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Dear Readers,
Welcome to the Special Forces: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!
If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.
This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.
I’m proud and excited that so many authors have loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!
READ ON!
Xoxo
Susan Stoker





ABOUT THIS BOOK
Come Hell or high water, he'll protect them all.
PATCH
Reinvention.
That's what I'm doing. After losing so much, it's time to rebuild and not look back to the life that tried to destroy me. Moving to Kentucky and building a home for rehabilitating prisoners after incarceration keeps me motivated and gives me purpose. But when I meet a courageous and strong woman on the run, I know that she needs more than just my help. And believe me, I'm going to give her the world.
PENNY
Reinvention.
I can't live in fear and pain any longer. With an abusive ex-husband on my trail, I have to get away and start over. Rebuilding my life hundreds of miles away in Kentucky seems like the only answer to my prayers. I certainly didn't know what I was wishing for. Meeting the rugged, determined, and handsome Patch makes me want so much more for my future. But when my past resurfaces and my life is on the line, it's only Patch and his team of unlikely allies that I can truly count on. He's my confidante, but is he desperate enough to save me once and for all?
Welcome to Iron Oak Farms and the home of the Appalachian STAR search and rescue team in the mountains of Mallie, Kentucky. It’s a place for new beginnings and second chances at life and love, with rugged, troubled men, characters you know and love from the Bluegrass Dynasty series and Susan Stoker’s Eagle Point Search and Rescue series, and plenty of steam.



  





AUTHOR’S NOTE
The map of Mallie, Kentucky, is not an accurate depiction of the area, although Mallie does indeed exist. It is roughly 24 miles from Hazard, Kentucky; 13 miles from Hindman, Kentucky; and 20 miles from Whitesburg, Kentucky. It’s also approximately 81 miles from Fallport, Virginia, the home of Susan Stoker’s Eagle Point Search and Rescue.





PROLOGUE
  
PATCH
THE COFFEE IS strong and black, just like I like it. I’ve never seen any of the guys add anything to theirs either, ever. Danish in hand, I watch the news for about five minutes. By the time I finish, everybody else is already in the shop. Well, everybody except Hollywood. He’s holed up back in the office, doing something. Last time I looked, he was paying bills.
Looks like it’s going to be a sunny day at Iron Oak Farms, or as sunny as it gets in the shadow of the mountains. There are drawbacks to living in a hollow or, as the folks around here call it, the holler. But the guys all agree with me. There’s something about these mountains all around us that makes us feel like we’re protected. I drove an order to Owensboro not long ago, and I was surprised at how exposed and vulnerable I felt. Too flat. No mountains. I’ve gotten used to their shelter.
“Well, look who finally decided to join us!” Bulldog calls out, and a couple of the other guys laugh.
“What can I say? I’m the boss!” I announce, which makes them laugh harder. Who am I kidding? I’m no boss. I can barely manage myself, much less all of them.
I hear a voice yell from the back somewhere, “Hey, you about done with that thirty-inch?”
“Yeah. Almost finished. Gotta double tack some of these seams,” another voice answers from above. Paddy works with the big Juki industrial sewing machine up in the loft, making sheaths and cases for the blades we forge. Based on the question, I’d say Ghost has a long sword about ready to go.
“Good. They’re going to be looking for it on Friday, so I’ve got to get it sent off.” The blade Ghost is working on is a commission piece from a man who is heavily into cosplay, and that sword is something the guy has wanted for a while. Getting it to him is important, especially since he paid well over three thousand dollars for it.
We work along all morning. I’ve got a series of seven blades to make, all skenes, all ceremonial for a wedding. Five are alike. The sixth will have a Celtic knot engraved at the top of its blade on both sides and level with the heel. The seventh will be a beautiful piece of work with a woven leather handle for the groom. After the blades are finished, I’ll pass them to Reboot to create the scales, and he’ll pass them back for me to put the rivets in that hold the scales, or wooden handles, on either side of the tang. Then the special one will be passed on to Priest, who’ll do the braiding and wrap the handle. He knows how to forge too, but we learned early on that his skill with leather is second to none.
We all work together, except for Hollywood. He manages the finances, but he works in the shop too, especially if we have a large order.
And then there’s Bear.
“He out back?” I ask Priest as I step up close. We decided early on that Bear’s glass-blowing studio should be separate from the forge area because of contamination. I somehow think that’s his preference anyway, but it also keeps him from assimilating with the group, and he likes that, unfortunately.
“Yeah. Saw him for like two minutes in the kitchen. Otherwise, nope. I guess he’s out there working.” As he speaks, I notice three saddles and some other assorted tack that folks have brought for repairs. That’s more work for Priest and Paddy, and that brings in money too.
Bear is my problem child, which is ironic, seeing as how he’s bigger than everybody else here. Some mornings I dread seeing him. He hasn’t done one thing wrong, but the hurt emanating from him makes it hard to breathe sometimes when I’m around him. I hesitate for a few seconds. It was a hard enough weekend for me, the anniversary of one of the worst days of my life, and I don’t think I’ve got the energy to deal with him today.
The sound of a vehicle outside pulls me from my thoughts, and I’m hoping it’s one of the workmen. We’re almost finished with all the renovations in the lodge, and that’ll be the end of the mess. Before I can make it to the door, it opens and two men step in. I hope I don’t look like a complete idiot from the grin on my face. “Guys! Hey. Glad to see you.”
After handshakes all around, the taller of the two takes up the stance I’ve become so familiar with when he’s around, feet shoulder width apart, arms folded across his chest, and back arched slightly. “Just came to see how it’s shaping up. He tells me it’s almost finished,” Tony Walters says, then points to his younger brother, John Henry, and grins. “Of course, I don’t believe a word he says.”
“He’s not lying. It’s almost finished, and it’s looking great. You haven’t been here since before it was all started. I’ll be glad to show you around.”
Tony laughs. “Am I going to be happy?”
“Oh, I think you’ll be plenty happy.” I can’t believe it. Tony Walters is actually standing in our shop. Everybody in the state knows this guy, or at least knows who he is.
“He’d better be happy or I’m out of a job,” John Henry says with a chuckle.
First, I show him around the shop. There weren’t a lot of modifications made there. It had been a huge, empty building when I bought the place, and all we really had to do was utility work. As we start across the way, Tony asks, “So eight of the dozen cottages are done?”
“Yep. We finished the eighth one about six weeks ago.” John Henry points to where the land drops down. “The other four are below the ridge. I figured we could work on them one at a time between other jobs.”
“That works. You got more guys coming?” Tony asks me.
I shake my head. “Not right now. Maybe later, but I’ve got my hands full at this point.” And I do. Keeping seven guys in line isn’t as hard as I thought it would be, but there are still hiccups. “I’d eventually like to bring in a few more, especially if any of these guys move on.”
Tony nods. “Got it. So … Could I see in one of the cabins?”
“Sure! We don’t lock them up during the day, and I know the guys won’t mind.” We step up on the front porch of the first cabin, and I open the door and peek in. Holy shit. “Uh, I think he might mind though.” The place is a wreck. There are clothes everywhere, and shoes, and magazines, and towels, and … literally everything. It’s like he hasn’t picked up since he’s been here. Looks like Ghost and I need to have a little chat. “Let’s go next door,” I say and point, hoping neither of them caught a glimpse of the inside.
“Guys living alone. You really think you have a cabin here that’s going to be clean enough to show us?” Tony is laughing as he says it, and I know he had four brothers growing up. I bet their house was a constant nightmare for his mother.
“Oh, I know this one will be.” As soon as I turn the knob on Paddy’s door, I smell something wonderful, like cinnamon and apples. The door swings open to quite the sight.
Everything is in perfect order. The closet door is closed, and I’m pretty sure if we looked in it, we’d find all of his clothes hanging there neatly. The only dishes not in the cabinets are sitting on a drain rack. “Wow. You sure there’s somebody living here?” Tony asks with a grin.
“Oh, yeah. This is Paddy’s cabin. Paddy’s a rule-follower. Neat to a fault.”
John Henry gestures around. “So we redid all the drywall, walls and ceilings. The addition, of course, is all new.” He moves toward the doorway at the far side of the room, still talking. “Put this doorway in this area so the bathroom is accessible without moving through the bedroom. And that makes for a really nice-sized sleeping area.”
I let the two of them go in front of me. “Oh, wow. You guys did a great job,” I hear Tony say.
“Thanks. These were a simple build.” John Henry seems really proud of himself, and he should be. His crew from the Ashland office of Walters Construction really knocked themselves out and did the impossible in an amazingly short period of time. “I figure we can get the others finished, one every two months, and it won’t be a strain.”
“I like it.” Tony turns to me. “Are you satisfied with them?”
“Hell yeah! These are great and the guys are proud of them. I couldn’t ask for better, and it beats the hell out of sleeping in the sanctuary of an old church in sleeping bags.” That’s what we had before. And now I have to ask the question I dread. “So did the grant the governor got me hooked up with cover the costs?”
“Oh, more than. We’re putting in a few nice touches to your lodge with the overage. But Nikki and I would like to make a donation to your efforts.” Tony reaches into his pocket and pulls out something folded. “If you think this will make a dent.”
I unfold the check and feel like I’m about to choke. It’s twice the amount of the grant—twice. “Oh, I can’t—”
“You can and you will. You’re doing something important here, and I really think you need to take all the help you can get. And this area needs you. Now, let’s go look at the kitchen and the lodge.”
He proclaims all of it to be great work, occasionally smiling at his younger brother, and I can see that it makes John Henry proud. There’s a story there, but I’m just not sure what it is. Maybe someday I’ll find out.
When they’re finished looking around, Tony turns with a hand out and I shake it. His grip is firm and confident. “Patch, I think we’ve about got you all fixed up. Need anything else?”
I chuckle. “A helicopter.” The minute I say it, I catch the look on John Henry’s face. “Did I say something wrong?”
“No,” the younger Walters answers, his head bowed and shaking it. “You just gave him an idea.”
“How do you know he gave me an idea? You don’t know that,” Tony barks playfully.
John Henry starts to laugh. “I know you! Patch, you realize there’ll be a helicopter sitting out here on the lawn by next Tuesday?”
Why do I get the distinct feeling he’s right? “Well, that would be a nice surprise.”
Tony grins. “Yeah, the little woman would have to chime in on that one before I could commit. You know what they say. Happy wife, happy life.”
We talk a little more as they head back to the big black SUV, with the driver standing by the door in a pair of jeans and a button-down shirt, and I have to wonder if he has a function other than just driving. Before they leave, Tony invites all of us to dinner at the diner in town, and I accept. We can’t spend too much time with this man.
A guy who could take a run-down old Church of God church camp, completely renovate all the buildings, and give us the home we need? That’s a man I want to stay in touch with.
    
IN MOST LITTLE TOWNS, diners aren’t equipped to handle large groups. Right up the road in Hindman, that’s not the case. With families the size of most of those around our area, our little place, Hank’s Hangout, has a large back room with tables that can seat a dozen or more, so handling eleven of us is no problem for them. We all sit down and in five minutes, we have our drinks and we’re going over the menu.
Tony, John Henry, and I keep up a conversation, but the guys don’t jump in. I’d really like it if they felt they could. Finally, Tony looks across the table and straight at Bear. If he’d chosen anybody else, I would feel okay with it, but choosing Bear … I try hard to stifle a groan as I wonder what’s about to happen. “Bear, right?” The bigger man nods but says nothing. “Patch tells me that you make some beautiful things. Would you mind if I took a look before we leave tonight? My wife would be thrilled if I brought something home to her. But if you don’t have anything made up, then—”
“Yes, sir. I’ve got quite a few things. You’re welcome to go through them and pick something out. Please.”
What the fuck just happened here? I hope my mouth isn’t hanging open. I haven’t heard Miles McMillan say that many words strung together at one time since I’ve known him, which admittedly hasn’t been long, but still … “Bear does beautiful work, Tony. It’s really pretty amazing.” Now my head swivels toward the speaker and I feel like I’m in an alternate dimension.
It's Paddy. And he never talks. What is it with this guy that’s making my men open up a little? Relax a little? I’m trying so hard to figure it out, but I just can’t quite put a finger on it. “You finding enough to keep you busy, Priest?” Tony knows their nicknames? How the hell … How does he know this shit?
“Yes, sir. Once people found out that Paddy and I do leatherwork, they’ve been dropping off saddles and bridles and belts and stuff for the last couple of weeks. Got three saddles to repair right now.”
“Very good. So that brings up something I wanted to talk to all of you about. You know who I am and what I do, right?” They all nod affirmatively. “One of the things I’ve always been involved in since I took over the company is community enrichment. John Henry, my son, Clayton, and daughter, Annabeth, my wife, Jason Miller, our vice-president in Owensboro, and Todd, my nephew in Lexington, we’re all very community oriented. I’ve tried to do a lot of things for underserved populations in Louisville, and I’d like to think I’ve made a difference. So, what do you all think your contribution to your community will be? I mean, other than the obvious.” Yeah. That’s obvious for sure.
I’m the first to speak. “First and foremost, we’ll provide a service unlike anything else in the state, a search and rescue team who has field medical capabilities. It’s a game changer.”
John Henry nods. “And it really will be to the people you help.”
“Once we really get this thing moving, I’d like to think we’ll draw people to the area, people who’ll spend money,” Ghost says.
“Yeah.” Reboot straightens in his chair. “And if we’re doing well enough, we’ll be contributing to the tax base. The schools here could sure use the money.”
“Oh, that’s absolutely correct,” John Henry chimes in. “They struggle. I mean, all schools struggle these days, but in this end of the state, they really struggle. I think every school here is a Title I school.” I’m pretty sure he’s right. Title I schools receive additional funds because of their population of poorer students, and portions of this place are as impoverished as they come.
Hollywood nods. “Pretty sure you’re right. Title I helps them, but it doesn’t do everything they need it to do. Honestly, around here, what we really need is a beefing up of Title X.” Good thing I know what they’re talking about. Title X increases funding for health and reproductive services. We’ve got one tiny clinic here, and it’s pitiful.
Bulldog’s been quiet, but he finally speaks up. “We need a beefing up of all the programs here. And I wish some of these do-gooders with these churches who do all kinds of mission work would come here and help some of these people with their housing. I mean, they have nothing. I don’t know how some of them survive the winter.”
Tony shook his head again. “Some of them don’t. Some of them freeze to death, and some of them get sick and can’t get better because of their living conditions. They wind up dying from pneumonia or something like that because of horrible living conditions and lack of accessible healthcare. Maybe some of you guys can help with that.”
I know what he’s referring to. Within our group, we have an EMT and two nurses. They’ve worked over the last year to get licensing and certifications reinstated, and they’re ready to go. They’ll never be able to run a clinic or anything like that, but they’ll be able to go on our callouts and maybe save some lives.
They’ve delivered all of the food to our table, and I watch as my guys eat. They haven’t had a meal out since they’ve been here, and I doubt Tony and John Henry can imagine what this means to them, to be treated like everybody else, but for them, it’s a big deal. “Boy, this is good meatloaf,” Hollywood mumbles around a mouthful.
“Oh, not as good as his wife’s meatloaf,” John Henry says with a grin and points at Tony. “Nikki makes the most amazing meatloaf I’ve ever eaten.”
“Not gonna lie, she does. It’s absolutely amazing. Everything she cooks is amazing.” Tony didn’t miss a beat, and I can’t miss the pride in his voice as he talks about his wife. “When the lodge is all done, we’ll come up and see you guys. She’d love that.”
“You’re always welcome.” And I mean that as I say it. I’d love to have them come at least once a month to see the progress we’re making. And I don’t just mean the buildings and the work. I’m so proud of these men that I could sing.
But nobody wants to hear that!





CHAPTER 1
  
PATCH
IT’S SATURDAY AFTERNOON, and that means I’ll be going all the way to Whitesburg to get groceries and supplies. I look the list over and ask, “Anything else you can think of?” Everybody shakes their head. “Okay. With any luck I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
“Sounds good. We’ll be cooking by the time you get back,” Hollywood assures me. I swear, the guy is the best wife I ever had. Cleans like a maniac, cooks like a five-star chef, pays all the bills, and doesn’t ask for much. As wives go, he would be a dream come true, but I’m not turned that way.
It’s gorgeous out. There was light frost last night, but this morning the sun came up, warm and bright, and the crystalline powder was gone in an hour, except for in the shadows. And there are a lot of those in the holler.
I’ve grown accustomed to crazy shit going on around here. One day when I was driving in, I had to stop for two women carrying a clothesline with the clothes still on it, so I stuck my head out the truck window and yelled, “Need some help?”
“Nah, ain’t nuthin’ you can do. Her tree done fell down and now she ain’t got two trees to stretch the line a-tween, so we’re just carryin’ it acrosst the highway to my house,” Lindy Parker called back.
“Hey, Patch!” the other woman yelled, and I could see it was Becky Nelson.
“Hey, Becky. Sure you don’t need help?”
“Nah. We got it, but thanks,” Lindy answered. I just sat there and waited. It only took them a couple of minutes and I was on my way.
But this time, it’s a snarl of traffic. Of course, here, a snarl of traffic is three vehicles, but it’s still unusual. In front of them is a small moving truck, one of the typical orange and white varieties. From the looks of things, I’d say it’s stuck. I put down my window and yell, “What’s up?”
“Hey, you got any a-them traction mats?” Jude Morris yells back.
“Nope. Wish I did.” I just switch the truck off, hop out, and head that way. “What happened?”
“Women,” Joe Parsons answers and tips his head toward the house. A small woman stands there, her frustration obvious. “Tryin’ to back this thang into the driveway and she don’t know what the hell she’s doin’. And this is the result. Blockin’ the whole damn road.”
“Ain’t her fault, Joe,” Jude whisper-growls. “Women ain’t used ta drivin’ stuff like this.” It takes everything I have to keep from telling him how many women I’ve seen back horse trailers into tight spaces, but I’ll let them have their little muscle-flexing testosterone party.
Instead, I walk to the back of the truck and look down. Yep—one set of dual wheels dropped off the pavement and it’s stuck good. As I wander up toward the house, hands shoved down in my front pockets, I look up at the woman. “Looks like you’re going to need a tow truck.”
“Why am I not surprised? This move has been nothing but one big headache.” She’s obviously not from around these parts. Her speech is a little too precise and she doesn’t look the least bit familiar. Before I can say anything else, she sticks out her hand. “Penny Markley.”
I take it and give it a squeeze. “Patch Scott. Good to meet you. You moving here from somewhere else?”
She grins. “Isn’t that typically how it works?”
I let out a laugh. “I mean, from somewhere besides the other side of the mountain!”
“Yeah. Albuquerque.”
“Albuquerque! Wow. This has to be culture shock.”
“Eh, not really. This was my grandmother’s house and she left it to me. I used to spend time here in the summers when I was growing up, so I’ve been around here. Just didn’t grow up here.”
“So, change of scenery?”
“You could say that. Getting away from an ex-husband.”
“Gotcha.”
“You live here?”
I point back down the road. “I’m part of a search and rescue team. Appalachian STAR. We live right down the road at the old Church of God campground. We call it Iron Oak Farms now. Originally wanted Iron Oak Farm, but all the locals kept adding an ‘s’ on the end, so I finally just gave up.”
“Oh, lord, I remember that place from when I was younger. They had those big camp meetings in the summer. They’d be singin’ and shoutin’ well past midnight! We could hear them all the way down here.”
“So I’ve heard. Yeah, we live out there, have a smithing shop, do—”
“Like blacksmithing?”
“Like blacksmithing and bladesmithing. We make hand-forged knives, swords, things like that. And we have a guy who’s a glassmith.”
“Very cool! I’d like to come and look around someday.”
“We’re hoping to have a shop open to the public in three or four months, but you’re welcome to come out whenever you like. You’re a neighbor.”
“I wouldn’t want to come without calling first.”
It takes me too many seconds after she stops speaking to realize that she wants my telephone number. I’m rusty as fuck at social interactions, especially with the opposite sex. “Call first. Oh, yeah. Number. Uh, yeah, it’s six oh six …” I finish it off and wait, watching her make the contact in her phone. “Yeah. Call anytime you’d like to come out.”
“I’ll do that. I—”
“What the hell is going on here?” I hear a voice bark and look up to find Martin Ramage walking toward us. He owns the only wrecker service in Hindman. “Looks like you got yourself stuck good.”
“I did, and it was pretty easy,” Penny says with a nervous little laugh.
“Yeah, well, it ain’t gonna be as easy to get it out, but I can. Mind if I tear up the yard?”
“No. Do what you have to.”
Martin nods. “Okay. I’ll have ’er out in a jiffy.”
The reason I’m hanging around is to pay him when he’s finished. I think it would just be a nice thing to do. We watch him walk away before I say, “Nice guy. Martin Ramage.”
“Yeah, everybody’s been nice so far.”
“Good. So, you have a job lined up?”
“No. I work from home. I’m an artist.”
I wish I had a million dollars for every time I’ve heard somebody say that. “Painter?”
“No. I do miniatures.” I’m about to ask what she means when she says, “Like dioramas and models for designers and architects, scale models for the transportation industry, things like that.”
“Oh. That’s interesting. I never gave any thought to where those things come from.” I’m not sure what I thought she was going to say, but that wasn’t it.
“And I make extra money on the side by making miniatures to sell.”
Now I’m really confused. “Like …”
“Like small rooms. A library, a bake shop, a greenhouse … Things like that. For collectors.”
“Ah, I see. Could I maybe … see one sometime?”
“Sure. After I get unpacked and settled, you’re welcome to come by. Might like something for your wife or daughter.”
“I don’t have a wife, and my daughter’s too far away.”
“Oh, that’s too bad. Well, you’re welcome to look anyway.”
“Y’all get outta the way in case that chain breaks!” Martin yells from somewhere in front of the truck, so we both step back around the corner of the house where we can still see but we’re protected. “Okay, here we go!” The truck’s frame lets out a mighty groan and the whole thing starts moving. In a matter of seconds, he’s got it out and up onto the pavement.
“Well, that looked easy,” Penny grumbles.
“Yeah. If you have the right tools, the work is a lot easier. I’ll be right back.” Before she can ask where I’m going, I trot across the yard and out into the road toward Martin. “Hey, what does she owe you?”
“Uh, forty-five?” I reach into my pocket. “You payin’?”
“Yeah, I feel like it’s the neighborly thing to do.”
Martin rolls his eyes. “Well, then, you might want to offer to back the truck in for her.”
“I’ll do that. Thanks.” Penny has already come back around to the front porch. “Want me to back it in for you?”
She sighs loudly. “Normally, I’d say no, but all I’ve done for the last three days is clean up messes and straighten up catastrophes. If you wouldn’t mind, that would be great. I think I’ve lost my nerve.”
“Perfectly okay. I guess the keys are in it?” She nods. “I’ll have it in the drive in a second.”
To his credit, as I back the moving van into the drive, Martin pulls my pickup in front of it in the drive so it’s not blocking traffic. Then he scampers to his rig and takes off. When I slide out of the seat and onto the gravel, she’s standing right there. “There ya go, safe and sound.”
“Yeah, I hope I didn’t break a bunch of stuff.”
“Me too.”
“By the way, I saw you pay him,” she says with a grin.
“You’re new. Consider it your welcome-to-the-neighborhood gift. And now I’ve got to get going. The guys will wonder what happened to me.”
“Yeah, better get on it. But it was good to meet you. Drive safely.”
“Will do. And if you need anything, you have my number.”
“Yep. Thanks, Patch.” As I back out of the driveway, she mounts the porch steps, and when she’s at the top, she turns to watch me drive away, shooting me a little wave as my truck slides into gear.
At least nobody is with me. Of course, Hollywood has made enough acquaintances in town that I’m sure they’ll know what happened by the time I get back. I can barely wait for that grilling.
Truth is, I’m not interested. Mindy told me not to re-up, but I did it anyway. She knew it wasn’t her I was married to—it was a helicopter called Early Bird, and my metal mistress was demanding of me. The day the sniper pierced EB’s windshield and sent a shard of glass into my right eye that almost pierced the dura mater of my brain, I had no way of knowing that Mindy was at an attorney’s office, filing for divorce. She took my kids, moved to Hawaii with her new boyfriend, and here I am in the hills and hollers of Appalachia. I’m lucky if I see my kids once every two years. The boyfriend, Makoa—well, his name is really Joshua, but he thinks Makoa is cooler—is a superhero to them. Mitchell is twenty-one and Fiona is seventeen, so the beefcake their mother is sleeping with looks like a god in their eyes. I try to call them every week, but they rarely answer. Nothing I can do about that except keep trying.
It doesn’t take me long to gather up everything in town and I’m on my way back. When I pass by Penny’s house, I see her carrying in a box, and I’m tempted to stop and help. But I shouldn’t. I can’t. I don’t want to give her the wrong idea. Damn, though, she’s cute.
I pull up to the kitchen and I can smell the food from all the way in the parking area. “What the hell smells so good?” I sing out as I step inside.
“Burgoo. Colonel’s old recipe,” Hollywood says with a grin.
“And cornbread. But not that sweet mess,” Reboot assures me.
“Salad?”
Reboot glares at me. “What are you, our mother?”
I stifle the urge to laugh in his face. “Matter of fact, it appears that I am. By the way, Ghost, I was going to show the Walters guys your cottage the other day.”
I enjoy the look of panic that clouds his face. “But you didn’t, right?”
“No. I didn’t. I took a peek first, and I’m sure glad I did. I don’t know what’s been going on, but it smells like you’ve hidden a body in there.”
Bulldog laughs loudly. “So that’s where that Bible salesman went!”
“Yeah. He’s under a pile of skivvies in Ghost’s cottage,” Hollywood adds, stirring the burgoo.
Ghost rolls his eyes pointedly. “Fine. Point taken. I’ll clean it up.”
“Good. It would be a shame to have to fumigate a brand-new cottage.” It’s not one hundred percent brand new, but it’s certainly more than seventy-five percent so.
The burgoo is excellent, and so is the cornbread. There’s enough that Hollywood announces he’ll be loading up some containers to leave in our big walk-in freezer, so we can come in and put something in the microwave if we need to. The only one who really doesn’t join in the conversation is Bear. Someday I’ll crack that hard shell. I just don’t know what it will take. My fear is that the final impetus will be tragedy.
And I really don’t want to think about that.
    
Penny
ONE MORE THING. I swear, just one more thing and I’m gonna scream.
The very first thing I noticed about this truck when I picked it up is that the mirror on the passenger side is broken. Actually, it’s not even there anymore, just the arm that used to hold it. Trying to back to my right from the road into the drive without a mirror …
Well, let’s just say I now know it’s pretty much impossible.
It’s bad enough that it’s stuck, but there are cars lining up. Of course, it’s just like four cars, but that’s half the population of Mallie and a good percentage from Hindman. I’m sure they’re all wondering who the imbecile with a vagina is who drove this truck off in the ditch.
And then this man walks toward me. He’s got a patch over his right eye but even so, he’s the hunkiest thing I’ve seen in a while. Talk about muscles! Dear lord, they’re all over the place. Practically bursting from his chest. And those arms! Wow. Just … wow. “Looks like you’re going to need a tow truck.”
I shrug. “Why am I not surprised? This move has been nothing but one big headache.” I should be thinking about the predicament I’ve gotten into with this truck, but all I can think about is touching him. My hand will have to do, so I stick it out. “Penny Markley.”
The grip he gives it is gentle but steady. “Patch Scott. Good to meet you. You moving here from somewhere else?”
“Isn’t that typically how it works?” I quip back, then realize what a smart-ass I sound like.
But he just laughs. “I mean, from somewhere besides the other side of the mountain!”
“Yeah. Albuquerque.”
“Albuquerque! Wow. This has to be culture shock.”
“Eh, not really. This was my grandmother’s house and she left it to me. I used to spend time here in the summers when I was growing up, so I’ve been around here. Just didn’t grow up here.”
“So, change of scenery?”
“You could say that. Getting away from an ex-husband.” He has no idea, and this is no time to talk about it either.
“Gotcha.”
“You live here?”
He points down the road in the direction he came from. “I’m part of a search and rescue team. Appalachian STAR. We live right down the road at the old Church of God campground. We call it Iron Oak Farms now. Originally wanted Iron Oak Farm, but all the locals kept adding an ‘s’ on the end, so I finally just gave up.”
“Oh, lord, I remember that place from when I was younger. They had those big camp meetings in the summer. They’d be singin’ and shoutin’ well past midnight! We could hear them all the way down here.” What a bunch of nuts. My grandma used to call them the movers and shakers for reasons I never understood. My mother always called them holy rollers.
“So I’ve heard. Yeah, we live out there, have a smithing shop, do—”
Well, that’s a surprise. “Like blacksmithing?”
“Like blacksmithing and bladesmithing. We make hand-forged knives, swords, things like that. And we have a guy who’s a glassmith.”
“Very cool! I’d like to come and look around someday.”
“We’re hoping to have a shop open to the public in three or four months, but you’re welcome to come out whenever you like. You’re a neighbor.”
If nothing else, I’m polite. “I wouldn’t want to come without calling first.”
He looks a little confused at first, and then it’s like he suddenly understands. “Call first. Oh, yeah. Number. Uh, yeah, it’s six oh six …” I’m tapping on my phone screen the whole time, creating a contact so I have that number. “Yeah. Call anytime you’d like to come out.”
“I’ll do that. I—”
“What the hell is going on here?” There’s a tall, older man heading our direction, and he looks super irritated. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s the owner of the tow truck sitting out there in the road. “Looks like you got yourself stuck good.”
All I can do is give a weird little laugh. “I did, and it was pretty easy.”
“Yeah, well, it ain’t gonna be as easy to get it out, but I can. Mind if I tear up the yard?”
“No. Do what you have to.”
“Okay. I’ll have ‘er out in a jiffy.”
Patch sorta points in his direction. “Nice guy. Martin Ramage.”
“Yeah, everybody’s been nice so far.”
“Good. So, you have a job lined up?”
“No. I work from home. I’m an artist.”
That look on his face tells me he thinks I’m some wannabe. “Painter?”
“No. I do miniatures.” He gives me an odd look, so I add, “Like dioramas and models for designers and architects, scale models for the transportation industry, things like that.”
“Oh. That’s interesting. I never gave any thought to where those things come from.”
“And I make extra money on the side by making miniatures to sell.”
“Like …”
“Like small rooms. A library, a bake shop, a greenhouse … Things like that. For collectors.”
“Ah, I see. Could I maybe … see one sometime?”
“Sure. After I get unpacked and settled, you’re welcome to come by.” Here’s your chance to fish, I tell myself. “Might like something for your wife or daughter.”
“I don’t have a wife, and my daughter’s too far away.”
That’s excellent. But that’s not what I say. “Oh, that’s too bad. Well, you’re welcome to look anyway.”
“Y’all get outta the way in case that chain breaks!” Martin yells, so I scramble around the house’s corner where I’m safe, Patch right behind me, and peer around. “Okay, here we go!” There’s the sound of metal rubbing together, and then the truck starts to teeter back and forth before it’s finally solidly on the roadbed and safe.
“Well, that looked easy,” I grouse.
“Yeah. If you have the right tools, the work is a lot easier. I’ll be right back.” I watch as he jogs up to the wrecker man. They talk for a few seconds and then Patch reaches into his back pocket. In a few seconds, he’s headed back toward me. “Want me to back it in for you?”
Most days, that would seem majorly condescending to me, but right now, I’ll take all the help I can get. “Normally, I’d say no, but all I’ve done for the last three days is clean up messes and straighten up catastrophes. If you wouldn’t mind, that would be great. I think I’ve lost my nerve.”
“Perfectly okay. I guess the keys are in it?” I nod. “I’ll have it in the drive in a second.” Then he does something so simple that I feel like a real doofus.
He pulls the truck out to the right, goes up the road less than a block to an old barn, turns around in the large parking area in front of it, and then comes back. In the meantime, the wrecker guy has gotten into Patch’s pickup truck and backed it a distance back down the road. When Patch brings the truck back, he’ll be backing it to his left … the side that still has a mirror. He can see the edge of the driveway so there’s no guessing. I never would’ve thought about that, something so easy, and I’m guessing it’s because I’m pretty much exhausted. As soon as it’s in the driveway, the wrecker man pulls Patch’s pickup into the drive in front of the moving truck, then hops in the tow truck and drives away, letting traffic go back to normal. So basically, three cars are no longer affected. Major traffic jam averted.
Patch hops out of the truck’s cab and hands me the keys. “There ya go, safe and sound.”
“Yeah, I hope I didn’t break a bunch of stuff.”
“Me too.”
“By the way, I saw you pay him,” I say, folding my arms across my chest.
“You’re new. Consider it your welcome-to-the-neighborhood gift. And now I’ve got to get going. The guys will wonder what happened to me.”
I really don’t want him to go, but there’s no way to tell him that. “Yeah, better get on it. But it was good to meet you. Drive safely.”
“Will do. And if you need anything, you have my number.”
“Yep. Thanks, Patch.” I watch him walk away and climb into his truck, so I wait and give him a little wave as he drives away. I get a raised hand in return.
Patch Scott. Oh, sure, I know his name isn’t Patch. I don’t know what it is, but apparently that’s how everybody knows him. And that’s good enough for me.
But I’ll eventually find out what it really is.
    
