planning to sleep like that?” she asked just as his lips curved into a smile as he surveyed the loose-fitting flannel pj’s.

        “I should ask you the same thing,” he commented. “I hate to tell you, sweet pea, but those are more provocative than any nightie I’ve ever seen.”

        She frowned as she looked down. “These? Why? I’m practically covered from neck to toe.”

        “I know. It sparks my imagination.” He grinned wickedly. “I have a very vivid imagination. Come on over here and climb into bed.”

        She regarded him warily, but she did cross the room and sit gingerly on her side of the bed.

        “You won’t get much sleep sitting up,” he murmured, amusement threading through his voice. “Settle down here next to me. I promise I won’t touch you unless you want me to.”

        She hesitated. Her gaze sought his. “I might want you to,” she admitted. “But it might not go very well.”

        “Only one way to find out,” he said. “The first second I do something that scares you, all you have to do is push me away or say no. I promise, you’re in charge here.”

        Reassured, she stretched out next to him, keeping several inches between them. Even so, she could feel his heat radiating toward her. All that solid strength beckoned to her. She rolled onto her side and dared to rest her hand on his rock-solid abs. She could feel them tighten under her touch.

        “What kind of workouts do you do?” she asked, a little awed and a lot intrigued.

        
        “Weights, resistance machines, that kind of thing,” he said, sounding slightly breathless.

        She hesitated, then asked, “Would you mind taking off your shirt?”

        He grinned at the request. “My pleasure. You want to do it for me?”

        Raylene gave it a moment’s thought, then reached for the hem of his shirt and tugged it over his head. She knew what he’d done. He’d left the act to her so she had total control over whether that shirt stayed or went. Even as her knuckles skimmed over bare flesh, she felt the kind of yearning she hadn’t felt in years. She could feel her body coming alive, tightening and moistening in all the right places.

        “What would you think about taking off your top?” Carter asked solemnly. “Seems to me you shouldn’t be the only one with a view.”

        She froze, then reminded herself this was Carter, not Paul. There would be no cruel comments about the inadequacy of her chest, no rough handling that caused more pain than pleasure. She told herself she could do this.

        Slowly she reached for the buttons. Once she’d undone the first one, she hurried with fumbling fingers to finish the rest. Carter’s avid gaze never left her.

        “May I?” he whispered, gently pushing the flannel top aside to reveal her breasts.

        To her amazement, he didn’t grab as if there was some race to be won. He just looked, his eyes filled with wonder.

        “You’re beautiful,” he said, a hitch in his voice. He stroked a finger down one breast, then gently rubbed the nipple.

        
        Raylene almost cried as desire shot straight through her. It had been so long since she’d felt that kind of tenderness, so long since she’d allowed herself to want a man’s touch. Yet Carter’s caresses felt right.

        She’d never known a man to take such care, to risk a touch, then wait to assure that it was wanted before risking more. She felt her skin heat, felt the return of moistness between her legs, the stirring of her blood. It was such sweet wonder to experience it all again without fear.

        Carter met her gaze. “Do you want to stop now?” he asked.

        She looked at him as if he was crazy. “Now?” she asked incredulously.

        A smile played over his lips. “Just checking.”

        “No, I want more, Carter. I want it all.”

        Because for the first time in years, she needed to know what it was truly like to make love. Maybe if she experienced that at long last, it would finally push the bad memories from her head once and for all, replacing them with memories she could cherish.
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        Carter woke and rolled over in bed to discover he was alone. He wondered if he’d dreamed that he and Raylene had made love the night before. If so, it had been one helluva dream. She’d surprised him with passion and fire, then fallen asleep in his arms as if she’d finally found shelter from a storm. He knew what an amazing gift she’d given him by placing her trust in him.

        Discovering that she’d abandoned him, though, made him wonder if she’d awakened with second thoughts. He knew she still worried that she was too much trouble, especially when he had a kid sister with an eating disorder. He had no idea how to make her see that it was easier for him to face that with her at his side. Words weren’t going to be enough. Neither, he knew down deep, was sex.

        Feeling refreshed for the first time in what seemed like an eternity, he showered, pulled on the clothes he’d worn over here the night before and went in search of Raylene.

        He found her in the kitchen humming to herself and cooking enough food to feed an army.

        
        He glanced at the mound of bacon, the pile of toast and the pan of scrambled eggs she was stirring. There was a pitcher of freshly squeezed orange juice already on the table, along with pots of jam that looked homemade. The table had been set for five.

        “Expecting company?” he inquired, stealing a piece of crisp bacon before stealing a kiss. Much as he loved bacon, the kiss—brief though it was—was better.

        “Walter and Rory Sue should be in here any minute now, and I called Ronnie on his cell and told him to come in.”

        Carter stiffened. He opened his mouth to protest, but she waved him off.

        “Oh, don’t look like that,” she scolded. “Erik’s taking his place until all those workmen who are filling potholes and checking the power lines show up.” She gave him a pointed look. “Who knew this street was in such a sad state of disrepair?”

        “Tom’s idea,” he said succinctly. “The sheriff doesn’t have the extra manpower to put surveillance on your place 24–7. I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

        “I’m neither blind nor stupid,” she told him, then touched his cheek in a gesture apparently meant to take the sting out of her words. “Thank you. Tom may have come up with the idea, but I know you’re the one who insisted there had to be a plan.”

        Carter studied her flushed cheeks and bright eyes. “Not to change the subject, but about last night,” he began.

        She cut him off. “I don’t want to talk about last night, Carter. It was wonderful.” She blushed as she met his gaze. “Amazing, in fact. Let’s not spoil what happened by trying to analyze it.”

        
        He regarded her incredulously. “Since when does a woman not want to talk about intimacy?”

        “Just consider me a rare breed of female. I’d like to let the experience speak for itself.”

        He didn’t buy it for a second. “Is it that, or are you hoping to pretend it didn’t happen, or maybe that it didn’t mean anything?”

        “There you go, discussing,” she said with exasperation. “Leave it alone, Carter. I mean it.”

        He sighed and dropped the subject…for now. He knew, though, that they couldn’t avoid it forever. It was too important. And he could see by the fear in her eyes that she understood that, too.

         

        Though little about Raylene’s life these days felt even remotely normal, Dr. McDaniels had insisted that they not put their sessions on hold.

        “Not after that breakthrough we had about your mother possibly being agoraphobic, too,” she told Raylene when she called to say that she’d be over at the regular time. “We have some momentum going here. I don’t want to lose it.”

        When she arrived promptly at one o’clock, she stood on the stoop for a minute looking up and down the block. “Busy street,” she noted.

        “My unofficial watchdogs,” Raylene told her, and explained about Tom’s plan to be sure Paul didn’t slip into the neighborhood.

        As they went inside, the psychologist studied her. “How are you feeling about his release?”

        “Scared, angry,” Raylene said at once, then sighed. “Mostly scared.”

        “That’s perfectly natural.”

        
        Deciding she needed to make a preemptive strike, Raylene looked the doctor directly in the eye. “I don’t think it’s a good time for me to be trying to go outside. If I was terrified before, just imagine how I’ll react now that my fear is actually justified.”

        Dr. McDaniels shook her head. “Actually, I think it’s exactly the right time. If you can face your fear and conquer it under these circumstances, think about how empowering that will feel.” She touched Raylene’s hand. “You don’t have to decide right this second. First, I have some news.”

        There was an edge in her voice that told Raylene she might be better off not knowing what it was. Unfortunately, she also knew that wasn’t an option.

        “What news?”

        “I spoke to your mother at some length the other day. I finally caught her at home. She hadn’t been returning any of the messages I left for her.”

        “She’s not coming,” Raylene guessed. She hadn’t really expected it, hadn’t even been sure she wanted her mother’s help, but she had to admit to feeling deflated now.

        “No, I’m sorry,” Dr. McDaniels said sympathetically. “She says it would be too painful to come to Serenity, that living here was the most miserable time of her life.”

        “She can’t even put that aside to help her daughter,” Raylene concluded, her tone flat. “Why am I not surprised? She’s probably still furious with me for creating the scandal that sent Paul to prison.”

        “Actually, she didn’t even mention that,” Dr. McDaniels said.

        “Did she know about his release?”

        
        “She never mentioned Paul at all, and avoided talking about him when I brought him up. What she did say was that coming back here would stir up memories she’d worked too hard to put to rest. I tried to probe a little about those memories, but she refused to go there.”

        “What about the agoraphobia? Did she admit to that?” Raylene asked.

        “As a matter of fact, yes. She wouldn’t put a name to it, but she said she’d spent years locked away in the house because she hated being in Serenity. She said she’d had no desire to see anyone or to go anywhere.”

        “Was it her interpretation that it was fear that kept her inside, or was she punishing my father?”

        “She wouldn’t say anything more about that, either, but it almost doesn’t matter. The point is that she set an example that you’ve been unconsciously following.”

        Raylene waited for some sense of relief or maybe even vindication, but all she felt was sorrow. “What a waste,” she murmured.

        The psychologist’s gaze was penetrating. “Are you talking about your mother’s life now, or your own?”

        Raylene thought about it. “Maybe both,” she admitted. “At least she got her life back. I wonder if she’s even thought for a second about the fact that she got it because of me and my decision to marry Paul. You could almost say she owes me.” She shrugged off the analysis. “Bottom line, she is the way she is. I can’t change that.”

        “Here’s something I think you need to recognize,” Dr. McDaniels said. “It seems to me that even shut away in this house the way you have been, you’ve led a fuller, richer life than she had. You have the support of countless friends. You have a man who clearly adores you.”

        
        At the mention of Carter, Raylene hesitated, then blurted, “I slept with Carter night before last.”

        The psychologist didn’t even try to hide her surprise, or her pleasure. “Good for you. The breakthroughs seem to be coming fast and furious these days.”

        “You think so?” Raylene asked skeptically. Of course, sleeping with Carter had been huge, but it seemed to her that nothing else had changed. She couldn’t see how knowing her mom had been agoraphobic had really changed anything, either.

        “It certainly seems that way to me. A few short weeks ago, you couldn’t even bear for Carter to put his arm around you. I certainly consider making love an important breakthrough.”

        Raylene acknowledged that initial skittish reaction months ago was a far cry from what she’d felt the other night. She’d felt safe, at least when she’d allowed herself to believe that what they had could last. She’d had a delicious taste of normalcy, and it had made her want more.

        Suddenly more determined than ever not to let Paul ruin her progress, she met Dr. McDaniels’s gaze. “Let’s go outside. I’ve missed being on the patio the past few days.”

        “Good for you.”

        A few minutes later, taking a seat under an umbrella that shaded them from the sun, she sighed. “It doesn’t seem like much.”

        “Think about where you were when we first started these sessions.”

        “But I want to be able to do things other women do. I don’t want to be half a person. That’s not fair to Carter.”

        
        “Has Carter complained about your limitations?”

        She shook her head. “But, come on, his patience can’t last forever.”

        “Maybe it can,” the psychologist said. “Who are you to decide what he can handle?”

        “Okay, then maybe I’m the one who can’t handle it,” Raylene retorted. “If I’m going to have a real relationship, a meaningful one, then I want to bring all of me to it. Right now I’m just a bundle of fears and insecurities.”

        “That’s a little harsh, don’t you think?”

        “It’s how I feel.”

        “Okay, let’s talk about that,” the doctor said, her tone annoyingly reasonable. “What’s out there in the world that you want and can’t have?”

        “A normal life.”

        “Be more specific.”

        “I’d like to have a job,” she said, thinking of old dreams when she’d wanted something more than to be Paul’s wife and lead a life of leisure. Ironically, she’d learned to hate that role during her marriage. It was even worse now that it had been forced on her by her fears.

        “And if Carter and I were to have kids, I’d want to be able to walk with them on their first day of school, see their plays and holiday programs, go to their ball games,” she continued. “I want to go to the movies with my husband, walk into town for ice cream, take part in all of the town’s holiday festivals.”

        “How badly do you want all that?”

        “More than I’d ever realized,” she said wistfully.

        “Good,” Dr. McDaniels said. “Then let’s try to make sure you get it.” She stood up and beckoned to Raylene. “Let’s go.”

        
        Raylene froze. “Now?”

        “No time like the present,” the doctor confirmed. “The patio has started to feel safe. Let’s see if we can’t make the rest of the world feel that way, too.”

        Raylene stood, but her knees nearly buckled. “What exactly do you want to do?”

        “I thought we’d go for a little walk. Just out to the mailbox, maybe even a few feet down the street.”

        Raylene thought about how close that was, just a few hundred feet or so. It might as well have been across town. She had to fight panic even before they rounded the side of the house.

        “You can do this,” Dr. McDaniels assured her. “I’m going to be right beside you, just the way I was when we went outside to meet Carter that day. This will be only a little farther. You’re going to be perfectly safe. You already know that there are people out there to protect you. There’s no risk of Paul getting to you.”

        It all sounded perfectly rational and sane, but that was the problem. Nothing about her responses were sane or rational. Eventually, though, she nodded. If she truly wanted that normal life she’d described, she had to do this. And if she could do it now, when her fears were nearly overwhelming, it would be a huge triumph, proof that she would conquer the agoraphobia.

        As they reached the front yard, the psychologist paused. “You don’t have to rush,” she told her. “Take your time. One step, then another, at your own pace. You know the drill.”

        On an intellectual level, it seemed crazy to Raylene that she had to be coached in order to walk down a sidewalk to the mailbox at the curb, but emotionally the distance seemed like miles, miles that were fraught with more unseen obstacles than she could count.

        She stepped onto the sidewalk with a small measure of confidence, then waited for the sweaty palms and shortness of breath to kick in. To her surprise, that didn’t happen this time. Maybe because the weeks of small victories in the garden had given her confidence, perhaps because the medicine was finally doing its job, she had no idea which. She was simply grateful for the respite from panic.

        She took one more step, then another. When the mailman turned the corner, then paused to put the mail into the box, she even managed a jaunty, casual wave.

        But the second he’d walked on and she’d retrieved the mail, the sense of triumph she’d experienced faded and suddenly she couldn’t breathe. She stopped where she was, her throat closing up. She regarded Dr. McDaniels with dismay, unable to squeeze out a single word.

        “It’s okay,” the doctor soothed. “You’re fine. You’re in a safe place, and I’m with you. Just stand here and take a deep breath and try to relax.”

        Raylene clutched at her throat. All of the old, terrifying sensations washed over her.

        “Can’t breathe,” she choked out.

        “Yes, you can,” Dr. McDaniels insisted. She put a comforting hand on Raylene’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Give it a minute. In and out, just like we practiced. Not too fast, or you’ll hyperventilate.”

        Closing her eyes, Raylene concentrated on taking measured breaths until they started to come naturally. In what was probably less than a minute, though it felt like much longer, she felt calmer. She was able to move forward, back to the house, back to safety.

        
        As shaken as she’d been, she allowed herself a small moment of triumph. She’d been to the mailbox and back! It was such a short distance, but the victory seemed huge.

        But even that walk, as amazing as it had been, had left her miles and miles away from the freedom of having her life back.

         

        Sarah burst through the front door at midafternoon, scaring Raylene half to death.

        “What on earth?” she murmured, when her friend embraced her and danced her around.

        “Lynn called me at the station,” Sarah said gleefully. “She said she saw you at the mailbox!”

        “It wasn’t worthy of an announcement on the midday news,” Raylene said, then grinned. “But it was pretty cool. I only panicked once. Then I did the breathing exercises, and it got better just the way Dr. McDaniels had said it would. I just have to consciously take control of my breathing. I can almost imagine doing it on my own.” She sighed. “But that seems like it could take forever.”

        Sarah was undaunted. “This week the mailbox, next week you’ll be sitting in the studio with me at the station or having breakfast at Wharton’s or going to Sullivan’s with Carter!”

        “I think you’re being overly ambitious. I still haven’t left the yard, Sarah.”

        “But you will. I can feel it. You’re going to put this whole episode behind you.”

        Raylene studied her exuberant expression. “I wish I shared your faith.”

        “Oh, come on. Don’t be a sourpuss. This is huge. Let’s invite everyone over and celebrate.”

        
        “You want to celebrate my walk to the mailbox? That’s pathetic.”

        “No. It’s a triumph. I can hardly wait to see Carter’s face when he finds out.”

        Raylene was shaking her head before the words were out of Sarah’s mouth. “No. No celebration and we’re not saying a word to Carter about this. I can’t get his hopes up.”