PATCH
ON MONDAY, we’re all doing the same thing we always do on Monday. It’s the day of the week when we check all of our equipment, and I don’t mean work equipment. The last thing you want when you’re halfway up a mountain looking for a child is to have something break, so our search and rescue equipment needs to be looked at, handled, checked off the list, and replaced if it isn’t up to snuff. Paddy’s the one with experience in this, and even though he argued with me that it’s how he wound up in prison, I wouldn’t take no for an answer. He’s in charge.
The guys got all their orders finished, packed up, and posted with our online postage service so the mail carrier can pick them up. We worked hard to clear this week, and they know what’s coming.
Sure enough, about an hour before lunch, the door opens and into our kitchen strolls Ethan Watson, a former Navy SEAL and a man I’d transported out of the midst of gunfire. Chaos, as he is nicknamed, had been an important contact for me when I started looking at forming the team, and when he offered to come to Mallie to help train us in rough terrain search and rescue, I was thrilled. “Good to see you!” I say and take his hand, then give him a one-armed bro hug, which he returns.
“Good to see you too! This place is looking great.”
“Thanks. Bunch of construction guys out of Ashland and Louisville to thank for that. Heard about us from the governor and decided to help us out.”
“Well, that’s really nice of them.”
“What can I say? They’re nice guys. Hey, come on and let me introduce you to everybody.” That takes me a couple of minutes before I ask if he’s had lunch, and in a minute, he’s sitting at our table with the biggest club sandwich I’ve ever seen, courtesy of Hollywood. As he eats, I start to fill them in. “Ethan is a friend of mine from the military. He’s part of the Eagle Point Search and Rescue team in Fallport, Virginia. When he offered to help us with some training in rugged terrain search and rescue, I knew that was something we needed to do.”
“Yeah, no shit. These mountains are nothing to be played with.” Ghost’s voice is as serious as I’ve ever heard it.
“Mountains are deadly,” Ethan says between bites. “There are bluffs, crevices, holes, ridges, all kinds of surprises around every corner. Remember, there are places in these mountains that human feet have never touched. Never. They’re unknown territory. We can see them and we can map them, but really know them? That takes time. And when somebody gets lost on a mountain, time is something you don’t have a lot of, especially if the weather turns wicked.”
Reboot is nodding thoughtfully. “What are some of the things we need to know?”
“You need to be aware of the differences even the tiniest bit of elevation can make in your stamina. You don’t want to get to a victim and be unable to get back because you’re exhausted. As for this guy,” he says and points at me, “he and I will be talking a lot about downdrafts and updrafts, how they can change in an instant, and what he needs to do to be prepared to take a bird up and keep it up and steady. I’ve studied this long enough that I can climb up on the side of a mountain, close my eyes, and tell you which way the wind will be blowing in ten minutes. But this guy,” he says, clapping a hand onto my shoulder, “will have it mastered in a couple of hours. I have total faith in him.”
“Thanks. I appreciate that. Ghost will be in on that training too.” Ethan remembers some of the things that happened when I lifted him and his team out. It was a hairy, scary day that I never wanted to repeat. Little did I know what was coming in the future. I shove the thoughts of all that into the back of my mind. Focus, I tell myself. That’s over. This is now.
“You’re welcome. And I’d really like to meet with each of you at some point, get to know you, know a little more about your abilities and what you feel you can do. I understand we have three medical personnel in the group.” Reboot, Ghost, and Bulldog raise their hands. “Excellent. That’s something we really don’t have, so I’m envious. Appalachian STAR—search, train, assess, and rescue. Did I get that right?”
I nod. “You did.”
“So how ’bout you all go get outfitted and meet me … Where should we meet?”
“Up at the lodge,” I say and point that direction.
“Okay. At the lodge. See you all there.” One by one they toss out their paper plates, napkins, and drink cans, and head to their cottages. Ethan waits until they’re all gone. “Looks like a good group of guys. I have to say, though, I’m worried about the giant.”
I knew he was going to say that. “Bear.”
“Yeah. What’s his story?”
“Doing shrooms with his friends when he was nineteen. Got all paranoid and thought the mailman was a bad guy. Grabbed a shotgun and killed him. Served thirty years.”
“Damn.”
“Yeah. He was in community college when it happened. He’s never owned a home, never owned a car, had never lived on his own, never had a steady girlfriend. He hadn’t had a chance to live life before it was all taken away. And he freely admitted to what he did. Didn’t try to make excuses or shirk responsibility. Priest has tried to get through to him, but it’s hard. He’s thrown up all these walls around himself and won’t let anybody in. By the way, if you need guys you can count on to be exactly as they seem to be, that’s Reboot and Priest. They’re my go-to guys. Hollywood is our wife.” Ethan’s eyebrows shoot up and his jaw drops. “No, no! Not like that! Geez! He takes care of the food, the lodge and kitchen, pays the bills, stuff like that. He’s really good with money. He was a poor little rich kid.”
“What happened with him?”
“Twin brother framed him for the murder of their parents. Brother wanted his inheritance. He’d spent a good chunk of it before Porter—that’s his real name—was exonerated and his brother was arrested and convicted. But he’s still got more than enough, and he bailed us out of some money problems in the early stages of the group.”
“Always nice to have somebody like that.”
“And I think I should tell you, Bulldog and Ghost were nurses, and Reboot was an EMT. Plus Ghost almost finished his certification to fly helis, and if we ever get one, I plan to make him my first officer.”
“Good plan. I hope you can find a way to let him finish that up, and to get a bird. I have to say, this is a remarkable place and group. Can’t wait to work with you guys.”
“You’ll never know how much I appreciate this. So …” I say and throw a thumb over my shoulder, “… I’m gonna go to my cottage and dress out. Feel free to go on over to the lodge and look around. It’s a pretty cool space, and I got the room at the end of the hallway ready for you.”
“Will do. And thanks for the lunch.”
I’m laughing as I walk away. “Thank Hollywood. He’s the chef!”
Five hours later, we’re standing right where we started the afternoon, only this time, we’re sweaty and out of breath, decked out in our briar pants and long-sleeved shirts with our packs on our backs. Damn, I’m exhausted, but I get what Ethan’s trying to teach us. I know we have a lot of work to do, but we’ve got to spend more time staying ready. We’ve had quite a few people in here training us in all kinds of things, but this is as basic as it gets, and we really need to sit up and take notice.
After we’re all showered, we get a huge surprise: Ethan has ordered pizza delivered for all of us, and I insist on giving them the tip, which is hefty, seeing how far they had to drive. We eat and talk and laugh, and even Bear gets involved in the conversation for a change. Everyone is headed back to their cottages, but Ethan and I are still sitting there at the table. I’m almost finished when his quiet voice asks, “So how are you doing?”
God, I hate it when somebody asks me that. “I’m doing okay.”
“Talking to the kids?”
“Occasionally.” Once in a blue moon, my brain whispers.
“Mindy being decent?”
“Yeah, since she’s been riding that big boyfriend of hers.”
Ethan looks up from his pizza, but his head stays down. “Bitterness?”
“Why not?”
“Because there were reasons on both sides, Patch. You can’t hold that against her. She was wrong for walking away when you needed her most, but you were wrong for reenlisting when she asked you not to.”
“She told me not to.”
“Asked, told. Semantics. Bottom line, you went against her wishes and came back nearly destroyed. I’m not surprised she’d had enough.”
“Some friend you are.”
“I’m just telling you the truth and you know it. By the way, what are your chances of ever flying again?”
I feel one corner of my mouth pull up in a sarcastic smile. “I did my Aviation Medical Evaluation and I’ve already got my medical certification and clearance.”
“And you’ve flown since?”
“Before I came here, I worked with a MEDEVAC team for two years.”
Ethan nods. “Did not know that. Good. Now if you could just get your own heli.”
There’s no way I’ll tell him what John Henry said. That’s too much to hope for, even for a guy who’s as loaded as Tony Walters, and if fate has that in the cards for us, I sure don’t want to jinx it. “Maybe someday.”
He pushes his chair back from the table, stands, and gathers up his dirty dishes. “You keep dreamin’, buddy, and it’ll eventually happen. I have no doubt.” He scrapes his pizza crust off into the trash, rinses off his plate, and puts it in the sink. “See you in the morning. You’ve got a good team here. I’m proud of you and happy for you.”
“Thanks, my friend. See you in the morning.” I watch him wander out the door and head toward the lodge, so I do exactly as he did with my waste and plate and head out of the kitchen, locking the main door behind me. There’s enough trouble with drugs in these mountains that leaving doors unlocked is no longer a wise thing to do.
Once I get back to my cottage, I strip off, throw on a pair of pajama pants, and crawl under the covers. It’s been a long day. I love having Ethan here, a man who knows everything I went through, someone who can relate to my past. And I love having my team here, men who haven’t had a future until lately and want to grab hold of everything life has to offer.
My mind drifts to Penny and that pretty face. Then it slides downward and imagines that curvy body. Instantly, things start to happen that I didn’t anticipate, so I try to just shut it down. That’s no good for anybody, especially for me. But there’s one thing for sure.
I won’t be able to get her out of my mind. Getting her into my bed would be great, but getting her out would be almost impossible, because I’d never ask her to go.





CHAPTER 2
  
PATCH
TODAY HAS BEEN GRUELING. Because Ethan was limited on time, he really accelerated the things he wanted to teach us, and even though we’re smarter and a whole lot savvier for his efforts, I’m exhausted. As promised, he talked for a bit about wind speeds and movement in the mountains. Of course, he was talking to the guys for cases in which they’d be rappelling or climbing, but the notes I made are things I can use if I can commit them to memory.
We finish up, eat dinner, clean up everything, and then the guys all thank him before they head to their cottages. Ethan and I grab a beer apiece and wander over to the lodge to sit and talk for a bit, because up until now, we haven’t had a spare minute. As soon as we sit down, he smiles. “You’ve got a great program here.”
“I have the governor to thank for that. Well, the governor and that woman on that video site, TuBeeDo.”
“You haven’t told me that story.”
“I just saw her talking about an app to link parolees and the recently released to landlords, employers, parole officers, and counselors to create a team approach. You know, so the left hand knows what the right hand is doing. And I thought, what if …” I can’t finish the sentence.
He nods. “What if there had been something like that available to Daniel.”
Memories flood my mind. Daniel at eight, when I was still just Uncle Patrick. Daniel at fourteen, begging me to teach him how to drive when I was on leave. Daniel at nineteen, being sentenced to five years for assaulting a guy at a ballgame. Daniel when he was paroled three years later. And then when he lost his job and they sent him back to prison for it as a parole violation, and how desperate he was to find a job with he got out the second time. And he couldn’t. No one would hire him.
And that catapults me straight into that cold, dark night when I went with a group to search for him. He’d been missing for two days, and they’d found his car at a trailhead in a local state park. There were so many of us looking, tearing through brush, slogging through tiny creeks, stumbling over roots.
And then the sound I can’t get out of my head—my sister-in-law, Lisa, screaming. My heart froze because I knew what that meant. The call came over the walkie two seconds later: “We found him.” He’d grown up with Mitchell, was just a few years older, and they’d always been close until Mindy took the kids to Hawaii. He was like a son to me. Prior to that evening, I’d stopped caring about pretty much anything. That apathy ended that night.
The next morning, I woke up and wanted to do something, anything, that would help. Two weeks later, I stumbled across that woman’s talk on TuBeeDo, and everything made sense. I didn’t know where to even start, and I was talking to a former military buddy who worked for the state police and was on the governor’s detail. They got into a conversation in the car one day, and the next thing I knew, I was talking to the highest-ranking official in the state of Kentucky.
Who just happens to be good friends with Tony Walters.
Looking back, it seems like a dream. It all happened so fast, with phone calls the governor made to other states, trying to find programs that would feed mine, helping me file paperwork for this or that, and calling Tony to see if he was interested in helping us. Two years. It’s taken me two years, but it’s finally a reality.
Ethan knows Daniel’s story. So do a lot of other people, because I tell it every chance I get. One of the things the governor and I talked about was the fact that there was a program in the western end of the state that trained parolees to be deckhands on towboats on the inland waterways. “The only problem,” he said, “is that they’re on a boat for twenty-eight days at a time. They don’t get to assimilate into society. They’re just as poorly adjusted when they get off that boat for a month as they were when they left prison. Being on that boat is like being locked up without the bars, and that makes the program ineffective. What you’re trying to do, that’s what they need, a chance to be productive and to be in contact with society.” We talked about the fire camps out in California for parolees and how this would be similar.
My ruminations are interrupted by Ethan. “Patch, this place is amazing. These guys are amazing. Daniel would be so proud of you.”
“But he won’t ever get the chance—”
“No, but a lot of other men will. I mean, you’ve got everything here from a blond-haired, blue-eyed playboy to a huge, dark hulk of a man who’d terrify anybody. And you’re working them into a cohesive group while you’re teaching them skills that can help them make a living. Is it your goal for them to eventually leave here and set up shop elsewhere?”
I answer with a shrug, “I dunno. I haven’t thought that far ahead. I suppose I see them as permanent residents unless they want to leave. I mean, I know some of them have family they’d probably like to be closer to.”
“Yeah, but I have a feeling that by the time their parole officers will let them go, their family will be here.”
“Parole officer. We’ve got one parole officer, and he’s dedicated to this group. This is all he does, this and helping to recruit men for the program.”
“Even better. But I’ve got a question. What are you going to do when they start bringing women home with them? Because you know they will.”
That makes me laugh. “I guess you have no idea how shallow the dating pool is around here!”
Ethan laughs too. “That bad, huh?”
“Oh, yeah. That bad. Really, really bad.”
“Never underestimate the determination of a horny man.”
“Well, that much is true.” I’m still laughing. He hasn’t looked around in town. Slim pickins indeed. “Listen, I can’t thank you enough. Tell Rocky I said hello and I hope I can get over there to see you guys sometime.”
“Yeah, it’s less than two hours. Come anytime you want. I’d love for you to meet the other guys.”
“Sounds good. So you driving back tonight?”
“I think I should. If somebody goes missing on Eagle Point, they’ll need me.”
“I’m sure they will. Let me know when you’re all packed up and ready to go so I can give you a proper goodbye.”
“Will do. And thanks for letting me come.”
I shake my head. “No. Thank you. I owe you big time.”
The early evening sky is filled with tiny pinpricks of light as I walk toward my cottage, and I think about where I’ve been and where I’m going. Thoughts of my kids push through, what it’s going to take to get them to come back to the mainland, how much I miss them, and I instinctively pull my phone out and hit Mitchell’s contact. He answers with, “Hey, Dad.”
“Hey, son. How ya doin’?”
“Okay. Just finished lunch with my girlfriend.”
What the fuck is her name? “Uh, Heather, right?”
“No, Dad. She was two months ago. Braxton.”
“Oh, Braxton.” What the hell kind of name is that for a girl? “Guess I don’t know about her.” I’m sure there are a lot of things I don’t know about, and the thought makes me shudder.
“Yeah. So we’re going to the movies with some friends. Gotta get going.”
“This early in the day?”
“Yeah, matinee. I mean, we’re starving college students, right? Gotta save every penny.” Fucking Mindy talked him into going to the University of Hawaii, of course. Of all the places he could go, she had to talk him into the most expensive.
“I hear ya. Say hello to your sister for me.”
“Will do.”
“Love you, son.”
“Love you too, Dad. Bye.”
That’s it. He’s finished with me. I try Fiona’s number and, as usual, she doesn’t answer. Oh, well. That’s just how it is.
And I don’t see it changing.
    
THE FORGE WILL BE hot in about thirty minutes, so I get it going, start the circulating fan, and head back for a cup of coffee. Bear’s already back in his studio getting everything ready for the day too, and that takes a while. I’ve barely gotten my cup poured when he walks in. “Want some?”
He nods, so I pour a mugful and carry it with mine to the table. I can tell as soon as I pull my chair out that he really doesn’t want to sit down, but I want him to, so I don’t give him a way out. I finally have to motion to him, and even then, he hesitates. Once he’s seated, I sit there, not looking at him, cupping my mug in my hands for the heat it provides before I take that first sip. It’s exactly what I need. I suppose he’s nervous because he finally asks, “Have I done something wrong?”
“No. I just want to know … Why did it seem so easy for you to talk to Tony Walters the other day and so hard to talk to us?”
He just sits there, and for a minute I’m not sure if he even heard me until he says, “Because I knew he was going to leave.”
“So you don’t want to talk to us because we’re still going to be here?”
“Something like that.”
I can’t imagine what’s going on in his head, and I’m not sure what kind of question to ask next. Then something occurs to me. “You do realize that I’m trying to turn us into a group. A family of sorts.”
Something about him changes and I see his muscles tense, as though I just turned the conversation in the wrong direction. “Yeah.”
“Look, I don’t talk to your counselor. I can’t. So I have no idea what your background is. But the idea of family seems to … stress you.” Saying he seems afraid, nervous, or angry doesn’t seem right. I don’t think that’s what it is.
“I don’t have family.”
“None?”
“I never had family. I mean, there was family, but they didn’t treat me like family. They didn’t give a shit about me.”
“Were you abused?”
He rolls his eyes and sighs deeply. “Can we just not talk about this?”
“No, we can’t just not talk about it. I’m trying to help you here, and you’re not helping me help you.”
His eyes … There’s something going on behind them when he says, “You can’t help me. Nobody can.”
“That’s not true. We can all help you if you’ll let us in.”
There’s that eye roll again. “Yeah, right.” In two gulps, he finishes his coffee. “If you don’t want anything else, I’ll be in my shop.”
Well, so much for the Patrick M. Scott School of Communication. “Yeah, okay, but know that we’ll be revisiting this.”
“I’m sure we will.” The shove he gives his chair to push it up after he’s stood is almost too forceful, obviously intended to carry a message. And I don’t give a shit. He’ll eventually talk to me.
An hour later, the forge is roaring and everybody’s working, even Hollywood. We all had a whatever-you-can-find breakfast so he wasn’t tied up with prep and cleanup. One of the things I’m going to talk to him about is hiring a cook, somebody to prepare the meals and clean up after them. That would free him up considerably, and with what the Walters gave us, we can afford it. I’m thinking about that, wondering how easy it’ll be to find someone, when the tone sounds and that loud, disembodied voice calls out, “App STAR, this is central dispatch. Respond, over.”
Bulldog is closest and he runs for the box to press the CALL button. “Central dispatch, this is App STAR responding, over.”
“Knott County Fire requests assistance, staging area at …” I’m listening and trying to figure out where she’s talking about. “Respond, over.”
“Central dispatch, this is App STAR responding. Proceeding to staging area. ETA twenty minutes. Please advise circumstances, over.”
“Roger that, App STAR. Missing person off Buckhead Trail. Repeat, missing person off Buckhead Trail. Male, approximately fourteen years old, five feet two inches, one hundred and forty-eight pounds, last seen previous evening near trailhead. Over.”
“Roger that, dispatch. App STAR, over and out.” Then Bulldog and every man in the place turns to me.
“Both Jeeps. We need to map this in the lodge before we leave and take a really good look at the terrain and the area. That’s some pretty tough going.” I see movement and I know it’s Bear. He heard the exchange out in his shop and he’s joined us. “All gear. Reboot, Ghost, Bulldog, go-bags all the way around. Ghost, you’re in Unit One with me, Hollywood, and Bear. Reboot, Unit Two with Bulldog and Paddy. Priest, I need you to shut down everything here, lock everything up, and meet Unit Two wherever they are when you can leave. We’re going to the staging area, but Buckhorn Trail comes out in a different location, so I want you three in Unit Two to be at the other end of that trail. We’re going to search and meet in the middle.”
“Roger that, captain,” Reboot barks and looks at his team. “In five, guys.” They take off for the lodge, with the four of us right behind them.
In three minutes, we’re suited up and ready to go. I spread the map out on the table. “We’re meeting Knott County Fire at the trailhead. Unit Two, here’s the tail.” I point to a spot a little farther down the highway from the trailhead. “I want you to go in there, one man on the trail, the other two of you fifty feet off the trail to either side. Radios on at all times. Constant communication. Once we deploy, it’s twenty-two alpha. We clear?”
“Yes, sir,” the three of them answer. I don’t have to worry about Priest. He knows the drill and he’ll be fine when he gets there.
“Let’s go.” I head out the side door into the big equipment bay on the side of the building and climb into Unit One with my team. The other three are in Unit Two and cranking up the engine. I roll out and they’re right behind me. As I speed along, I wonder what Knott County is going to be able to tell us.
There are two first responder vehicles and a wildland engine truck sitting there when we arrive. Two of their guys are setting up a pop-up shelter, and two tables are leaning against the truck. We roar into the parking lot, grab our gear, and head for them, the other three of our crew right behind us. “What have we got?”
Their fire chief, Arlen Ramage—yes, his brother owns the tow truck—greets us. “Kenny Puckett. Fourteen-year-old boy, special needs.”
“As in …” Please, god, don’t tell me he’s diabetic, my brain screams. The thought doesn’t have time to leave me before an ambulance pulls into the area.
“On the spectrum. Non-verbal. Can be combative. Mom says she heard the door last night and by the time she got to it, he was disappearing down the road on foot. She got in the car and followed but she never saw him. They live two houses down that way, so she’s thinking maybe he came up here. He likes this particular part of the woods and he’s been in it quite a bit, so he knows it as well as a kid in his situation could. She’s afraid he’ll hide if he hears you calling his name, but he has a dog named Bucky, so she said to call the dog’s name and maybe he’d think the dog was nearby and come out.”
“Makes sense. Okay, guys, you heard the man and you know your location.” Reboot nods and the three of them head back to their Jeep.
Arlen seems confused. “Where are they going?”
“To the other end of the trail. We’re going to be searching toward the center of the trail to meet in the middle. That way if he sees one team and heads away, he’ll be going straight toward the other.”
“Ah. Good plan. Okay, I’ll let you do your thing. Good luck.” With that, he retreats to the tent. It’s all on us.
The first five hundred yards of the trail are okay, but after that, it gets rugged. Hollywood and Bear are on either side of us and Ghost is right behind me. When the teams meet, one of them will come with me and Ghost will continue back to their vehicle with them. He’s got the keenest eyes of anybody I’ve ever known, and he spots things nobody else does. Wish I’d had him as a spotter when I was in that whirlybird.
By the time we’ve gone three-quarters of a mile, I hit my radio button. “Unit Two, this is Unit One. What is your position? Over.”
“Unit One, this is Unit Two. We’re approximately one mile into the trail. Incline has abruptly increased. We’re seeing nothing here. No signs of missing person. Over.”
“Roger that, Unit Two. No sign here either. Over.” I glance at my guys. “Start calling the dog.”
“Bucky!” “Bucky! Come, Bucky!” “Bucky, hey, boy, come on! Bucky!” They’re all yelling out the dog’s name. A momentary silence tells me that we’re still a long distance from Reboot’s team because I hear nothing.
We just keep going, keep calling for the dog, and I keep watching my GPS. We’re a long way from the halfway point and, just like Reboot’s team, the terrain is climbing sharply upward and getting rockier and more treacherous. We’re on the lower slope of Buckhead Mountain, so it’s to be expected. I hear Ghost say, “Stop.”
When I spin, I find him crouched on the ground just off to the side. “Somebody’s been here. The leaves and grass are disturbed. Could’ve been anybody, but it could’ve been him.”
“Unit Two, we’ve got some indication that somebody has been along the trail recently. Over.”
Reboot’s voice sounds out through the radio. “Unit One, this is Unit Two. No signs of anybody over here. Over.”
“Copy that. Priest is with you, roger?”
“Roger that. He’s to my right. Bulldog’s bringing up the rear.” That means he’s in the same position with them that Ghost is with us, and that’s a good call. He’s got eagle eyes too.
We just press on. There’s nothing else we can do. We find no indication that anybody has left the trail. We’re almost halfway to the meeting point when the radio goes off again. “Unit Two to Knott County Fire. Respond, over.”
“Unit Two, this is Knott County Fire.”
“Yeah, Captain Ramage. Do you have a physical description of what the MP was wearing?”
“Roger, App STAR Unit Two. Let’s see … black hoodie, orange ball cap, white shirt with Metallica on the front of it, faded jeans, and red old-style Air Jordans.”
“Roger, Captain Ramage. Those Air Jordans … in an eleven?” My heart sinks.
“Roger that, Unit Two.”
“Roger, Knott County. We have a left shoe.”
I glance at my guys and Ghost frowns. Hollywood shakes his head and mutters, “Jesus.”
“No time for that shit. We’ve gotta keep moving,” Bear growls, and we all start out again.
We see nothing—absolutely, positively nothing. Still calling the dog’s name, it’s not long before we can hear Unit Two in the distance, their voices yelling the same name. I’m starting to feel sort of low when I hear Ghost bark out, “Hold!” He’s staring at the side of the trail. “Somebody went off in here. Do we go?”
“No. We wait for Unit Two to join us and we’ll all go together.” Each man in turn nods at me and we just stand there and wait. I know their minds are doing the same thing mine is, zipping along at the speed of light, imagining all the scenarios we might possibly run into, and they’re not good. To our left is the steep upslope of the mountain; to our right, a drop-off that leads to a ravine about forty yards away. That’s the side the indicators are on, and that makes me feel sick.
“Unit One, this is Unit Two. We’re at the rendezvous point and no sign of you, over.”
“Unit Two, proceeding toward you. Over.” They know what that means. It doesn’t take them long to show up. Before they can ask, I point. “Ghost found a spot where somebody’s gone off trail. We need to go toward the ravine. Space out about twenty yards apart and stay in a line. We ready?”
Reboot nods. “Ready, captain.” The guys are fanning out, Ghost and Bulldog in the center and everybody else evenly spaced, with me on one end and Reboot on the other.
When we’re in position, I simply say, “Forward,” and we all start to move.
Ghost and Bulldog watch carefully and point if they see a variation in the direction the signs have indicated. “Veering out a little westward toward you guys, Unit Two.” Bulldog points out the signs to Priest, who keeps an eye on them.
“We’re approaching the ravine. Watch your feet,” I call out, and I know they all heard me. “Stop ten feet shy of the edge.”
All of us stop at the same time. Without another word, Ghost and Bulldog pull out their harnesses and start gearing up. Paddy and Bear are already choosing anchor points and as soon as the other two have their harnesses on, Bear anchors Ghost and Paddy anchors Bulldog. When everything is set, I get a “ready, captain” from each one, and I give them the nod.
I watch as both men move toward the ravine, feeling a little broken and raw, because I’m pretty sure of what they’re going to find. Bear and Paddy keep tension on the lines in case the ground gives way near the edge and Ghost or Bulldog slip. They step right out to the edge.
I watch as Ghost and Bulldog nod to each other, and Bulldog turns toward me. He and Ghost were both nurses on the outside before they were sent to prison, and the look on his face says it all. “Captain, need to ask Knott County to bring a backboard and a BB.”
There’ll be no rescue today. Our mission just turned into a recovery effort, and my heart is broken for that mother. “We’ll go ahead and rappel down,” Ghost says, “but that’s a sixty-foot drop. Nobody survives that.”
“Got it.” I watch as they turn and start their descent, Bear and Paddy leaning back into the lines and holding them tightly. “Knott County Fire, this is App STAR Unit One. Be advised we need a backboard and a cover brought to our location. We’re approximately two and a quarter in from the trailhead. Over.”
It takes a few seconds and I hear Arlen’s voice. “Roger that, App STAR. Personnel and supplies en route.”
“They’re down,” Bear tells me a few minutes later.
When we started training, we agreed that our private channel would always be twenty-two alpha, so I know they’ve already tuned in to it. “Ghost, whaddya got?”
“I’d say complete transection between C3 and C4 vertebrae.” A few seconds go by and he adds, “Bulldog concurs. Based on body temp, I’d say early morning between two and four.”
“Copy. We’ve got your supplies coming.” We always say BB or cover. It sounds better than body bag, especially if any of the family is standing around. Other personnel know what we’re talking about. “We’ll set up a couple more lines to bring up the backboard.”
The next voice I hear is Bulldog’s. “Copy that, captain. Thanks.”
The guys make photos before they move him. By the time we get him bagged and on the backboard, get everybody back topside, and carry him to the staging area, three hours have passed. The Knott County Coroner’s van is sitting there, and I wonder if his mother saw it go by. The sheriff has shown up too, and he stops Ghost and Bulldog to take statements from them as the rest of us start packing up equipment and prepping to go back to base.
When he’s finished with them, Sheriff Stafford walks up to me, hand outstretched, and I shake it. “I’m sorry we had this ending,” he says, and I can tell he means it. “Marsha worked hard to take care of Kenny and keep him safe, but he’s gotten older and harder to control, and it was just too much. He managed to get away from her, and that was that. But thanks for finding him. We all appreciate it.”
“We’re happy to help. We’re doing our jobs. I hope we did them to your satisfaction.” He knows I’m not being a smart-ass. I truly want to know if we did what they needed us to do, the way they needed us to do it.
“Couldn’t have asked for a more professional group of search and rescue men. We’re really thankful you guys have come here.”
“Thank you for working with us. I made you a lot of promises, and I intend to keep every one of them.”
“As of right now, you have. Please thank your men for us.”
“I will, sir.”
When I turn to look around, I’m shocked. The coroner’s office has finished and they’re moving Kenny’s body. Every man in my group is standing there, side by side, their heads bowed, and the ones who’d been wearing any kind of head covering have taken them off and are holding the hats or do-rags to their chests. I’m so proud I could burst.
None of us speak as we pack it all in and climb into the vehicles. I pull out first and Unit Two follows. During the five-mile drive, I wait, but nobody speaks. They’re all silent. I start to think about all the work we’ve got ahead of us when we get to headquarters, and I really don’t know how we’re going to do it without some food and rest.
And I’m shocked to find three cars there when we pull up. I don’t recognize any of them, but I do recognize the aroma coming from the kitchen. If it tastes the way it smells, it’ll be delicious.
I’m the first one through the door and I find Georgie Ramage and Pam Ramage, Arlen and Martin’s wives, respectively, cooking away. And with them …
Penny Markley. I wasn’t expecting that. “What are you ladies …”
Georgie speaks up. “I asked Arlen if he thought you’d need us to do this and he said we should. We’ve got beef stew here, and salads, and some homemade sourdough bread. We knew you’d be hungry and tired, and we thought it would be a good idea.”
I’m speechless. Thankfully, Reboot steps up beside me. “Thank you all so much. You have no idea how great this is.”
I finally snap out of my stupor. “Uh, yeah, thank you. I mean, I’m really surprised.”
“We just figured it was our way of showing you all that we appreciate you.” Pam and Penny are still working, but Georgie has stopped and is fixing Reboot and me with questioning eyes. “And the outcome?” I just shake my head. “Oh, my. He was all Marsha had. I don’t know how she’s going to survive this.”
“Will you be talking to her?”
“Oh, I’m sure I will.”
“Would you please tell her … Tell her we’re sorry that we couldn’t bring him back to her. And that he’d been gone long enough that we couldn’t revive him.”
Bulldog has joined us and he adds, “And that he didn’t suffer.”
“Thank you. I’ll tell her.” Tears have begun to course down her cheeks, and when Pam turns to look, I know she can figure it out. Then Pam whispers something to Penny, and I watch the sadness that instantly commands the two women’s faces.
There’s not a lot of conversation as we sit and eat. We invite the ladies to sit with us, but they tell us they’ve got work to do. I think they’re trying to give us some privacy. We’ve chatted a little when I finally decide somebody needs to say something, and I’m pretty sure it should be me. “I just want to say how proud I am of you guys and what a great job you did today. I know the outcome wasn’t what we wanted, but that was beyond our control. What was in our control was how hard we worked, how well we worked together, and the professionalism with which we did that work. And we did. You guys were professional and skillful, and you can’t possibly know how proud I am of you.”
That’s the kind of reinforcement most of them haven’t heard in a long time, and a few of them have never heard in their lives. Someone is proud of them. That’s got to constantly be my message to them. They don’t have another cheerleader, just me, and I have to cheer this team on.
As far as I’m concerned, I’ll do it until I die.
    
PATCH
BY THE TIME the meal is finished, it’s early evening, so I send all the guys to wherever they want to go—lodge, cottage, shop, wherever—and I stay to make sure the ladies have help, that cleanup is done, and that they package up leftovers to take to their families, since they weren’t able to go home to cook for them. As we’re working, I realize I should’ve asked Georgie and Pam to call their husbands and ask them to come and eat with us, but it might’ve been more than my guys could take. It’s been a hard day.
With appropriate thanks, I see the three of them off and head to my cottage. My first act is to snap the TV on and let it play. The water from the shower is relaxing, and I can feel myself unwinding from the stress of the day. Toweled off and dressed in pajama pants and a tee, I wander back to the living area, take up residence on the sofa, and start watching some stupid movie.
My next awareness is of unfamiliar sounds, and I wake to find there are old reruns of Star Trek on and it’s two in the morning. Once I’ve snapped the TV off, I head to bed. One of the things I didn’t scrimp on when I set up the cottages was sheets. I bought the nicest ones I could afford. Nobody has said anything about how comfortable they are but, my god, they really are. I paired them with huge poly fleece blankets and I know there’s nothing better I could’ve bought.
Their warmth and softness cocoon me as I drift off to sleep, but I think about the women, specifically Penny, being there to provide us a nice meal at the end of a harrowing ordeal. Wouldn’t it be nice to have somebody like that, a woman who’s interested in my day and whether or not I’m comfortable and cared for? Not likely to happen. Nobody wants a worn-out former military heli pilot with a crater for an eye. Nobody. I guess I was a pretty good-looking guy before, but now, I just look torn up. Life has beaten me up until I suppose I look tattered and emotionally bruised, and I wouldn’t want to bring that into a relationship with a woman. Nobody deserves that.
When that line of thinking is pushed aside, I start to think about the next day. Will we get a full workday in? Or will there be another call? What about when the calls are so many that we can’t get our regular work done? I hope that doesn’t happen, but I suppose it realistically could. And what of our shop we’d like to open? How will that work, and how will it be affected? Will we have to hire someone to work it so we can keep working and so that there’ll be someone around if we get called out? Seems likely to me.
And will we want to let other vendors put a few things in there? Some of the women in town make jewelry, or knit or crochet, or do embroidery. They might want to sell a few things. Penny has her dioramas, and then I think about it for a second—I bet they’re probably pretty big. I’m not sure there would be room for something like that. Maybe. Dunno. We’ll see.
Then I remember something my mother always told me: “One thing at a time, Patrick. One thing at a time.” She always said I was her kid who tried to do too much, be too much, have too much. Maybe I just want too much. But all I want is what average guys have. Is that too much to ask?
I think about Penny again before sleep takes me. It was kind of her to turn up out here. I’m not going to read too much into it, and I hope she didn’t have ulterior motives. That would be too bad.
Ain’t gonna happen.





CHAPTER 3
  
Penny
I wasn’t expecting to get a call to come and help, of course, but word travels fast around here, and I was at the grocery store in Hindman at apparently the right time. I hear a woman say something about making food for the search and rescue team, and I walk right up. “I’ll be glad to help.”
She turns to look at me, her eyes wide. “You live around here?”
“Yeah. I’m Gracie Jenkins’ granddaughter.”
“Oh, Penny! I didn’t recognize you all grown up! Georgie Ramage. Well, you’d remember me as Georgie Foster. I babysat you when you were in elementary school.”
“Of course! It’s been a long time, but you haven’t changed much at all.” Truth is, she hasn’t.
“Thank you! So you’d like to help?”
“Sure! I just live right up the road from the old campground and—”
“So that was you moving into Gracie’s house! I wondered which grandkid it might be. Welcome back and sure, we could use your help. Pam’s going to help too.”
“Pam?”
“Yeah. I married Arlen.” I have no idea who that is, and I guess she senses that. “He’s the fire chief here. And Pam married his brother, Martin.”
“Oh, the tow truck driver!”
“Yeah, owns that. Pam—she was Pamela Southern.”
“Oh, yeah, I remember Pam. Wow. That was a long time ago!”
“Yep! So anyway, Pam and I were going out to their place to cook a meal so they’ll have something warm and filling when they get finished with this search and rescue thing they’re doing.”
“I’ll be glad to help. Anything to show some appreciation for what they’re doing.”
“Exactly. So Pam’s gathering up everything we’re going to make and we can meet her out there. Being the fire chief, Arlen knows where they keep their spare key, so I’m going out there to open up and then we can cook.”
“Great! When?”
“In about an hour and a half? They’re going to be out there for a bit, and I don’t think it’s going to end well.”
That’s a weird thing to say. “What do you mean?”
“I’ll explain later. I’ve gotta go take my dogs out and get them set for the afternoon without me. See you there.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be there.” Finally. Maybe I’ll get some answers to some of my questions about Patch Scott. If there’s anything to tell, I’m sure they’ll tell me.
I mean, if women are cooking, how else are they supposed to entertain themselves?
    