        Sarah rolled her eyes. “I have a feeling if you didn’t want to get his hopes up, maybe you shouldn’t have slept with him.”

        Raylene just stared at her. “How on earth do you know about that?”

        “Thin walls and an ex-husband with a big mouth,” Sarah said with a grin. “Walter could hardly wait to tell me.”

        Raylene winced. “He heard us?” She hadn’t thought the walls in the house were that thin, or that she and Carter had been that loud. It was embarrassing.

        “Not really, but he said you were positively glowing at breakfast yesterday morning. He guessed the rest.”

        “I’m going to kill Walter,” Raylene said grimly.

        “Don’t be mad. You know how much he adores you. He only told me because he was so happy for you and knew I would be, too. You’re getting your life back, Raylene! I think it’s fantastic. So will everyone else. Please, let us celebrate this with you.”

        She shook her head. “No,” she said again, “it won’t be much of a life if Paul has his way,” Raylene said realistically, ignoring all the rest. What more was there to say about her night with Carter, anyway?

        “Something tells me that danger is going to pass, too,” Sarah said confidently.

        
        Raylene chuckled at her determined optimism. “You’re very cheery today. Is something going on with you?”

        “Travis and I have set our wedding date,” she admitted. “Finally. I heard from my mom today, and my dad’s gotten an okay from his doctor to make the trip.”

        Raylene hugged her. “That’s wonderful!” she said with genuine enthusiasm. “I’m so glad he’s better. I know how worried you’ve been and how much you’ve wanted him to be here.”

        “As important as that is, it’s just as important that you be able to walk down the aisle as my bridesmaid. And now you can! Talk about perfect timing. When I married Walter, we had such a small ceremony, and none of my friends were there. This time I’m going to be surrounded by everyone I love.”

        Raylene hated to put a damper on her excitement, but she had to. “Sweetie, walking to the mailbox is a far cry from being able to walk down the aisle of a church with you, much as I would love that. You absolutely cannot count on that.”

        “Well, I’m going to,” Sarah insisted stubbornly. “And I don’t care how much pressure it puts on you, I’m telling you here and now that I’m counting on you to be there.”

        “Oh, sweetie, please don’t do that,” Raylene begged.

        “The wedding’s not until November, Thanksgiving weekend, in fact. I figured that would be appropriate because we all have so much to be thankful for this year.”

        Despite the pressure, Raylene couldn’t help being honored that Sarah was so determined that she be a part of her wedding. It was one more reason for her not to allow Paul’s release from prison to cause another setback. She had to push through her fears and continue to make progress.

        
        “Look, I’ve got to run,” Sarah said, still bubbling with excitement. “I’ll have more details on the wedding later, but I wanted you to be the first to know about it, besides Travis, of course. He’s over at the station right now grumbling that if he’d known I was going to insist on him wearing a tuxedo, he wouldn’t have pushed so hard to set the date the minute I heard from my mom. I left him with an entire folder of tuxedo styles I’d ripped out of magazines. I need to get back before he calls the whole thing off.”

        “He’ll never do that,” Raylene said with certainty. “He’s crazy in love with you, and he’s been patient for a very long time.”

        “Yeah, that’s what he says,” Sarah said happily. “Love you. Talk to you later.”

        And then, like a tornado blowing through and leaving everything topsy-turvy, she was gone. And Raylene was left to think about all the ways her life was about to change…if only she were brave enough to step outside these four walls.

         

        As September turned into October, Carter had to admit he was starting to freak a little that Paul Hammond hadn’t made his move. He’d been so sure it would be swift. Instead, maybe Hammond was relishing the torture Raylene must be feeling as the waiting dragged on.

        The work on Raylene’s street had mostly been completed. Tom couldn’t justify having crews out there much longer, so the surveillance would be left to him and their friends, since hiring full-time protection was out of the question.

        Worse, Carter knew that the longer Paul did nothing, the greater the chance that they’d all be lulled into a false sense of complacency. That’s when things could go very, very wrong.

        Tired of being in limbo and desperate to get things back to normal, he opted for taking a drive to Charleston. He had no idea where to start looking for the man. He doubted he’d be anywhere near the hospital where he’d lost his privileges to practice. The house he and Raylene had shared had been sold. A parole officer would probably know where to find him, but he might also try to talk Carter out of seeing him.

        The only other option he could think of was checking with the man’s parents. From what he’d gathered, the scandal had caused the Hammonds huge embarrassment, but they’d defiantly maintained that Raylene was unstable, that she’d imagined everything that had happened. They hadn’t been able to explain away the baby she’d miscarried, so they simply didn’t mention it. In every conversation, according to Carter’s sources and newspaper reports, they proclaimed their son’s innocence and extolled him.

        Carter found them at home in an imposing house in the historic district. When he told Grant Hammond who he was, the older man almost slammed the door on him until he said he was there on official police business. Good breeding and respect for the law had him hesitating then, but his expression was no more welcoming.

        “I need to see your son,” Carter told him. “Is he here?”

        “If you’re on official police business, wouldn’t you know that he’s not living here?” Hammond asked.

        “I didn’t ask if he was living here,” Carter reminded him, thankful he’d left himself the loophole. “I asked if he was here now.”

        
        “No,” his father said flatly. “And I have no idea where he might be, if that was going to be your next question.” He frowned at Carter. “And if you’re here on behalf of that sniveling ex-wife of his, you can tell her that she’d better stay far away from my son and keep her lies to herself. She’s no longer welcome in this town.”

        Carter was impressed by the parental blindness to the son’s flaws. He knew he should let it go, but he couldn’t resist asking, “Do you think your son would have cut a deal and spent one minute behind bars if he’d been innocent?”

        The older man’s bravado crumbled just a bit at the reasonable question. “Just tell her to stay away from us,” he repeated.

        “Tell your son he needs to do the same. Remind him there’s a restraining order that will put him right back in prison if he violates it.”

        Hammond seemed startled by that. “I’m sure he never wants to set eyes on her again,” he said, but he looked as though his confidence had been shaken.

        Carter left then, not knowing if his warning would make things better…or worse.
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        In mid-October, three weeks after Paul’s release from prison, Raylene was slowly starting to feel more secure. The hang-ups had stopped after the first week. There had been absolutely no attempt to make contact, no overt or even subtle threats. Perhaps Paul had learned his lesson, after all, and would stay out of her life. Certainly if he ever expected to reclaim some semblance of a normal life for himself, that’s what he needed to do. Perhaps he’d realized that.

        She’d been feeling so reassured, in fact, that she’d actually walked all the way around the block with Dr. McDaniels the day before without a single second of panic. Though she hardly dared to let herself believe it, she thought the worst of her panic disorder was finally behind her. She’d learned to calm herself at the first sign of panic, which meant the incidence of sweaty palms and hyperventilating lasted barely more than a few seconds before she was able to control them.

        Each step she took outside filled her with a sense of triumph. Working in the garden had once again become solace for her bruised soul. More important, these small victories filled her with hope that she could reclaim at least some semblance of a normal life.

        None of that, however, made her foolhardy. She knew better than to wander anywhere on her own. Despite her most optimistic hopes, she knew her ex-husband was perfectly capable of lying low and then appearing when he was least expected. Carter, in fact, continued to take precautions, though of necessity the daytime crews on the street had moved on. Tom could no longer justify their presence now that the work had been completed. Carter, however, or one of their friends was almost always with her.

        His sisters, however, had been told to steer clear unless they visited with him. Raylene missed Carrie and Mandy terribly, but she insisted that they needed to stay out of harm’s way.

        Since Carter’s instructions to the girls had been quite clear, Raylene was surprised late one afternoon when Mandy came through the kitchen and into the backyard in search of her.

        “I rang the doorbell, but then I guessed you’d be out here,” Mandy said. “I had Carter’s key, so I let myself in. Was that okay?”

        Raylene regarded her with a mixture of delight and dismay. “Coming through the house was fine, but you know you shouldn’t be here, Mandy,” she said. “It’s not safe.”

        “But I really missed you,” Mandy protested. “I haven’t seen you in, like, forever.”

        “There’s a good reason for that,” Raylene reminded her. “I know your brother’s explained about my ex-husband.”

        Mandy looked disappointed. “Please, can’t I stay? Just for a little while? The garden really could use some work. If I clean out the dead annuals, I could plant some pansies or some chrysanthemums next time I come over.”

        “That would be lovely,” Raylene agreed. Against her better judgment, she finally nodded. “Okay, you can stay, but just for an hour. I’ll call your brother and tell him you’re here. Maybe he can swing by.”

        Mandy grimaced. “I was kind of hoping we could talk, just you and me.”

        “I still need to let him know you’re here,” Raylene insisted, dialing his number and filling him in. “I’ve told her she can only stay for an hour.”

        Carter was silent for so long, she didn’t know what to think. “Would you rather I send her home now?”

        “No, I suppose it’s okay,” he said with unmistakable reluctance. “I’ll see if the sheriff can send a deputy over to drive by a few times. Even though we’re stretched thin. I know he’s been trying to keep somebody in the general area most of the day. I’d come myself, but I’m on a call on the west side of the county.”

        “I really do think Paul got the message,” she reassured him. “It’s been ages since I had any of those hang-up calls.”

        “I hope you’re right. Don’t take any chances, though.”

        “It’s not as if I’m going to wander off,” she said wryly. “We’ll be fine. I promise.”

        Carter didn’t seem to be a hundred percent reassured, but he hung up with a promise to check in with her as often as he could.

        “Is it okay?” Mandy asked when she’d hung up.

        “He says you can stay for an hour,” Raylene told her. “Why don’t I go inside and fix us some sweet tea?”

        
        “Sounds great,” Mandy said, already kneeling by the garden and yanking out weeds.

        Raylene left her to it, then stepped into the kitchen and immediately halted in her tracks, heart hammering. Panic, which she’d almost convinced herself was a thing of the past, reached out and grabbed her by the throat.

        “Hello, Raylene,” Paul said quietly.

        There was an all-too-familiar fire in his eyes that had her frantically trying to locate the portable phone. Unfortunately, it was on the counter right beside him. Drawing on some last shred of inner strength, she forced herself to face him without blinking. She even managed to steady her nerves. She had to do everything she could to keep him here, in the house and away from Mandy.

        “What are you doing here?” she asked, proud of herself for keeping her voice even.

        “I thought I owed you a visit so we could catch up,” he said. “I know you had people watching the house, but they’ve been gone for a few days now.”

        She regarded him with alarm. “How do you know that?”

        He looked amused. “I don’t exactly drive around in a car with a big sign on it that says ex-prisoner, you know. I’m capable of riding through a town, even one the size of Serenity, without anyone recognizing me. As long as you don’t hang around or break any laws, no one gets suspicious. A few quick trips past the house spread out over a couple of weeks told me everything I needed to know.”

        “You’ve been coming here despite the restraining order? Do you really want to go back to prison, Paul?”

        
        He shrugged. “It hardly matters. My life is pretty much over, thanks to you.”

        “No,” she argued. “You won an early release. You have a second chance. Go someplace new and start over.”

        “My life was in Charleston.”

        “Oh, please, that’s hardly the only city in the world. Qualified physicians are needed in all of them. Come on, think about it, Paul. You’re too smart to throw everything away like this.”

        “Charleston is where I had status and prestige,” he insisted stubbornly. “At least I did until you deliberately set out to destroy my reputation.”

        “You’re the one who destroyed your reputation,” she corrected. Surprisingly, her voice didn’t quaver. In fact, she felt unexpectedly calm now, despite the very real danger he represented. No matter what, she was going to stand her ground as she’d never dared to before. Somehow over the past two years she’d discovered an inner strength she hadn’t possessed during their marriage.

        And, she thought with the ferocity of a mother, there was Mandy to protect. She couldn’t allow any harm to come to Carter’s sister.

        “Paul, if you leave right now, before anyone else discovers you’re here, you can still have that second chance. I won’t say a word if you go and promise never to come back. You can even have your say before you go, if that will make you feel better. You do need to hurry, though, because despite your impression, there are people watching out for me. If they see a strange car outside, they’ll come in to check. If they find you here, it’s over. You’ll have blown your chance at a new life.”

        “You don’t honestly think I parked out front, do you? My car’s a couple of blocks away on the town square. I strolled over here like I belonged.” His apologetic look was insincere. “Sorry, but I’m not going anywhere. We have unfinished business.”

        “Let’s go into the living room and talk about this,” she suggested, needing to get him out of the kitchen. She didn’t want him to catch a glimpse of Mandy through the window. If only she’d locked the door behind her on the way in. What if Mandy wondered what was taking her so long and decided to come inside looking for her? She had to get Paul into the other room.

        “Here’s good,” he said.

        “No,” she said flatly and shot past him, leaving him to follow.

        In the living room, she stayed on her feet. Paul was right behind her, looking annoyed. “What are you trying to pull?”

        He took an intimidating step toward her, barely banked fury in his eyes. Raylene sucked in a breath and stayed right where she was. If she backed up, it would be an admission of weakness, and she refused to be weak in the face of his anger ever again. Not that she wouldn’t have fled out the front door and into the street screaming her head off if she’d thought she could make it. Unfortunately she hadn’t had enough lead time to pull that off.

        “Stay away from me,” she warned. “I mean it, Paul. I’ll fight you any way I have to.”

        Amazingly, it was true. The fear she’d felt during their marriage had been as much about losing what he represented—status, security, love—as it had been about the physical abuse. Now she understood that all of that had been an illusion, anyway. As for the very real pain, she’d survived that, too.

        
        Right now, she knew if she could keep him talking, she could figure out a plan. Though Carter had expressed the hope that the sheriff would find an available deputy to send by. Raylene knew she couldn’t count on anyone showing up to rescue her. Most important, it was up to her to protect Mandy at any cost.

        Fortunately, thanks to too many years of practice, she knew his likely moves. When he reached for her with a gesture that might have been meant as a caress, but too often turned into a slap, she ducked agilely out of his path. She caught the faint hint of surprise in his eyes.

        She thought about what was on the table behind her…a clay bowl that Tommy had made at a craft store for Sarah’s birthday, a lamp and a stack of magazines. She pictured their placement, tried to envision the bowl or lamp as a weapon. The bowl would be easiest to grab, and it was hefty enough to cause some damage.

        Despite her earlier determination to stand her ground, she took a step back. This time the glint in Paul’s eyes was satisfaction. Obviously he thought he had her on the run, as he had so many times in the past.

        “You need to leave,” she said again. “I’m not going to let you hurt me, Paul. I’ll fight you with every breath I have in me.”

        “You wouldn’t dare,” he said, amused. “You certainly never did before. I have to admit that made it less satisfying for me.”

        Even as he spoke the hateful words, her hand closed around the edge of the bowl. She imagined Tommy’s small handprint pressed into the clay, then painted bright blue, his favorite color.

        Again, Paul tried to grab her, but her quick move to the side had him lurching forward and past her. She landed a solid blow to the side of his head with the clay bowl, and he went down, sinking like a rag doll with the stuffing knocked out. Not waiting to see if he was going to get back on his feet, she ran screaming from the house.

        Just as she emerged, a sheriff’s cruiser skidded around the corner, siren blaring, and Mandy came tearing around the side of the house and threw herself into Raylene’s arms.

        “I heard him,” she said, sobbing against Raylene’s chest. “The window was open and I heard him. I called Carter.”

        Raylene held her tightly. “You did exactly the right thing, sweetie. It’s okay. We’re both okay.”

        When Deputy Callahan approached, Raylene pointed a shaky hand toward the house. She realized she was still holding Tommy’s clay bowl.

        “I hit him. He fell. I don’t know if he’s okay or not,” she said, her words running together.

        Callahan charged into the house, gun drawn, as another deputy arrived and urged Raylene and Mandy toward his cruiser, then followed Callahan inside.

        She and Mandy huddled together in the backseat. Though she was still shaking, Mandy gave her a wavery smile. “No matter how mad Carter is, I’m glad I was here.”

        “I’m glad you were, too, and that you had the presence of mind to call your brother.”

        By the time the two deputies emerged with a dazed-looking Paul in handcuffs, Carter pulled to a stop in front of the house, his complexion pale. He barely spared a glance for Paul. Instead, his gaze was riveted on his sister and Raylene.

        
        “You’re okay?” he asked in a voice that shook. “Both of you?”