“AND SHE’S BEEN RAISING him by herself all these years. It’s been hard for her. She couldn’t work because he was so hard to handle that nobody could watch him. The jobs she could find didn’t pay enough for her to pay somebody to sit with him, so she was better off just collecting government aid.” Pam is kneading some simple bread dough and talking at the same time while Georgie and I peel potatoes.
“That’s rough.”
“Yeah. He’s non-verbal, so they’re out there calling for him and he can’t call back. I don’t know how in the world they’ll find him, but if anybody can, it’ll be those guys.”
Who are those guys? Nobody’s told me how they came to be here. “So are these all search and rescue specialists that joined forces here?”
Georgie leans back and gives me the stink eye. “What? What are you talkin’ about, girl? Ain’t no search and rescue specialists in that group. They’ve been taught.”
“Oh! So did the county hire them?”
“Lawd no, honey! They’re lucky to be here, coming from where they came from.”
I have no idea what she’s getting at. “Where did they come from?”
Pam and Georgie both start laughing and Pam shrieks, “The cross bars hotel!” I guess I’ve got a stupid look on my face because she finally says, “Jail, honey! They’re former prisoners!”
Patch is a former prisoner? My heart sinks. I’m not sure I want to go down that road. “Seriously? I had no idea. I mean, Patch is—”
“No-no-no,” Georgie clucks. “Patch is not a former inmate. He’s retired military. Lost that eye in battle and they let him go. Turns out so did his wife. Must be one dumb bitch to let a man like that slip away.”
I shrug. “He seems like a good guy.”
“He is. Really good guy. I haven’t found one person who doesn’t like him. Now, truth be told, they weren’t too fond of the idea of him bringing these men here, but I think those icy hearts have defrosted. They’re good for this community,” Georgie says.
“Yeah, except for that one guy,” Pam points out.
“What one?”
“The giant one,” Georgie throws in. “He’s real quiet. Doesn’t seem friendly. I dunno. He’s still here, so he must be okay. Patch wouldn’t have him around if he wasn’t. And he makes glass stuff.”
“I thought they were blacksmiths?”
“Most of them are, but a couple of them do other things.” Pam is kneading away like she wants to kill somebody and is taking it out on the dough. “Like that one really sad-looking guy who sews the, what do you call them, cases the swords and stuff go into? And there’s another who works with leather and does that stuff, plus he fixes saddles and things for extra on the side. And another guy who works with wood. You know, making the wooden pieces for knife handles. But the really big guy has a glass-blowing studio out back, and they say his work is breathtaking.”
“I heard about that. Nice, huh?”
“That’s what I’ve heard. Really nice stuff.” Pam smiles. “I’m hoping they’ll start selling in town somewhere. I’d love for Martin to buy me a piece of his glassware. So pretty.”
“Speaking of craft items, are you taking a booth at the craft fair? I heard you make those room-kinda things, boxes with dollhouse furniture,” Georgie says.
I nod. “Dioramas. Yeah. That’s what I do.”
Pam seems surprised. “There’s money in that?”
“Quite a bit. Actually, a lot of what I do is models of buildings. You know, from architects’ renderings, developers’ drawings, things like that.”
Pam smiles. “Oh! Well, that makes sense! I bet they pay pretty good.”
“They do. Very well for what they are. But I make individual rooms to sell too, so I might have something for the craft fair. Who do I need to talk to?”
“Verda Wilson,” Georgie tells me. “She’s in charge of it.”
“Got it. Thanks.”
We keep working side by side until it’s finished, and then we set in to wait. Keeping it warm is the challenge now, but we don’t have to for long. We’ve just moved everything to warming burners and into the oven when Georgie’s phone rings. “Hey, honey, we … Oh. Okay. It’s all ready. Did they … Okay. Talk to you later. Love you too. Bye.” She turns to Pam and me. “They’re coming in, so we need to get the dishes on the table and be ready. You made some tea, right, Pam?”
“Yep. Sure did.”
“Okay. I think we’re all set.” Georgie gives us both a nod, and we set about putting the dishes out, plain things, just off-white stoneware, nothing fancy. Matter of fact, nothing here is fancy. It’s all very utilitarian.
The first man through the door is a little under six feet and has kind of blondish, sandy hair. He looks like a guy who might be your investment banker except he’s been in the woods and it shows. Two more straggle in, then another, and then Patch walks through the door. The look on his face is total disbelief. “What are you ladies …”
“I asked Arlen if he thought you’d need us to do this and he said we should,” Georgie explains. “We’ve got beef stew here, and salads, and some homemade sourdough bread. We knew you’d be hungry and tired, and we thought it would be a good idea.”
It’s almost like he can’t speak, but another guy walks up and smiles. “Thank you all so much. You have no idea how great this is.”
“Uh, yeah, thank you,” Patch stammers. “I mean, I’m really surprised.”
“We just figured it was our way of showing you all that we appreciate you.” She stops for just a few seconds before she asks, “And the outcome?” Patch doesn’t answer, just shakes his head. “Oh, my. He was all Marsha had. I don’t know how she’s going to survive this.”
“Will you be talking to her?”
“Oh, I’m sure I will.”
“Would you please tell her … Tell her we’re sorry that we couldn’t bring him back to her. And that he’d been gone long enough that we couldn’t revive him.” There’s true misery on his face, and it pierces my heart.
Another guy adds, “And that he didn’t suffer.”
“Thank you. I’ll tell her.” Georgie is crying, and it’s all Pam and I can do to hold it together. Georgie whispers something to Pam, who starts to cry. I didn’t know the boy, but I’m sad for him and his family.
They eat mostly in silence and they’re almost finished when I hear Patch’s voice. “I just want to say how proud I am of you guys and what a great job you did today. I know the outcome wasn’t what we wanted, but that was beyond our control. What was in our control was how hard we worked, how well we worked together, and the professionalism with which we did that work. And we did. You guys were professional and skillful, and you can’t possibly know how proud I am of you.” In that moment, I get it. He’s the dad here. Some of them probably need that kind of guidance and encouragement.
A little while later, after they’ve finished and gone, Patch is still there. “What are you doing?” Georgie scolds him.
“I’m helping.”
“No. We’ve got this. You go on. You’re exhausted.”
“Yeah, we’ve got this, Patch. Go sit down and rest,” I order.
“Okay, but you ladies have to package up the leftovers and take them home to the guys.”
Georgie nods. “We will, I promise.”
He nods, then turns toward the door. But when he reaches it, he turns back toward us, hand on the knob. “You ladies have no idea what you’ve done for me and these men. Today was hard. Knowing the community has our backs makes things so much easier to bear. So from all of us, thank you so much.”
Pam’s smile is wide. “You’re welcome. We’re here for all of you. Take care, Patch.”
I watch him go and think about how that must’ve felt, to go out there and expend all that energy only to find the person you were looking for beyond help, especially a teenage boy. I don’t even know the family and I’m heartbroken for them.
There will be a funeral, and it will be big, relatively speaking. The adult population of all four communities will show up, Mallie, Hindman, Brinkley, and Pippa Passes—all told, less than seven hundred people. I’ll be there to offer my condolences.
It’s the least I can do.
    
PATCH
“YOU NEED to go out there and look.” It’s been two weeks since we found the boy off the trail, and everybody has been somber. We attended the funeral, and his mother asked us to be pallbearers. Only six of us were needed, so Bear and Paddy sat it out. Now Hollywood’s insistent that I go out to Bear’s shop and see what he’s doing. I try to stay away as much as I can. He seems to need a sense of personal territory, so I try not to violate that. Hopefully someday he won’t feel that need.
“Is something wrong?”
Hollywood gives me the quick, repetitive mini headshake. “No. You just need to go look. I mean, really. Go.”
I’m holding a hammer and a pair of tongs, so I lay them both down, slip off my leather gloves, and head out the back door. Bear’s shop is behind ours, so we never have reason to walk through there, and I believe that’s why he wanted that space. The farther he can stay from the rest of us, the better.
I open the door a crack and stick my head in. “You here?” No voice answers, so I swing it open and step inside.
What greets me takes my breath away. I’ve seen a lot of beautiful glassware in my time, but this stuff is extraordinary. The colors, the shapes, the way the light hits it … unbelievable. It’s like I’m standing in a cathedral full of stained glass. It’s so overwhelming that I don’t even hear the back door when it opens, and his deep voice fills the space. “Need something?”
I snap to. “No. Just looking around. Hollywood said I had to come out here and see what you’re working on. This stuff is incredible.” He doesn’t acknowledge my words, just goes back to work. “Do you have orders for some pieces?”
“Yeah. A few. Just making up inventory.”
“I see that. So what have you got here?”
He points to each. “Platters, candy dishes, bowls, pitcher and glass sets, and decanters. Don’t have much use for the decanters, what with Knott County being dry.”
“Not everybody who buys from you will be in Knott County, at least not after they’ve seen your work on the internet. And the counties all around us are wet. Those people come to our craft fairs and bazaars. They’ll want them.”
“Mrs. Walters ordered ten.”
As soon as I realize my jaw has dropped, I snap my mouth shut before I breathe out in astonishment, “Ten?”
“Yeah. Mr. Walters took pictures of them and she wants ten to give as gifts.”
“Damn, Bear, that’s fantastic!”
“Yeah.” He doesn’t seem the least bit excited.
“Do you not see the significance of this?”
“Yeah. I do.” He’s still working along, almost ignoring me.
Now I’m getting a little irritated. When I got the order for those skenes, I was elated, and not just for me. It meant people were hearing about us. The delivery of the long sword Ghost had been working on netted us orders for eight more from people who’d seen that one, all very specific, all different designs, and the guys are making them to the letter. They’ll be beautiful, including the sheaths Paddy is creating for them. What can I say to this guy to get him into the game? “Is there something you’d rather be doing?”
That gets a shrug. “Guess not or I’d be doing it.”
Now I’m just getting angry. “Do you want to be part of this team?”
“I’m here, right?”
“Being here isn’t the qualifier. You do have to be here to be part of the team, but you also have to be part of the team. And you’re determined to not be. It’s like you’re waiting for us to send you away.”
Oh my god. He’s waiting for us to send him away.
The reality of that statement hits me square in the chest and for a second, it’s hard to breathe. He’s just waiting until we’re tired of trying to assimilate him so it won’t be his fault when he’s rejected. Words are escaping me until he finally speaks.
“It’ll happen sooner or later.”
This is the golden moment, the one that’s make or break, do or die. “Not unless you want it to.”
“Yeah. It will.”
“No. You want to know what we want from you?”
He stops what he’s doing and I swear to god, he’s channeling Tony with his stance, feet shoulder width apart, arms folded across his massive chest, and shoulders tipped back. “What?”
“We want you to be our brother.”
I’m not sure what that look on his face is. Fury? Fear? Bewilderment? He’s hard as fuck to read, I know that, but this one is different. “I don’t have a brother,” he states like it’s an edict of the land.
“You’re wrong. You now have seven. Do you want them? Because they want you, Bear. They all do. They’re all willing to take you just as you are as long as you act like you want to be here with us, and so far, that hasn’t happened. All we’re really looking for from you is an attempt to connect with us, for us to know that you care about us and you have our backs.”
“Nobody’s ever had my back,” he spits.
“Yeah, well, now they do. Any one of us would defend you to the death. Problem is, we’re not sure you’d do that for us.”
“I barely know you.”
“That’s not our fault. We’ve tried and tried, but you won’t let us in. We want you to let us in. You need to let us in. You need to let somebody in, and we’re the safe choice, Miles.” He looks startled when I call him by his name. “We’re definitely the safe choice. No one here—no one—wishes you harm. We all want you to live your best life, and you can’t do that if you’re behind that fortress, poking spears at anybody who comes near. We’re the good guys. We’re the ones who’ll always be there for you. The other guys are bonding, and they’re all sad that you’re not in the mix.”
A snort comes from his nose. “Nobody’s ever been sad that I’m not in the mix.”
“It’s a new day, man. There are people here who actually want to get to know you. Listen to me.” I point a finger in his face, and I recognize the danger of doing that, but I can’t help it. “You paid your debt to society. You did your time. You atoned for your sins. The only person keeping you in prison now is you, and for reasons I don’t understand, you’re determined to do that. Stop it. Let yourself out of that cell and start living your life.”
He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “I don’t have that many more years.”
“Then make the ones you have left count! You’re already making a difference in this community, for the people here. Now try making one for the group of men here who can be trusted, and for yourself. We can’t do it for you. I know it’s scary, man, but you can do it. I have faith in you. You can always come to me. And you know Priest’s story. You can always go to him too. We’re always here for you.” I turn to walk out, but as I reach the door, I take one more look back at him, my hand on the handle. “Problem is, none of us know if you can always be here for us, because it sure seems like you don’t want to be.” That’s it. I’m finished. I walk out and don’t look back. I’ve done all I can do.
As soon as I step through the door and into the smithing shop, Reboot takes a look at my face and asks, “You okay?”
“No, but I will be. Gotta get back to work.” The forge is hot and my tools are handy, but my heart is heavy. I know that man has redeeming qualities and I really want to reach out and find them, but he has to let me.
And right now, it seems like an impossible task.
    
Penny
I FINALLY MANAGED to get in touch with Verda and signed up for the last table at the craft fair. Nobody wanted it because it’s a big one, and that’s exactly what I need. These things I make are not tiny.
I wasn’t prepared for how busy it would be, and my table is surrounded by people. It’s all I can do to keep people from handling things, so I move everything behind me except the piece I’m working on, and I work while I explain to folks what I’m doing. A lot of people are looking at dioramas, but one look at the folks around me and I know they can’t afford them. But at least I’m meeting people and they’re seeing me. I won’t be a stranger to them anymore.
Most of the time, folks are three deep or more, standing and watching me. About an hour in, there’s a parting of the crowd and a huge, hulking figure moves to stand in front of my table. I can’t help but look up, and my heart freezes for a few seconds.
It’s that big guy from Patch’s team.
He wouldn’t try anything here in front of all these people, and then I shake myself mentally. The man wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for Patch, and if Patch brought him here, he must be okay. “Hey, Appalachian STAR, right? Out at Iron Oak Farms?”
“Yeah. I’m Bear.”
“Hey, Bear. I’m Penny.”
“Yeah. I know. Thanks for dinner. We appreciated it.”
I close my eyes briefly as I nod. “You’re very welcome. It was the least we could do.”
He looks to his left and then his right, then leans in toward me. “Could I talk to you for just a second?”
Shit. Is he going to ask me out? I hope not. I mean, he’s a good-looking man, but nope. The big brooding type doesn’t really appeal to me. “Yeah, sure, I guess.” I step out from behind the table and toward the back of the booth, and he makes his way around the table and joins me. “What’s up?”
He points to some of my work. “Have you seen any kids today who wanted one of these but couldn’t have one? You know, because of money?”
Well, that’s a surprise. Not what I was expecting at all. “Oh, sure. Three or four.”
“If you find a couple who really want one and they can’t afford them, if you’ll write their names down and which ones they liked, I’ll buy them and have the sheriff deliver them.”
At first, I think I’m hearing things. “You want to buy a couple of these and give them to kids?”
“Yeah, are they not good for kids? I mean, will they hurt kids or something?”
“Uh, no. I just … Really?” He nods. “Well, okay. Do you know what these cost?”
He shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. I have money and I don’t spend it on anything, so I might as well do something for a kid.”
Shame engulfs me. I was thinking the absolute worst of this man, and inside that big body, there’s a heart that’s a mile wide. I’m embarrassed and humbled at the same time. “Sure. I’ll do that. I’ve got a notebook up there, and I’ll make some notes. I’m sure I can find a couple of kids who’d enjoy these.”
“Thanks. I appreciate it. If you have a business card, I’ll take it and call you later to find out what I owe you.”
“Patch has my number.”
His face … It’s his eyes. They’re suddenly sad. “I don’t want anybody to know what I’m doing, okay? I’m not doing it for anybody except the kids. I don’t need a thank you.”
“Then I’ll thank you for them. Thank you, Bear. That’s a really sweet, generous gesture and one I’m sure they’ll appreciate.”
“Uh, yeah. Okay. You’re welcome.” As he steps past the table, he reaches over, takes a business card, and tucks it into his shirt pocket. There’s no doubt in my mind that I’ll get a call from him later.
In an hour or two, I’ve seen two children who were completely entranced by the dioramas. One is a thin, sad-faced girl named Sarah Mulgrew. She loved the little tea shop, and she cried as her mother led her away. The other was a boy named Alex Auberman, and he looked at the miniature auto repair shop for quite a while before his mother dragged him away, haranguing him the whole time about how they didn’t have money to waste on something like that. As soon as they both walk away, I hang a little handprinted “SOLD” sign on both pieces and go back to my work.
At some point during all that, I look up in time to see someone turn to walk away. Apparently he changed his mind about talking to me, but I call out, “Patch?”
“Yeah! Hey! This is great! You’ve got some really interesting things here.” He points around a little and smiles.
“Thanks. I enjoy making them. Looking for something special?”
“Nah. Just curious. But I’d love to see them sometime.”
“You know where I am.” About that time, I’m writing Sarah’s name in my notebook, and he tosses me a wave as he steps away from the table. I make up my mind in that moment that I’ll text him later and tell him I need to talk to him. I’m going to tell him about Bear. Yes, the man asked me to say nothing, but this could go a long way as trust and appreciation goes, and I want him to be successful with the team. He may be scary looking, but Bear’s a good man.
But how can I get more information on Patch? Who can I ask without setting off any bells? I’m working along, thinking about his face and wondering what’s under that patch, when a voice cuts through my thoughts. “These are really, really good. Really good.”
I look up to find the sandy-blond man from the team. “Thanks. I’m glad you like them.”
“You’re Penny, right?”
“Yes. Penny Markley. And you are …”
“Porter. Porter Winthrop. But everybody calls me Hollywood. Because I’m from California, and I have … Uh, never mind. Um, would you consider going to dinner with me? Maybe next Saturday night? We could go into Hazard to a really nice restaurant.”
And I could ask him questions about Patch. How stinkin’ perfect is this? “Sure! What time? And what do I need to wear?”
“I’ll take one of your cards and I’ll give you a call. We’ll figure it all out. Say … call you Thursday night? Will that give you enough time?”
“Yep. Sounds good. I’ll be looking forward to it.”
“Great! Okay, well, see ya later, Penny.” He gives me a cute little salute as he’s walking away. That’s one really good-looking guy, but he just doesn’t interest me that much. I’m way more attracted to Patch.
After I leave for the day, I’ll send Patch a text and ask him to give me a call so I can tell him about Bear. It’s the least I can do.





CHAPTER 4
  
PATCH
WE GOT an invitation to take a booth at the local Memorial Day craft fair, but we don’t have enough stuff made up. I suggest we go anyway and spend a little money with the townsfolk while we also scope it out to see what they’re doing, what kinds of things they offer, and what we might be able to come up with to sell at the next one, which is on Labor Day weekend. It’s been a little over a week since I had the conversation with Bear and while I can’t say any great strides have been made, it does seem that he’s trying a little. I’ll take whatever I can get.
There’s a crowd around a booth, so many people that I can’t see what’s there, so I make a note to come back later. Then curiosity gets the better of me and I stop and try to press my way in enough to see.
Penny’s sitting at a table and she’s doing something with her hands. I’m not sure what. Around her on shelves are tiny rooms, all outfitted with furniture, windows, doors, wallpaper, curtains, and … lights. That’s pretty fucking amazing. When I manage to make it close enough to see what she’s doing, I realize she’s making tiny books and dishes. The books are pieces of wood that she’s applying covers to, covers that look like, well, books. The dishes are made with some kind of clay. What surprises me is the speed with which she’s doing this. It’s like she’s practiced doing it in her sleep or something. She takes a minuscule ball of clay between her fingers and in under a minute, a small plate takes shape. Then she makes another couple of books, followed by two itty-bitty mugs. Someone asks her a question, and she rises from her chair, steps to the shelving units behind her, and picks up what appears to be a tiny kitchen. It’s about a foot square, and it’s completely outfitted with appliances, furniture, and various small items, like pots and pans on the stove and a towel hanging on a cabinet handle. There’s a rug too, and it looks like it’s hand braided. The person who asked the question of her is looking at it and asking more questions, and she’s smiling and answering them quickly and efficiently. I watch as she tinkers with something on the back of it and in seconds, the lights come on inside it. There’s a tiny chandelier over the table, and a light over the sink, and one inside the stove! The whole thing is amazing, really, and I make up my mind that I’m going to take her up on her offer and stop by sometime to see them up close. Other people are coming up to look and I’m about to walk away when I hear her say, “Patch?”
“Yeah! Hey! This is great! You’ve got some really interesting things here.” I’m looking at a piece up on a shelf and unless I miss my guess, that’s an aquarium in it, complete with fake water and fish. And I bet the hood on top of it lights up.
“Thanks. I enjoy making them. Looking for something special?”
“Nah. Just curious. But I’d love to see them sometime.”
“You know where I am.” As she says the words, I see her write something in a notebook near her, and I wonder what it is. Maybe I can ask her later.
We wind up leaving about three o’clock that afternoon and going to Hank’s. Hollywood bought a hand-crocheted rag rug for his cottage. A woman was selling homemade jams and jellies, and Ghost bought six jars. Reboot bought pickles instead—the guy is obsessed with pickles. Bulldog and Priest bought a really old game system and some cartridges. Great. They’ll be fighting over Super Mario for the next couple of weeks. And Paddy found a woman selling handmade dream catchers and wind chimes, and he bought one of each, which really didn’t surprise me. Bear came back with nothing. No surprise there either.
We’ve just gotten our food when a text comes in on my phone and I check it. It’s a number I don’t recognize, and I think for a minute they’ve got the wrong number until …
Good to see you today at the craft fair. Everybody’s packing up now.
It’s a weird area code, not from around here, and it takes me a minute or two before I realize who it has to be.
This is Penny, right?
I get one back immediately.
Nothing slow about you!
That makes me smile. None of the guys are paying any attention to me. They’re talking and laughing, and Bear is being his usual silent self, staring down at his plate, so I feel pretty comfortable answering her.
Well, thanks, I guess.
In a minute, I get another one.
When you’re alone, please give me a call. There’s something I need to tell you.
That’s interesting. When I’m alone? Okay, I’ll play.
Will do. At Hank’s right now. Going in a bit and I’ll give you a call.
That’s met with a thumbs-up emoji and a smiley face. Good enough for me, I suppose. A voice cuts through my thoughts. “Something up?”
I shake my head at Ghost’s question. “Nah. Just getting texts for an auction in Whitesburg.”
“Yeah, right.” I can tell he’s not buying it for a second.
“Hey, guess what? I asked somebody out today and they said they’d go out with me!” Hollywood crows, his face one giant smile.
Reboot doesn’t waste a second. “Yeah? Who?”
“This woman who’s new to town. Penny Markley. The dollhouse lady.”
To my horror, jealousy floods every corner of my being. I have no idea why, but there it is. He asked her out and she said yes, so that’s that. “Those aren’t dollhouses. They’re dioramas,” I correct, feeling supremely irritated.
“Oh, well, sorry. They’re not dollhouses. They’re dioramas. How do you know that?” he asks.
“Maybe because he stopped and talked to her a few weeks ago,” Bulldog offers.
My head snaps around so I’m facing him. “How do you know that?”
“Word travels fast in a small town, my brother,” he answers with a grin. Now I’m somewhere between furious and humiliated. That means he most certainly told Hollywood, who knew I’d already …
What the hell is wrong with me? I have no claim on her. I simply stopped and talked to her during a minor crisis. That in no way implies a claim. “Then good luck. I hope you two hit it off.” I’m trying to believe myself and it’s not going well.
“Thanks. I mean, the number of available females is small, and she’s from outside the community, and—”
“You’ll hit it off. You’re a good guy.”
“A good guy who’s loaded,” Reboot announces.
“Still,” I reiterate, “a good guy. But you remember what I told all of you. One failed relationship where the woman cries foul and everybody here will be in trouble. The community will freeze us out. That means don’t get too involved with somebody unless you’re willing to go the distance.”
“I remember,” Hollywood assures me.
“So when is this date?”
“Saturday night.”
“Oh.” Then why the hell is she texting me? Now my curiosity is piqued. “Well, have fun. Think I’m gonna head back to the farm. See you guys when you get there.” I’m glad I drove separately. The rest of them can go back in the two SUVs we own.
I don’t want to call her from the restaurant’s parking lot in case one of them walks out, so I drive down the street in the opposite direction from the farm and pull into the parking lot of an abandoned gas station. It only takes me a minute to make a contact from her texts, and I hit it and wait. She answers with a chirpy, “Hi!”
“Hey. What’s up?”
“I just wanted you to know something. The great big guy? Bear?”
“Yeah?”
“He came to my booth and asked if I’d seen any kids who really wanted one of my rooms but their parents couldn’t possibly afford it. Told me to pick out two and he’d pay for them and make sure they got them. So I wrote down the two I saw and which dioramas they wanted, and I told him, and he bought them both. The sheriff came later and said Bear had asked him to deliver them, so I boxed them up and Sheriff  Stafford took them.”
That is shocking. I don’t know what I thought she was going to say, but it certainly wasn’t that. “Damn. Thanks for telling me. We’ve been having some conversations about his unwillingness to let any of us into his life. Maybe he’s starting to think about it.”
“Yeah, but nobody else knows. He asked me not to say anything, but I thought you should know.”
“Right, but still, it shows his compassion for someone and the lengths he’d go to in order to make their life a little better. I think that’s an important step for him.”
“Good. I’m glad. And I’m happy I could play a part in something that will make him feel better about himself.”
It’s right there on the tip of my tongue. I want to ask her about Hollywood and why she’d go out with him, but it’s none of my business, so I just say, “Thank you for helping him with that. I guess I’d better go. Got laundry to do before bedtime.”
“Oh. Okay, well, have a good evening.” She hesitates just a little before she says, “Good talking to you.”
“And to you. Take care. Bye.” I don’t give her a moment to say anything else, just end the call and sit there for a minute, stunned.
Bear bought those dioramas for two kids he doesn’t even know. For him, that’s a major breakthrough—one I can’t even discuss with him. Great. Now where do I go with our talks?
My truck knows the way back, so I just let it roll out on my version of autopilot, lost in thought. There’s a heart in that massive chest of Bear’s, a good one. Now it’s time to figure out how to unlock it for everybody else.
And to forget about Penny Markley.
    
SUNDAY IS QUIET, but Monday is different. At about ten o’clock, just as we’re all starting to lean into the day, my phone rings, and it’s a number I don’t recognize. Probably a telemarketer, but I’m never quite sure. “Hello. Scott here.”
“Patrick Scott?” a woman’s voice asks.
“Yes, ma’am. Can I help you?”
“I think I can help you. I’m Commander Amber Grummond, KSP Post 13. How are you today, sir?”
“I’m fine, thanks, ma’am. And you?” I just know she’s going to tell me somebody lodged a complaint against one of the guys for looking at them funny or something.
“Doing well, thanks. So I understand that you’re the captain of …” I hear papers rustling. “… Appalachian STAR.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Well, I feel a little better. I don’t think it’s about one of the guys.
“And I understand that your men could use some training for air-lift rescues.”
I’m super confused. “Yes, ma’am. That’s correct.” Maybe they’re going to let KSP work with us on remote rescues. That would be good.
“By orders of the governor, KSP is going to provide your men with three days of training in air-lift rescue. That’s not a lot of time, so if you have a few men you really need to concentrate on this with, I’d suggest you get them ready.”
Okay, what the hell is going on? There’s no time to ponder that right now. “Yes, ma’am. I’ve got three medical personnel whose training would be the most crucial, and one of them is just a couple of hours and a cross-country flight shy of his pilot’s certification.”
“Very well. Can you give me the exact coordinates of your landing pad?”
After I rattle them off—I’d put them in my phone in case an air rescue agency could help us out sometime—she says, “They’ll be at that location tomorrow morning at nine. Will that give you enough time?”
“Yes, ma’am. Please make the pilot aware that the landing pad is a huge empty field, but it’s been readied to be paved if and when we ever get a bird, so it’s level and smooth. No trees or power lines anywhere near.”
“Roger that. And I understand you were a combat heli pilot?”
“Yes, ma’am. Air-lift specialist, mostly MEDEVAC and CASEVAC as a CW3. Ran quite a few rescue missions behind enemy lines.”
“Then thank you for your service, Chief Scott.” The woman obviously knows military ranks. Chief is what most people call a chief warrant officer.
“It was my honor, commander.”
“So our people will see you tomorrow morning. If you have any questions, feel free to call me.”
“Thank you, ma’am. I will. Have a nice day.”
“You too, chief.”
As soon as we hang up, I look around. Everybody within view is hammering or otherwise engaged, except for Reboot. He’s at the raw bin, pulling out pieces of metal, weighing them in his hands, and I know he’s looking for a piece to start a new item. “Hey, Reboot. Come with me.”
He catches up with me just as I reach the door. “What’s up, Patch?”
Once outside, I close the door. “Just got a call from the commander of Post 13. Kentucky State Police,” I tell him. “The governor called them and ordered them to bring us a bird for training.” I watch his face, first the confusion, and then the excitement as it dawns on him what I’m talking about. “Yeah. A bird. Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? How the hell are we supposed to be ready by then?”
“You’re going to help me mark out a heliport in the field where we want to build ours. We need red spray paint, one of those tie-out augers like people use for their dogs, and at least seventy-five feet of poly rope. Think you can get that stuff together?”
“Hell yeah. I’ll take one of the SUVs and drive to Whitesburg. They’ll have all that stuff at the discount store. Probably take me an hour.”
I nod. “Then get to it. The sooner you get it, the sooner we get this done. And buy a dozen cans of paint. That’s more than we need, but between bushhogging and bad weather, it’ll get cut off or run off the grass in the rain, and we’ll have to redo it. And say nothing to the rest of the guys. If it falls through, I don’t want them disappointed.”
“Got it.” He takes off at a fast trot, and I know he’ll get what’s needed.
As soon as he’s out of sight, I step around the side of the workshop and lean against the wall, thinking. Why would the governor call the state police and order them to help train us? It makes no sense. Unless …
We’re getting a helicopter.
Holy shit, we’re getting a fucking helicopter. That’s the only reason I can think of. We need training if we’re going to get one, but how? And when? I’m standing there, my mind racing, when a text comes in, and my heart stops when I check it. It’s from Tony Walters.
Did you get a call from KSP?
My fingers fly across my phone’s screen.
Yes, sir.
The three little dots wiggle and when the message comes through, I almost drop my phone.
I hope you like red and yellow. With white stripes.
My hands are shaking as I try to reply.
Never met a red or yellow I didn’t like.
The three little dots wiggle again and I wait. Then it hits my phone and I feel lightheaded.
Then I’ll see you Friday. Have a great week.
What am I supposed to say to this man? Thank you seems totally inadequate, but it’s all I have. That and the fact that I intend to do my absolute best to make him feel at home and comfortable while he’s here, and I hope he’ll stay and at least eat with us.
Thank you, sir. You too. We’ll have a meal on Friday night and you’re welcome to stay in the lodge overnight.
His response makes me laugh.
Not sir. It’s just Tony. And we’d love that. Nikki will be with me, as well as our bodyguard and one of my brothers. I’ll have her call you and you can pick up the things she’s going to need to cook for you. She’ll be in heaven.
Oh, no. No way. She’s not doing it all. I won’t let a guest do that.
That’s great, but we’ll smoke the meat and do the bread if she’ll just do some sides.
Wavy dots and then a response.
I don’t think you really understand what’s going on here. You’re gonna have food running out your ears, I promise. Take care and she’ll give you a call.
I just send him a thumbs up and stand there, trembling. How am I going to keep this quiet until Friday? What will I tell the guys about why Reboot and I are marking the helipad?
On Friday, there’ll be a red and yellow helicopter sitting on our little helipad, and I’m completely overcome with emotion. No way would I ever have dared to hope this would be happening for us.
It’s a dream come true.
    
PATCH
“DO I HAVE TO DO THIS?”
It’s Wednesday, our second day of air-lift training, and Paddy has been hanging in the back of the group ever since the KSP pilot, Dean, and his co-pilot, Laurie, showed up. I can tell he’s scared to death. “I’d really like it if you would. There might be a time when you’re the only one who can go down and you’ll need to know how.”
“I’d really rather not.”
“I get it. I do. Are you refusing?”
He shakes his head. “No. But I don’t want to.”
“Duly noted. Get your harness on and get ready. You’re up next.” I watch as Pablo, their third, helps him adjust his harness and walks him through what will be happening. With every passing moment, I’m surer that this is going to end badly. Once they’ve got him in the harness, they all climb aboard, and the heli lifts off.
The door is open, and I watch as they climb, then hover. I can see Pablo talking to Paddy just inside the doorway, pointing and gesturing. Paddy steps to the edge, then steps back. There’s more gesturing, Paddy approaching again, Paddy backing up again, and more gesturing. He must be terrified of heights.
What the hell am I thinking? He’s not afraid of heights. He climbed towers, for fuck’s sake. He watched his partner fall. That’s what’s wrong with him. The poor guy is totally freaked out. But all I can do is wait. Finally, after ten minutes, I see him inch toward the door, then step out.
The winch starts to lower him, and I can see the panic on his face, but he’s hanging onto the line to steady himself and holding it together as he drops slowly. When his feet touch the ground, I see him touch the side of his face—it’s the radio on the helmet, actually—and watch as they slowly bring him back up. Another twelve minutes and they’re back on the ground. And when he steps out of the bird, he collapses face-first onto the grass.
Bear and I are the first to reach him, and we pick him up and drag him away from the heli. When we’re clear of the rotors, we stop, lay him down in the grass, and sit down on either side of him. Bear is staring at me, but I just turn my attention to Paddy. “Hey, buddy. It’s okay. You’re on the ground now.”
“I can’t do that. I can’t do that, Patch. I can’t do that,” he’s whispering over and over.
“I get it, bud. I do. The only time we’d ask you to do that is if you were in an area where we couldn’t reach you and we had to get you out, like if you fell off a bluff or something. That’s the only time. It’s okay.”
“Are you going to tell my parole officer?”
“Yes, but not that you failed. We’ll just talk about the situation, that’s all. It’ll be fine. Now, come on and sit up. You need some water and to go sit down somewhere, okay? It’ll be okay.” Once we’ve got him on his feet, I whisper to Bear, “Take him to the lodge. Get some coffee in him and let him rest. When he’s settled down, get back over here.”
“Yes, sir.” They start the walk to the SUV so Bear can drive him over to the lodge. We can see it from here, but it’s a bit of a hike when you’re barely able to walk, and Paddy would never make it there.
Twenty minutes later, Bear’s back and we’re still at it. My three mandatory personnel are Reboot, Bulldog, and Ghost, since Bulldog and Ghost are relicensed as nurses, Reboot regained his certification as an EMT, and Ghost lacks so little toward getting his pilot’s license. They’re the ones we’d most likely deploy in an air-lift situation, and I’m hoping to make Ghost my first officer.
At about one o’clock, the other SUV pulls up and Paddy unloads sandwiches, soft drinks, and chips. This guy … he’s trying. I can’t fault him for his horror. He’s lived through a lot.
We’re eating lunch with the KSP personnel, with everybody except Bear laughing and talking, of course, when my text goes off.
I saw a helicopter earlier. Is everything okay down there?
Why isn’t she texting Hollywood? He’s the one she’s going out with.
Yeah. Just KSP helping us with training. Thanks for asking.
Three wavy dots and then a response.
Thank goodness. I was worried.
She was worried? What the fuck?
Nope. All good.
That earns me a smiley face emoji. Okay, this is just getting weird. No other way to see it. And I’m not going to tell him she texted me. He’ll start trying to figure out what’s going on, and I’ll be no help because I’m doing the same.
The rest of the day is just like before. These guys are patient to a fault with all of us. I’m pretty well-versed, but everybody else is starting at zero, except for Ghost. Smart guys. They’re doing very well. Even Dean tells me how impressed he is. That’s when I tell him they’re all men who were formerly incarcerated. I wonder what he’ll say—he is a trooper first and foremost, after all—but he just says he’s even more impressed. I’d be a proud peacock if not for Paddy, so I explain how he came to be with us. Dean seems surprised that he managed to even go up in the bird and is nothing but complimentary of Paddy’s willingness to participate.
There’s enough room in the lodge that Dean, Laurie, and Pablo all have their own rooms. But it means that on Thursday night, we’ll have to scramble to get everything ready for our guests on Friday. It’s doable, but it’ll be work.
And that’s one thing it seems my guys aren’t the least bit afraid of.
    