        Raylene nodded, suddenly unable to speak. Though she’d emerged from the cruiser at the first sight of Carter, the panic and shock caught up with her. She trembled violently. Mandy held her steady.

        “I swear to God I lost ten years off my life when Mandy called,” he said, gathering them close. “I hope I never have to go through anything like that again.”

        “Believe me, I hope so, too,” Raylene said fervently, then met his gaze. “Is it really over? For good this time?”

        “We’ll do everything we can to make sure he’s in prison a lot longer this time.”

        Raylene released a long pent-up sigh. Maybe between the certainty that Paul would be facing a longer prison term and the courage she’d found to face him down, she really could get on with her life now.

         

        Carter had never been so terrified in his life as he had been when Mandy called, crying almost hysterically, to say she thought Paul Hammond was in the house with Raylene. He’d made the call to Dispatch, then taken off in that direction himself. He’d made the drive at a breakneck speed that even with his experience behind the wheel had seemed insane on the winding rural roads.

        “What’s this?” he asked, removing the object Raylene was clutching in a death grip.

        “Tommy made it,” she whispered. “It’s okay, isn’t it? Sarah will kill me if I broke it on Paul’s hard head.”

        “I think Sarah would gladly make the sacrifice if it meant you were safe,” he said, smiling as he examined the lopsided little bowl that only a mother could appreciate. “But it’s okay. Not a scratch on it.”

        Leading Raylene and his sister inside, he asked, “Any idea how Paul got inside?”

        “That might have been my fault,” Mandy said, looking miserable. “I tried the front door when I got here, then I used your key. I might not have locked the door behind me.” She lifted her gaze to Raylene. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.”

        Carter opened his mouth to yell at her, but Raylene’s touch on his hand kept him silent.

        “Does it really matter how he got in?” she said gently. “The point is that he’s under arrest and gone now.”

        “I suppose,” he conceded, still wishing he could rant and rave at somebody for allowing this to happen after all their careful plans. He supposed his little sister wasn’t the best target for his own frustration over not being able to protect Raylene. He vowed that once he had the Serenity police force up and running, he’d do a better job at keeping local residents safe. He’d fight for the resources he’d need, even under extraordinary circumstances such as this.

        He gave Mandy’s hand a squeeze, then grinned at Raylene. “I think we’re due for a celebration, don’t you? Why don’t we call Carrie and the Sweet Magnolias and get everyone over here.”

        “Sure,” Raylene said eagerly, but then the light in her eyes dimmed just a bit. “Carter, today is a huge milestone, but it doesn’t mean I’ll be miraculously cured.”

        “I’m not counting on a miracle. I’m putting my faith in you.”

        “Oh, Carter,” she whispered. “Please don’t do that. Not yet.”

        He refused to be daunted. He knew she was just trying to be realistic, but he wasn’t giving up on their future so easily. He knew, even if she didn’t, that they had one no matter how long her recovery took.

        “I’m not going to argue about this now,” he said. “We have too much to be grateful for. You make those calls, and I’ll go by Sullivan’s and see what kind of party food Dana Sue can throw together in a hurry.”

        “We could just have hot dogs and burgers,” Raylene said.

        “Nope, this is a special occasion. Besides, you know Dana Sue will be offended if she’s not asked to bring the food. Do you have all the ingredients for margaritas? Helen’s going to want to know that.”

        “We always have those on hand,” Raylene told him. “We just don’t make them for the men. Margarita nights are for the Sweet Magnolias only.”

        Carter shook his head at the traditions of these loyal friends. “Fine. I’ll pick up beer and wine.”

        He leaned down and kissed her, lingering long enough to stir up plenty of heat. “Love you,” he said, then took off to clock out and put the party plan in motion.

        Only when he was sitting in the front seat of his cruiser on his way back to the sheriff’s office did he realize what he’d said. Love you had come out of his mouth without thought, but he realized it was true. Somewhere along the way he’d fallen in love with Raylene, the kind of love that had kept his parents together through tough times and good, the kind that would get them through, as well.

        Now he just had to figure out some way to convince Raylene she had the strength to love him back.

         

        When Raylene emerged from the house and stepped into the backyard without a moment’s hesitation, an impromptu cheer went up. She stood where she was, a tray of food in her arms, and what had to be a silly grin spreading across her face. She found Carter in the crowd and saw the hope in his eyes. It would have dazzled her if she hadn’t been so scared of letting him down.

        She hadn’t missed those casually spoken words as he’d been dashing out of the house earlier. He’d kissed her, then said he loved her. Oh, he could have blown it off as something any friend might say to another one at the end of a visit or a call, but she knew better. He’d meant it. She just wasn’t sure she was ready to face the implications.

        And until she was, she needed to keep a safe distance between them.

        It turned out that was easier said than done on a night when it seemed everyone was conspiring to throw the two of them together. There was undeniable magic in the night air, along with the sweet scent of honeysuckle.

        It was nearly midnight when everyone began drifting off. Even Carrie and Mandy rode off on their bikes, leaving Raylene alone with Carter.

        “Don’t you need to spend some time at home with the girls? You’ve been neglecting them lately, and I know Carrie still needs you,” she said, sidestepping him when he reached out to pull her down beside him. She picked up the last of the plates from the party and carried them inside. With an audible sigh over her evasiveness, he followed.

        “You’re trying to avoid me,” he accused gently, standing directly in her path. “Why is that?”

        “I told you earlier. We don’t know yet what any of this means. I don’t want you getting your hopes up or starting to make any kind of plans.”

        
        “I know you might still have a rough road ahead, but just think about what you accomplished today. You faced down your abusive ex-husband. That took amazing bravery.”

        “Knowing Mandy was outside and that I had to protect her gave me the strength I needed to do that.”

        “Well, I say that makes you remarkable.”

        “Carter, it doesn’t mean there won’t be more bad days ahead.”

        “Can’t you just enjoy the moment?” he asked, regarding her with bewilderment.

        “It’s not the moment that worries me,” she said. “It’s that look you keep getting in your eyes, as if everything’s suddenly all right.” She met his gaze. “Plus, you said you loved me,” she added, making it sound like an accusation.

        He seemed amused. “Shame on me,” he said. “What an awful thing to say!”

        “I’m trying to make a point here,” she said testily. “You only said it after you thought I was well—and that the agoraphobia was somehow magically behind me now that Paul’s been dealt with.”

        He frowned at that. “And you think that means…” He hesitated, looking puzzled. “What do you think it means?”

        “You never said the words before, when you thought I was a wreck. It felt like you were holding back, giving yourself an out in case things never improved.”

        “That’s ridiculous! First of all, I never thought you were a wreck,” he said fiercely, holding her gaze until she finally gave a nod of acknowledgment. “And second, it wasn’t until this afternoon that I realized how deep my feelings for you run. I should have said it differently. I should have made some big production out of it, I guess. But it came out, because in that moment, I knew it was how I felt. Period. Don’t make some big deal out of the fact that today was the first time I’d said it.”

        “Love is a big deal, Carter. I’m not sure I’m ready for that, especially if it’s contingent on me being back to normal.”

        She’d known for a while now that what she felt for him was powerful. She’d even labeled it love. Acting on it, however, facing all of the implications for their future, she wasn’t prepared to go there, not when her life might no longer be on hold. If she once again had a future filled with possibilities, she wanted to explore all of them.

        “Then you don’t love me?” he asked.

        When she hesitated, he might have looked hurt, but instead, he merely nodded. “That’s okay. I think you do, but if you’re not ready to say the words, I’ll wait.”

        Was that what she’d wanted to hear, that he would sit on the sidelines patiently waiting until she got her feet back under her and knew who she could be again?

        “That’s not going to work,” she told him, struggling with real regret. “You have a family to think about. Concentrate on them. See that Carrie gets well. Don’t put one second of your life on hold for me. If I’ve learned one thing and nothing else over the past couple of years, it’s that life is too precious to waste a minute of it. Out of fear, I’ve wasted far too much.”

        “And yet you’re still willing to waste more,” he said. “You’re throwing away what I know we could have.”

        “I’m not throwing it away,” she argued. “I’m just not ready for it now, and I can’t ask you to wait.”

        “So, what? Me telling you I love you, being here for you, is going to put some kind of pressure on you?”

        
        “Yes,” she said, near tears. The selfish part of her wanted to seize what he was offering, but the unselfish side knew it was only fair to let him go.