WE’RE WASHING sheets and towels and hustling. Hollywood and Priest head to Whitesburg to get groceries and other supplies while we work. After three days of training, we’re all exhausted on Thursday night, and the Walters will be there the next day. Tony didn’t say what time, but Hollywood said he got the impression from talking to Nikki that it would be mid-afternoon. That sounds right.
My brain is running nonstop. Every afternoon after the training was finished, Dean and Laurie would take me up for about an hour, first as a passenger to familiarize myself with the helicopter, and then as a co-pilot, all with Ghost observing. Being back at the sticks was the most exciting thing I’ve done in quite some time, and tomorrow can’t come soon enough.
And wouldn’t you know it, at two o’clock in the morning, the tone sounds. “App STAR, this is Knott County central dispatch. Please respond, over.”
I reach over and hold the button on the call box beside my bed. “App STAR responding, dispatch.”
“Missing person report, junction of Cold Creek Road and Mighty Branch Road. Sheriff believes the MP walked into the woods. Over.”
“Roger that, dispatch. Responding. Over.” Shit. Here we go.
Twenty minutes later, we’re rolling out, still half asleep. Since it’s the middle of the night, I left Priest behind to keep an eye on the place while we’re gone. It’s not unheard of for someone to call in something like that to lure rescuers away, only to steal their stuff while they’re out on the bogus run.
We pull up to the staging area to find a deputy there instead of the sheriff. “Hey, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Patch Scott,” I tell him as I extend a hand.
“Deputy Matt Stegner. Good to meet you. Just call me Matt. So we got a call about a missing person. Wife says he’d been drinking all day and was pretty plowed. Said he was going off in the woods to ‘find himself,’ whatever the hell that means. Hasn’t seen him in over twenty-four hours, so the response is appropriate.”
“Any drug involvement?”
Matt shrugs. “She didn’t say, but most likely.”
“Particulars?”
“Wade Hatfield, thirty-eight, about five ten, brown hair, brown eyes, scar down left cheek all the way to the jaw. Last seen wearing navy blue shirt and jeans. She said his shoes are by the door so she’s not sure if he’s wearing any.” Good god. “Answers to the nickname of Wook.” I don’t even want to know.
“Okay. Is there a trail in this area, or is it all wilds?”
“No trail. He just headed out into the nothingness.”
“Gotcha. Okay. We’ll head out.” I brief the team, and we get started. Everybody’s going in a different path, bushwhacking, all radiating outward to get the most coverage. We’re headed north. When we’re finished, we’ll turn and make our way back toward the southeast, so we’ll cross the area between the paths covered and possibly find him that way.
We’ve been out here in the damp and cold for about two hours when the radio transmission comes in. “App STAR, this is Knott County Sheriff’s Office issuing a recall. I repeat, App STAR, you are recalled. Over.”
“Roger that, Knott County Sheriff’s Office. Recalled. Reboot, respond.”
“Roger that, captain.”
I go down the list until I know every one of my guys has heard the transmission. By the time I get back to the staging area, everybody except Ghost and Bear are back. Once they’re in the parking area, I turn to Matt. “Recalled?”
I can hear the aggravation in his voice when he says, “Just got a call from the wife. Said she heard a noise and got up to investigate. Found him sitting in the living room, drinking a beer and watching TV, eating dog food out of the dog’s bowl, with his feet all cut and bruised up.”
There are so many things I want to say, but I also know that he was most likely high on meth or oxy and this isn’t the sheriff’s office’s fault. “At least there was a good resolution.”
“Yeah, but we’ll be a lot less likely to call everybody out next time,” Matt assures me.
“No, if there’s any chance someone is in real danger, we should go. We absolutely should.”
Matt extends his hand and I shake it as he says, “Thank you for your professionalism.”
“And yours as well. Later. Guys, let’s pack it in.” I keep expecting one of them to make a smart-ass comment, one we’d have to talk about later, but nope. They all keep their mouths shut. Three are with me, and nobody speaks in the SUV on the way back.
As soon as I park and shut off the engine, Ghost mumbles, “Night,” and disappears toward his cottage, followed by the two others on my team. I can see even in the dim light that the team Reboot drove is doing the exact same thing. They just want to go back to bed, and I don’t blame them.
It’s four thirty. In three and a half hours, we have to be up and ready to go. It’ll be a big day.
It’s a shame most of us will be half asleep for it.





CHAPTER 5
  
PATCH
THE DAY STARTS LIKE MOST, but everybody is excited, or as excited as they can be without nearly enough sleep. Everybody except Paddy, of course, who’s certain we’re going to put him in a helicopter and throw him out, and Bear, who isn’t excited about anything. So I guess in reality, everybody isn’t excited. Just most of us.
Then we wait. We eat sandwiches and chips for lunch and clean up that mess. We check the rooms to make sure they look nice and everything is in place. After that, we check the bathrooms to make sure the towels are all there along with toiletries and other niceties. I mean, there hasn’t been another soul in the place since we put everything in there, but if it keeps us busy, it sure won’t hurt anything. There’s a scented candle in every bedroom, and we make sure the lighters we left beside them all work. That was Hollywood’s idea. I believe he said, “One luxury item everyone appreciates is a scented candle.” Seems kinda ridiculous, but they’re cheap enough, so whatever.
At a little before two, I finally hear the sound that’s music to my ears.
Thwack-thwack-thwack-thwack-thwack-thwack-thwack
Rotors turning and blades slicing through the air—this is one of those moments I wish I could save forever, that moment when it dawns on you that you’re closing in on a goal you never thought you’d reach, and you realize that somebody out there saw you, saw what you’re trying to do and why, and thinks enough of your efforts to recognize and reward them. I’m standing there, anchored in place by my emotions, when I hear Bulldog yell, “They’re here!” Everybody’s on their feet. Priest disappears into a closet and comes back with a tripod. He’s designated himself as our group historian, and I guess he wants to capture the arrival. Right this second, I’m really thankful he's taken this on. I want to be able to watch it again and again.
We pour out of the building, and I suppose to the guys in the air we look like a little tribe of ants moving out toward the makeshift helipad. When we reach the edge of the field, they’re in view, and he wasn’t kidding. That sumbitch is bright yellow and red, and the sun glinting off it is almost blinding. I hear one of the guys yell, “Holy shit, look at that thing! It’s gorgeous!”
And it is. As it slows its approach, it hovers there, a thing of beauty, then gently and slowly sinks until the skids touch the grassy circle and I can hear the engine start to scale back. In a couple of seconds, I hear the whine of the hydraulics decrease, and then the rotor begins to slow. Even though I’m shielding my eyes from the rotor downwash, I can’t move my gaze from it.
It’s a fucking AgustaWestland AW139. I have to blink a couple of times because I fucking well think I’m hallucinating. It just can’t be. I know what these things cost, and … there’s no way. The door opens and a guy in a helmet and jumpsuit hops to the ground, followed by three men in casual clothes. I recognize one of them instantly—Tony—and then I remember that the Agusta helicopter was originally built in Italy. Makes total sense. There’s also a man who’s a little older, and I recognize him from pictures and TV as the governor. And the third man …
That’s one huge motherfucker, and he looks so much like Tony that they have to be brothers.
There’s still a bit of noise from the blades as I step forward and extend my hand. Tony grabs it and wraps me in a one-armed hug. Hell yeah, I return it. I’d kiss him if I thought that was what he wanted. Then he pivots. “Ted, this is Patrick Scott. Patch, our governor. I just call him Ted,” Tony says with a laugh.
“It’s such an honor, sir,” I gush as I take his hand. “Your help with the grant, the KSP training, and everything else you’ve done … you’re a superstar to me.”
“Aww, hell, I’m just another guy.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“And this,” Tony says as he turns the other direction, “is my brother, Vic.”
“Pleasure to meet you,” I say as I extend my hand.
He takes it and I can honestly say for the first time in my life, I feel energy coming from another human being. I always thought that was woo-woo bullshit, but this guy … It’s definitely not bullshit.
“Hey, Patch, nice to meet you too. I’ve heard so many great things about you and this operation that I’m really excited to get to come here,” he says in a voice so low and smoky that it makes the air around us vibrate.
“I wanted to bring Vic to see you and your setup. He was the vice-president of our Lexington office while they were doing the expansion on the Lexington airport, and he’s uniquely qualified to help you with a helipad. He knows the cement values for the concrete mixes, thicknesses, approach regulations, all of that stuff. We should be able to find a way to give you what you need without breaking the bank,” Tony assures me, but I’m so dumbfounded that I’m finding words hard to come by.
The moment is overwhelming. “That’s perfect. That’s just …”
Tony grips my arm and I hear him whisper into my ear, “Breathe, Patch. Just take a deep breath. I didn’t know I was going to give you a heart attack!”
“I just … I don’t know what to say.”
I hear a low chuckle come from Vic’s direction. “Just say thank you. He has a habit of leaving people speechless.”
Tony laughs. “In the best possible way, I hope!”
“Boy, I’ll say.” I just stand there, staring, until I suddenly realize I should probably try to get my shit together. “Damn, where are my manners? Y’all come on. Your rooms are ready at the lodge.” Then I realize somebody’s missing. “Wait. Where’s Nikki?”
“Oh, they’re coming in a vehicle. I mean, we have to have some way to get home, right?” Tony says as he claps a hand onto my shoulder. “Of course, they have to stop to pee every forty-five minutes, so it takes them a bit longer.”
“That’s sure true,” Ted says as we head toward the biggest building.
We step inside and I see Vic and Ted sizing everything up. “Wow. This is really nice. Did John Henry do this?” Ted asks.
Vic nods. “Yep, and I can tell you now that I hugely underestimated my brother’s skill set. This is impressive.”
“It is. Wait ’til you see the rooms,” Tony adds.
“Is Nikki coming alone?” I ask.
Tony shakes his head. “No. Laura’s with her, and Evie’s on her way from Frankfort.”
“Okay, then three rooms with … queen beds? That’s the biggest we’ve got.” I’m apologizing, really. I don’t know how the hell Vic is going to fit into one of those beds, so I turn to him and say, “Sorry.”
Vic just shrugs. I’m sure he runs into that everywhere he goes. “Hell, man, it’s one night. I’ll survive. No biggie.” There’s no doubt he’s a Walters. He’s gracious to a fault.
“Well then, since the rooms are all pretty much the same, you can pick whichever one you want. Doesn’t matter to us.”
Tony just grins. “Doesn’t matter to us either. I doubt the girls will care.”
“Can’t imagine they would,” Ted adds.
“Then help yourselves. You’re welcome to go anywhere here that you want to go—shop, kitchen, anywhere.”
Tony lets out a loud laugh. “I don’t want to go back to that first cottage you almost showed me!”
That makes me laugh too. “Oh, don’t worry. We had a little talk and I doubt it’s a lot better, but I’m pretty sure it’s some better!”
There’s a sound of a cell phone ringing and all three men look at each other first, then pat their hip pockets. Vic is the one who pulls his out. “Hey, farfalla, where are you guys? Uh-huh. Yeah, I do. Okay. So you’re … Got it. Okay. Be careful. Love you too. Bye.” He taps the screen of his phone and slips it back into his pocket with a smile. “They’re about an hour away, so if we want to start drinking, this should be the time, I guess.” Without warning, a look of horror pops onto his face. “Oh, shit, you don’t have any guys who have an alcohol problem, do you? Because if you do—”
“No. None. They were all in prison, so they didn’t get a chance to develop one, and we watch that stuff closely too. We keep liquor and we all police each other. You get wasted, they’ll get on you pretty fast, and it doesn’t matter who you are.”
“Good to know. I’m not interested in that. I’m just … can I just say … Shit, riding in that helicopter made me very nervous.” That huge guy being nervous about anything is hard to believe.
“Oh, I get it. I’ve flown a few missions when I wished I’d had a pint before I left.” I sort of gesture around. “This is our office, training, hanging out kinda spot, and then the kitchen is where we cook and eat. So just make yourselves at home. Anything in the fridge is fair game, and anything in the liquor cabinet is too.” I throw a thumb toward the door. “So, uh, would you mind if I left you to your own devices while I …”
Tony chuckles. “Go check out the bird? We absolutely do not mind. There’ll be another one here in a little while to pick up the pilot and co-pilot, but they’re hanging out for a bit to show you around the cockpit.”
“Thanks! Okay. See you guys in a bit.” I’m trying not to look too eager, but I’m almost running by the time I get to the door. I can’t wait to get out there to that beautiful machine.
My guys are all still standing around it, talking to the crew. As soon as I step up, one of the guys extends his hand. “You must be Chief Warrant Officer Scott.”
“Yes, sir. I am.”
“I’m Chief Warrant Officer Wright, and this is Chief Warrant Officer Riley.” Riley shakes my hand, and I’m impressed with both men instantly.
“Former military, of course?”
Riley nods. “Yeah, Army, just like you.”
Wright nods. “We’re independent now. Love the search and rescue aspect, so we’ve started training teams. You did recovery missions?”
“I did. My last one earned me this,” I say and point at my patch.
“Yeah, I wanted to leave before that happened to me. But thank you for your service,” Riley says.
“And both of you for yours.”
“I guess you’d like to take a look, huh?” Wright asks with a grin.
“I ain’t out here for my health!” I answer, laughing.
Ten minutes later, I’m pretty sure I’ve got all the particulars. The “a helicopter is a helicopter” doesn’t apply—they’re all a bit different—but the concepts are the same, and there are government and FAA standards they have to meet, so the basics are always there. And the thing is beautiful. “Know this bird’s history?”
Wright nods. “Some of it. I know it was used by a team in New York state for a while, but their county hired an outside contractor, so they didn’t need it anymore. That’s how it came to be for sale. Several deals fell through, but when Mr. Walters found it, that was the end. He called the training facility and asked if we had someone who could fly it. We’ve got a couple of other guys, Smithson and Tallent, who’ll be here in a little bit with another bird to pick us up.”
“That’s what Tony said. So, can I …” I stop and point at the heli.
Riley shrugs. “It’s yours. You can do whatever you want with it.”
“What I want to do is take it up with one or both of you with me and let you show me some of the features. Ghost too.” We’re walking around it, and I stop on the other side. “Is this what I think it is?”
“Yeah. There’s a hoist in there. You’ve got it all,” Wright says and slaps me on the shoulder.
“Well, I’ll be damned. I guess we do, huh?” I know I’m grinning like the stupidest sumbitch in town, but I can’t help it. No one could possibly know how happy I am at this very moment. Words can’t describe how I feel. It’s incredible.
Twenty-five minutes later, we’re hovering over the mountaintop at Black Mountain and I’m so excited that I can barely sit still. Riley shows me how the hoist hatch works and the locks on the hoist boom so it can be swung out the hatch. I’m checking out a few other niceties when I hear the radio transmission, “App STAR transport, this is Central States Training. Advise location, over.”
Wright calls back to them and gives them the coordinates of our little grassy helipad. In seconds they answer. “Roger that, App STAR. Touchdown in thirty. Over.”
“Roger that, Central States. Over.”
“Guess we need to head back. You taking us in?” Wright asks me.
My face is hurting from smiling so much and so widely. “Roger that. Underway.”
The thing is an absolute dream to fly. That’s what it feels like I’m doing—dreaming. This can’t possibly be real. As soon as the skids hit the dirt, Reboot and Bulldog are right there, waiting. “How was it?” Reboot asks me.
“Heaven. I swear to god, guys, this is … Unless you’ve ever flown one of these, you can’t possibly know what we’ve got here. It’s amazing. Truly amazing.”
By the time we’re back at the lodge, there are two huge black SUVs sitting there, and one of them has two Kentucky State Police cruisers with it. Ah—the governor’s limo. I forgot he has an entourage, even for his wife. There are two women who look remarkably alike in the kitchen. At first, I think I’m seeing double, but one turns and flashes the brightest smile I’ve ever seen. “Hey! You must be Patch!”
“What gave it away?” I ask with a laugh.
Her eyes fly wide open. “Oh, god, I didn’t mean to offend you. Really, I’m so sorry I—”
“I’m not offended! It was a joke! It’s okay, really.” Shit. I hurt her feelings and I didn’t mean to.
“As long as I didn’t hurt your feelings,” she says, her voice subdued and that smile gone. And damn, it’s like she read my mind, which is kinda scary, considering some of the shit that goes on in there.
“No, ma’am. You didn’t. And I hope you’re Nikki because if you are, you’re absolutely, positively everything that husband of yours says you are.”
There’s the smile again. Honest to god, that was all I really wanted to see. “Oh, is that right? And exactly what did he say about me? That I’m almost impossible to deal with and the absolute worst judge of character in the world?”
“No. He thinks you walk on water and then turn it to wine, from what I can tell!”
“Uh-huh. You don’t have to cover for him. He’s a big boy and he can take his lumps like every other real man.” Then she winks and I start to laugh again. “This is Evie.”
“Hello!” The small woman who looks amazingly like Nikki turns and extends a hand. “It’s so good to meet you. Tony has said so many lovely things about your program.”
“So you’re Vic’s wife?”
Nikki chuckles. “No. You can just call her Mrs. Governor.”
“Oh, sorry, ma’am!”
She lets out a little laugh like tinkling bells. “No, that’s fine. It’s just Evie. I wish I was Vic’s wife!”
Nikki snickers. “Everybody wishes they were Vic’s wife.”
“Yeah, well, it ain’t all it’s cracked up to be. Laura,” the tall brunette says and extends a hand. “I hear you were a chief warrant officer.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She slaps her free hand over our two clasped ones. “Naval EOD specialist.”
“No shit? That’s pretty amazing!”
“Yeah. I guess. Lots of bang for not a lot of bucks,” she quips and I laugh.
“Well, I’m glad to meet all of you. I hear you’re cooking for us.”
Nikki looks around. “So there’s somebody here called Hollywood?”
“He’s probably down at his cottage. I’ll let him know you’re here. If you need anything, just let somebody know.” As I walk away, I turn around to walk backward. “And just so I know, are you two sisters?” I ask, pointing at Nikki and Evie.
“No. We’re not even related. But a few people have thought we were,” Evie answers.
“Yeah, and totally embarrassed themselves over it,” Nikki adds.
“Who embarrassed themself?” a deep male voice asks as Vic appears at the head of the hallway.
“Uh, somebody we all know.” Nikki squints one eye at him. “You know, Patch asked if we’re sisters.”
“Oh, shit. Don’t tell him that story. That was soooo embarrassing,” Vic mutters. Now I have to hear that story.
“As I recall, I got a free drink out of it,” Evie tosses his way, and the big guy grins.
I’m laughing as I cross the expanse of grass and head toward Hollywood’s cottage to tell him the women are here. He’ll be in heaven in that kitchen with the three of them! And if the other guys get a look at them, they’ll all be in there.
Because, I have to say, that is one fine little cluster of females in there. If they cook as good as they look, we’ll have a feast tonight!
    
PATCH
TONY DIDN’T LIE about Nikki’s meatloaf. She made it for us, and it was probably the most delicious thing I’ve had in a long time. Evie made some kind of potatoes that were gobbled up in no time, and Laura made a beautiful salad. The next morning, we wake up to find the three of them working on what appears to be Laura’s famous breakfast casserole, and one bite tells me why it’s so famous. I swear, she could sell that recipe and make out like Colonel Sanders with all his herbs and spices.
We spend the morning talking and laughing, and then I take Tony and Ted up in the bird. Vic’s response when asked was, “Uh, thanks, but I think I’ll stay where nothing is moving under my feet.” He wasn’t kidding. He really doesn’t like helicopters.
The real surprise comes at about eleven when the three of us head back to the kitchen to find cars everywhere. Before we can figure out what’s going on, Vic meets us outside the door with a look that says he’s completely stunned. “Holy shit, do you know what’s going on in there?”
I fix him with a look that could melt paint. “No. I have no idea. Who do all these cars belong to?”
“Well, it appears word travels fast here.”
I snicker. “Oh, that goes without saying.”
“Yeah, well, the fire chief is in there. The sheriff. The county judge executive. And a tow truck driver.” Vic seems puzzled by that. “Anyway, their wives are all there too, and everybody who has a vagina is cooking. I mean, it’s a free for all in there. It’s dangerous. I got the hell out of there. I think it might’ve been safer in the helicopter, honestly.”
Tony and Ted are laughing. “Is it that bad?” Vic’s brother asks.
“I reached for the refrigerator door and one of them said, ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ I told her, ‘I just want a beer.’ She tried to stare me down, so I said, ‘With all of you here, I need a beer.’ And she said, ‘Yeah, you probably do.’ Then she reached in and handed me one.” He held up the bottle. “I took off before somebody could take it away from me.”
“Wise decision,” Ted says and smirks.
Vic’s tone changes. “Hey, I counted and there seems to be an extra woman in there. Does she belong with one of your guys?”
It takes me less than a nanosecond to figure out who it probably is. “No. You want her?”
Vic snorts. “Why? You selling her or something?”
“No. I think I know who she is. Probably our neighbor down the road here. Curvy woman, dark hair?”
“Yep. That’s a pretty general description and it doesn’t match anybody else in there except maybe my wife, and she’s definitely not Laura.”
“Name’s Penny Markley.”
“Yeah, Penny. I heard somebody say her name. She’s in there too. Last I saw of her, she had a meat cleaver. Scary. Very scary,” Vic says, but he’s grinning.
“Any of my guys in there?”
“Yeah. Shorter blond guy.”
I nod. “Hollywood.”
Vic sneers. “A fitting nickname, based on his appearance.”
“You have no idea,” I answer with an appropriately exaggerated eye roll.
An hour later, there is a spread fit for royalty in our kitchen. We eat and laugh, and even afterward when we move to the lodge, the conversations spill over into a relaxed kind of atmosphere that my men need to feel normal and part of the larger world. The governor and our county judge executive, Ray Fellows, are having quite the discussion on municipal sewer services and the needs of counties like this one for grants to upgrade infrastructure, with Priest throwing in his two cents’ worth here and there. Tony is chatting with the rest of the guys about something or other, but I don’t see Vic. Then I realize I also don’t see Bear. And I start to worry. But when I make a quick trip down the hallway, I almost fall out from shock.
There, in Hollywood’s little office, are Bear and Vic, side by side on the sofa, with a pad of paper on the coffee table in front of them. I stop short and peer around the doorway so they won’t see me and I can just listen.
“Okay, so take the length of the helicopter. You should be able to find that in the specs online. And add … Vic’s voice goes on about space for the helipad. “Then, it’s got to be at least this thick,” he says, pointing at the paper with his pencil, “and there’s a special concrete blend that they use on runways that you’ll need to use. There are also specific symbols you have to paint on it, and it needs to be turned in a certain way. Now, over here where you probably want the approach to be, you’ll have to get some kind of idea of how tall the trees are, as well as over there for the take off, and they may have to be cut or at least trimmed.”
Bear’s staring at the paper. “Got it.”
“And you’re going to need lighting. There are particulars for that too, according to FAA regulations. I can send you all the stuff. You and John Henry can work this out, and I’ll come back and talk to him when he thinks he’s about ready to start. I can stay a few days, make sure everybody’s got a handle on it, and I can give him the painting specs too.”
Bear nods in acknowledgement. “Sounds good. I think you should be involved, based on what Tony said about your experience.”
“I don’t know how much experience most folks would say I have, but I was there for all the work in Lexington and had to oversee it, so I have actually done this before. Been awhile, but I remember most of it.”
I listen to them talk and I’m amazed. Bear is a big man; Vic is at least two inches taller. Bear outweighs him, but Vic’s bulk is solid muscle. There’s not an ounce of fat on the guy. Bear is stocky, I guess you’d say. No one could say that about Vic Walters. And Bear seems every bit as comfortable talking to him as he did to Tony. It’s kind of amazing, really.
When I head back up the hallway, I almost run headlong into Penny. “Hey, Patch! I’m so glad I could come and help.”
“Uh, yeah. Didn’t expect to see any of you here.”
“I just saw all the vehicles headed here, so I called Georgie and she answered her phone from the kitchen. When she told me what was happening, I realized we could get some community members here and let them mingle with the guys. Thought it might be kinda nice.”
I want to tell her how that wasn’t her business and how it would’ve been best if she had run it past me, but she’s not wrong. The woman is bold, I’ll give her that. Then I remember … “So you and Hollywood have a date tonight, right?”
Something passes across her face, a look that I can’t read. “Uh, yeah. He told you?”
“Yeah. Mentioned it in passing.” Crowed about it to all the guys is what I really should’ve said, but that sounds a bit nasty.
Her voice is little more than a whisper. “I … I hope that’s okay.”
“Sure. Why wouldn’t it be? They’re not confined here. They can do what they want as long as it won’t get them into trouble.”
“Ah. Yeah. Okay. No trouble here.” Did I just spoil her plans? If they were less than decent, I hope so.
“I’ve gotta get back to my guests.” Then I remember that she was here working, even though she was still making chummy with the rest of the women. “And thanks for helping with this.”
“You’re welcome. I’m … The community is lucky to have you guys here, and we really appreciate you.” I can tell she wants to say something, but I don’t know what it is.
“Thanks. Later.” By the time I get back into the kitchen, Nikki, Evie, Laura, and all the other women are putting things away and packing up leftovers. “You ladies didn’t have to do this, but I’m really thankful that you did.”
“We know you’re out here without a big meal and a lot of social interaction, and it was our chance to provide both. I hope you didn’t mind,” Pam says, the others all nodding in agreement.
“We appreciate it. I don’t have to ask the guys—I know they were thrilled. Thank you so much, and I hope you’ll take some of this home with you.”
“No. We’re packaging it all up to freeze so you guys will have it. You can just reach in, take it out, and nuke it and you’ll have meals,” Laura says as she snaps a lid onto a good-sized container.
“I just want you to know that was about the best meal we’ve had in a long time. And Nikki, Tony wasn’t lying. I’ve never had meatloaf like that in my life. It was delicious. Thank you.”
“Awww, you’re welcome! Thank you for saying that.” Nikki steps up right in front of me and looks up into my face. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re all part of the Walters family now. You can come see us anytime you want, and I hope we get to visit with you too.”
Something comes over me and I just blurt out, “Can I hug you?”
“Of course! I’ll always take hugs. Can’t have too many of those!” I wrap my arms around her and hers encircle my neck, and for the first time in a long time, I feel something I’d call love. It’s not the kind that makes me want to run down the hallway with her and hop into the sack. It’s the kind that makes me think of Christmases with my grandparents and fishing with my dad, watching game shows with my mom, playing cards with the guys in the barracks. It’s familiarity and friendship, and it’s almost magical. “You’re a good man, Patrick Scott. Don’t you ever let anybody tell you any different. And you’ve got a chance to have a good life here. Thank you for extending that to your men. They need somebody they can count on, and you’re that somebody. It’s a huge responsibility, but it’s a huge privilege too.”
I turn her loose and look down at her smiling face. “You’re right, and I’ll try to never forget that.”
“If you can remember that, you’ll never have to question the decisions you make, because your motivation will be pure. And I guess I’d better go pack. He’s going to want to get back home.”
“Yes, ma’am. Just know that you changed our lives this weekend. I’ll never be able to repay either of you.”
And there’s that bright smile again. “You just tell me about the first person you save with that helicopter and I’ll be so excited that I won’t know what to do with myself. Every penny will have been worth it.” Even though I’ve just met her, I’m mesmerized. I’ve seen prettier women, but there’s something warm and genuine about her that makes you want to be near her, and I’ll be sorry when she leaves. I’ll miss them all.
Two hours later, everybody is gone, Ted and Evie in the big SUV with troopers in front and behind, and Tony, Nikki, Vic, and Laura in the huge SUV with their bodyguard driving. Tony confided in me that the FBI had approached his attorney and said they’d had a credible informant tell them there’d been a plot in the works to kidnap Nikki for ransom. The attorney, who also owns the security firm and is one of Tony’s best friends, insisted they start having security with them at all times. It’s a damn shame, but that’s the world today, I suppose. I wouldn’t know. I’m not worth billions of dollars, so nobody wants me!
At a little after six, as I’m sitting in the kitchen with a bowl of soup from the freezer, I see Hollywood drive out in one of the SUVs. I guess it’s time for his date, and I think about Penny and the things she said earlier in the day. I can’t figure that woman out. There’s something about her that’s unsettling. That’s the only way I know to describe it. The plume of dust rises and then settles as he disappears out the opening in the tree line, and I eat my soup and reflect on the day. Before I can finish, I feel a presence beside me and Bear pulls out a chair, then sits down. “Talk to you about something?”
“Sure.”
“Thinking I might want to be involved in the construction of the helipad. I was talking to Vic, and he seems to think I’d be a lot of help. But I wanted to check with you.”
“Bear, if you want to help, I think that’s great. I’m all for it. I want you to feel like you belong here, like you’re contributing, like you’ve got some kind of connection to us. You work out there by yourself, you don’t really talk to any of us … It’s like you’re on the fringe, and that’s not what any of us want. We need to be a group, and we want you in that group.”
There’s silence for about fifteen seconds before he finally says, “I understand.”
“Good. Then by all means, I think you should help. And I’ll give you a task.”
“Uh, okay.” I can tell that makes him nervous by the way he sort of shudders when he speaks.
“I want a plaque embedded in the concrete of the helipad. And I want it to say something about the Walters and their generous contributions to our organization. I want it in bronze, so you’ll have to find somebody who can make it, and you’ll also have to make sure it doesn’t violate some kind of law or FAA regulation by being in the helipad.”
He nods. “Yeah, okay. I can do that.”
“I’d really appreciate it. And don’t talk about it to anybody but me or Vic. I want it to be a surprise for Tony and Nikki. We owe them in ways we’ll never be able to repay them.”
He shoots me a sideways grin. “She told me that I’m cute.”
“Cute?”
He stares at his hands in his lap. “That’s what she said. She said, ‘Bear, you’re a cutie pie. If you ever want a hug, I’ve got one to give.’”
“Did you take that hug?”
He shrugs and his eyes seem sad. “I’m thinking about it.”
That makes me chuckle. “I let her give me one. I tell ya, it was like I was getting a hug from my mom, my grandmas, and my daughter all at the same time. It was pretty spectacular.”
His head tips sideways and he cuts his eyes toward me. “Yeah? Maybe I’ll take one next time.”
“Good. I think that would be a good call on your part. Nobody can get too many hugs.”
As abruptly as he sat down, he stands and looks down at me. “Thanks for talking to me. I’ll take care of that thing you asked me to do.”
“I know you will. That’s why I asked you to do it. I trust you to get it done.”
A shyness falls over him and his cheeks pink ever so slightly. “Uh, thanks. Later.” And he ducks out. It was a surprise to him, someone asking him to do something like that, and I hope it instills some confidence and pride in him. He’s so unsure of himself, far more unsure than I am of him.
After I finish eating, I’ll go out to the helicopter and just sit there for a while and look at it. It’s one magnificent bird.
I still can’t believe it’s ours.
    
THE SOUND of a car door wakes me and I look at the clock. It’s not even eleven yet, and I fell asleep watching the news. There’s only one person it could be, so I barely lift the shade and peer out the front window.
Sure enough, it’s Hollywood. And he’s alone. I’m not sure what that means for their date, but she didn’t come back with him, so if they hopped in the sack, it was at her place. In a few seconds, he’s inside his cottage, the door closing behind him.
It’s really not all that late, so I grab a beer and sit back down to look for a movie. I’m ten minutes in when there’s a knock at my door.
It opens to Hollywood standing there. Well, shit, guess I’ve got to listen to a play-by-play of their date, I mutter to myself. “What’s up?”
“Hey, hope I didn’t wake you. Your lights were on and I could hear the TV.”
“No. I’m just looking for a movie to watch.”
“Oh, sorry I interrupted. I’ll just …” The sentence dwindles and he throws a thumb toward his cottage.
“No, no, it’s okay. Come on in. Want a beer?”
“Nah. Had a couple earlier and I don’t need any more.” He’s practicing moderation, which is good. “I really wanted to talk to you about my date with Penny.”
Fuck. Here it comes, I tell myself. “Yeah? Why on earth would you want to tell me about your date? That’s your business.”
He scratches his head a little and he’s got this very weird look on his face, one I can’t read. “Well, turns out it’s kinda your business too.”
“How could it be my business?”
Sitting there on the sofa, he leans forward with his palms on his knees. “I took her to Hazard to the steakhouse. Great dinner. Food was good, drinks were cheap, everybody was friendly. She’s a really nice person, funny, easy to talk to. Not hard on the eyes either.”
I have to stop him before he starts telling me about, well, you know. “Look, I don’t need to know what you guys did and—”
“Patch, stop. There’s something I need to tell you.”
I can’t even imagine what that could be. “Yeah? What? Why?”
He drops back into the sofa and pats his thighs once, then sighs. “I won’t be seeing her again.”
“But you just said—”
“All she did the whole time we were out was ask questions about you.”
Stunned silence. That’s the only way I can describe the next full minute. Then I kind of come to my senses. “Me? Why me?”
“Because she’s obviously got a thing for you.”
“For me? She doesn’t know me.”
“She wants to know you. The first couple of questions, yeah, okay, I could go with that. But she just kept on. Every time I tried to steer the conversation in another direction, she dragged it right back. Seriously. The woman has the hots for you, Patch.”
What am I supposed to do with that information? “I … I didn’t encourage it.”
“I know. It’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong. It just … is. It wasn’t meant to be for me and her. She wants you, or at least she thinks she does.”
“She’s wrong.”
Hollywood shook his head. “Then you’ll have to let her know that, because I don’t think anything I could say would make a difference.”
How in the hell am I supposed to do that? And what do I say? Thank you? Because I’m sure not grateful for this revelation. “Guess I’ll just see what happens.”
“I wouldn’t wait too long. She might change her mind.” Hollywood stands, so I do too. “I’m going to bed. It was a disappointing night.”
Dear god. I’ve never run into a situation like this before, and I really don’t know what to say. “Sorry. I was hoping for the best for you.” Well, I was, even though I was jealous as hell.
“Not your fault. Night.” I watch as he wanders out my door, down the porch steps, and heads toward his own cottage.
She kept asking about me. Why? What could she possibly see in me? I guess I could call her up and ask her, but that would be kinda weird. But I’m not sure it could be any weirder than the way I feel right now.
I can’t concentrate on a movie, or anything else for that matter. My best bet is to go to bed and hope I wake up in a new world tomorrow morning.





CHAPTER 6
  
Penny
SO WHAT DO I know about Patrick Scott now?
Well, for one thing, I know his real name. I know he has an ex-wife and two kids, and they live in Hawaii, and she has some muscled-up boyfriend. I know his son goes to college there, and his daughter is in high school. I know he doesn’t get to see them very much.
I also know that his career in the Army pretty much ended his personal life as he knew it. Porter said his injury was from a sniper shooting the windshield of his helicopter. Yeah—he was a helicopter pilot, a chief officer or something like that. I have no idea. All of that stuff is like a foreign language to me.
Porter said Patch has been working on starting this group for two years. I can’t even imagine. Two years with little coming in and a lot going out. He said the Walters have bankrolled a lot of it, and the governor helped get grants, which is nice. The governor seems really nice too. His wife is a hoot, and she’s so cute, she and Nikki Walters both. I loved spending time with them, and with Laura too. That woman is a lovely beast, tall and dark-haired, with luminous, slightly-slanted hazel eyes, and I can tell she takes no shit off anybody. She has to be strong in order to handle that man. That husband of hers is really something.
God, I hated going out with Porter just to get information on Patch, but I didn’t know what else to do. I get the distinct impression that he’s trying to stay away from me, and I don’t understand that. I don’t think I’ve offended him. Hell, he paid for my wrecker, so he can’t hate me. At least I don’t think so. I mean, why would he?
After working all afternoon, I probably shouldn’t have gone out, but I’d already said yes, so I felt like I had to. Don’t get me wrong, Porter is a great guy. I like him, but I’m really attracted to Patch. I think my best bet is to just get ready for bed, so I strip everything off, slip on my gown, and go into the bathroom to brush my teeth. I’ve just gotten the toothpaste on my toothbrush when my phone rings, and I know that ringtone. “Do you realize what time it is?” I ask, laughing.
“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry! I always forget!” My mom is sputtering and stammering, and I think it’s funny as hell.
“It’s okay. I was just getting ready to brush my teeth. What’s up?”
“Have you talked to Blake?”
“No. I have not talked to Blake. Why would I talk to Blake?”
“Pen, I think I’m going to have to make him mad, but he’s driving us nuts.”
Oh, god. I was afraid of this. “Is he bugging you and calling you?”
“Yes. Constantly. He’s … Well, look at that. Incoming call. Yep, it’s him again. Pen, he wants to know where you are and how to get in touch with you. He hasn’t come right out and threatened us, but your dad says he’s dangerous.”
“Yes, Mom, he’s dangerous. That’s why I divorced him. It’s why I have a new phone number. It’s why I was careful about who had my new address. It’s why I had all my mail forwarded to your house so you could send it to me later. He can’t know where I am or he’ll come here, and there’s no telling what he’ll do.”
There’s a long pause before she says, “We’re scared of him.”
“Yeah, well, if you’re scared of him, I’m terrified. I think if he ever finds me, he’ll kill me.”
“Have you talked to the police?”
“About what, Mom? He hasn’t actually done anything. There’s nothing for me to talk to them about. They can’t arrest him just because he’s running his mouth, and it’s way too late for me to talk to them about the abuse. The only thing I know to do is to keep hiding. Maybe he’ll find somebody else and forget about me.”
She sighs deeply enough for me to hear her, which is not an accident. “I wish he would. We love you, honey. We just want you to be safe.”
“I’m not safe when he’s around.”
“I know.”
I hate this. My parents are scared, and I’m scared for them. Blake Morrow is the worst bastard I’ve ever known, and I was married to the creep. After we started dating, I started wondering about his ex-wife, but every time I asked about her, he told me to forget about her, that she was old news and he was well past that. I just pushed all that aside, tried to forget about it, and married him. And that was a huge, huge mistake.
After the first time he hit me, I remembered all the things I’d wondered about, and I started checking them out. There were so many red flags, so many coincidences, and one thing I don’t believe in is coincidence. But he was my husband, and I didn’t want to go to the police.
His abuse continued. His threats continued. I wound up in the emergency room, but he begged and pleaded until I told the doctor that I fell and broke my arm. In reality, he pushed me down the stairs. Looking back, I realize I’m lucky he didn’t kill me that night. When we left the hospital, I told him I was leaving.
And when we got home, he pinned me against the wall, his forearm across my neck, and told me that if I left, he’d hunt me down and kill me. He meant it. It took me seven more months, a concussion, and a broken nose to finally leave, but I knew I couldn’t leave even a hint of where I was going. My parents got rid of their mailbox and started having their mail delivered through a slot in the door with one of those things like they have at the post office and the night deposit at the bank, the kind that closes the chute when you open it, and when you close it, it opens the chute and the mail slips in, but there’s no way to get a hand or anything into it. It cost them a fortune, but by then, they realized how dangerous he was and would’ve done anything to keep him away from me.
My mom’s voice brings me back from my thoughts. “Pen? Pen, are you still there?”
“Uh, yeah, Mom. Sorry. You were saying?”
“I said, if he tries anything, we’ll have him arrested.”
“Please do. But be careful. He really is dangerous.”
“I know. And I’m sorry we weren’t as supportive as we could’ve been.”
“You couldn’t have known because I said nothing. I was too afraid. And I’m still afraid, Mom. If he ever finds me, he’ll kill me. He really is one of those ‘if I can’t have you, nobody can’ kind of people.”
“He won’t get your information from us. That much I can promise.”
“Thanks, Mom. It’s been a long day and I really need to get to bed. Change your phone numbers so he can’t call you anymore. I don’t know what else to tell you.”
“I’ll think about it. I love you, honey.”
“Love you too, Mom. I’ll call you next week and we can talk about the stuff I’ve been doing, but right now, I’m beat.”
“Have you met anybody?”
“People at church, yeah.”
“No, I mean a man.”
“Going to bed now, Mom.”
“But honey, you’re young and—”
“To bed, Mom. Love you, Mom. Night.” And I hit END. Otherwise, that will go on all night.
When I’m finally in bed and under the covers, I pick up my phone and pull up pictures from the day. There’s me with all the other women. Nikki and me. Georgie, Pam, and me. Me with Nikki on one side and Evie on the other. Laura and me. And a really sweet picture of Tony and Nikki that they didn’t know I’d taken. He’s so frickin’ drop-dead hunky and she’s so simple and sort of plain, but when I saw them together, her standing outside by the door and leaning up against the wall, him standing there, a hand on the wall on either side of her shoulders, leaning in, smiling into those odd-colored eyes of hers, they looked perfect together, like they belonged together. They fit together like two puzzle pieces. I want that.
And I think I want that with Patrick Scott.
    
NOTHING. I’ve got nothing. I’ve been working for three days to figure out a way to get close to Patch, and I can’t. Short of calling him up and asking him out, I don’t know what else to do. Problem is, I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t jibe with his idea of how a relationship is supposed to go. Porter said he’s kinda old fashioned, which is fine, but it leaves me with little to work with.
Then I think about the fact that he’s been here for two years, and I realize there has to be somebody who knows him. Who could it be? He’s lived out there at that camp, only coming to town when he needs something, doesn’t go to church … Who would know him? I’m clueless. Guess it’s up to me to push the issue. I’m not sure how, but I’ll figure it out.
I have an appointment to get my hair cut in Hindman, so I get myself cleaned up and dressed. She’s going to wash my hair, I’m sure, so there’s no point in me doing it.
Tinsley is good at what she does, based on what I’ve seen from the other women. She does hair, nails, and pedicures. There’s another woman in the shop with her who does the same thing, and there’s a barber. If I understand correctly, it’s a narrow, deep building. The women are stationed on either side, and the barber has the entire back wall. Georgie said there’s a waiting area out front, so I take my tablet to read or poke around on the internet. I’m sure they don’t have Wi-Fi, but I have a hotspot, so I should be okay. My appointment isn’t until one, but I’m ready to go, so I head out and figure I’ll get some lunch beforehand.
I pass Hank’s Hangout and go to this little sandwich shop called Poppy’s. It’s a cheerful little place with pale yellow walls and red poppies painted everywhere. I heard that they let Knott County high school students paint the poppies and scenes, and they did a really good job. I love their poppyseed chicken salad sandwich with swiss cheese, and they have really good homemade kettle chips. Their drink special of the month is a peach tea, which is delicious, so I have two glasses of that—free refills!
So far, even though we barely have a grocery store in Hindman, I like living here. Of course, if I need underwear or oil for my car, I’ll have to go to Hazard or Whitesburg, but that’s okay. They’re not that far away. At least I won’t starve.
I get there and Tinsley still has a woman in her chair, but I can tell they’re finishing up, so I just wave and sit down to wait. The barber doesn’t have anybody, and he’s cleaning his tools. The other woman—I think her name is Marguerite—has a lady in her chair with foil here and there in her hair. Highlights. I’m not going for anything that bougie.
It’s only about ten minutes before the lady who’d been in Tinsley’s chair makes her way out, and the cosmetologist motions for me to come on back. “Hey, girl, how ya doin’?”
“I’m good! How ’bout you?”
“I’m good. So what are we doin’ today? Color? Perm?” People still do that? I fight a shudder.
“I just need a trim and style. That’ll be good enough.”
“Want me to wash it?”
“Please!”
“Okay, come on over here. Let me get you a cape and a towel and we’ll get started.” I follow her to the wash station and in seconds, I’m outfitted and leaned back for a scrub.
And that’s about the time I hear a voice say, “Hey, Micah, you got time for me?”
The barber answers loudly, “Sure ’nuff, Patch! Come on back.”
Well, fuck me. He’s here and I’m looking all crazy and stuff, my head in the sink and water everywhere. The tension on my neck, which transfers to my throat, keeps me from being able to talk in anything that sounds like a normal voice, so I figure it’s best to just be quiet until I’m sitting up. Then I hear that voice say, “Penny?”
Shit.
“Uh, yeah.”
“I thought that was you.”
My garbled voice asks, “How could you tell?”
I hear him snicker. “Your boots.”
He’s noticed my boots? Seriously? Do women in this area not wear boots like these? I can’t think of anything clever to say, so I just mumble, “Oh.” Fucking brilliant conversationalist, idiot, I tell myself.
“My ex-wife had a pair almost identical to them. Won’t ever forget those.”
Well, fuck me a second time. I’m wearing boots like the ones his ex-wife wore. She’s in damn-it-all Hawaii and we have the same boots. That’s just my luck. I make a mental note to burn the damn things when I get home. I want to say something, maybe apologize, but I decide it will probably be best if I keep my stupid mouth shut.
So five minutes later, here I am, sitting in the chair, my hair soaking wet while Tinsley trims it, and he’s across the room, chatting with the barber and laughing, and I’m feeling all idiotic and stuff. Wow. I can’t win. And then something happens that almost slays me.
He has to take off his patch so the barber can cut his hair, and I wonder if that bothers him. A second later, I realize it does. It’s like he’s making a concerted effort to stay turned so no one can see that side of his face. I see the barber bend down, his ear near Patch’s lips, and when he straightens, he turns the chair a little more. A knife-edged pain slices through my heart. This man is a hero, a warrior, and he’s embarrassed that he was wounded in battle and lived.
I’m sitting here embarrassed that my hair is wet. How fucking stupid is that? I’m beyond ashamed of myself. I’ve been thinking about how I can get a date with him, get him to think of me as more than just the neighbor down the road, and I haven’t once taken his feelings into account. His ex-wife … How scared is he of a new relationship? Has he been in one since they divorced? Is he as confident around people he loves and people who love him, without the patch as he is with it? Tears are stinging my eyes and I fight to keep them away. “You okay, honey?” Tinsley asks, and I didn’t realize anybody would even notice.
“Yeah, I think I got a little shampoo in my eyes or something.”
“Here.” She hands me a warm, wet cloth. “You can wipe them with this.”
Well, there goes my eye makeup. Instead of wiping, I kind of dab at the inside corners, and that wicks the tears away. My eyes will still be red, and so will my nose, but at least I won’t look like a raccoon.
I can hear the two men talking at the back. I hear Patch say, “Yeah, it’s gorgeous. You should see it. Well, I mean, you can. Come on out and I’ll show you.”
“That set them back some coin,” Micah replies.
“Oh, yeah, but apparently they’ve got it. The governor says they do. I know it’s probably a tax write-off for them. They don’t care. It seems like they just enjoy helping people. They’re really nice, just like regular folks.”
“That’s cool. So they live in Louisville?”
“No. The main office of the construction company is there, but they live in Shelbyville.”
Micah lets out a snort. “Oh, rich people’s horse country.”
“Is it? I’ve never been there.”
“Oh, yeah. Rich people live out there.”
“Well, I know it’s a family farm.”
“Yep,” Micah says decidedly. “Rich people.”
“Then they’re really nice rich people. I know Ted said they’ve got a beautiful house, but they seldom dress up, only to go places for events and evenings out. They’re usually in jeans and tee shirts, things like that. Got a horse training facility.”
“They train horses?”
“No. The way he described it, they’re training people to ride horses. Like, they’re working on an Olympic team.” That’s interesting. I hadn’t heard anything about it, so I decide the next time I see or talk to Nikki, I’ll ask. I’d like to know more. “He said it was supposed to be a retirement hobby, but it went from two barns to five in no time and it’s huge now.”
“That’s really cool. You should go see it sometime.”
“Maybe I’ll take the whirlybird! That would be a good trip, and I bet they’d like to see it coming in.”
“Yep. I bet they would.”
Out of the blue, Tinsley sings out, “I bet Penny here would like to take a ride in that chopper!” I want to die.
“Oh, yeah? I don’t know about that. It costs between two thousand and four thousand dollars to run it for an hour.”
“Wow! You’d have to really like her to spend that kind of money!” Tinsley crows and I want to slink under the chair and hide until he leaves.
“Well, if she really wants to go up in it, she can come out sometime when we’re training and go with us.”
Okay, first of all, they’re talking about me like I’m not sitting right here. Second, the “us” business wasn’t exactly what I was going for, but whatever. I’ll take what I can get. I’m not sure what to say when Tinsley leans down in front of my face like I’m five or something and says, “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, honey?”
Seriously? Can this get any worse? No, I should stop, because I’m sure it could. I could stand up and have my pants fall down. It could happen. That would be worse. And I know Tinsley’s trying to help me, but fuck it all, I wish she’d stop. “Yes. I would enjoy that immensely,” I answer, trying to sound grown-up. Instead, I sound like I’m pretending to be the queen of England. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
“Ooookay then. I’ll try to remember to let you know when we’re doing something like that.” His voice is almost condescending, and it rankles me a little. I’m surprised he can’t tell how humiliated I am. Or maybe he can, and he just doesn’t care. He doesn’t strike me that way, though. But I don’t really know him that well. I should stop. I’m making myself crazy.
“Great. Thanks.” That should be the end of what I have to say.
“Okay. How does that look?” I hear Micah ask, and from the way I’m turned, I can barely see Patch from the corner of my eye. I’m hoping to get a glimpse before he puts the patch back on.
“Looks good. Thanks, Micah.” And he’s already slipped it back on. Well, that’s over. “What do I owe you?”
They settle up and I’m still sitting there with Tinsley working on my hair. She turns me in such a way that I can’t see anybody but her, and I guess she’s finally given up. Then I hear Patch say, “Bye, ladies.”
“Bye, handsome!” Tinsley calls out.
“Bye,” I call back, but he’s already out the door. So much for that.
Then the door opens again. “Penny, this is your car out here, right? The red one?”
“Yeah.”
“Give me your keys.”
I manage to extricate myself from Tinsley’s scissors in a flash. “My keys? Why do you need my keys?”
“You’ve got a flat.”
“No! No way! You’re not serious! Fuck. I can’t believe it.” I march over, my hair halfway cut, and look out the door. Yep. Flatter’n a flitter. “Damn it.”
He just holds out his hand, palm up. “Give me your keys. I’ll change it and see if I can get the flat one fixed.”
“Oh, you don’t have to do that, Patch. I’ll just—”
“I know I don’t have to do it, but I want to. Just give me your keys and if you get finished before I get back, walk on over to Presley’s and wait.” Presley’s is a drugstore across the street that still has a soda fountain. I hear their shakes are to die for.
“You sure?” He nods and wiggles his fingers. “Well, okay. Here.” My keys fall into his palm and he closes his hand around them. “And thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Back in a bit.” I watch as he strolls out, and then I take my seat in the chair again.
“Reckon that man’s got a crush on you?” Tinsley asks in her singsong way.
“No. I reckon that man’s just a good person.”
“Well, now you’re gonna have to cook dinner for him. You know, to thank him.”
“Yeah, right.”
“Girl, strike while the iron is hot! You need to get on that. He’s a fine specimen. Umm-hmmm. You let him get away and you won’t find another one like him.”
“There are seven more of them out there at the campground.”
She rolls her eyes. “I heard, but he’s especially fine, don’t you think? I’d take a gamble and roll around with that one, you know?”
I’ve got to change the subject. I don’t want to think about it anymore. “So do you have time sometime in the next week or so to do my nails?”
“Uhh, I can probably do them next Tuesday if you want.”
“That sounds good.”
“Acrylics or what?”
“Just my natural nails. Shaped up and painted. They’re pretty tough.”
She stops for a minute and takes my hand, looking at my nails and feeling of them. “Yeah, you’re right. You’ve got good nails. I’ll fix you right up.”
We just chat and pass the time until she’s finally done and I pay her, then make an appointment for my nails the next week. I step out the door to find my car on a jack, the wheel missing, and Patch nowhere in sight, so I cross the street to Presley’s. I’ve been in here for about fifteen minutes when I get a text.
Took off the tire and looked in the trunk. No spare. Went to Whitesburg, they didn’t have a tire. I’m in Hazard having one put on and I’ll be back in probably forty-five minutes. Okay?
How in the world can I argue with that?
Sure. Thank you so much. I’ll be here waiting.
Since I’m already here, I order a piece of cherry pie and a milkshake, and I try to relax while I eat it. After that, I go over to the library and sit down to read. Then I realize I’d better tell him where I am.
@ the library reading
Three wavy dots and then …
K
I’ve been reading for about fifty minutes when I look up and see him coming in the library’s door, the front of his shirt a dirty mess from carrying around my tire. I’m on my feet in a hot second. “Oh, damn, I’m so sorry about your shirt!”
“Nah. It’ll wash. So I got the wheel back on the car and you’re good to go.”
“How much do I owe you?”
“Nothing.”
I shake my head. “I have to pay you.”
“No. You cooked and cleaned up for us. That’s payment enough.”
“If you’re sure …”
“I am. You’re ready to roll. But you really do need to get a spare.”
“I’ll do that. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” It takes me a couple of seconds but I realize he’s waiting for me to come with him, so I stand, gather up my stuff, and let him follow me to the door, out, and across the street. When we reach my car, I turn toward him and he hands me my keys. “Here ya go.”
“Thanks again.”
There’s a hesitation, and I wonder what’s coming next. It doesn’t take long to find out. “I kinda think we need to talk.”
Oh, shit. This sounds bad. “Oh? What’s up?”
“Hollywood told me about your date.”
Fucking hell god damn it motherfucker sonofabitch, my brain shrieks. What did he say? “Is that right?”
“Yeah.” He stands there for a second like he’s not sure what to say, and then he finally starts. “Look, I know what he told me. I’m flattered, but that’s a bad idea.”
“What’s a bad idea?”
“You and me.”
Jesus, how do I save face? I ask myself. “You and me? What about you and me?”
“He said you were asking all kinds of questions about me.”
“Uh, yeah. I mean, you live out there at the campground and you seemed to come out of nowhere, from what I can tell.”
“I’ve been there for two years.”
“That’s not the point. The point is, don’t you think it’s natural for people to be curious about you?”
“I’m not sure why anybody—”
“I mean, you’re not from around here, and you haven’t been here as long, and—”
“You’ve only been here a few weeks.”
Oh, Jesus. He’s going to use logic on me. I’m sunk. “Yeah, but still, when I asked anybody—”
His eyes fly open wide. “You asked other people about me?”
“No! I mean, yes! I mean … Damn it.” I’m so frustrated I could scream, so I turn and open the door, slide in, and close it, then put the window down. In a split second, I think about Tony and Nikki and that picture of them. I think about how she said they’d only been married a few years, but how they tiptoed around each other for at least four years before either of them worked up the courage to speak, and how much they both wished they’d been bolder and had those years back. And in that moment, I just decide to go for broke. “Yes. I asked other people about you. I asked Hollywood about you. I think you’re a nice person, and you’re good looking, and—”
“I’m good looking?”
“Yes! Would you stop and let me talk?”
He looks appropriately taken aback, thank god. “By all means.”
“Yes! I think you’re good looking, and I know nothing about you, and you’ve been very kind to me, and we both live here, and I … I dunno, I thought you might be interested, but now I know you’re not, and I—”
“Who says I’m not?”
“You just said you and me were a bad idea!”
“Hmm. I did, didn’t I?” There’s a bit of amusement in his voice that I can’t miss, and for some reason it makes me furious.
“Oh, you think this is funny? Me making a fool out of myself in front of you, to your face? You think that’s entertaining while I’m twisting in the wind? You sending me mixed signals and confusing me and—”
“Penny?” he says calmly, his hands resting on top of the cranked-down window of my car door.
I pretty much scream, “WHAT?” I’m shaking with rage and I want to start my car and peel out of my parking space before I get even more worked up and say some shit I don’t really mean.
He leans down, his face even with mine, and says, “Just shut up for a minute.” Before I get a chance to tell him how fucking rude that is, I feel his hands on my cheeks and in an instant, he presses his lips to mine.
Oh, holy hell. It’s not an open mouth kiss, but it’s sexy as sin, and everything inside me wilts. When he breaks it, he looks into my eyes, and I wonder if he can see how confused I am. Before I can speak, he says, “Yeah. This is a really bad idea. But I don’t care. I’m attracted to you, and I want to know what happens if we give it a try.” I’m totally flabbergasted. I don’t know what to say. He waits for a bit and then says, “Wow. When you shut up, you really shut up.”
“You told me to shut up, so I did.”
He chuckles, a warm sound that makes me feel a little weak. “Do you always do what you’re told?”
“Rarely, actually.”
“That’s what I figured.” He stands and straightens, his hands still on the sill of my car door window. “So, I tell ya what—let’s try meeting for coffee or something. How’s that? Just slow and careful.”
I’m afraid I’m going to burst into tears. “Okay. That works.”
“Good. Maybe Saturday afternoon? Two-ish?”
“Yeah. That’s good. Where?”
“I’ll just come by and pick you up and we can decide then. How’s that?” And there’s that slow, sweet smile I’ve seen a couple of times. I feel like I’ve won the lottery.
“Sure. Okay. I’ll be ready about one thirty, so any time after that would be good.”
“I like it. I’ll see you then, unless I run into you before then.”
“Right. Like today.”
“Yep. Like today. See you Saturday.” I think he’s going to just walk away, but before he does, his hand rises and he strokes his thumb down my cheek. “Be careful going home.”
“You too. Bye, Patch.” Without another word, he turns and makes his way across the street to a truck, but just as he climbs in, he turns and raises his palm in a simple little wave. I lift mine and watch as he slides in, closes the door, and drives away.
I just sit there. I can’t believe what just happened. My head drops back onto the headrest and a deep sigh follows. Then I realize there’s movement to my right, so I turn my head.
It’s Tinsley standing in the door of the shop, and she grins and flashes me a thumbs up. Oh, great. Now I’ll be at the swirling vortex of gossip in town.
And suddenly, I really don’t give a shit. I’m having coffee with Patch Scott on Saturday. They can talk all they want. Like I could stop them anyway.





CHAPTER 7
  
PATCH
WHY DO I get the feeling I’ve just made a huge mistake?
Okay, so here it is. Penny is cute. Hell, she’s more than cute. She’s pretty. And she’s curvy—all the right kinds of curvy. My mom would call her “buxom.”
Oh, fuck it all. She makes my dick twitch. I guess that means I find her pretty fucking sexy. Cupping that beautiful ass in both hands would make me very, very happy. And those lips … I’d like to do more than kiss them.
What the fuck is wrong with me? We might not have anything in common. We might be totally incompatible. I’ll never know if all I do is take her to bed but, holy shit, I really want to. My imagination is running wild, and I need to stop that. I try to think rationally for a minute.
I was married. That ended in failure. But the failure was mostly because I was in the military, and then I wasn’t because I was wounded, but she’d already filed for divorce. So was I a bad husband? Or just in a bad situation? Who am I kidding? I was a bad husband because she told me not to re-up, and I did. But now I’m not in the military anymore.
Instead, I’ve taken on seven guys to help them rehabilitate and fit into the world. What the fuck is wrong with me? Oh, wait—I’ve already asked myself that. I remember lecturing the guys on what happens if they start dating a woman and have a huge falling out. It could put them on the outs with the entire community and make things difficult for us here. People don’t like men who come into a community and mistreat the hometown women. Am I going to do that?
But she’s new in the community. Would folks still feel the same way if we busted up? I have no idea. And I’m really, really overthinking this. I don’t know if I’m messing up or not, and I don’t have anybody to talk to. I mean, I could talk to Priest, but I don’t think that would be appropriate. Then I think of somebody else, somebody I need to call anyway.
As soon as I roll into Iron Oak, I head straight for my cottage. I should go out to the shop and get busy, but I need to do this. Otherwise, I’m not going to be worth a shit, and being distracted in that shop is a surefire way to get hurt. Once I’ve taken a piss and sat down to think for a second, I pick up my phone and hit the contact. It’s answered with a cheerful, “Yo! How’s it goin’ in the Bluegrass State?”
“You know the guy who gave us the money for all this?”
“Yeah.”
“He gave us a fucking helicopter.”
There’s silence for a few seconds before Ethan says, “No. You’re shitting me.”
“I’m not. It’s sitting out there where the helipad will be. An AgustaWestland AW139. Red and yellow with white stripes. I’m tellin’ ya, it’s fucking gorgeous.”
“I don’t believe it. He gave it to you?”
“Yep.”
“Send me a picture?”
“Of course. We’ve got to get jumpsuits ordered. Oh, and the governor ordered the Kentucky State Police to bring their bird and train us for three days.”
“Wow. I mean … wow. So will you bring it sometime so we can see it?”
“If we’re already doing something with it. It’s expensive to keep one of these things in the air.”
“I can only imagine. But I do hope you get to come see me sometime. I’d love to introduce you to the other guys, see if we can find you a woman,” he says and finishes with a laugh.
“Um, about that …”
“Uh-oh. Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?”
“No, it’s okay. I just … I needed somebody to talk to about this, and I thought about you, and—”
“Say no more, my friend. What’s going on?”
So I tell him all about Penny, about when she moved here, what she does, everything. Nothing is spared, including how she makes me feel. When I finish, I ask, “What do you think?”
“You really like her?”
“I’m not totally sure. I mean, yeah, I like what I’ve seen so far, but I really don’t know her that well.”
“But you’re meeting for coffee, so you’ll get to know her.”
“Right. But …” I don’t even know how to say it. “All I keep thinking about is … I keep—”
“You keep thinking about slipping your hands up under her top, unhooking her bra, and pulling her shirt up over her head and off. And then working on her fly.”
“Yeah.”
“That’s normal, Patch. You were married too long and gone too much. We’re guys. That’s how we’re supposed to feel. Women feel the connection and want the sex. We want the sex and then feel the connection.”
I sink back into the sofa and sigh. “Thank god. I thought I was some kind of horny pervert.”
“You are. You have a dick. That’s how guys think. But you’re okay. You’re attracted to the woman, and that’s usually physical for us. Why am I having to explain this to you? How old are you?”
“I’m forty-three.”
“You’re old enough to know this shit. You’ve been out of the game too long. But you’ll be fine. As men go, you’re a good guy, and you’re not going to intentionally do anything to hurt her in any way. Yeah, you’ll probably make some mistakes, but that’s okay. She will too. Has she been married?”
“Yeah. She has an ex. I assume an ex-husband. That’s all I know.”
“And this is why you have coffee with her and talk. Nothing more, you hear me? Don’t sabotage yourself by falling into the sack and then making a giant ass out of yourself somehow.”
“How did you know your girl was the one?”
“I dunno. I mean, I was attracted to her instantly, which made me very, very surly because of why she was here. Long story. Point is, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her, even when I wanted to. And the more I looked, the more I wanted. We didn’t fall into bed instantly, if that’s what you’re wondering, so I think you’re going about this the right way.”
I drop my head back onto the sofa’s upholstery and sigh again. The Ethan Watson stamp of approval is good enough for me. “Thanks, man. I really didn’t want to talk to the guys about this. Thought it might be kinda awkward.”
“It could be, but if you want a relationship, you’ll all have to talk about it sometime, you know.”
“Yeah. I know. But not now. How’s everybody else doing? All the guys doing well?”
“Yep. We’re all doing great. How are your kids?”
“Good, as far as I can tell. Mitchell talks to me for about two minutes, and Fiona won’t even answer her phone. I guess I’m not a dad anymore.”
“You’ll always be a dad. Someday when things go down the shitter and they need somebody they can depend on, Dad will be their best friend. You know that.”
“I hope you’re right. About the best friend thing, not the shitter thing,” I say and chuckle.
“Me too, but the chances that it’ll come to pass that way are huge.”
“Most likely. Well, take care, my friend. Hope to see you soon.”
“Me too. Bye, Patch.”
“Bye, Chaos.” The phone goes silent and I sit there, lost in thought. Then my phone pings, and I smile when I see who it is.
Just in case I forgot to tell you, which I think I did, I’m looking forward to Saturday.
Something flutters in my chest as I answer the text.
Me too. It’ll be good to just sit and talk.
That earns me a smiley face, and I realize Ethan is right. I’m approaching this the right way, leading with my big head, not my little one, and that’ll keep me out of trouble. Without another thought, I shoot off another text, and I’m surprised at myself.
I just want you to know that I totally respect you and really want to get to know you.
Wiggly dots appear, and then I laugh.
You don’t want to jump my bones? I’m offended. And disappointed.
I’m still laughing when I reply.
I didn’t say that. I just said that I respect you and want to get to know you. And then maybe I’ll jump your bones. You have to be a willing participant. You’re disappointed? So what are you saying?
I laugh out loud when she replies.
Be careful Saturday. I may jump your bones.
My fingers are flying.
Now I’ll be disappointed if you don’t!
Wiggly dots and another reply.
I guess we’ll see, huh? Later, good looking.
Something about that casual exchange makes me ridiculously happy.
Yeah. I’ll try to call you later if you want.
I wait as the dots wiggle, and then smile when I see her response.
I’ll be disappointed if you don’t. Have a good afternoon.
Then she finishes off by sending me a smiley face that’s blowing a heart-shaped kiss.
What is happening to me? I feel like a college kid who’s just discovered a strip club down the block and has a fifty-dollar bill to spend. I mean, really, she’s just a woman and I’m just a man.
Wait … That doesn’t sound right.
And that makes me laugh.
    
I STAYED in the shop long enough to get the piece I’ve been working on ready for tomorrow morning. Priest brought over a knife he’s working on for me to look at, and the weaving he’s doing on the handle is top quality. It’s intricate and detailed, but smooth in my palm, and I know the customer is going to love it. Hell, I’ll take it if they don’t.
There’s no time to shower before dinner, so I eat with the guys and then go to my cottage. It doesn’t take me long to clean up and drag on a pair of pajama pants and a tee. I’m sitting there on the sofa, reruns of “Law & Order” playing on the TV with the sound turned down, and I pick up my phone. It only takes me a second to find her contact, and I hit it and wait.
Just the sound of her voice, a low, breathy tone barely over a whisper, makes electricity crackle on my skin. “Hey.”
“Hi. You busy?”
“Nope. You?”
“Just ate and took a shower.”
“You worked late, didn’t you?”
“Yeah.”
“You spent the afternoon taking care of my car and it put you behind. And I’m sorry for that.”
“Eh. No biggie. The piece I’m working on is ready for tomorrow morning, so I bet I finish it before the end of the day.”
“That’s good! Nice work. I’ve worked on a model all afternoon.”
“Yeah? What is it?”
“It’s a marina in the middle of the state. The architect sent me the artist’s rendering and I’m using that as my guide.”
“Sounds interesting.” She starts to tell me how she does all of it, and it’s really cool. “So what do you use?”
“Sometimes I use foam core, and sometimes I use mat board, like they use in framing. I use white, because then I can paint it whatever color it needs to be. They give me the Pantone codes for the paints they’re going to use, and I can look those up on the manufacturers’ websites and duplicate them.”
“That’s amazing. So I guess you use hot glue?” I’ve seen that stuff on TV shows. It’s the shit.
“No. It’s junk. I use a good quality archival glue that has a quick grab and good tack. I also use straight pins to hold things together until the glue can set.”
“That makes sense.” Most of the time, I’d think a conversation like this was boring, but it’s fascinating listening to her talk about how she measures and cuts, determines what goes where, all of it. “I’d love to see you working on one sometime.”
“Be glad for you to watch. I’d like to come to the shop sometime and watch what you guys do.”
“Call to be sure we’re doing something that’s safe. As long as the shop’s safe, you can come anytime.”
“Thanks!”
We chat for a bit longer about various things, none of which are of any importance. After a while she says, “Well, I guess I’d better get back at it. I have plenty of time to finish, but I don’t want to get behind, and I definitely want to keep Saturday afternoon free.” So she’s looking forward to it. That’s good.
“Good. Talk to you later, doll.”
“You too. Bye.”
A sadness sweeps over me as the sound of her voice disappears. One look at the clock and I’m shocked—we’d been on the phone for over an hour and I didn’t even realize it. Suddenly, Saturday is too far away. I want it to be Saturday right now. I could get in the truck and drive straight there and … Cool your jets, Scott, I tell myself. It can wait. I can’t get in too much of a hurry if we want to do this right.
But damn, I want to hurry.
    
IT’S RAINING on Friday morning when I wake up; pouring, actually. I almost don’t go to the kitchen, but I know I need a good start to the morning, so I grab my slicker and run over there. Hollywood has homemade sweet rolls ready, and there’s plenty of hot coffee, but we’re all kind of quiet, dreading the deluge we’ll have to trudge through to the shop. Finally, we all look at each other and just decide we’ve got to do it, so we might as well go on.
The shop is just as bright as usual, and we get going quickly. Bear has ducked out the back door to start working on some production pieces in his shop, and the rest of us are pounding steel or cutting and stitching leather or something. At a little after noon, Hollywood appears in the doorway with a plastic crate and brings us ham and cheese sandwiches, chips, and fruit, plus soft drinks. He sits down to eat with us and decides instead of carrying everything back, he’ll just stay and work and we can take it all back later. Everybody gets back to work, and we’re all perking along.
And then the tone goes off. “App STAR, this is central dispatch. Please respond, over.”
“Central dispatch, this is App STAR responding, over.”
“Missing person. Male, age eighty-seven, five feet nine inches tall, last seen wearing a gray hoodie, jeans, and sandals. Alzheimer’s patient. Wife says he has been combative and unusually agitated all day. Last seen in the area of Troublesome Creek Road and Morrison Lane. Knott County Sheriff’s Office on scene at staging area, requesting activation of App STAR. Over.”
Everybody’s on the move. “Central dispatch, this is App STAR with an ETA of fifteen minutes. Over.”
“Roger that, App STAR. Central dispatch, out.”
This time we’re close to the staging point, so we can get there fast—very fast. Unit Two is out the door in five. I’m behind them with three more and true to our word, we’re there fifteen minutes after the last transmission. By the time we get there, rainwater is pouring across the pavement on the roads, and the staging area, a farm field entrance, is turning into a huge mud puddle.
Sheriff Stafford and Matt are both there waiting for us, along with Chief Ramage. They’re standing under the shelter of the open liftgate of Matt’s SUV cruiser. “What do we know?”
The sheriff’s face is drawn. “He grew up in a cabin up there on the ridge. His wife, Beverly, says he’s been belligerent all day and talking about how she can’t keep him there anymore and he needs to go home. Beverly tried to stop him and he knocked her down. She’s at the hospital. Broken arm. She called their daughter, Lacey, and she’s on her way here. She knows exactly where the place is, but there’s a very real chance that he’s nowhere near there due to his Alzheimer’s. We just don’t know.”
“Do we have a map?”
“Yeah, and when Lacey gets here, she can point it out, I’m sure.” He’s barely ended the sentence when a little Prius comes tearing into the field and a woman jumps out. “That’s her.”
“Oh, god, have you found him?” she cries out.
I shake my head. “No, ma’am. We’ve got a map. Can you tell us where this place is, the one your mom thinks is where he might be trying to go? We’ll search blind, but our chances of finding him increase if we have some idea where we might need to be. Otherwise, we waste time and daylight.”
She’s glaring at me. “I heard you got a fancy helicopter. Can’t you take that up and find him?”
“Ma’am, we don’t have all of our equipment and radios yet or I would. I’d already be in it and up in the air.”
She sighs. “Okay. Where’s the map?” The sheriff spreads it out and she looks it over. “Here. Right here. That’s the site of the old cabin he grew up in.”
“Is there anything there now?” I ask.
“The last time we were there, there were just a few rotting timbers lying around. The cabin collapsed a long time ago.” In my peripheral vision I can see Reboot and Ghost looking at the map and inputting coordinates. “Otherwise, there’s nothing there. Last time we took him up there, he cried for two hours and said his mommy and daddy don’t have a house anymore.”
Jesus. My heart is broken for the old man and his family. I can’t even imagine. “You guys got it?”
“Yes, sir. It’s about three miles up the ridge northeast of here,” Reboot answers.
“Okay. Let’s go. You’ll continue to man this location?” I ask the sheriff.
“Yes, sir. We will.”
“Unit One, we’re going up first. I want silence. Listen closely. Unit Two, give us about ten minutes and follow us.” I turn to the daughter. “What’s his name?”
“Larry Walker.”
“Does he have a nickname?” I know these people. They all have nicknames.
“Yeah. It’s Jiggy.”
I turn to Unit Two. “Okay. You call out Larry five times. Then change it to Jiggy. Keep going back and forth that way. If he doesn’t recognize one name, maybe he’ll recognize the other.” I look at the other three men in Unit One. “Let’s go. Channel twenty-two alpha, as usual. Everybody in constant contact.”
“Roger that, captain,” Reboot says as leader of Unit Two.
We head out, me in the lead and Bear bringing up the rear. We walk for eight minutes and see nothing—no footprints, no broken branches or twigs, no signs, period. Two minutes later, the radio crackles. “Unit Two proceeding.”
“Roger that, Unit Two. We’ve seen nothing.”
“Roger that, Unit One.”
We just keep going. The terrain gets steeper and the rain pelts us even harder. It’s more important now than ever to find him. And with every minute that goes by, I hold less hope. If we don’t find him before dark, it’s going to be almost impossible.
But that doesn’t mean we won’t try.
    