        Seeing the dismay in his eyes, she tried to explain. “It’s been so long since I’ve even thought I could have a life again. I need time, Carter, time to figure out all the possibilities that might be out there for me. And you need to think about whether you’ll feel the same way about me if it turns out that I’m not recovered after all.”

        He looked deeply into her eyes. His were filled with hurt and confusion, but he gave her a curt nod, accepting the finality of her decision. “You want time, Raylene, you’ve got it,” he said.

        Then, his back stiff with pride, he turned and walked away.

         

        Carter wasn’t entirely surprised when his sisters cornered him a few days after the party and demanded to know why they weren’t spending time with Raylene or, more specifically, why he wasn’t, now that the danger of her ex-husband showing up was past.

        “You never go over there anymore,” Carrie complained. “You just sit around here and watch me eat. Even though Dr. McDaniels has told you herself that I’m doing everything I’m supposed to do, you act like you don’t trust me.”

        “I do trust you,” he said. Mostly, anyway. He could tell she’d put on a few pounds, and meals were certainly less stressful. Not only had she started baking again, she’d even fixed a few dinners and eaten her share. That didn’t mean his worry had evaporated.

        “Then prove it,” Carrie challenged. “Have dinner with Raylene. Take her someplace special.”

        
        He shook his head. “I’m giving her space. It’s what she wanted. She’s probably right. It’s for the best.”

        “I don’t believe you,” Carrie declared. “And it’s not best for us. She actually gets us. We like her. Now we can’t go over there, either, if the two of you are fighting. We’d feel disloyal to you.”

        “We’re not fighting,” he said wearily. We just aren’t speaking.

        Carrie gave him a piercing look. “Was she just some project for you, so you could feel like a big hero or something?”

        He regarded her with shock. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

        “Well, what are we supposed to think?” Mandy chimed in. “You’re moping around here like you’ve lost your best friend. It’s depressing.”

        “Well, this is the way it is,” Carter told them. “Deal with it.”

        Unfortunately, judging from the defiant expressions on their faces as they stomped out of the house, they weren’t going to deal with it quite the way he’d envisioned.

         

        Raylene opened the front door to find Carrie and Mandy on the doorstep. Her mood brightened at the sight of them.

        “Come in,” she said eagerly. “What brings you by?”

        “We want you to stop fighting with Carter,” Carrie said at once in her familiar, blunt way. “He’s miserable, and if you don’t mind me saying so, you don’t look so hot either.”

        Raylene bought herself some time by going into the kitchen and pouring the girls glasses of lemonade and bringing out the oatmeal-raisin cookies she’d baked that morning. To her relief, Carrie grabbed one as eagerly as Mandy did.

        “Well, aren’t you going to say something?” Mandy finally challenged, even as she devoured her second cookie.

        “I don’t know what to say,” Raylene admitted. “Things between your brother and me are very complicated.”

        “It seems pretty simple to me,” Carrie said. “He loves you. You love him. You work it out. At least that’s how I thought it was supposed to work. You can’t solve anything if you’re not even talking.”

        Raylene tried to make them understand. “Look, you know about this panic thing, right? We’ve talked about it before. It hasn’t just vanished overnight.”

        “But I thought you were better,” Carrie said, her eyes filled with concern. “Aren’t you?”

        “Actually, I’ve made some improvement,” Raylene admitted. “Quite a bit, in fact. But there will be setbacks. And once I do get completely well, I have to figure out what I want. There will be options I never even considered a few weeks or months ago.”

        “Why can’t Carter be one of those options?” Mandy asked, then added earnestly, “He’s a really good guy. You won’t do any better.”

        “Carter’s an amazing man,” Raylene agreed. “He needs to move on with someone who’s ready for a relationship.”

        “Come on,” Carrie protested. “He can’t just move on and pick somebody else like he’s choosing a cantaloupe. That’s not how it works. He’s in love with you.”

        Raylene regarded her with envy. It must be wonderful to be on the threshold of becoming a young adult, when anything seemed possible and love conquered everything. “Sometimes love’s just not enough.”

        
        Carrie groaned and exchanged an exasperated look with her sister. “I should have known,” she muttered. “Grown-ups are idiots.” She turned to Mandy. “Come on. Let’s go home and fix this.”

        Raylene stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Sweetie, I really appreciate that you want to make things right between us, but it’s not up to you.”

        “Well, somebody has to fix it, and it’s obviously not going to be the two adults involved,” Carrie retorted with disgust.

        And then she and Mandy were gone, though not before Mandy had grabbed a fistful of cookies to tide her over on the walk home. As they walked down the sidewalk, she handed one to Carrie, who accepted it without comment and took a bite.

        Raylene smiled at the sight, though she felt oddly wistful. A part of her had hoped to have a place in their lives. Carter had even offered her that. Was she the idiot Carrie had called her for saying no? Or did she owe it to Carter, and mostly to herself, to make sure there wasn’t something else she wanted more, a life she couldn’t possibly have envisioned just a few short weeks ago?
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        Walter had grown up as his parents’ golden boy. Right up until he’d finally developed a spine, moved away from home and settled in Serenity, he’d done exactly what was expected—except, of course, when he’d married Sarah.

        Even then, however, he’d let his folks influence him and get in the middle of his marriage until the divorce had been inevitable. There were days when he could still hear their voices in his head, complaining about this or scolding him about that.

        From the day he’d met Rory Sue, he’d tried to imagine his parents’ reaction to her unpredictability and untamed exuberance. Tonight, though, as he looked at her sprawled across his bed, her hair like silk on the pillow, her cheeks flushed, a smile on her lips, he realized that his opinion was the only one that mattered. He knew exactly what he wanted, had known it for a while now, but caution had kept him silent.

        “Marry me,” he blurted before he could analyze it to death.

        Rory Sue shot up, dragging a sheet with her, and stared at him. “Excuse me?”

        
        He grinned at her stunned expression. “I asked you to marry me,” he repeated quietly. “I love you, Rory Sue. I’ve made plenty of mistakes in my life, but I know you’re not one of them. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

        Instead of flinging herself into his arms as he’d half expected, she studied him warily. “Why now?”

        “Why not now?”

        “Maybe you’re just feeling left out because Sarah and Travis have set their wedding date for next month and Raylene’s getting her life under control and doesn’t need you to look out for her anymore.”

        “Believe me, this has nothing to do with my ex-wife or my friend,” he insisted. “I just realized that you and I balance each other perfectly. When I get stuffy and traditional, you yank me right out of that and get me to do something I never dreamed I’d do. I think maybe you need me for the flip side of that. I’ll keep you from doing something so crazy you’ll wind up in a hospital or in jail.”

        “Like when you talked me out of going bungee-jumping?” she asked, a twinkle in her eyes.

        “That’s one example,” he said. “And when you talked me into going skinny-dipping in your parents’ pool while they were home.” That had been at the same time the most terrifying and the most liberating risk he’d ever taken.

        She laughed. “I told you they’d never catch us, but you should have seen your face when that light in the house came on. It was priceless.”

        “I thought for sure Sonny was going to be out there with a shotgun two minutes later,” he admitted.

        Rory Sue knelt beside him. “You have to admit, it was pretty exhilarating.”

        
        “That’s one word for it.” He looked into her eyes. “I want a lifetime of that, Rory Sue. I want us to do the unexpected for the rest of our days.”

        “What about all the normal stuff, like having kids?” she asked. “I don’t think I’m anywhere near ready for that. You understand that, right?”

        Walter swallowed his disappointment. He’d known for a while now that Rory Sue would probably never be tamed to the point of being a traditional wife and mother. “As much as I would love to have a baby with you, I have Tommy and Libby. It may take me a whole lifetime just to figure out how to be a good dad to the two of them. If those are the only children I have, it’s okay. You’ll be an amazing stepmother.”

        She studied him worriedly. “Are you sure you can live with us not having kids of our own?”

        “Very sure,” he said solemnly. He waited a minute, then asked, “So, what do you think? Want to get married? We could do it skydiving over the Grand Canyon if you want.”

        She blinked at the suggestion, then started laughing. “You surprise me, Walter Price! If I thought you were serious about that, I’d book us flights to Vegas tomorrow.”

        He reached into a bedside table and pulled out two plane tickets he’d booked the week before. “Already done.”