Penny
IT’S RAINING SO hard that the sound of the drops beating down on the metal roof of my little house is making it almost impossible to hear the TV, the radio, or even my own thoughts. I’m trying to concentrate on the model I’m working on, and it’s hard. I think about the guys out there in the shop and I smile. They’re warm and dry, and I can imagine Patch hammering on some kind of metal, those pecs and biceps flexing with every slam. Good lord. I need to stop thinking that way or I’ll be so wet that I slide right off my chair.
After a can of soup, warmed in the microwave and accompanied by some crackers, I settle back in to work on the model when my phone rings. “Hello?”
“Penny? It’s Georgie.”
“Hey! What’s up?”
“The guys got called out.”
At first I think I misunderstood her. “In this weather?”
“Oh, yeah. Arlen’s there, sheriff’s there, and the SAR. Jiggy Walker knocked his wife down and took off. He’s got Alzheimer’s.”
“Oh, god, that’s horrible!”
“Yeah, broke her arm. They’re out looking for him now.”
“What can I do to help?”
“I’m picking up Pam and we’re going out there to see if we can find something to fix so they’ll have hot food and coffee when they come in. Don’t know when that will be, though. They don’t give up easily.”
“I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”
“Meet us out there in an hour?”
“I’ll be there. Thanks for calling me.”
“Thank you for being willing to come. Bye.”
I hustle around and find my rain jacket, my rain boots, an umbrella, and a big flashlight. My dad taught me well, and I want to be prepared.
By the time I get there, Georgie and Pam have the kitchen building open and the lights are all on. It’s starting to get dark out, and that worries me. It wouldn’t usually be dark this early, but with the rain and cloud cover, it’s happening quickly.
They’ve got enough food for a small army, which is what we’ll be feeding, and we get to work fast. But there’s no need. Time drags on, and the guys don’t come in. Georgie calls Arlen, and he says they’re still out, still looking. Five o’clock, six, seven, and they’re still in radio contact with the sheriff and Arlen, but they still haven’t found the old guy. Arlen says at least one of the teams has had to stop and replace batteries in their GPS units because the rain has damaged the batteries. If that thing goes out completely, they’re screwed unless they can get a phone signal that will give them a location.
At ten, I offer to stay up and watch the food while Georgie and Pam take a nap. Georgie says to wake her in two hours and she’ll spell me, so I do. I go lie down and I figure I’ll slip off to sleep immediately, but I don’t. I’m worried about Patch and the men. It’s dark, it’s cold, it’s wet, and they’re out there on that ridge in the mud and brush. Two hours later, Georgie wakes Pam and she takes over so Georgie and I can sleep. We change out every two hours so somebody is up with the food, but there’s no sign they’re coming in. When Georgie gets up the second time, she calls Arlen, and he says they’re still looking. With every hour that goes by, I’m more afraid.
Her phone rings at about six in the morning, and I grab it because she’s asleep. “Hello?”
“Who’s this?”
“It’s Penny. Is this Arlen?”
“Yeah. They’re coming in. Six of them will be headed your way. Two are going to the hospital along with the missing person.”
“Hospital?”
“Yeah.”
“They found him?”
“Yeah, but not before he thought they were some kind of murderers or bandits or something and hit one of them in the back of the head with a big limb.”
“Jesus! Who’d he hit?”
“I don’t know their names. Anyway, Patch is headed to the hospital with him. Everybody else is coming in.”
“Thank you. We’ve got hot food and coffee waiting for them. I’ve gotta wake Georgie and Pam up so we can get ready. Thanks, Arlen.”
“You bet. Mind if I come eat? And invite the sheriff and the deputy?”
“Please. Don’t mind at all. We’ve got plenty of food.”
“Okay, thanks. Be there shortly.”
They’re coming in, but Patch won’t be with them. That’s okay. He’s fine, and he’s taking care of one of the guys. And the old man is okay too, I guess. That’s all that matters.
Bear is the first in the door, followed by Paddy, Reboot, and Bulldog. In a few seconds, Hollywood wanders in, and Priest is ten steps behind him. Arlen and the two law enforcement guys are next. Patch and Ghost are missing, so I’m assuming it was Ghost who took the limb to the head. Georgie and Pam are serving everybody, and I sidle up to Arlen. “Is Ghost okay?”
“Yeah, I think so. The old guy surprised him. Surprised everybody. He’d been hiding from them, and he just leaped out with this huge branch and whacked Ghost on the back of the head. It took Patch a couple of minutes to talk him into putting down the branch, and by then, Bear had dragged Ghost over out of the way and was working with him. I don’t think they’ll be at the hospital long.”
Relief floods my whole being. They’re okay. All around me, the guys are stripping out of their wet stuff and heading into the cook’s quarters to dry off and change. When they come out, there’s food on the table and a huge pot of coffee, and in no time, they’re eating and drinking, but they’re quiet. There’s no joking or chatting. They’re exhausted, and I feel so bad for them.
When they’re finished, they dart out one by one, knowing they’ll be soaked again, but heading to their cottages where they can shower and change into something really warm and dry. Bear is the last one out the door, and he stops beside me just before he reaches the door. “Patch is exhausted. Make sure he eats something and gets some rest, please.”
I nod. “I will. Thank you, Bear.”
“Thank you, Miss Penny. The food was good.” With that, he disappears out into the early morning light.
It’s another hour before I hear a vehicle out in the parking area and the door opens. Ghost comes in first, and he looks like death. Georgie and Pam start to fuss over him immediately. Where’s Patch?
When the door finally opens and he steps in, my heart breaks. He’s soaked to the bone, shivering, and looks utterly and totally worn out. I meet him just inside the door. “Jesus, you okay?”
“Yeah. I’m fine.”
“No. You’re not fine. You go back there and get in the shower in the cook’s quarters. Give me your key.”
“Huh?”
“Give me your key. I’ll go get you some dry clothes. Go on. Right now. Get warm.”
He hands me the key. “But I—”
“No. Go. I’ll be right back.” I practically push him toward the back room and take off, his keys in my hand. I clear the door of the cottage and start going through drawers. Sure enough, I find pajama pants, tee shirts, underwear, and socks. He has a pair of slippers by the door, so I grab those too, then step out, pull the door closed, and take off at a dead run.
I head straight to the bedroom in the back of the kitchen and lay out his clothes on the bed. Then I knock on the bathroom door. “Patch?”
“Yeah.”
“Your clean clothes are out here. I’m going out to make you a plate.”
I hear the water shut off, and then he says, “I’m tired. I don’t feel like eating.”
“You have to eat. Hurry up and come on so you can eat and get to bed. I’m leaving so you can come out.”
His food is on the table, along with a huge mug of steaming coffee, when he finally appears in the doorway. I just point at the place at the table, and he drops into it. He’s pitiful when he looks up at me and says, “I don’t think I can eat. I’m too tired.”
“You have to eat, Patch. You have to. Then you can go to bed, okay? But please, eat. I’m worried.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”
“If you eat. Go on. Eat.”
It takes him a while, and I can tell he’s having trouble just lifting the spoon to his mouth. But when the bowl is empty, he asks, “Can I have more stew?”
“Of course. How much?”
“Like half a bowl?”
“Sure.” I take his bowl, ladle some into it, and place it back in front of him. In a minute, it’s gone. “All good?”
“Yeah. I need to go to sleep.”
“Okay. I’ve got an umbrella. Let me walk you over there.” I glance around at Pam. “Do you mind if—”
“No. Go. Take care of him. We can handle this.”
“Thanks.”
“Hey, Patch?”
He spins to face Ghost. “Yeah?”
“Thanks, man. Thanks for going to the hospital with me and for finding that old guy.”
“You’re one of my men. Nowhere else I’d be. You’re my brother.”
“Yeah, well, thanks for that too. Get some rest.”
“You too, man. See ya later.”
I open the door and when we’re both out, I snap open the umbrella, then wrap my arm around his waist. “Stay close.”
His arm snakes around my waist and he pulls me in tight. “I will.” We make our way across the big lawn and climb the steps to his cottage. The door swings open and he mumbles, “Sorry about the mess.”
“I didn’t notice the mess. I wasn’t concerned about the cottage. Just you. And you’re here, and you’re fed and clean and dry. That’s all that matters.”
“And we found him.”
“Yes. You found him. Good work.”
“Thanks.” He stands there for a few seconds and kind of sways. “I’m so tired.”
“Go lie down. I’ll be there in just a minute.”
His eyebrows shoot up. “You’re coming in there with me?”
“Yes. I’m coming in there with you. I want to keep an eye on you. You’re exhausted.”
“I’ll be fine.”
I smirk just a little. “So you’re telling me you don’t want me in there?”
For the first time since he came in, he smiles back. It’s a tiny smile, but it’s still there. “I didn’t say that.”
“No funny business, mister. I just want to sleep in there beside you so I know you’re okay.”
He shoots me a weak, snide grin. “Awww, that’s sweet. You’re taking care of me.”
“I am. Now go!” I give him a little shove and he ambles slowly toward the bedroom.
Ten minutes later, he’s in bed under the covers and sound asleep. I’m right beside him, on top of the covers, watching his face at peace. At some point, he wallows around until the patch rides up, so I take it and place it on the nightstand. It’s the first look I’ve gotten, and I’m guessing he’s going to be upset when he finds out, but it’s not at all like I thought. It’s not bad. It’s just an empty socket, his lids meeting in front of it. Nothing to see. My hand comes up of its own accord and I press it to his cheek, then listen to him sigh with the warmth of my touch.
And at that moment, I’m pretty sure my heart is his. I just hope he wants it.
    
PATCH
AT SOME POINT, I wake up. It’s lighter outside, but I can hear it still raining like crazy. The bedroom is warm and my pillow is soft, and I stretch a little and take a quick peek.
Penny is lying beside me, facing me, and sound asleep.
Then I realize my patch isn’t on, and I see it on the nightstand. That means she took it off and put it over there. Too late now. She didn’t run away screaming, so that’s a good sign. I think about getting up, and then I decide I’m going back to sleep.
When I wake up the next time, she’s not beside me, but I hear her in the bathroom, so I just lie here and wait. I stretch a little and hear her say, “You awake?”
“Barely,” I mumble.
“Go back to sleep.”
“What time is it?”
She snorts. “What difference does it make?”
“None, I guess. I’m worthless for the rest of the day.” She sits down on the bed beside me, and I pat the mattress. “Aren’t you going to lie back down?”
“Do you want me to?”
“I want you to crawl under the covers with me.”
“Patch …”
“No. I just want you to lie here with me. That’s all.”
“Okay. I’m taking off my jeans, but that doesn’t mean anything.” I snicker. She glares as she growls out, “Patch?”
“Okay, okay. I’ll behave myself.”
“Okay.” She turns with her back to me, unzips her jeans, and slides them off. She’s got on a pair of pink bikini panties and her ass is gorgeous. When she slips under the covers, I stretch out my arm and she curls into me as I wrap my arm around her and pull her close. Her head rests on my shoulder just under my collarbone, and she murmurs, “Oh, this is nice.”
“It is, isn’t it? Very nice.” I give her a little peck on the forehead and she snuggles up even closer against me. “You’re so warm and soft.”
“Thank you. I feel safe here with you.”
“Good. And thank you for taking care of me. I appreciate it.”
A little giggle erupts in her throat. “I have to! Otherwise, I’ll never get that coffee!”
“I think we’re a little past that coffee, don’t you?”
“Yeah. I do too. We still need to do a lot of talking, but that’ll be organic as we spend time together.”
“I agree. Now, I’m going back to sleep. If you want to lie there and stare at me, you can, but I won’t be staring at you. I’ll be asleep,” I say with a laugh.
“I’ll be asleep too. Get some rest and I’ll see you on the other side.”
“Yep. See you on the other side.” The minute that last word is out, I hear her sigh against me, and I suddenly feel warm and whole. She feels like she’s always been there against me, pressed into me, and I find it soothing and comforting.
If I could arrange it, we’d never move. We’d just stay right here until forever.
    
THE NEXT TIME I WAKE, I manage to check my clock. It’s almost four in the afternoon, and I need to pee, so I slip out of bed and shuffle off to the bathroom. When I come back, she’s lying there somewhat awake. “Hey,” I whisper as I slide back into bed beside her, and I grip her chin between my forefinger and thumb and press her face upward so I can drop a little kiss on her lips. “I probably need to get up.”
“Ohhhh, whyyyyyy,” she whines.
“Because I’m old and if I don’t get up pretty soon, I won’t be able to walk in the morning.”
I love that laugh. “You’re not old!”
“Well, I’m not young. So I need to get up and move around. Aren’t you hungry?”
“Yeah. I could eat.”
“Okay. Get up. Go home and get showered and dressed, and we’ll go get something to eat somewhere, since we slept through our coffee date.”
“Okay. You coming to get me?”
“I am. I’m gonna take another shower and get dressed. I’ll see you in a little bit.” She’s pulling on her jeans, and for some reason, I don’t want her to. I’d really rather crawl back into bed with her and sleep the rest of the day away.
“Okay. My bag and my keys are in the kitchen over there. Is it unlocked?”
“I can almost promise you some of the guys are in there eating something.”
“Okay. What do I tell them if they ask me where I’ve been?”
I shake my head. “I guarantee they won’t.”
“Well, okay. See you in a bit.” When we reach the door, she turns with her hand on the knob and smiles. “I think this is the most pleasant afternoon I’ve had in a while.”
“I don’t know about that, but I appreciate you being here for me.”
“You’re welcome. Bye.” She slips out the door and closes it behind her, and the feeling of her absence is immediate for me. If I could, I’d run to the door, stick my head out, and beg her to come back, but that’s not what I need to do. I need to shower and dress and take her somewhere. She has no idea how grateful I am to her for her attention and just her presence. It was a hard night. She made it easier just by being here. And even though we haven’t had a chance to have an in-depth conversation, the fact that she’d put in that effort is all I really need to know.





CHAPTER 8
  
PATCH
DRESSED AND READY, I make the walk to the kitchen to get my truck. Instead of just getting in and driving away, I step inside and look around. Hollywood is standing at the stove, and it smells like he’s making something with sausage. “What’s cookin’?”
“Sausage, bacon, eggs, waffles, pancakes. We’re having breakfast for dinner. You eating?”
“Nah. I’m going into town. Gonna take Penny to dinner. We were supposed to go for coffee this afternoon, but we slept right through that. I figure that’s the least I can do, since she took care of me last night.”
“I will tell you, I was a little worried about you when we came in. You didn’t look so good.”
“Yeah. I guess I didn’t. She made me shower and put on something warm, then go to bed. Then she slept beside me all night and kinda watched over me. It was nice, knowing that somebody cared.”
“She’s a nice person. But I thought you said this couldn’t happen.”
“Nothing’s happened yet. We just slept. But we’re feeling out the relationship to see where we might want to take it.”
“Good plan. So I guess we’ll see you in the morning?”
“Nope. You’ll see me later tonight. I’ll try to be back by ten. If you need me, just call or text.”
“Will do.”
“Hey, is Ghost okay?”
Hollywood nods. “Yeah. He was in here just a minute ago. Says he’s got a helluva headache but he’s okay. No concussion, I take it?”
“Nope. Just bruised up. That old guy packed a wallop. Laid him out cold. I think he thought we were DEA or ATF or somebody who came to jack up his still or steal his stash. But he’s back home, although Sheriff Stafford said he’s going to talk to the wife about finding him a secure facility to go to. She obviously can’t handle him anymore, and I really don’t want to go through what we went through last night ever again.”
“Yeah, me either. Have a great dinner. See ya later.” He goes back to his cooking, and I smile. Hollywood doesn’t realize it, but he’s the glue that holds us together.
The purring of my truck is a comforting, normal sound as I turn toward Penny’s house. There’s still water standing everywhere, and the pouring rain has turned into a light mist that makes visibility poor, so I’m being extra careful. Fortunately, the rain keeps deer and other wildlife under cover, so they’re not out in the roadway, waiting to total my truck when I can’t get stopped in time to miss them. The radio is on, tuned into the New Country satellite radio station, but turned down, so I turn it up and start listening to the lyrics. Then I realize what it is: “God Made a Woman” by Jerrod Niemann.
I start to think about Penny. I’m a busy man. I have a lot of responsibility. But she’s not one of those clingy women, the kind who wants you to spend every waking moment within her reach. She’s got her own work and she seems to love it. From what I can tell, she’s good at it, and she must make good money at it. She really hasn’t revealed anything about her ex, but I’m sure that’s going to be a topic of conversation. Then something else passes through my mind and strikes a chord of fear in my heart.
She’s younger than me. Is she going to want kids? Because mine are grown and I really don’t want to start over. I don’t have the energy or the time, and even if she says she’ll be solely responsible for them, that’s not the kind of parent I ever wanted to be. If I have a child, I want to be present and available, and I won’t be able to be that person. That could be a deal breaker. Instantly, I put that on the list of things we have to talk about before we go any further.
When the house comes into view, I see that the lights are on in her living room, and the storm door is closed, but the front door is open. She’s been watching for me, and knowing that makes me smile. Gravel crunches under my tires as I pull up and park the truck, my boots making the same sound as I walk to the porch. She’s not right inside the door, so I knock and hear her say, “Come on in, Patch.”
I pull open the door with a laugh. “I’m not Patch.”
“Yes you are! Liar! You can’t fool me!” She steps out of the bedroom and I’m blown away. The simple dress she’s wearing is perfect, a pale lavender that makes her cheeks look rosy, and her auburn hair is swept back in one of those partial ponytail things—I have no idea what they’re called—and glowing in the lamplight. She’s not wearing much jewelry, but what she has on looks perfect with the dress and the little flat shoes she’s wearing. “Jeez, Penny, you look great.”
“Yeah? I don’t have a lot of clothes. I mostly work in my pajamas, so a lot of days I don’t even shower. Oh. Ugh. I shouldn’t have told you that,” she says and makes a face.
That just makes me laugh. “Remind me to always call first so I won’t smell you from the driveway!”
“Oh, hahaha. Very funny. You weren’t exactly smelling like a rose when you came in this morning.”
“I smelled like rain, mud, and sweat, I’m guessing.”
“Man smell. Means you’ve been working, which means you hadn’t been sitting around on your ass, drinking.”
“No, I had not. And I don’t. You ready to go?”
“Yeah. Let me get my bag.” In contrast to her outfit, the thing is huge and garish, a patchwork monstrosity with a long sling strap and a zipper in the top. I guess she sees me staring at it because she says, “What? Something wrong with my bag?”
“No. Nothing wrong with your bag. Is that where you nap when you’re tired?”
“Uh-huh. You’re really trying hard to be the funny guy.”
“My usual delightfully sarcastic self,” I warn her.
“I like it. Keeps me on my toes.” With that, she rises up on them and plants a little kiss on my cheek. “See? On my toes.”
“I like you on your toes.” I’d like you a lot more across the bed, bare as the day you were born, my brain whispers, and then I chide myself. Cut that the hell out. It’s dinner, not bedtime stories.
“Right. So let’s go. Where are we going?”
“Where do you think we’re going?”
“I have no idea. I’ve just been here a few weeks, remember?”
Well, fuck. Somebody told me that would work. You just ask where they think you’re taking them and whatever they guess first is where they really want to go, so you confirm that’s where you’re going. And she’s not helping me. Quick, think of something, I tell myself. “There’s a great little Italian place in Hazard. Thought we might try it out.”
“Oooo, I love Italian food! That sounds good.”
Great save, I think as I open the storm door. “I hope they’re not slammed when we get there.”
“Me too,” she says as she heads across the porch and down the steps. In a minute, we’re on the road.
We just chat as I drive. She tells me she got another order in the mail from an architectural firm with all the specs, and I tell her how I’d like to see it and come watch her work sometime. Then I tell her about my cousin who used to make models out of wood splints, the little ones used in laboratories for lighting burners, and she says she knew somebody who did that. Somehow we wind up talking about concerts we’ve gone to, and I tell her the different installations I lived in and where my duty stations were over the years. By the time we get to the restaurant, we’re laughing and swapping stories, and I’m enjoying myself. I hope she’s enjoying herself too.
The place is busy, but not terribly so, and we don’t have to wait. The hostess shows us to a booth in a back corner, which is better than I could’ve even asked for. In just a couple of minutes, we both have a glass of a nice wine and we’re looking over the menu. I decide on the lasagna, and she wants the tortellini. We decide to share an appetizer serving of mussels, and it’s not long before we have our food.
And as we eat, I wonder what to ask, so I decide that I’ll start with not making her ask. “So you know I was married.”
“Yes. And have two kids. And they live in Hawaii, right?”
“Yes. Mitchell is twenty-one and Fiona is seventeen. My ex, Mindy, has this boyfriend whose name is Joshua, but he likes to be called Makoa.”
“How long ago?”
“About five years. Of course, we were apart a lot longer than that because of my service.”
“And she hated the military?”
“With a passion. Said I chose it over her and the kids.”
“Did you?”
“I did. I won’t lie about it. I absolutely did.”
“Regrets?”
“A million and one.”
“And it was over when your eye was over?”
“Yeah. That was the last straw.”
“And then what?”
“When I was recovered, I got my medical certification and started working for AIREVAC services.”
“Where was all of this?”
“It started in Missouri, brief stint in Tennessee, and ended in Kentucky. Fort Campbell. I was stationed there. And she hated it. And that’s about all there is to tell of me.”
“Parents? Siblings?”
“My parents live in Tennessee, outside Chattanooga, so they’re not terribly far away. My brother Michael and his wife, Lisa, live in Decatur, Alabama. Their son, Daniel … I can tell you about that another time, but he’s the reason I’m doing what I’m doing. So what about you? You’re from Albuquerque, right? As in New Mexico?” She nods. “Oh, that’s right. You inherited the house.”
“That’s not the only reason I’m here.” There’s something in her expression, something that tells me she really doesn’t want to talk about whatever it is. And that means that whatever it is, I really, really need to know.
So I wait. But she doesn’t say anything else, and I’m determined I’m not going to give her any more information about me until she coughs up some about herself. When I’ve waited as long as I think is reasonable, I look her in the eyes before I speak, but she looks away. “Penny, if there’s something I need to know, then you need to lay it out. I’m not going into this blindly, and I’m not fond of surprises that turn my world upside down.” And then I wait.
When she finally looks up, her eyes are red. “I’m hiding.”
“Hiding? From whom?”
“From my ex.”
“Is he that bad?”
She closes her eyes and a tear slides out. “You couldn’t possibly imagine.”
“No. I can’t. But you need to tell me.”
In a split second, she blurts out, “He put me in the hospital. More than once.”
“Jesus, Penny! How did you let that happen a second time?” The instant the words are out of my mouth, I regret them. That’s one thing I don’t understand much about—battered women. She seems to crumple right in front of me. “I’m sorry. I really don’t get why anybody would stick around after the first time.”
“I was married to him. Plus, he told me … he said that … he threatened to kill me if I left him.”
“But he wouldn’t really.”
“Yes. He would. He absolutely, positively would.”
“What makes you think that?”
What she says next chills me to the bone. “I think he killed his first wife.”
“Do you have any proof of that?”
She snorts. “If I did, do you think he’d still be running around free?”
“What makes you think he killed her?”
“After we got married, her family kept calling, wanting to know where she was. He kept telling them he had no idea. And one day, I found her wedding rings in the dresser drawer.”
“Did you ask him about them?”
“By then, I was too afraid. He’s got a temper and … well, anyway, that’s why I think he killed her. And I wanted to see their divorce papers, but he told me if he said he was divorced, I should just believe him. I went to the courthouse where they’d lived, but there was no record of a divorce. I think he killed her, and he didn’t need a divorce, since there was no one to object to us getting married.”
“You said he put you in the hospital twice?”
“Yeah. Once with a concussion and a broken jaw, and another time with a broken arm and broken ribs.”
“Didn’t the hospital do something?”
“He told them I fell. I didn’t dare tell them otherwise. He was right there the whole time to make sure I didn’t tell them the truth. He has a lot of money. He’s in import/export. And he has a lot of powerful friends.”
I’m stunned. All my life, I’ve heard of domestic abuse, but I’ve never known anyone who was abused, or at least if I did, I didn’t know it. My dad would never hit my mom, and if he had, my brother and I probably would’ve killed him. But he wouldn’t. My brother wouldn’t do that to Lisa either. I heard talk of soldiers being arrested for abusing their wives, but it was never anyone I knew. I thought that only happened in other families. Apparently I was wrong.
I take a good look at Penny. She’s not a big woman, not at all, but she’s also not a wisp of a thing. If I had to guess, I’d say she could hold her own in a girl fight. But she’d be no match for an adult male. But why? Why would a man do that? I just don’t understand, telling someone you love them and beating the shit out of them. Sure, Mindy and I fought, and there were times I wanted to punch a wall, but I never would’ve laid a finger on her. I spanked her ass a few times in fun, but we were laughing and playing around.
Then it hits me. “Do you really think he’d come here and try to hurt you?”
She nods slowly and drops the bomb. “He’s been harassing my parents and trying to get my contact information.”
“Shit.” It slips out before I can stop it.
“Yeah. Mom said he hasn’t come right out and threatened them, but he’s menacing enough without the threats.”
“So now what?”
“He doesn’t know about the house. I got a new phone and a new number, so unless he steals one of my parents’ phones and finds my number, he can’t find me. Any mail that would’ve come to me at the old place goes to their house, and they go to the post office to mail things to me, so there are people around and he can’t get to the address. But I’m really scared he’ll hurt them.”
“Call the cops.”
“For what? He hasn’t really done anything or outright threatened them. Nobody will do anything.”
“That’s fucked up, Penny.”
“Yeah. I know. But that’s how it is.” She sits back in her chair and sighs. “Other than that little bit of joy, I have a bachelor’s degree in art with a minor in computer-assisted drafting.”
“How old are you?”
“Thirty-four. How old are you?”
“Forty-three.” I’ve got to ask her, I tell myself. “You know I have grown kids. Do you want kids?”
“I thought about it, but I don’t think so. I figured if I ever wanted kids, I’d adopt. There are too many kids out there who need parents and have no one.”
“So you might want to adopt? Or be a foster parent?”
She cocks her head and one eyebrow hikes up. “A foster parent? I never thought about that. Maybe to an older kid, but not necessarily a younger one. I never babysat when I was a kid. I wasn’t drawn to little kids. I’m still not. But if I knew a teenager who had no family and needed a place to go, yeah. I might be willing to do that.” That’s an answer I wasn’t expecting, and I’m going to have to give it some thought. Her voice brings me back. “Is that something you’d even entertain?”
“Maybe. Possibly. I think it would depend on who the kid was.”
She gives me a tiny smile. “Well, that’s not a no.”
“No. It’s not a no. So do you like sports? Outdoor stuff? Anything like that?”
“I like sports. I mean, I can take them or leave them, although I do have some teams I follow a little bit.”
“Yeah?” I know I’m grinning.
“Yeah, but I’m not married to them. I could always switch my allegiances,” she says with a laugh. “I like to hike. Not much into fishing or hunting. I like to swim, and I like boating. I used to have a kayak, and I’d love to have one again.”
“I’m sure that could be arranged.”
“Do you like movies?”
I nod. “Yup.”
“Action-adventure?”
“Ummm, yeah, and horror movies. I like historicals. Murder mysteries. Sci-fi stuff.”
“Comedies?”
“Yeah, those too.”
We sit there and compare movies, music, food, everything we can think of. I’m pleasantly surprised. It seems that even on the things we don’t have in common, we’ve got some common ground. By the end of the meal, I feel like I know her pretty well.
Quicker than I thought, I start to feel myself flagging, so I ask the server for the check and we head to the truck and make small talk on the way back. It’s a pleasant ride, and when we get to her house, we sit in the truck for a few minutes while I tell her about Daniel. Why did I wait? Because I knew once I got it all out, I’d need to be alone for a bit. Talking about him and then talking about simple, daily things would’ve been impossible.
Once we’ve walked up onto her porch, she stops at the door, turns, and looks up at me, those blue eyes sparkling in the light from the moon. “Coming in?”
“No. Tomorrow’s Sunday, but we lost so much work time yesterday and today that I’m going to have to work tomorrow to try to make up for it, and I’m exhausted enough now.”
“Oh.” Before I can reach out to her, she spins and unlocks the door, then turns back to me. “I saw it, you know.”
“What?”
“Your eye. When the patch came off. I saw it.”
I just nod. “I figured you did.”
“And it was fine.”
“Nothing I can do about it if it wasn’t.”
“Yeah, but I wanted you to know, it was fine. With me, I mean.”
“Okay. Thanks.” I guess. What is she trying to say? Did she think I cared? It’s not like I could do anything about it anyway if it grossed her out.
“I mean, I know you’re a little sensitive about it, but you shouldn’t be. You’re a hero.”
I hate that. When somebody calls me that, I feel like the biggest fake in the world. “I’m no hero.”
“Yes you are. Don’t ever let anybody tell you any different.” She just stands there, like she’s waiting for something.
“Yes, ma’am,” I finally say.
“Well, okay then. Goodnight.”
“Night. Talk to you soon.”
“I hope so.”
By the time I reach the truck, she’s inside with the door locked. As I back out of the drive, the porch light turns off, and that’s that. I’m not sure what she was wanting from me. Dumbass, she wanted you to kiss her! a voice bellows in my brain, and I feel like the biggest fool in the world. The woman wanted me to kiss her. Why didn’t I?
Because I knew if I did, I wouldn’t leave. And I can’t stay. Not now. Maybe never.
    
Penny
I KEEP RUNNING the evening through my brain, dissecting it, analyzing it, trying to figure out what I did wrong earlier. I said I’d foster or adopt a child. Was that the right thing to say? Or wrong? Does he want more kids? It didn’t sound like it. And it doesn’t matter, because I have no intention of getting pregnant and having a baby. I’m too old for that. I know a lot of people don’t think so, but I do. He’s the one who brought up fostering. Why would he do that? To get me to sabotage myself? Thanks, Patch.
When I said I hoped I’d hear from him, he didn’t say anything. But he did say he’d talk to me soon. What did that mean? And why am I trying so hard to decipher everything? That’s a question I already have an answer for.
Because I like him. I want to get to know him better. I wanted him to kiss me goodnight. Lying in his bed, wrapped in his arms, was amazing. Muscles everywhere, and the most attractive one is between his ears. He has to be smart to fly a helicopter. Idiots could never learn to do that.
So what do I do now? Just wait? Make the first move? He hasn’t made any move to do or say anything that would give me hope. Is he seeing somebody else? Why am I making such a big deal out of this? It was just dinner. Nothing more. He wasn’t planning to stay. At least I don’t think so. It seemed like his mind was made up before he ever picked me up.
Two hours have passed, and I’ve tried to find things to keep me busy and keep my mind off him, but I can’t. Nothing can. What the hell do I do?
So I send a text. I try to make it as benign as possible.
Just wanted to say thanks for dinner and the company. I enjoyed it.
That sounds like he went to dinner with a college pal. Wow. This is completely throwing me for a loop. The dots wiggle on the screen, and I want to scream. Then it comes through.
I enjoyed it too, and I feel like I know you better now. That’s important for me. And you’re welcome for dinner.
That’s something, I suppose. I want to ask about another date, or if he’d like to come over sometime, and then I think of something.
You know, we don’t have to go out. I don’t want you wasting money on me. We can always watch a movie or play card games or something. Spending money isn’t necessary.
Playing card games? Sweet mother of god, I’m the lamest dud of all. He’s answering and I dread seeing what he’s going to say.
Money spent on you isn’t wasted. You deserve to be treated well.
I don’t even know what to say to that.
Thank you.
I’m mystified. He’s the one who asked me out, and it’s like he’s backing away slowly. Or is that just my imagination? And then he says something like that. I have no idea what’s going on here. I just know one thing.
The more time I spend with Patch Scott, the more time I want to spend with him. He’s someone I think I could depend on, someone who’d treat me decently. He’s easy on the eyes, strong, confident. My god, he smells amazing. Am I that shaky about my ability to be loved? Or am I reading this all wrong?
A book, a glass of water, and my pajamas are all I need. I take my anti-anxiety medication and a probiotic and head to bed. I’ll read for a little bit before I turn out the light, I suppose. It’s hard to concentrate, though. My thoughts keep circling back to Patch and tonight, and earlier today, and …
Ping! My text messaging app sounds, so I check it.
Just wanted you to know that I’m headed to bed and I’m thinking about you. Today while you were here and we were sleeping was the first time in a long time that I felt peaceful, so thanks for that.
“Step out on a limb, girl,” I whisper to myself as I text back.
Are we going to see each other again?
Wavy dots, and then I smile.
I hope so. Goodnight.
Before I realize what’s happening, I start to cry. This is the first time I’ve felt hopeful in three years. He likes me! He wants to see me again! And then my mind takes that hard, dark turn, and I see Blake’s face in my memory.
I’ve got to find a way to make sure he doesn’t bother any of us again, but I don’t know how. Deep in my gut is this sick feeling that someday, somehow, he’s going to find me, and when he does, he’s going to kill me. I just know it.
    
PATCH
ONE OF THE things I appreciate about this place is how quiet it is. There’s no sound except coyotes, the occasional loud pickup truck out on the road, and nature. It’s one of the things that sold me on this place.
Sitting here on the back deck in the moonlight, I think about the date tonight. Penny is someone I want to get to know better. Honestly, I do think I know her better now. There’s still concern about that ex, and the thought that a man roughed her up makes my blood boil. Nobody has license to do that to anyone else, but especially a man beating a woman. She deserves so much better than that.
But would I really be better? I’d never hit her. That’s for sure. Hell, if I did and my mom found out, she’d kill me. But according to Mindy, I was a lousy husband. Didn’t pay any attention to her, never did anything for her, stayed gone most of the time, looked for excuses to get away when I was home. But our relationship was different. We got married because she was pregnant with Mitchell. Sometimes I think about it and I realize we would’ve been better off if we’d never done that, but it was what I thought I was supposed to do, so that’s what I did. Her parents wouldn’t have had it any other way. They were furious as it was.
Could I be better than that in a second time around? The guys are my first priority. I took them on and made them promises that I intend to keep. If I’m taking care of them, doing right by them, do I have time for somebody else? Should I even be thinking about that? I glance down at my watch, and it’s not even ten yet, so I decide I’ll send him a text. He won’t see it until morning, but my questions aren’t going anywhere.
Hey, sorry to bother you, but I need to ask somebody something personal, and you seem like the right person, based on what I’ve seen from you. If you have time sometime tomorrow, could you give me a call? I’d really appreciate it. Have a great night and a good morning.
Instantly, the three little dots start to wiggle. I can’t believe it.
Call now? We’re up.
I hit his contact and it rings, his cheerful voice calling out, “Hey!”
“Hi. Hated to bother you but—”
“No bother at all. What’s up?”
“I almost called my buddy Ethan, but I figured … Um, it’s kinda personal.”
That low, slow laugh seeps through the phone. “Go ahead. If it’s too personal, I just won’t answer it!”
“I watched you and your wife when you guys were here and you look really happy.”
“We are. Very.”
“And you were married before?”
“Yeah. She was a lunatic. That’s not a joke—had her committed just a few days after my son was born.”
“Shit! That’s awful!”
His voice is as serious as I’ve ever heard it. “You have no idea.”
“I can’t imagine. And Nikki was married before too?”
“Yeah. Widowed. Her husband and kids were killed by a drunken driver.”
“Shit! That’s awful too!”
“The worst.”
“So, I know you’re really busy. Like really, really busy. You have all those businesses, and you have the farm, and all that stuff. How did you manage to fit a relationship in? I mean, how do you have time for her? And for both of you? Together? You know what I mean.”
“Yeah. I do. And trust me, I’ve been in a lot of trouble over this.”
“Really?”
“Oh, yeah. At one point, I asked her if she could have anything, what would it be, and she said a husband.”
“Damn.”
“Yeah. I told her the day we married that I was going to partially retire so we’d have time together because we’re not kids. We won’t have that many years anyway. And workaholic me, I just kept going. When I turned the company over to our son, I built the farm and was over there all the time. The worst part was that I’d almost lost her twice, and I was still doing it. Had three heart attacks too.”
“She did?”
“No. I did. Damn near died. Actually, I did, twice. In the ambulance.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah. It was really bad. But I realized that the businesses weren’t keeping me busy. I was the one keeping me busy, and I’d hired all the people I needed to run them, and I trusted them, so I should let them do the jobs I was paying them for and enjoy the time I have with her while I still can.”
“I get it. Makes sense.”
“And now, I’m guessing you’re asking me about this because you’ve met somebody?”
I sigh deeply, mostly because I don’t even know where to start. “Yeah. And she’s a nice person. Got out of a terrible relationship. But I don’t want to trap her in another one where I can’t pay any attention to her.”
“Why couldn’t you pay attention to her?”
“Because I’ve got this place, and I’ve got the guys to look after, and I made a lot of promises to them, and—”
“Patch, they’re adults. You work all day. You go home at the end of the day. Yes, I know you have to have a lot of interaction with them. But you don’t have to spend all your time with them. You should have personal time too—all of you should. What if you’d already been married?”
“If I’d already been married, I probably wouldn’t have tried this.”
“But you were married in the past, right?”
“Yeah, and that’s why I’m not anymore. I was more married to the army than I was to her.”
It’s quiet for a few seconds, and I know he’s thinking. When he speaks, it’s like somebody threw a bucket of ice water in my face. “Don’t get into a relationship if you’ve already decided you’re going to spend no time with the person.”
No, that is not what I thought he was about to say. “It’s not that I’ve decided I won’t spend time with her, it’s that—”
“Yes, you have. You’ve already decided. You’ve decided that you have no intention of spending time with her, so you don’t think you should pursue it. Once again, you’re going to make your whole life about your work. I did that, Patch, for a very, very …” He sighs into the phone. “Very long time. Too long. Don’t do it. It’s a miserable, lonely way to live. You don’t believe me, ask Vic. He did the same thing. Too afraid to make a commitment, and too emotionally damaged to even try. But look at him now, with a beautiful wife and a sweet little family. And you can do this. I have faith in you, Patrick. You can carve out a good life for yourself in that community with a woman who’ll stand right beside you if you’ll stand beside her. And you can still support these guys, still do the work you need to do, and while you’re doing it, model what a healthy, normal relationship looks like for them. You just have to find a balance, and that’s something you’ve never done before. But you can. I swear, you can. And one of the first things you need to do is hire some domestic help.”
How did he know I’d been thinking about that? “I was just thinking the other day—”
“Look, if you’ll hire somebody to do that … Let me tell you, Hollywood is a great guy. For what he’s been through, he’s pretty emotionally stable, and he’s good at what he does. He can be a great help to you in keeping things running. And Reboot is right there too. Talk to them. Have a sit-down. Hire somebody to do the cooking, cleaning, laundry, shit like that. But don’t pass up an opportunity to have some of the happiest years of your life with somebody you love and somebody who’ll love you back.”
I’m pissed at myself because every damn thing he’s said is true. He’s right on the money. And then he kicks me in the gut. “I know you’re scared as hell. I was too after what I’d been through. Just take it slowly, step by step. Talk to her. Tell her what kinds of thoughts you’re having. If she’s worth your time and love, she’ll meet you halfway.”
He’s right about everything. One hundred percent. There’s just one catch. “Talking about it is hard.”
“It’s the hardest thing you’ll ever have to do. After we got together, we took a Sunday afternoon and talked about sex before we actually had it. Nikki always says it’s stupid that two strangers can go into a room, undress, perform the most intimate act known to man, then put on their clothes, leave, and never talk about it. And we don’t talk about it enough, but we should. We’re not even talking about that here. We’re talking about feelings. If you don’t communicate, you have nothing.”
“But as guys, we’re taught not to talk about it.”
“Hell, neither are women! Everybody’s been taught to swallow their feelings. But they should be talking about it. All of it should be. Look, if you can finesse a helicopter into a clearing barely bigger than its blades, I know you can do this.” He stops for a second before he asks, “Can I guess this is Penny we’re talking about?”
That’s a little shocking. “How did you know?”
“The truth?”
“Yeah.”
“The way she was watching you when we were there. She looked at you like she wanted to throw you down on the dining table and crawl all over you. And I was watching and thinking, damn, that’s a fine woman, and I hope one of these guys realizes it. Looks like you have.”
“She’s got a crazy ex.”
“And you’ll deal with him. If you love each other, you’ll deal with all of it. Nothing will be too hard or too big or too impossible.”
“If there’s any chance I could be as happy as you …”
“Take the chance, Patrick. You only get one chance to find your soulmate. If that’s her and you pass up the chance, you’ll never forgive yourself. And I think you’ve already got plenty of things to beat yourself up about. That shouldn’t be one of them. Think you want to try?”
A surge of determination hits me. “I do.”
“Then don’t wait too long. I could’ve sworn she had a date with somebody else.”
That makes me laugh. “Yeah. She went out with Hollywood, but he said all she did was ask about me!”
Tony’s laughing too. “Uh-huh. Get on it, boy. Time’s a-wastin’. And good luck, although I really don’t think you’re going to need it!”
“Thanks, man. I really, really appreciate it.”
“Anytime, my brother. If you need me, I’m here. Vic and John Henry too. We’re never that far away.”
“Please tell Nikki I said hi and give her a hug for me.”
“Will do. Night, Patch.”
“Night.”
When I’ve ended the call, I sit there for a few seconds and think. Everything he’s said is right on the money. Every word. I look at my watch again. It’s still not even ten. Do I dare? Without hesitation, I shoot off a text.
You still up?
She’s not answering. I guess she went to bed after the last text. If ever I needed a beer, it’s now. As soon as I get to the refrigerator, I hear my text tone go off in the living room, so I grab a can and head back.
Yeah. Something wrong?
My hands are shaking so hard that I can barely hold my phone. This is either going to be a defining moment or the sinking of the S.S. Patrick M. Scott, but I have to find out one way or another.
Can we talk? On the phone?
My phone rings immediately and I answer with, “Hi.”
“Hi. What’s up?” I can’t gauge the tone of her voice, so I’m a little afraid to proceed, but I will.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Sure. Ask me anything.” Well, that’s a good sign, I suppose.
“Do you think you could handle being around a teenager and an early twenties kid?”
“Uh, sure.”
“What if you had to live with them?”
“I could do that. And besides, they wouldn’t be around a lot longer. They’d be growing up and leaving.”
“How bad is your ex?”
“Bad. Really bad. He’s very, very rich and very, very powerful, and very, very vile. He’s a horrible person. Really horrible. And he’s got so much money that he can do whatever he wants.”
I stifle the urge to laugh. She obviously knows very little about Tony Walters. I somehow think her ex would be no match for the wealthy Italian-American patriarch.
Guess it’s time to dive in. “Are you at all interested in a relationship?”
The eye roll I’m sure she’s doing is almost audible. “No, I just go out with guys one or two times for practice in how to be alone for the rest of my life. Of course I’m interested.”
“Do you like sex?” FUCK! I can’t believe I just asked her that! my brain bellows.
“Uh, what’s not to like?”
“I mean, do you like to do kinky shit, or do you—”
“Hey! Stop! What’s your name?”
“What?”
“What’s your name? Your whole name? What is it?”
“Uh, it’s Patrick Scott.”
“Middle name?”
“Mitchell.”
“Okay, Patrick Mitchell Scott, I’m not going to keep talking about this on the phone. That’s not how it’s done. We’ll talk about this in person. I guess it’s up to you when or if that’ll happen.” Then she stops. I sit there, wondering what’s next, when she snaps, “Well? What’ll it be? I can’t read your damn mind, and you’re acting weird anyway. What’s going on with you?”
“I just got some really good advice from a really good friend.”
“Uh-huh. That friend of yours, Ethan?”
“No. Tony.”
“Well, Patrick Mitchell Scott, if Tony Walters gives you advice, you’d better take it. That’s one of the most together guys I’ve ever met. I doubt he could give bad advice if he tried.”
“Then that settles it. Okay. I’ve got to work tomorrow. I really do. But tomorrow night? Pizza? Your house?”
“Sure. I’ll be here. Just let me know when you’re ordering and I’ll get myself pulled together.”
I’m so damn flustered that I can’t think straight. “Good. Uh, good. That’s good. Okay. Pizza tomorrow night at your house. Okay, see you then, right? Yeah. Right. See you then. Night.”
I hear her laugh through the phone. “See you then. Night.”
Jesus, what have I done? I’ve just invited myself to a woman’s house to talk to her about sex. Should I be appalled or applauded? I guess there’s just one way to find out.
And now I’ll never be able to go to sleep.





CHAPTER 9
  
Penny
WHAT THE EVER-LOVIN’ hell just happened? That was the craziest rambling conversation I think I’ve ever had, and with Patch? That’s just … weird. Do I like sex? What the hell kind of question is that? That leaves me wondering what the hell Tony said to him. But if Tony’s the kind of guy I think he is, based on the impressions I got when they were here and the things his wife said about him, he’s a good guy, so I know he didn’t fill Patch’s head with all kinds of junk.
The whole thing gives me a headache, so I think I’ll just go to bed. It’s been the oddest day, and I’m tired, but I can’t stop thinking. My brain is spinning out of control, thinking about the whole evening and last night. God, it was so good, lying there in his bed, feeling his arms around me. And he said it was the most peaceful he’s been in a long time. Most of the time, I bet it feels like the weight of the world is on his shoulders, and I hate that for him. He’s a good man trying to do a good thing, and it’s got to be hard.
And then my mind goes back to Blake. That son of a bitch. I didn’t think I could wish another human being dead, but I do with him. I was so charmed by his smile and his money that I couldn’t see what he was. Being wined and dined wasn’t something I was used to, so he used that to his advantage and just bowled me over. There was something about our wedding day that gave me pause. He sent a gift to my suite—of course, he wasn’t supposed to see me before the ceremony—with a little note that said, “I expect you to be wearing this when you come down the aisle.” I remember opening it and asking myself what the fuck was going on.
It was a bracelet, gold and diamonds, and shaped like the cuff on a handcuff. I remember thinking, What the hell is this about? My maid of honor, Karina, looked at it and asked me, “What’s that about?”
Holding it aloft, dangling on my finger, I said, “I have no idea.”
As soon as the ceremony was over, everything went to shit. The father/daughter dance? He got mad when my dad danced with me. At one point, I went to the restroom, and he insisted on going with me. His mother asked his permission to talk to me—permission!—and said, “I hope you can handle his intensity.” Intensity? I had no idea what that meant.
By the next day, I did. I thought we were going to Paris for our honeymoon, but instead, we went to the French Riviera, where he gambled and whored and left me locked in the suite. How did he do that, you ask? He stationed a security guard outside the door who wouldn’t let me go out. If I needed something, they ordered it in for me. The only way I could leave the suite was on Blake’s arm.
I thought when we got home it might be better, but it was worse. I tried to get ready for work the next day, only to find out he’d called my boss, Perry, and told him I quit. When I tried to call Perry, his secretary, Maxine, told me that Blake had threatened him if he talked to me, so she wouldn’t put my call through. I called my mom to talk to her and he hit me for the first time when he found out. “The only time you call anybody is when I’m here. Do you understand?”
The next year was a blur. I was a prisoner in our house—I can’t call it a home, because it never was—and wasn’t even allowed to go out in the backyard without him or a guard. “Someone might try to kidnap you,” he said. I could order anything I wanted, but I couldn’t answer the door when the delivery came—“You’re fucking the delivery driver, aren’t you?” he’d scream when he got home. That’s how I knew he had cameras watching me. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have known I’d even gotten a delivery.
And in bed … I won’t even go into the disgusting things he did. Revolting. I don’t know how many nights I went to bed with shit or piss in my hair or on my face, in horrible pain from having something crammed inside me, with burn marks around my wrists from ropes or some other kind of restraint. He forced me to have my nipples pierced and made me walk around with weights hanging from them. Oh, did I mention there were times when he locked up my clothes and made me stay naked? For days at a time.
The night I managed to find a way out was the night he broke me. He walked into the house from work with another guy and told me the man was my fuck for the evening, and he wanted to watch and video us. Something inside me just snapped. When he sent me into the bathroom to “get ready” which, according to him, included a douche and an enema, I waited until he was back downstairs, then threw a towel in the middle of the bed and set it on fire. Of course I knew I could die in the smoke and fire. At that moment, I didn’t care. After I ran back into the bathroom, I started the shower, got myself soaking wet in my clothes, and managed to slip out the window in the confusion. Two hours later, I was on a bus to my parents’ house and I never looked back.
But he chased me forever. Threatened my parents. Threatened me. Walked right through a restraining order. Sent goons looking for me. When I tell Patch all this, if he’s smart, he’ll run. It’s only a matter of time before Blake comes for me, and I’m toast.
How could I drag an innocent person into that? Just thinking about it makes my heart sore. But I’m going to tell Patch and let him make up his own mind. He’s old enough and smart enough to know what he’s doing.
The person I really don’t trust is me.
    
I FINISHED ANOTHER DIORAMA, and this time, it’s a cute little library. Jenny, an old college friend, helps me. She maintains an online store that sells her jewelry and pottery, but also my room-sized dioramas. I make the pictures, she lists them, takes the money, and forwards it to me, minus the amount she’ll have to pay to ship it to the customer, because I ship them to her. I can’t have a paper trail. If he figured it out, found them online, went to her, she could claim she buys them from someone she doesn’t know and forwards them. He’d eventually figure it out, but it would buy me some time.
It's still early, so I carry out the garbage, put in a load of laundry, take a shower, and put on clean clothes, all the while still wondering if Patch will follow through with his plans. That was one weird conversation last night, and I have to believe when he woke up this morning and realized how it all sounded, he was supremely annoyed with himself. Or maybe even downright embarrassed.
I try to stay out of the front yard as much as possible, so I’ve been working on my back yard. There’s a kid down the road, Rory McCord, and I pay him to mow. There was a shed out back, but it wasn’t of any use, so I took the door off its hinges, cleaned the floor, painted everything, and hung a swing in there. Then I got the bright idea to put windows in it, so now it’s got two gaping holes in it, one on each side. I have no idea how to finish them out. But at least there’s air flow. I hung a couple of little pictures and things inside it, put a cute throw and some toss pillows on the swing, and it’s a nice little reading nook. The swing is one of those big old wicker ones with cushions, but they were ratty, so I wrapped them with batting and stitched on some covers. It’s not a professional job, but it’s okay, and it looks a lot better, especially since I spray-painted the swing. I stand there and stare at it for a bit, then decide it needs a little walkway, so I measure from the back steps to the door of the shed. Someday soon I’ll go to the home improvement store and pick out some blocks. Maybe Patch will pick them up for me.
As soon as I think of him, my phone sounds, and I look at the screen.
Got done faster than I thought. Dinner in 45 minutes?
I text back quickly.
Sure.
That gets me a thumbs up emoji. What, no hearts? I’m bummed. Then I laugh. I can’t picture Patch ever texting heart emojis.
Half an hour and a glass of zinfandel later, I hear a sound and look out the window. Damn, he’s already here. That was fast, and it makes me a little nervous. “Wow, that was a short forty-five minutes!” I say as I open the front door.
“Yeah, they were fast with the pizza.” I know he bought it at the convenience store down the road. Hell, there’s nowhere else to get one around here.
“Well, it smells good. Want a soft drink? I don’t have beer.”
“Sure. That’ll be fine.” He’s busying himself getting the pizza out and making sure it’s cut apart, so I grab some plates and forks.
We just chitchat while we eat. Nothing heavy. But as soon as the last bite is gone, he turns solemn. “I hope I didn’t freak you out last night.”
“Honestly, I was a little freaked out. You sounded like you were amped up on drugs or something,” I say and snicker, but he’s not smiling. “You okay?”
“Yeah. I just want you to know that I’m not happy being alone. I’d rather be with somebody, but I’ve been worried that I’d be a bad partner. My ex-wife said I was. Of course, that was because I didn’t really want to be married to her in the first place.” My face must be wearing some kind of weird expression because he says, “She was pregnant with Mitchell when we got married.”
“Oh. Didn’t know that.”
“Yeah. But I think I can do better. I know I can do better. Because I want to. What about you?”
I’m confused. “What about me?”
“Are you happy being alone?”
“No. I never intended to be alone.”
“What about me? Do you think I’m someone you could see yourself building a relationship with?”
“Uh, yeah, probably. Are you capable of anything that seems remotely romantic? Because this ain’t it.”
“Yes. I am. But I think we need to talk. You know, get everything out in the open.”
“Yeah. You said that last night.”
“Right. So if we were together, I’d most definitely make time for you. I know you’d make time for me because that’s the kind of person you are.”
“Yep.”
“And I don’t have a lot of money, but I’d give you everything I could.”
“I know that, Patch. I’m not real materialistic.”
“I realize that, which makes me think we could be good together.”
“Okay.” This has to be the craziest conversation I’ve ever been in, but it’s also kind of interesting. He’s really trying, I’ll give him that.
“And we should talk about sex.”
“Okay. What about it?”
“I dunno … Is there anything you don’t like?”
Well, I bet I can turn this on its head. “Yeah. If you stick your finger up my ass and then put it in my mouth, I’ll be hideously pissed.”
“Jesus fucking Christ, Penny! Why the hell would I do that?”
I shrug and one eyebrow shoots up. “I dunno. Blake did.”
“He … Are you serious?” I nod. “Oh, hell no. No. I would never do … I don’t do that shit. I’m considerate and kind. I’m a gentleman. I’d never do anything like that.” He’s getting more flustered by the minute. “I mean, that’s just … What kind of asshole … Oh, sorry, poor choice of words. I …” He just sits there and stares at me.
Very matter of factly, I level my gaze with his. “That’s the kind of shit I put up with, Patch. Forced into all kinds of situations I didn’t want. Expected to do exactly as he wanted. Hurt. Abused. Misused. Mistreated. All kinds of weird shit, up to and including being with another guy while he watched and recorded us.”
“God, Penny.” The hurt on my face is reflected in his. “I would never do shit like that to you. What kind of asshole does that?”
“The kind of asshole who thinks he owns me. And I wasn’t kidding about what he’ll do if he ever finds me. I had to set the house on fire to get away from him.”
“Holy fuck!”
“Yeah. So you asked me if I like sex. What I’d really like is to make love, because he never did that with me.”
“I like to get a little crazy sometimes, but always consensual. I would never try to force you to do something you don’t want to do.” We’re still sitting at the table, and he stands, then reaches for my hand.
I take it and let him help me stand, but I look straight into his eyes as I speak. “I want to know this: If something happened that I could never have sex again, would you still want to be around? Or would you walk away?”
“How I feel about you isn’t predicated on sex. It’s about two people making a home together and being there for each other. Anything else is a bonus.”
His words are a salve for my heart. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to hear a man say to me. “Then let’s go,” I whisper as I lean toward him, and when his hands rise, he cups my face in them and kisses me.
It’s like the world is suddenly right again, like nothing bad can touch me. When he breaks the kiss, I smile up into his face and he whispers, “I want you, Penny.”
“I want you too.”
“It sounds like we want the same things, so let’s go see if we’re compatible, shall we?” he asks and wiggles his eyebrows up and down, which makes me laugh. Then I start to laugh harder. “What’s so funny?”
“I was just thinking that I was looking into your eyes, and then I realized I’m just looking into your eye.”
“Oh, you think you’re so funny, don’t you?” he says with a grin and scoops me up off the floor.
“Eeeeek! Don’t drop me!”
“I would never drop you. Except on the bed. And I most definitely intend to do that.”
I bounce when I hit its surface, and he stands there and looks down at me. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”
“No,” I say, staring a hole in him. “Why don’t you tell me?”
“How ’bout,” he says, sliding a knee between my legs and leaning down over me, “I show you.”
    
PATCH
WHEN I WAS A KID, my friend, Jacob, found his dad’s stash of porn magazines. One of them had a spread—and I do mean a spread—entitled “Garden of Earthly Delights.” At the time, I thought there could never be anything any more beautiful than those women.
I was definitely wrong.
I remember being disappointed with every woman I was with after that because none of them measured up. This time, I’ve finally found my oasis in the garden. This girl, she’s fine. She’s beyond fine. Every inch of her is heavenly, from those perfect, round tits to those rosy, round nipples, and her soft, smooth belly, all the way down to the little strip of hair that disappears between her legs. Oh, lord, she’s luscious, and right now, she’s all mine. I intend to make the most of it and make her happy at the same time.
I know my lips tickle her ear as I whisper against it, “Where do you like to be touched?”
“Everywhere except the soles of my feet. Unless you’re rubbing them. Then I like that too.”
“So you like …” I circle a fingertip around her areola, then rub it across the peak of her nipple.
“Oh, yeah.”
My teeth nip it and she hisses. Guess she likes that. Her hands snake through my hair, and her nails on my scalp make my balls ache. I kiss up her neck and my lips move against hers, but before I kiss her, I murmur, “I’m so fucking hard that I hurt.”
A split second later, her hand is wrapped around my hardness and I see stars. “Better?”
“No. Worse in all the right ways. Ohhhh, yeah.” Jesus, I want to hunch into something. “Oh, god, not so tight. Yeah, just like that. Oh, fuck. Do you have any …”
“Lube. No. Didn’t know I was going to need any.” Her hand leaves my shaft and she spits into her palm, then wraps her hand back around me.
“Oh, damn. That’s … Oh, damn, girl.”
“Uh-huh.”
My hand wanders south and straight into her slit. It’s all there waiting for me, nirvana, and I want it so bad that the crown of my cock feels like it’s going to blow right off. “Oh, babe, so hot and wet.”
Her hips tilt toward me and her grip around me tightens. “Ohhhhh, god, Patch. Will you stroke me?”
“Can’t stop me. I mean, you can if you want, but—”
“Stop worrying and make me come.” Her body is almost vibrating, and I lean in to snatch a nipple into my mouth as my finger finds her little bud and makes it mine. “Oh, damn. That’s … Damn, babe. Oh, damn.”
“Good?”
“Oh, yeah. Very good.” The minute her voice quiets, she fondles my balls for just a few seconds and I’m almost panting until she goes back to my dick. “Faster, baby.”
My finger increases in speed, and then I slip two in and stroke the little ridged spot inside her. “How’s that?”
“Jesus, you’re trying to kill me, right? Oh, god, Patch. Oh, damn, I need to rock my hips.”
The minute she starts that, I go right back to her clit and make her life unbearable. She groans and cries out. “Come on, babe. Turn loose. I wanna see you enjoy it.”
“Oh, oh, god, oh … Oh, Patch, please … Please …” I feel her shiver and then she cries out, “Oh, fuck! Yes! Yes, yes, yes! Oh, please, sweet Jesus, stop! Patch, stop! Too much!”
I’m above her in an instant. “You ready?”
“God, yeah. You got protection?”
“I haven’t been with anybody in two years. You?”
“Me either. And I’m on the pill.”
“That’s all I need to know.” There’s no holding back. I just bury myself in her, hard and fast, and stop when I’ve burrowed as far in as I can go. “Damn, Pen, your pussy is like velvet. Hot, tight, wet, everything I want. Fast? Slow? Hard? Easy?”
“However you want it, babe. I’ve had mine. You get yours.”
“But I want you to come again too.”
“Then just be steady and strong and I’ll be fine.”
Heat flares on my skin and I’m consumed by the need to pound into her, but I force myself to be rhythmical and methodical. She’s gripping my biceps and I’m staring at her tits, watching them bounce as I rock into her. She’s perfect. Everything about her is perfect. I’m getting closer when I rest on her, slip my arms under her, grip her ass with my hands, and hunch into her, hard. Her nipples are grazing my chest, and her breath is hot on my neck as she whisper-groans, “Oh, god, Patch. Oh, damn. Oh, please, baby, please? So fucking good. So. Fucking. Good. Oh. Oh. Oh. Oh, oh, oh, I’m gonna … I’m gonna … Ohhhhh, damn.” There’s a pulsing around my cock that drives me wild and before I can stop, I feel that drawing up sensation below, and my body turns loose, the pressure so great that I cry out. I can’t help it. The release is magnificent.
I just drop on top of her, gasping for breath, and feel her arms wrap around my ribcage. Her hands are warm and soft on my back, smooth like satin, and I want to lie there like that all night. Over the next two hours, we make love twice more. Well, okay, the second time is more like fucking, but she seems to enjoy it, and let me tell you, watching her ride me with my hands gripping her tits is a sight to see. Talk about a vantage point—I have the best position in the house. In between, we talk and giggle and whisper, kissing and touching and breathing into each other’s skin, and I feel fresh and whole. Sex has never been like this for me. It was either a drunken scramble or a means to get off without a lot of thought for my partner, who just seemed to want a hard dick and to fall asleep.
We’re still recovering from the last go-round when she whispers, “Are you staying?”
Now I’ve got to figure out what to do. “I can’t just not go home. The guys watch me. They take their cues from me. I want to stay here, but I really can’t. What do you want me to do? What do I do?”
“Can I come to you?”
I think about it for a minute, and then I decide I should ask somebody what they think. “Hang on.” I reach for my phone on the nightstand and hit his contact.
“Yeah?”
“Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“How do you think the guys would feel if I brought somebody home with me?”
I hear Priest chuckle. “You mean like Penny?”
“How did—”
“How stupid do you think we are?”
That makes me snicker. “Okay, back to my original question …”
“Well, first off, we only want you to be happy. You do a lot for us. You’ve done a lot for us. Wanting you to be happy is natural for us. And I think it would give us permission to think about our own happiness, you know? I think we’re all wondering if we’re going to be able to have relationships, meet people, especially women, and what you’ll say if we bring somebody home with us. You bring her home with you and we’ll all realize that it’s okay for us to look for someone to spend our lives with. I’ve just got one question.”
“Okay.”
“If we did, find somebody, I mean, would we be able to bring them home with us? Would they be able to stay? Would we get kicked out of the program if we got serious or wanted to get married?”
“Absolutely not! I’d feel like I was successful at helping you find some normalcy.”
“Then, my friend, I think you just got your answer. And have fun.”
“I have!” I say with a laugh.
“Don’t rub it in!” he answers, laughing back.
“Right, right. Talk to you later.”
“Later, bud.” I punch END and lay my phone down on the nightstand. “Pack your bag. You’re going home with me.”
“I won’t be a problem?”
I lean over, kiss her nose, and smile. “Nope. You’re no problem at all.”
    
BY THE TIME we get to my cottage, it’s a little after eleven and I’m horny as hell again. There’s something about her being in my bed that makes it even sweeter. Our touches are more desperate, our lips more insistent, and she’s wetter than any woman I’ve ever been with. Being inside her is a dream come true. I feel like someone has delivered an angel right to my bed. We fit together like a key in a lock, like we were made to be together. Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought I’d come to this tiny community to live with a group of guys only to find the perfect woman.
Am I falling in love with her?
I don’t know about that, but maybe I will. I kinda hope so. Will she fall in love with me? I kinda hope so. We lie there, wrapped in each other’s arms, and I can’t think of a better place to be.
I’ve almost dozed off when I hear a phone ringing and look around. “Oh, shit. It’s mine. Who the hell …” She picks up the phone and there’s a look of terror on her face that I’ve never seen before. “Oh, shit. Hey. What? No! Dad, no! Is she … What are they saying? What happened? I mean, how …”
I catch the phone as she drops it and crumples, slap it to my ear, and almost yell, “Hello? Who’s this?”
“Who’s this?”
“This is Patrick Scott.”
“Patch, right?”
“Yes.”
“This is Gary Stivers, Penny’s dad.” Where the hell did Markley come from? I’ll have to ask her. “Is she okay?”
“No. What did you say to her?”
“Her mom’s in the hospital. Somebody broke into our house and attacked us. I was able to chase him away with a shotgun, but not before he beat the shit out of Leigh Ann.”
“Somebody broke into your house? Did they take something?”
“They weren’t trying to take anything. They were trying to kill us.”
The reality of what he’s saying sinks in. “You really think—”
“Oh, I know so. They stole my phone. That means they’ve got her phone number.”
“Shit. Okay. I’m going to write your number down and then I’m going to destroy her phone.”
“Please. But if he can find somebody to check her records, he’s going to know where she’s been.”
Now I’m furious. “He comes here, he’s going to get more than he bargained for. Sir, I’ve got seven ex-cons living here. We know how to hide bodies, and they’ll never find those carcasses. Trust me on that.”
“Take care of her, Patch. Please. I’ve got to see to Leigh Ann.”
“Is she gonna be okay?”
“I don’t know. She’s got a serious concussion and they’re watching her pretty closely, plus they’ve put her into a medical coma. This is Leigh Ann’s phone, so send me a text so I’ll have your number. We’ll be getting new phones too, so I’ll have your number in my new one.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll let you know as soon as she has a new phone and send you her number. And I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. Do you need her to come home?”
I hear the desperation in his voice when he yells, “No! She doesn’t need to be here. That’s what he’s counting on, I’m sure. If she comes home … Don’t let her do that, Patch. Make her stay there.”
“I’ll do my best, sir. I’ll be in touch, and I’ll say a prayer for her mom.”
“Thank you, Patch. I appreciate it. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, sir.” I don’t say a word to Penny, just grab a piece of paper, write down her mom’s number, and head out the back door.
“Where are you going?” Penny cries out as I move out of the room.
“To take a hammer to your phone. You can’t keep it. It can’t have a signal going anywhere. It’s got to be destroyed. We’ll go get you a new one, but this one can’t stay here.” I’m practically yelling because I’m talking as I’m walking to the back door. I grab a hammer from the laundry area as I go by, and as soon as I’m out the door, I drop the phone to the concrete of the back patio and beat the total shit out of it. Pieces fly everywhere, and with every one of them that flies out, I’m more terrified.
This guy is determined to find her and kill her. I realize that now. He’s got the classic “if I can’t have her, no one will” attitude. How the hell am I going to keep her safe?
Honestly, I have no idea how I’m going to do that.
By the time I get back inside, she’s sobbing. All I can do is take her into my arms and try to soothe her. “It’s okay, baby. It’ll be okay. You’re safe here.”
“What about my parents?” she wails. “What about my mom? She could die! I should just go back to him and save everybody else!”
“Absolutely not!” I know I’m bellowing, and I don’t care. “You are not going to even entertain that notion! You just stop it now! You’re here with me, and you’re going to stay here. I’ll not have any of that talk.” I pull her even more tightly into me and let her cry. It’s terrifying for her. Hell, it’s scary for me. I’m now involved with a woman, not even in love with her yet, and this is happening. I don’t know what to do.
Guess I’ll just take it a day at a time.
    
FIRST THING THIS MORNING, I call Tony and tell him what happened last night. “Do you want me to return the money and cancel the project? Give back the helicopter? Because this complicates everything.”
“No, it does not. Get Penny to give you this asshole’s full name, birthdate, and Social Security number, and I’ll see what I can do to get somebody on him and do what we have to in order to keep her safe. And next time, I don’t give a fuck what time it is. If something like this is going on and some kind, decent woman is being threatened, you call me. Day or night. We’re going to hunt this motherfucker down and get rid of him. I’ve got your back, Patch, yours and hers.” He has no idea how much I appreciate him in that moment.
Two hours later, I get a phone call from Steve McCoy. Apparently he’s Tony’s attorney and the owner of a security firm as well as a law office. He assures me that he’s been in touch with an FBI agent he knows in the Louisville field office and they’re working on the case. It seems Blake Morrow’s fortune has been made on imports, and there’s some indication that most of them have been either stolen or counterfeit. Why does that not surprise me? It seems the FBI has been investigating him for years.
But damn it, all Penny has done is cry, and I feel so fucking helpless. I know she’s hurting for her parents and wants to be there, but that’s exactly what this douchebag is hoping for. He doesn’t care what he has to do or who he hurts as long as he finds her. And he doesn’t want to love her.
He wants to own her. And she says he wants to kill her.
I’m so furious that I’m not much good for anything. I need to work, but I really don’t want to. I want to be with her, to know she’s okay. To make matters worse, it’s raining pitchforks and buckets with no signs of stopping, and that makes me think of something, so I make a call mid-morning.
Ethan answers on the first ring, but I’m not encouraged by his reply. “We don’t, but I know a team who does. Met the guy at a conference a couple of years ago.”
“Can you put me in touch?”
“I’ll give you their number.” I write it down, thank him, and hang up. Then I punch in the number and wait.
“Clark County Disaster and Emergency Services. May I help you?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m trying to reach Tucker Sydboten.”
“May I tell him who’s calling?”
“Yes, ma’am. This is Patrick Scott with the Appalachian STAR team.”
“Yes, sir. Just a moment.”
I wait while some really annoying music plays, but it’s not a long wait. “Yes, sir, Mr. Scott! How are you?”
“I’m fine, thanks. I talked to a buddy of mine, Ethan Watson, over in Virginia with the Eagle Point Search and Rescue team. I’m looking for somebody to teach my team swift water rescue, and he said you were the man to call.”
“Yes, sir. We’re well versed—we’ve have had a lot of training, and done a lot too. Had some very, very bad flooding in two thousand ten and we’ve been on top of it ever since. What did you have in mind?”
We talk for at least twenty minutes, and he gives me a list of things I need to order. “Okay. As soon as we get all of this, I’ll give you a call and we can schedule.”
“Sure thing, but we’ve got time the end of this week. If you don’t mind using our equipment to train—”
“No, sir. That would be fine. We’d be glad to. The sooner, the better. Thank you so much. Just give me a day and time and we’ll be ready.”
Ten minutes later, we’ve got all the particulars worked out, and he’s thrilled to find out that we’ve got lodging for his men. We’ll feed them too. It’s only right.
My next calls will be to Sheriff Stafford and Chief Ramage. I need everyone to be on the same page with what’s happening to Penny. We can’t be too careful.
As soon as everybody’s been called, I make my way out to the shop. “Everybody, listen up! Ghost, run out back and get Bear.” In two minutes, they’re back. “We’ve got Clark County Search and Rescue coming tomorrow and staying the week to teach us swift water. You guys up for the challenge?”
Reboot is the first to speak. “Hell yeah. If they’re willing to teach us, I think that’s great.”
“Same,” Bulldog answers. Pretty soon, everybody in the building has weighed in on the positive.
Then I have to tell them about Penny. As I look around the room, I see no judgment while I’m speaking, just concern. I finish by saying, “And I’ve got to keep her safe. I don’t know where the relationship is going, but I’ll never know if that bastard gets to her.”
“Any one of us would defend her with our life. You know that,” Priest assures me.
Bulldog nods. “Yeah, if she’s with you, she’s one of us. And nobody’s messin’ with one of us.”
One by one, every man on the team speaks up, and I know my guys have my back. They have no idea how grateful I am for them. As I tell them what the folks in Louisville are doing to find Blake Morrow, I hear Bear growl low in his throat, and I just turn and look at him. “We can’t have weapons. What do we do if he shows up here?” he mutters.
“Oh, you have weapons.” I look around the shop. There are swords, knives, lances, all kinds of things everywhere. “You have a lot of resources at your disposal. Federal law says you can’t have guns. It says nothing about a sword. She seems to think he won’t come himself. He’ll pay somebody. By now he’s working on the last known location of her phone number, so that’s going to lead him here unless Mr. McCoy can get a court order to lock those records. Even then, he might be able to pay his way into getting them. So stay alert.”
“You got it, boss man,” Ghost says.
“And now, let’s get back to work. For right now, she’s here and I feel like she’s relatively safe. Tomorrow we start the training.”
It’s almost noon, but I don’t care. I hit it hard, pull a piece of steel that looks like a good choice, and heat it in the forge. It’s glowing red, and I fantasize about running it through Blake’s head, watching the smoke pouring out of the wound as I take him down for his last breath. I never in my life thought I’d want to kill a man.
But at this moment, nothing would bring me greater satisfaction.