        She looked at the two tickets, then at the confirmation for the skydiving excursion. “Well, I’ll be darned.”

        “So, what’s it going to be, Rory Sue?”

        Laughing, she threw her arms around his neck. “What time do we leave?”

         

        Hands on her hips, Carrie stood in front of Carter, eyeing him with disgust. “Please tell me you are not going to spend the rest of your life sitting around here drinking beer and pouting. It’s been ages since you’ve done anything besides work and hang out with us. Mandy and I are sick of it.”

        Carter scowled at her. “I am not pouting. Two-year-olds pout.”

        “Well, it looks that way to me, and believe me, I know pouting when I see it. I am the queen of pouting.”

        He grinned despite his sour mood. “I certainly can’t deny that.”

        “So, get a grip and fight for Raylene,” she said, her expression serious. “If you sit back and let her spend who knows how long trying to decide what she wants, she might figure out it isn’t you.”

        “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he replied sourly.

        Carrie made a face. “Don’t mock me. You need to be in her face while she’s deciding, so you’re one of the options. If you play this right, I still think you can be at the top of the list.”

        “I think you spent too much time last summer watching soap operas or some of those hot new teen shows,” he accused. “This is real life. It gets complicated.”

        “And you don’t think soaps are complicated?” she asked incredulously. “I could fill you in on some plots that would make your head spin. The point is, you want Raylene. She loves you. Sure, she has options now, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be the one she chooses. How’s she supposed to figure that out if you’re over here sulking?”

        “What do you suggest?” he asked, more out of curiosity than from any intention of following her advice. She’d barely turned sixteen, for goodness’ sakes. How wise could she be?

        
        “I’m glad you asked,” she said, whipping a piece of paper out of her pocket and handing it to him. “Here are a few ideas for starters. Mandy and I agree they all sound pretty romantic, but what do we know? We’re kids. We would have asked Raylene for her ideas, but that might have given away the plan.”

        “The plan?” he repeated, staring at the list of twelve surefire ways to get Raylene’s attention. That’s what it actually said in capital letters: “TWELVE SUREFIRE WAYS TO GET RAYLENE’S ATTENTION.” Clearly they’d given the matter a lot of thought and were pretty confident about their scheme.

        He scanned the list. Some of it was fairly predictable—sending flowers, taking over her favorite foods as a surprise. Even sending a hundred balloons that said, I Love You, though over the top, was something any man on a mission might try.

        It was the twelfth suggestion on the list that caught his attention: “Work in her garden. Don’t wear a shirt.” He laughed as he read it.

        “You honestly think me parading around half-naked is going to do the trick?” he asked.

        “You have a halfway-decent body,” Carrie said. “All my friends say so.”

        “It’s late October. Haven’t you noticed it’s starting to get chilly around here?”

        She shrugged that off. “There’s a warm spell predicted for this weekend, but even if it’s freezing, you should do it to prove how serious you are about getting her attention.”

        “You don’t care if I wind up with pneumonia?”

        “Not so much,” she said cavalierly.

        Carter shrugged. He supposed it was worth a shot, though he wasn’t convinced that the sight of him showing off his abs was going to override all of Raylene’s doubts about the future.

        Still, Carrie and Mandy’s list got him thinking. If a piece of paper with a few clearly stated objectives could make him view things in a different light, perhaps something similar would work with Raylene.

        “I need paper and a pen,” he told his sisters.

        Carrie’s eyes brightened. “You’re going to write her a love letter,” she said eagerly. “Great idea. We should have thought of that one.”

        “Not exactly,” Carter responded, accepting the pen and stationery that Mandy had hurriedly provided. He winced at the pink paper, but what the heck? Maybe Raylene was partial to pink.

        And if he got the words right, the color of the paper would hardly matter.

         

        Raylene sat at the kitchen table, despondently sipping a glass of lemonade. It was the first pitcher she’d made in a while, but the unexpected arrival of springlike weather in late October had put her in the mood for it. She pursed her lips when she realized she’d forgotten to add sugar. She’d been doing that a lot recently, getting lost in thought and forgetting things. She couldn’t seem to focus, not since she’d sent Carter away and then told his sisters that it was over.

        She’d been half expecting them to somehow intervene and stir things up, but as the days passed, they hadn’t returned, and there’d been no sign of Carter. Obviously, he’d taken her at her word and was going to stay away. What had she expected, that he’d fight for her?

        Oddly, now that she was actually able to leave the house every day, at least for a brief walk into town and long enough to do a little paperwork for Travis at the radio station, she realized there was no place she really wanted to be, except with Carter and the girls. All of those big plans she’d hinted to him that she wanted to make for her future seemed unimportant compared to what she’d already found with him.

        A full-time job? Maybe even a real career? Sure, it would be nice if she could define herself as something other than an agoraphobic at long last. Volunteer work of some kind? There was nothing to stop her from doing that, even if she were married and working. Travel? Well, what fun would it be to see the country or the world without someone to share the trip?

        But even though she was reaching those conclusions on her own—okay, with plenty of helpful prodding from Annie and Sarah—she couldn’t bring herself to pick up the phone and call Carter to tell him she’d made a mistake. She’d given him the freedom to move on. Now she had to let him do just that. If the path ultimately led back to her…well, she’d be waiting.

        Carrie’s declaration calling her an idiot rang in her head. She probably was. In facing down Paul, she’d discovered that she was a fighter, after all. So why wasn’t she fighting for this, for the future she knew she wanted? What was stopping her? Fear? Hadn’t she had more than enough of letting fear rule her life?

        Somehow she had to find the courage—and a plan—for going after what she really wanted.

         

        When Raylene looked outside the next afternoon, to her astonishment she saw Carter working in her garden. Most of the flowers had died back and weeds had taken over since that fateful day when Paul had turned up. She hadn’t gotten around to buying any of the fall plants she’d intended to put in. What was left looked sadly neglected.

        On this unseasonably warm day, Carter was shirtless and wearing a pair of jeans that fit like a glove. He made her mouth go dry. Then, again, he inspired that reaction pretty much whatever he wore.

        She opened the door carefully, but it brought his head snapping around. His gaze met hers and held.

        “I’m surprised to see you here,” she said.

        He gave her a sheepish grin. “It’s been brought to my attention that I’ve been behaving like an idiot.”

        She laughed at that. “Mine, too. Your sisters, Annie, Sarah—all of them have expressed that at one time or another.”

        He chuckled, but then his expression sobered. “One of the things they all have in common is that they’re smart. I have been acting like an idiot. I’m in love with you and I walked away from that just because you told me to. That’s exactly when I should have stuck around to fight.”

        “So you came over here to fight for me?” she asked, her heart in her throat.

        “I did,” he said, pulling a pink envelope out of his back pocket. The incongruous sight made her smile. “It’s all in here. Read it.”

        He crossed the yard and handed it to her.

        Raylene took the thin envelope and sat down. When she pulled out the single sheet of paper, she saw that it was a list of all the things she’d ever mentioned wanting to do if she got her life back. Beside each one was a promise.

        “Whatever job you decide you want, I will support you in that a hundred percent. No matter how time-consuming it is, I’ll never complain, as long as you come home to me at the end of the day.”

        She lifted her gaze to see that he was watching her intently. “Good start,” she said softly, fighting tears.

        “Keep reading.”

        “If you want to volunteer or help out in the community, I’ll be by your side,” he’d written. “We’ll both give something back in return for all the blessings in our lives.”

        She swallowed hard as the words in front of her swam on the page. She tried to keep reading through her tears.

        “Wherever you want to travel, I’ll do everything I can to make sure the trip is memorable. We’ll fill a hundred albums with all our memories so we can look at them again when we’re too old to roam.”

        Now Raylene’s tears were flowing freely as she came to the next item on his list.

        “We’ll have the family you wanted, starting with Carrie and Mandy and adding all the kids you dreamed of, raising them together with love, through good times and bad, from colic to acne and angst.” She smiled at that.

        “And last,” he’d written, “we’ll grow old together and spend our evenings sitting outside with the scent of honeysuckle in the air, holding hands and remembering the wonderful life we built together.”

        When she looked up, her eyes shimmering with tears, he met her gaze, then held it. She couldn’t have looked away even had she wanted to.

        “Make that dream with me,” he said quietly. “Please don’t go off on your own, Raylene. Let’s do it together. Marry me.”

        Raylene’s heart swelled at the sincerity she heard in his voice and the words he’d written on that ridiculously feminine stationery. It was all there, her hopes and dreams, the role he wanted to play in the rest of her life. All she had to do was take a few steps away from the house that had been her haven for so long and walk into his arms.

        She’d conquered her fears weeks ago, all except this one, reaching for the dream that mattered the most. Now, once more, her heart was in her throat as she stepped off the patio and onto the grass. She walked slowly until she was right in front of him, close enough to feel his heat, near enough to reach up and touch his amazing face.

        “I love you,” she whispered as she placed her hands on his warm, sun-kissed shoulders. She waited for the faint flicker of fear at the risk of embracing an untested future, but all she felt was yearning and need.

        And then she was in his arms…where she felt safer than she ever had in her life.
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        Honeysuckle twined through the specially built arbor in the backyard, the flower’s sweet scent filling the air on a clear summer evening. There was even a sprig of the vine in Raylene’s bouquet to remind her of the day she’d first realized how thoughtful Carter could be.

        She stood just inside the back door and thought about everything that had happened in the past year—Paul going back to prison, her slow but steady conquest of her fears, becoming a godmother to Meg, then standing up as one of Sarah’s bridesmaids when Sarah and Travis had married in the fall in a ceremony that had been everything Sarah had dreamed of and deserved.

        Now it was Raylene’s own turn, a day she’d never thought would come just one brief year ago. She was marrying Carter, and they were going to Bermuda for their honeymoon, her first trip out of the country, just one more step on her path to a perfectly normal life.

        “You look amazing,” Annie said, straightening the short train on Raylene’s simple white dress. “You were made to wear that dress.”

        Raylene shook her head. “I don’t need designer clothes anymore, or fancy china and silver, or expensive champagne with dinner. I discovered too late how little those things mean. I’m happier than I’ve ever been with the off-the-rack clothes from my little shop on Main Street, the plain white dishes I found at Crate & Barrel and a pitcher of sweet tea at the end of the day.”

        “Face it, if you’re anything like I am with Travis, you’re so besotted with Carter, you don’t even notice what you’re wearing or eating,” Sarah said, radiating contentment. Or maybe the glow came from the secret she’d shared just a few days earlier. She and Travis were expecting their first child.

        Sighing with satisfaction at how well things had turned out for all of them, Raylene glanced outside and caught a glimpse of her husband-to-be.

        “I am definitely besotted,” she admitted.

        Sarah followed her gaze outside, then laughed. “Thanks for letting Libby be a flower girl, but I hope you weren’t counting on her sticking with the program.”

        Raylene spotted Libby already tossing rose petals in every direction. When Travis tried to take the basket from her, her face scrunched up. She looked about two seconds from throwing a tantrum. “Maybe it’s a sign we should get this show on the road,” Raylene said. “What are we waiting for? Where’s Walter?”

        “Here he comes, right on cue,” Sarah said. “I still can’t believe you asked my ex-husband to give you away.”

        “He might have been a lousy husband, but he’s been a good friend,” Raylene told her. “With my dad gone and my mother still sulking because I gave up what she considered to be the ideal life, who else was there?”

        “We could have done it,” Annie said.

        “You’re my matrons of honor,” Raylene said. “From the time we were little girls, that was always the plan. Maybe that’s why my first marriage was such a disaster, because the two of you weren’t there for the wedding.”

        “I could say the same about mine,” Sarah said, her starry-eyed gaze seeking out Travis, who’d hoisted Libby into his arms as a consolation for not letting her toss any more rose petals before the wedding. “With you all as my witnesses last fall, along with all the Sweet Magnolias, I know this marriage will be a keeper.”

        Raylene grinned. “You don’t think your faith in that has just a little bit to do with the man you married?”

        Sarah blushed. “Well, sure, Travis does get some of the credit for making me happier than I’ve ever been.” She waved off the conversation and focused her attention on Raylene. “Enough about me. This is your day. And just like me, you not only have us, but all the Sweet Magnolias here to give it their blessing. That’s some powerful mojo going on.”

        Raylene blinked. “Mojo?”

        “Luck, magic, whatever you want to call it,” Sarah said. “It’s all on your side today.” She gestured around the yard. “Take a look. Have you ever known a more loyal group of friends?”

        Raylene turned misty-eyed. “The Sweet Magnolias are pretty incomparable.”

        Maddie, Helen, Dana Sue and Jeanette were all turned in their seats, watching the house, waiting for the start of yet another ceremony that would launch one of their own on a path to a lifetime of happiness.

        “They look restless to me,” Annie proclaimed, just as Carrie and Mandy burst into the house, their expressions anxious.

        
        “What’s taking so long?” Mandy asked, looking lovely and way too grown-up in her junior-bridesmaid dress.

        “You’re not getting cold feet, are you?” Carrie asked, worry puckering her brow. She tugged at the top of her strapless dress. “If this falls down in the middle of the ceremony, I will have to move to another state.”

        Raylene grinned. “It’s not going to fall down. You look beautiful. You both do. I couldn’t be happier that I’m going to be part of your family.”

        “Then stop dillydallying,” Annie said. “Let’s get you married. I’m not sure how long Tom can keep Carter calm. He’s starting to look as if he’s about to come in here and drag you out.”

        “I’m ready,” Raylene said, filled with a kind of confidence and serenity she’d never expected to feel again.

        Walter held the door for Sarah, Annie, Mandy and Carrie, then turned to her.

        “You look beautiful,” he said. “Carter’s a lucky man.”

        “Rory Sue lucked out, too,” she told him. “I still can’t believe you said your vows in midair. Every time I think about it, I get chills down my spine.”

        “Me, too,” he admitted. “I’m still shocked I didn’t black out.” He grinned at her. “Thank you for keeping your wedding on the ground.”

        “That’s just who we are,” she said, her gaze going to each of the Sweet Magnolias before settling on Carter. “Two normal, everyday people surrounded by friends and with a whole wonderful lifetime of magic ahead.”

      

    

  
    
      
      
        
          QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
        

      

      
        

        

        
          	Raylene has been severely traumatized by domestic violence and willingly admits that she waited too long to leave her husband. Have you ever known anyone in an abusive situation? How did she, or he, handle it? If it was a friend or family member, did you encourage that person to seek help or offer a safe haven? Were you too quick to judge her or him for not getting out, or did you understand how difficult that might be?

          	What resources are available in your community for victims of domestic violence?

          	What did you think of the refusal by Raylene’s mother to acknowledge the abuse? Have you known family members who turned a blind eye to domestic violence? What were their reasons?

          	Raylene’s reaction to what she experienced was to hide from the world now that she’d found a safe haven in Sarah’s home. Have you ever known anyone who simply hunkers down and hides from the world after any kind of bad news or a trauma? Did it reach the level of agoraphobia, a diagnosed and paralyzing fear of leaving the house?

          	Though Sarah and Annie both encourage Raylene to seek help, neither of them insist on it. Do you think they’re being supportive, or are they enabling what has become self-destructive behavior?

          	When Carter meets Raylene under less-than-ideal circumstances, he is quick to judge her. As he learns her story, he realizes that things are not always as they seem. Have you ever made a judgment of someone’s actions that you’ve come to regret? What were the circumstances?

          	As a police officer, Carter is trained to want to help people. How do you think this tendency plays into his attraction to Raylene? Have you ever known anyone with a knight-in-shining-armor complex who seeks out damsels in distress?

          	Carrie’s eating disorder is, in part, a reaction to the deaths of her parents. Have you ever suffered a great personal loss? How did you handle it? Did food play a role, either as a solace—by eating too much—or did you not eat at all? Was this temporary, or did it become a dangerous pattern?

          	When Raylene throws Walter and Rory Sue together, she’s well aware that he’s a traditional kind of guy and Rory Sue’s a flirtatious rebel. It’s an immediate case of opposites attracting. Do you think opposite personalities do well together? Or does the attraction burn out? What have your own experiences been like?

          	Throughout this book and the entire SWEET MAGNOLIAS series, friendships have been at the core of the stories. Do you have strong ties to your friends? Are they people you’ve known since childhood? Since college? From the time you settled in the community? Where you now live, or where your children started school? How did the bonds form? Have they ever been tested? How did that turn out?
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