CHAPTER 10
  
PATCH
WE HAD lunch in the kitchen. I’m seriously thinking about doing what Tony said and hiring someone to do the cooking and cleaning. Of course, we’ll have to have a discussion about how they’re there to clean, not pick up after the guys. I think all of them would be okay except Ghost. God love him, that motherfucker is the trashiest sumbitch I’ve ever seen. He finishes something, he throws it on the floor—in his cottage, mind you. If he did that in the common areas, somebody would knock the snot out of him, and it would probably be me. We didn’t spend that kind of money on this place to have one of our own people trash it.
Ghost’s nastiness aside, I’m proud of my guys. As Penny sits and picks at her food, every one of them comes by at some point, sits down, talks to her, says something to try to reassure her that she’s going to be fine here with us. I’m touched by these men, men to whom life has seemed grossly unfair, being gentle and understanding with her, trying to put her at ease and help her feel safe. It doesn’t seem to help a lot, but at least they’re attempting to protect her.
I sit back down beside her from getting a second sandwich, and I set a pudding cup beside her plate. “Here. Thought you could use that.”
“Thanks.” She seems so … defeated. I don’t want that. She hasn’t done anything wrong and, so far, we seem to have this under control. The tiny bite of sandwich she takes guarantees that sandwich will last her until tomorrow night.
“Babe, the sheriff is aware of what’s going on. He’s coming out here to talk to you. I talked to Tony and he’s got people working on this from Louisville. The FBI has been notified, and they’re coordinating with Tony’s attorney. And Mr. McCoy owns a security firm too, so Tony said if we think it’s necessary, they can have agents come here and keep you company. These are highly skilled people. They can—”
“Oh, I’m sure he’s already found me.” The words are barely out of her mouth before another huge lightning bolt strikes somewhere nearby, and the power goes out. “Great. Just great.” And then the lights pop back on. “Generator?”
“Yep. Big one. Powers pretty much everything. Both of these buildings. There’s another huge one that powers all of the cottages. We’ve got electricity, honey, and we’ve got a huge well that’s really, really deep. We’ve got everything we need out here. We’ll be fine. And you will be too. I’m not going to let anybody hurt you, Pen. You know that.”
“What about my parents? I need to know what’s going on with them.”
“Next time one of us goes to town, we’re going to get a bunch of burner phones and we’ll use them twice and toss them. He’d have a hard time keeping up with that.”
The sigh that comes from her lips could rattle the pots and pans. “It won’t be enough. It’ll never be enough.” Another lightning strike nearby shakes the building. “And I wish it would stop fucking raining! Gah! I’m sick of it.”
“Then I’ve got some bad news for you.” I launch into our plans for the next few days, and I finish with, “If it keeps raining like this, we’re going to need to know how to do swift water because we’re going to have a huge problem real fast.”
“Yeah. They’re telling people in low-lying areas to keep an eye out. One of the low roads out in the county has already had a bridge wash out.”
“That’s what I heard. But you’re safe here. Food, water, power.” Then I grin. “Hell, if you get cold, just come out in the shop. I guarantee you’ll be looking for a cooler spot in minutes.”
The smile she gives me is weak, but it’s better than nothing. “I bet.”
“Now, you just relax. We’re all going back to the shop. If you need me, that’s where I’ll be, but you’ll be fine, okay?”
“Yeah. Okay. Guess I’ll read.” I’m getting ready to stand up when she asks, “Could I come out there sometime? I mean, if I’m feeling kind of … weird?”
“Of course. If you do, come in the door and turn to the left, then go on up the stairs. Paddy works up there, so there’s nothing that can hurt you. You can sit up there with him and see all of us from the loft. It’s open, so everybody’s visible.”
“Thank you. And I’m sorry for all of this.” Her eyes redden way too much for my comfort.
“Don’t cry. It’s okay. You need something, tell Paddy and he can help you. And there’s a bathroom directly under the loft, so if you come down the stairs and hug the front wall behind them, it’ll take you straight to the bathroom. Don’t expect it to be nice though. I mean … guys,” I say and wink.
That makes her chuckle. “Got it.”
“Come out when you get ready or stay in the cottage. Doesn’t matter. Totally up to you.” I kiss her forehead as I rise, then smile down at her. “And for the record, I’m glad you’re here.”
“I’m glad I’m here too. I feel better knowing that all of you are around.”
“Good. Now, you had a rough night. Go back to the cottage and take a nap. Or whatever. Just try to relax.” I squeeze her shoulder before I walk away, and she drops her hand on top of mine.
I’m exhausted. I worked like a maniac all day and most of the evening, but I got the knife I was working on done. It looks great, and it will get boxed up tomorrow evening and shipped out after Priest has wrapped its handle.
Starting tomorrow we’re going to be out training. What will I do? Who’ll stay here with her? I decide I’m going to call Sheriff Stafford and ask him if somebody can help us out, an off-duty officer or somebody. I really don’t want her to be alone.
Ever.
    
Penny
I WATCH the guys walk out one by one and I can’t help the terror I feel. Blake is out there somewhere looking for me. He’ll eventually find me, no matter what Patch or anybody else does. Tony’s guys won’t be able to help me. Nobody will be able to help me.
My walk back to the cottage includes staring over my shoulder constantly. I’m fairly certain there’s no one watching me, but it’s something I can’t help. I don’t really feel much relief until the door closes behind me. I take off my shoes to let them dry, then peel off my raincoat and hang it on the hook outside the door before I walk into the cottage in my socks.
Inside, I take a good look around. The place is comfortable and cozy. Patch has a nice coffeemaker on the counter, so I make a cup of coffee and head to the bathroom. By the time I’m finished, there’s a cup of hot java waiting for me, and its warmth is exactly what I needed in my hands.
The TV remote is kind of confusing, and it takes me a couple of minutes to figure out what I’m doing—TV, soundbar, streaming service. Their internet service isn’t the fastest I’ve ever worked with, but at least they have it. Some parts of the area have nothing. People have to drive their kids to the burger joint or convenience store for them to do their homework. Technology hasn’t exactly reached all of Appalachia yet, and in some places where it has, the people can’t afford it.
I find a movie that I haven’t watched in years—“Encino Man”—and sit down to watch. It’s funny enough. After a little while, Pauly Shore starts to grind on my nerves, but Brendan Fraser is a really good distraction. There’s only about twenty minutes left of the movie, so I watch that, and next up is “The Librarians”—the TV series, not the movie—and that’s entertaining enough. Noah Wyle. I could watch him for hours.
But twenty minutes in, I’m nodding off, so I head to the bedroom and crawl up into Patch’s bed. God, it feels good, and it smells like him. That makes me so happy. He has no idea how much I like him. Am I falling in love with him? Kinda early to say. All I know is that when I’m around him, I’m happy. Very, very happy.
When I wake up, two hours have passed, and it’s still pouring rain. I read for a little while, and then decide I’ll go over to the shop. My raincoat and boots are still on the front porch, so I slip them all on and trudge across the big lawn toward the buildings, their lights bright against the dark sky.
Inside, it’s loud. It’s also very, very warm. I’m not sure what I thought it would be like, but it’s actually warmer than I imagined. I do as Patch said, careful not to create a distraction, and make my way upstairs. Paddy is there, sewing away on something, and there are huge, silent fans pressing the hot air downward to help keep the loft cool. “Hey, Penny,” he says when he looks up.
“Hi. Is there somewhere I can sit?”
“Sure. There’s a chair right over there.” He points over and sure enough, there’s an old papasan chair sitting in the corner. It’s certainly seen better days, but it looks comfy and snuggly. Doesn’t matter that it’s really hot in here. I just want to sit in that chair, watch the guys, and try to calm down. I’m exhausted from the stress of thinking about Blake.
So I curl up, close my eyes, and listen. The rhythmic hammering from downstairs is juxtaposed with Paddy’s big sewing machine’s stitching, and it’s like some kind of symphony. Now I’m curious about what it’s like out in Bear’s shop. It’s bound to be hot, but there wouldn’t be sounds like this. Maybe even almost silent? I have no idea, but I’d love to watch him work.
I’ve been there almost thirty minutes before Patch looks up and sees me. Instead of waving, he just shoots me a smile, and I smile back. I’m enjoying watching him work, those big biceps straining as he wields that heavy hammer. From this distance it’s impossible to see what he’s working on, so I guess it’s a smaller blade. What Ghost is working on sure isn’t. It’s a huge sword, broad and heavy. It’s amazing to watch them working on the things, and I see Priest carry something out to where Patch is, showing it to him. Patch nods and smiles, and I guess he must be happy with the way it’s turning out. Maybe one of the guys will make me a little dagger someday. I’d like that. A voice cuts into my thoughts and I turn. “I’m sorry?”
Paddy’s looking straight at me. “I’m going downstairs for a minute. Need anything?”
“Oh! Uh, no, can’t think of anything, but thanks for asking.”
“You’re welcome. Any time.” I watch as he disappears down the stairs, his gait slow. Everything about him is slow. It’s like he’s caught in a time warp and he can’t move as fast as the rest of the world. I don’t know his story, so I make a mental note to ask Patch. Matter of fact, I don’t know any of their stories, but I’d love to hear them. That makes me think about my parents, and I wonder how my mom’s doing. Is she better? Worse? Has anybody heard anything from anybody about what’s happening in the search for Blake? I’d really like to know.
Next thing I know, there’s a touch on my cheek and I hear Patch’s voice. “Hey, babe, wake up. It’s almost dinnertime. Let’s go to the cottage so I can get cleaned up, okay?”
“Uhhhh, okay. Did I …” I look around and realize the other guys are gone.
“Yeah. Fell right off to sleep. Paddy said he didn’t want to wake you. Said he was afraid he’d scare you.”
“He’s nice.”
“Yeah. He’s a good guy. Really messed up, but a good guy. Come on.” He reaches down and takes my hand, and in a few seconds, I’m on my feet. We hold hands as we wander down the stairs toward the door.
When we get there, I slip my boots and raincoat back on and fold my little slippers to stick them in my coat’s pocket. “Where’s your coat?”
Patch shrugs and snorts. “I’m filthy. The rain can’t do anything but help me.”
“That’s okay. You’re still the handsomest guy here.”
“Wow! Well, thank you! You’re the most beautiful woman here.”
“I’m the only woman here.”
“That’s gonna change pretty soon.”
“Oh, you got somebody else?”
“I will have. We’re going to hire some domestic help so Hollywood is freed up to do more work out here. Business is picking up and his strengths can be better used here than in the kitchen.”
“I agree.” We’re just strolling through the rain, and it’s dripping off his hair and onto his face. “Your patch is getting soaked.”
“Doesn’t matter. I’ve got like six more.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I mean, what if the strap broke? I’d need one. So I always have extras.”
“Makes sense.”
He squeezes my hand. “I got a text from your dad.”
My heart starts to slam against my ribs. “And?”
“Your mom is about the same. The good news is that they think she’ll heal from the injuries. It’ll just take time. But no sign that they’re close to finding Blake.”
That is not what I’d hoped to hear.
He showers and dresses, and then we head to the kitchen. We’re greeted by the smell of steaks grilling and potatoes baking. My steak is small, but the guys have big ones. Bear’s is the size of his plate, so he has two plates. His potato and salad are on the second one.
I help with the dishes and then it’s back to the cottage in the downpour. Everybody’s grown concerned about walking across the lawn because of the risk of lightning, which I’d never thought about but probably should’ve. By the time we get to the cottage, it’s raining so hard we can barely see. As soon as we’re inside, I remember something. “Meant to ask, is there a creek on the property?”
“Yep. Right down the hill.”
“Has this place ever flooded?”
“Not that we’re aware of, but a lot of places around here have.”
“I can imagine.”
The first thing we do is to find places for my stuff. I don’t have a lot here. I’ll have to go back and get some, but right now, I’ve got enough. He has a washer and dryer, so I won’t go naked. Although I’m not sure I’d mind. When I finish, I go in to sit down with him, and all I’m wearing is one of his tee shirts. “You look a lot better in that than I do,” he murmurs to me as he leans over and kisses me.
Minutes later, I’m astride him, his hardness inside me, and I’m overwhelmed with his maleness. “God, you feel so damn good.”
He just grins, reaches down, snaps the tee up and over my head, and throws it on the floor. “There. That’s better. I wanna watch your tits bounce, sexy girl.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Who needs a movie when I’ve got these?” he asks with a laugh and wiggles his eyebrows as he cups them in his big hands. His thumbs are just rough enough to make my skin tingle, and I let out a moan. “Uh-huh. Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?”
My hands are planted firmly on his shoulders, his hands gripping my waist. “I feel like I’d like you to reach down there between us and use your magic fingers to make me scream,” I answer as I lean in and kiss him.
“I think I can accommodate you.”
The next hour brings me more bliss than I’ve ever known. Patch is the most intuitive lover I’ve been with. It seems almost like he reads my mind, and I know damn good and well he’s reading my body. Every move he makes, every minute he spends with me, he’s working to give me everything and anything I need. The feel of him moving against my thighs as he presses into me over and over again … Sex has never been this way for me. It’s always been a take it or leave it kinda thing, but not with Patch. I crave him, his big, hard cock, his strong, insistent hands, his warm, soft, sweet lips. The guy just gets me. It’s like I don’t have to say anything, but I love that he wants me to talk dirty while we’re fucking. Love it. I’ve never felt this free with a man.
We’re lying there together, still panting from the exertion, and I struggle to speak. “How did you learn to be so damn uninhibited? It doesn’t seem to bother you to say or do anything. I wish I could be like that.”
“Sweetheart, try flying dangerously close to death a few times and you’ll learn to do and say whatever you want. Life’s too short to spend it afraid to let yourself go when it’s appropriate. You want me to fuck you hard? Tell me. Eat your pussy? Tell me. Tweak your nipples? Tell me. I’ll do whatever you want.”
“Same here. Anything you want, you tell me.”
“Yeah, well, I’d really like it if you’d suck my dick.” That makes me laugh out loud. “What? I don’t think that’s an outrageous request.”
“It’s not! I was just wondering today what you’d taste like.”
“Anytime you want to find out, go right ahead.”
And so I do.
    
PATCH
HOLY FUCK, this is a nightmare. Not the training. The training is awesome. These guys from Clark County really know what they’re doing. We spend the first half of the day learning about the equipment and the options we have for using it, plus we inflate and deflate the rescue boats so we know how it’s done. After we eat lunch, we’ll go and work in the water for a little while. I checked the creek this morning, and even though it’s not very deep, it’s running hard.
By the end of the day, we’re all exhausted. It’s been raining the whole time, a steady downpour, and Syd, as Tucker Sydboten likes to be called, says it’s good because it’s similar to the conditions we’d probably be working in. Honestly, I can’t wait to be dry.
There’s a surprise waiting for us. Penny left me a note and said we should all come and eat. When we finish getting cleaned up, we head to the kitchen and I’m shocked. She’s cooked roast, green beans, corn, sweet potatoes, and baked a loaf of bread! I can’t believe it. Hollywood is a good cook, but nothing like this. Did I mention there’s mushroom gravy to put over the roast? The aroma is mouth-watering. As everybody else is filling their plates, I sidle up to Penny and wrap my arm around her waist, then lean in to her ear. “Baby, this is awesome. Thank you so much.”
“You’re welcome. Tomorrow we’ll probably just have soup, but at least tonight you can have a really, really good meal.”
“Honey, I’ve got a feeling your worst soup is better than our best lasagna.” I give her a little kiss on the cheek and she grins from ear to ear.
After dinner, we entertain our guests for a little while, then tell them to help themselves to whatever they want and head to the cottages. It’s raining so hard that it’s nearly impossible to see across the lawn in the dark, but the lights from the windows are just enough to guide us. By the time we get inside, even our rain slickers haven’t been enough.
The minute the door closes, she starts undressing, and by the time we make it to the bedroom, she’s totally bare. It takes me a whole half second to join her, and I’m inside her in record time. “Babe, I think I’ve only got once in me tonight. I’m beat.”
“I know. Just slow and gentle, Patch. That’s all I need.”
So that’s what I give her. I rest my weight on her and rock my hips forward and back, enjoying the sensation of her nails scratching lightly up and down my shoulder blades. Fuck, she’s soft and warm and everything I want. I nuzzle her ear and whisper, “I could stay just like this, inside you, forever.”
“I wish you could,” she whispers back and meets my lips with her own. That kiss … It’s easily the most erotic kiss I’ve ever had, and yet it’s sweet too. Everything about her is sweet and sexy. A couple of minutes later, I groan into my own release as I feel her orgasm grip me, hot and pulsing.
We lie there in the silence, no sound except the rain on the roof, and I think about how different being with her is from being with anybody else I’ve ever had sex with. It’s like night and day. I feel young and strong with her, like I’m actually worth something as a man. Mindy did everything she could to tear me down. Honestly, I kinda don’t blame her, but still, it’s nice to be with somebody who appreciates what I bring to the table.
I’ve set the alarm on my phone to get me up in plenty of time, so I roll us both to our sides and wrap my arms around her. “Having you here with me is … I can’t explain it, babe. I don’t ever want to let you go.”
“You don’t have to. I can stay here as long as you like.”
“I like. Believe me, I like. But I’ve got to be up at the ass crack of dawn, so I need to get some sleep.”
It’s quiet for a minute before she says, “Was it scary?”
“What?”
“The water. Was it scary?”
“No, but I can see how it could be.”
“Do you think you’ll ever have to use this training? Really do it?”
“God, I hope not.”
Truth is, if it keeps raining like it has been, it won’t be long before we’re going to have need of that training. Training for something like that is like owning a gun. You know how to use it, and you hope you never need it.
But it’s there if you do.
    
IT’S WEDNESDAY, and I got a big surprise today. All of our stuff came in—swift water, our flight suits, helmets with radio comm, harnesses, lines, everything. It’s all here. We’re ready to go whenever and wherever we’re needed. And thank god, our road is in good shape so the delivery guy could get here.
And for all his fear of the helicopter, Paddy is a natural at swift water. The guy is fearless, makes good throws, and uses good judgment. We’ve got a winner in him.
Halfway through the morning, my phone rings and I look at the screen before I answer it. “Hey, sheriff! What’s up?”
“You guys training for swift water?”
“Yep.”
“Good, because we just got word that they’re expecting four inches of rain between now and Friday. If we get that, we’re going to have real problems. Wolfpen Creek is already rising fast, and we’ve got another bridge washed out down on Troublesome Creek.”
“We’ll be ready, sir.”
“Thought I’d better tell you … Had a guy come in this afternoon asking about Penny Markley.”
“Yeah? Who?”
“Dunno. Deputy Mason was on duty. Tried to get his name, but the guy was hedging.”
“And what did Mason say?”
“Said if she was here, she was new to town and he didn’t know her. Managed to get the guy’s license plate number before he left, but it was a rental.”
“So nobody there who knew him?” I could kick myself for not sending a picture of the guy. I know Penny’s bound to have one.
“Unfortunately, no. I could really use a picture.”
“I know. Just realized that, and I’ll get one to you. But thanks for letting me know. I appreciate it. And if you need us, you call us.”
“Will do. Thanks, Patch.”
“You too, sir. Later.” I close my eyes for a few seconds and try to breathe normally. There’s no way I’ll tell Penny. She’ll completely freak out.
We finish up the day to find huge pots of Brunswick stew on the stove and fresh cornbread on the table. It’s delicious, filling, and reminds me a lot of burgoo. Yeah, I’m familiar with that now. The folks up in the hills make burgoo a lot using stuff they’ve hunted. They smoke the meat long and low and then make the stew out of it. This is just made with roast, but it’s spectacular.
Late in the evening, I fall into bed and draw her up against me. Her smile is sultry when she asks, “What, no ravaging me tonight?”
“Honey, I’m so exhausted I can barely breathe. If it’s okay with you, I’ll—”
“Babe, it’s fine. We don’t have to fuck each other’s brains out every night.” She giggles. “Just every other night!”
That makes me chuckle. “That’s good. For a second there, I thought you were going to say you’d had enough for a lifetime.”
“With you? Never. I’ll never be done with you.” Then she kisses my chin and sighs into my chest as she curls into me.
What’s happening here? Are we … I know how it feels, but I’m sure not ready to say it yet. We have time. It’s not like we’re going anywhere.
But I really, really need to know where Blake Morrow is. Once he’s out of the way, we can move forward with nothing holding us back. And I’d love to see what that looks like.
    
“YOU STILL GOT those guys from Clark County here?”
“Yes, sir.”
Arlen’s call catches me off guard. I expected to hear from the sheriff before I heard from him. “We’ve got two families who need to be evacuated on the other side of Troublesome Creek. Water’s coming into their houses and we’ve gotta get them out of there.”
“Where’s the best place to go in?”
“I’ll shoot you the coordinates and meet you there.”
“Roger that, chief. See you there.” By the time I hang up my phone and turn to the group, they’ve all stopped to wait for whatever I’m going to say. “We’ve got two rescues to do right now. Troublesome Creek is coming out of her banks and they’re trapped on the other side.”
“This is good training for you guys and you’ll save some people too. Let’s go. Everybody load up,” Syd tells his men. Mine are already out the door to get to the Jeeps, and in a few minutes, we’re on our way. I’m halfway there before I realize I forgot to call Penny and tell her what’s going on, then remember that she has no phone. But she’ll figure it out, I’m sure.
We’re out at the staging area, getting our equipment ready, when my phone rings. I really don’t have time to take the call, but I really don’t dare decline it. “Good afternoon, sir.”
“Hey, Patch. You guys doing okay?”
“Not really. It’s raining like a motherfucker here and we’ve got some people we’ve got to get out of their homes. Clark County’s guys are here training us for swift water, and we’re about to get some real-life experience, unfortunately.”
“Well, experience is experience. Just be careful. And I wanted to let you know that Steve’s people tracked Morrow. He’s near you somewhere. Don’t know where, but somewhere.”
“Sheriff said somebody came by asking about Penny, so I assumed it might be him, but I was hoping it was a fluke.”
“No fluke. Steve’s sending a security team to you right now. Should be there in a few hours. In the meantime, keep her safe.”
I don’t know what to do. She’s at Iron Oak by herself, and I can’t go back to check on her. Why didn’t I stop by the cottage and bring her with us? That would’ve been the smartest thing. “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”
“Good deal. They’ll help you all they can. Hang in there. We’ll find the sumbitch and get rid of him for you.”
I don’t know exactly what he means, but I like the sound of it. “Yes, sir. I’ll keep you posted. Thanks, Tony.”
“You’re always welcome, Patch. Give her a hug from Nikki and me.”
“Will do.” And the line goes dead.
Now what? I call the sheriff’s office, but the phone is busy. I’m sure they’re swamped with calls, but that means there’s no one I can call to go to her. The fire department and their staff and volunteers are here with us and at other trouble spots in the county. I feel totally helpless. At least I showed her where my shotgun and ammo are, but she said she doesn’t know how to use it, and I haven’t had a chance to teach her. Fuck me. I feel a presence beside me and turn to find Reboot standing there. “Everything okay?”
“No. Everything is not okay, but I don’t know what to do about it.”
“What’s wrong?”
I can barely bring myself to say the words. “I have reason to believe that, despite our best efforts, Penny’s ex has found her. And she insists he intends to kill her, thinks he killed his first wife. Then I got a call from the sheriff’s department telling me some guy had been there looking for her.”
“How did he know she’s here?”
“He broke into her parents’ house, beat her mom up, and stole her dad’s phone. He’s been tracking her cell phone activity. I busted her phone up and I’ve been communicating with her dad through her mom’s phone, but he already had the info from her previous call logs, I’m sure.”
His jaw drops. “And you left her there alone?”
“What the hell am I supposed to do? I’ve got work to do, people to rescue, you guys to look after, and now he’s looking for her, and I really don’t—”
“Is she your person?”
That question stops me dead in my tracks. Is she my person? I haven’t thought of it in that way, but I should’ve. My mind is spinning like a slot machine, and then all the cherries line up. “Yeah. She’s my person.”
“Then she comes first with you.”
“I’m already here.”
“So let’s get on it and get these people out. Then we’ll do whatever we have to do. Is there anybody you can call?”
“No. I really don’t know anybody well enough to call them and ask them … Wait. Georgie and Pam.” I take off at a dead run toward the fire chief. “Arlen! Call Georgie! Please! Ask her to go check on Penny! She doesn’t have a phone!”
“You got it, Patch!” He takes out his phone and I feel better instantly. Georgie, Pam, somebody, will check on her. Maybe Georgie will take Penny home with her. That would be best.
Right now, I’ve got lives to save. The guys are suited up, all of our rescue boats are inflated, and we’re working on setting lines. We’ll get these folks out of harm’s way and I can go back home. And when I do, everything will be okay.
    
Penny
THERE WAS A SOUND, and all I saw were the vehicles shooting out of the driveway. My first instinct is to grab my phone to call Patch and then I realize … I don’t have a phone. It takes everything I have to squelch the panic I feel. I’m here with no form of communication. I look around and don’t see a portable radio. Maybe there’s one in the shop.
It’s still raining—not as hard, but still coming down. Nobody is around. It’s quiet as a tomb. I look around, but I don’t see anything I can use. If there’s communications equipment here, I’m not seeing it, or I guess I just don’t know what I’m looking for.
That leads me to believe maybe it’s in the lodge. There’s a lot of stuff there, and the equipment is all kept there, so I slog through the grass and mud. He really should have some paths put in. Concrete. Flagstone. Something,
I tell myself internally. The back door is unlocked, and I wander in, looking all around. Doesn’t seem to be anything of use here. I sit down and try to calm myself, but it’s hard. The generators are still powering everything, so there’s electricity, and the internet is holding out, but my tablet is in the cottage, and I have no phone. This is craziness. I know what Patch was trying to do, but I wish he hadn’t destroyed my phone before I could get a new one. I remember Hollywood’s computer in the office, and it’s on, but it’s password-protected, and I don’t know the password. Now I’m left with nothing.
I sit there and think about it all. There’s got to be some way for me to contact the outside world, and then I laugh. Outside world. But this really is like its own little microcosm. It’s secluded, private, quiet, hidden away from the rest of society. The only people who come here are invited. It’s not the kind of place someone just wanders into. They’d have to intentionally come here.
I finally turn on the TV and wrap up in a blanket. I’m really getting into it when this weird tone sounds, a high pitch followed by a low one, and then a disembodied voice calls out, “App STAR, this is central dispatch. Please respond, over.”
I look around. There’s got to be something there that controls the responses. I finally see the speaker up high and follow it down to … a button! Now I know how to use it! I wait and I finally hear a voice say, “Central dispatch, this is App STAR responding, over.” The voice is Patch’s.
“App STAR, assistance requested with rescue. Blackburn Cut and Monday Road. Please respond, over.”
“Central dispatch, this is App STAR responding. We’re involved in two swift water rescues at this time. Will respond ASAP, over.”
“Roger that, App STAR. Please respond when en route, over.”
“Roger that, central dispatch. Will respond when en route. Over.” And the box goes quiet.
So they’re getting called out after this call. Shit. No telling how long it’ll be before he’s back. They’ll be starving when they get back, so now I’m wondering if I should start cooking. But if it’s midnight before they get in, the food won’t be fit to eat. Is there something I could fix that would just simmer and …
“App STAR Unit One to base. App STAR Unit One to base. Copy?” It’s Patch’s voice. I have no idea how to talk on this thing, but I think I’m technically App STAR base. I walk over to it, a little afraid to push the button, and it sounds out again. “App STAR Unit One to base. Penny, if you’re there, push and hold the button to talk to me. Over.”
I reach out gingerly and push the button in, pressing hard. “Uh, yeah. It’s me. Um, over.”
“We’re going to be really, really late, but Georgie is coming to check on you. Please go with her. Over.”
“Um, okay. I can do that. Thank you. Over.”
“You’re welcome. Stay safe. Over.”
“I will. Miss you.”
A chuckle comes through the speaker. “Miss you too, App STAR base. Over and out.” And the box goes dead.
Georgie’s coming for me. That’s good. I hate being here by myself and not knowing what’s going on with Blake. I wish there was some way I could contact my folks, but there’s nothing. I could call from Georgie’s phone! I bet she’d gladly let me. I need to know how my mom is doing, and talk to my dad. He’s got to be going out of his mind.
It’s gotten quiet again, so I go back to my movie. I’m almost to the part where we’re going to find out who the bad guy is when I hear a car door. Good. Georgie’s here. I head to the front door of the lodge, carrying my boots and my raincoat, and just as I reach it, I think to look out the window beside the door.
My heart stops. It’s Blake.
No. No, no, no. How did he find me so fast? What the hell do I do? The front door is locked, so I can get out the back and run straight into the kitchen. That’s my only escape. I slip into my boots and run, no raincoat, out the back door of the lodge and straight to the side kitchen door, then close it behind me and lock it. What can I use as a weapon? Patch’s shotgun is in the cottage, but Blake will see me if I run across there, and I don’t know how to use the damn thing anyway. I head back to the cook’s quarters, but just before I dart through the doorway, I see the button on the wall under the speaker and lunge for it. “Patch! Patch, if you can hear me, Blake’s here! He’s here! I don’t know what to do! I’m running!” That’s it. That’s all I have time for, and I bolt through the doorway, slam the door behind me, lock it, and head for the back wall.
But there’s no door to the outside. Now what do I do? There’s a bathroom off the bedroom, so I shoot in there and find a window. I think I can get through it. Just as I open it, I stop, and I hear the thing I’ve been terrified of hearing.
His voice.
“Penny, I know you’re in here, bitch. You might as well come out. I’ll find you and when I do, I’ll teach you that Blake Morrow is never left by a woman. I do the leaving, you stupid cunt. If I’d had five more minutes, I would’ve killed your mom, and when I get my hands on your fat ass, I’ll end you.”
I’ve got to get out this window. It doesn’t matter if I fall out on my head, I’ve got to go. The ground is only five feet down, so I slip out feet first and slither out. My feet hit the mud and I take off running. I don’t know where to go or what to do, but I know he can’t get near me or I’m doomed. The cottages are right there, but he’ll go into every one of them. I’ll spend the rest of the day going from one to another, and some of them may even be locked. Shit, what do I do?
The tree line is just past the cottages, and I head that direction. I’ve almost gotten there when I hear his voice. “Stop, you crazy bitch! I’ll track you down! You can’t get away from me!” I just crash through the tree line and then realize the worst.
I’m right at the creek.
It’s swollen out of its banks, and I’m trying to remember how deep it is. There’s no bridge of any kind, so if I go through, it’ll have to be by wading it, but there’s nowhere else for me to go. It’s the only thing that will slow him down enough for me to get away.
I just plunge in. Twice the current almost takes me off my feet, but I manage to stay upright. My boots are filled with water, so my feet feel like they’re stuffed into concrete blocks, but I have to keep moving. Slipping and sliding, I make it to the other side and keep running. He’s shrieking something at me from somewhere behind me, but I just run, following the creek as best I can, away from the highway into territory I know nothing about. To my left, tiny streams run down the side of the mountain behind us and into the creek, and every time I get to one, I have to jump it to keep going. There’s no sound now except the occasional shout from Blake and the rushing sound of the water. To my horror, the creek seems to be getting wider, and that’s because more water is running down. It’s swelling. I don’t know how far I’ve gone, but I can’t see the campground anymore, none of the buildings, and I’m still running along the creek’s edge. Where does this lead? Does it just go into nothingness? A place where no one lives? Where am I? I don’t hear Blake behind me anymore, but the rushing of the water is so loud that he could be fifteen feet away and I probably couldn’t hear him. Now it’s late afternoon and if I don’t find my way out of here and still keep away from him, I don’t know what will happen to me when it gets dark.
I keep going, and then I make a decision. Instead of going on, I walk up the side of the mountain just a little way, a few hundred feet, and hide behind a big rock. I’ll wait and watch for him. I could sneeze and he couldn’t hear me for the roar of the creek, which is more like a river now. The mountains rise on either side, and it’s like a deep valley, plus it feels like I’ve been going upward, which would explain the water. I have no idea how late it is, but it’s late enough and I’ve walked far enough that there’s no way I could make it back to the campground before it gets dark, so I realize I’m going to have to spend the night behind this rock if I can’t find shelter somewhere else. I’m freezing, I’m soaked, and I’ve had nothing to eat or drink. I don’t dare drink the water. No telling what’s in it.
I sit here for what I know has to be an hour, but there’s no Blake. I hear and see no one, and I don’t know what to do. If I try to go back, I won’t make it before nightfall. If I keep going, I don’t know where I’ll wind up. At this point, though, that seems to be the only option.
After another what I believe to be about thirty minutes and no sight of Blake, I start walking again, but it’s slow going. I’m actually walking on the side of the mountain because the creek has turned into a river. If I slide down, I’ll fall in, and god only knows what will happen to me then. It’s still raining, and it’s getting harder to see as the light gets dimmer and dimmer.
At some point, I look up and realize there’s some large, hulking structure up ahead. The closer I get, the more primitive it seems to be, but at this point, I can’t be picky. In a few minutes, I’m standing right in front of it.
It’s a barn. And not a particularly good one. It has definitely seen better days. The boards on the walls are far enough apart that even in the dim light, I can see through it and out the other side. The water is running really fast and there’s about a foot of it running through the barn, which seems to sit right on top of it for some reason. The side toward me is downstream, and if I try to get in that door, I’ll slide down into the water and get washed away. But if I go in from the other side, the pressure of the water will press me against the barn and at least I won’t float away, so I head around it, leaning toward it and letting my hands walk down the side as my feet try to carry me on the rocky hillside.
There’s no door on the other side, and even if there were, I wouldn’t be able to open it because of the pressure of the water. But there’s some kind of window up about three feet, a hole with a wooden door latched over it and about three feet square. I decide I don’t have any choice—I have to find a way to get in it. It’s so old and rotten that when I try to open it, it simply falls off its hinges, so now there’s just a gaping hole. Then I step out into the water, grip the lower sides of the opening, and pull as I use my feet to climb the wall. When I’m finally far enough up, I struggle to move my hands to the side and tumble in.
Just as I assumed, there’s water inside, and it’s about a foot deep. There’s nothing in there. No equipment, no boxes, nowhere to get out of the water. I look around in the waning light and finally spot a ladder. Slogging through the water, I reach it and start climbing.
The area above is small but dry. I have to bend over because it’s not tall enough for me to stand, but it’s plenty large enough for me to sit comfortably. The only thing up there is a bale of hay or straw, and it’s so old and moldy that sleeping on it would be worse than just lying on the floor. I’ve got no jacket, no raincoat, my clothes are soaked, and my boots are full of water, so I pull them off, empty them, and set them aside. My feet are like ice, but there’s nothing I can do about it. They’d probably be warmer without my wet socks. I was hoping for a tarp or plastic or something, but there’s nothing.
I crawl toward the front wall, the one that faces downstream, and lie down on my stomach so I can peer through the cracks between the boards. That way, I can watch for Blake. But there’s no sign of him. It’s getting really dark and if he’s smart, he’ll turn back. Then I think about Georgie. Oh, god, I hope he doesn’t run into her and hurt her.
I’m freezing. I’m hungry. I’m thirsty. The rain has started coming down in sheets again, and the sound on the old tin roof, which is leaking like a sieve, is deafening. But I keep watching. So far, nothing. Pretty soon it’ll be so dark that even if he found the barn, he couldn’t see to get inside it. I think I’m safe enough, at least for now.
But I don’t dare stop watching.





CHAPTER 11
  
PATCH
THERE WERE eight people in one of those houses and six in the other. Fourteen people in two houses. We make multiple trips to get them out of the houses, each trip more dangerous than the one before. We’re happy to have new equipment, and I’m really glad the Clark County guys are still here. I don’t know what we would’ve done without them.
We get the last of the waterlogged residents back, but we leave our line and tie it off. I can’t imagine why we’d need it again, but we might. It’s started to rain even harder now, and I have no idea how long that’s going to last.
We start dragging stuff in and packing it away. “Hey, Reboot!”
“Yeah, captain.”
“Call dispatch and see if we’re still needed at that other location.”
“Roger that.”
I keep rolling up rope, folding up harnesses, and packing stuff away. “Hey, captain?” he says as he runs up to me.
“Yeah?”
“They said no. Letcher County showed up to help and took care of that one.”
Well, that’s a relief. “Thank god.”
“Yeah. I told her to thank them for us.”
“Good. Did she say where else we might be needed.”
“No.”
“Good enough.” We’re off the hook for now, but I don’t expect that’ll last long.
I keep working until I hear somebody say, “Patch?”
Something in Arlen’s voice throws a blanket of dread over me. “Yeah?”
“Dispatch called me and said somebody named Penny made some kind of transmission, yelling for you and something about Blake.”
No. It can’t be. But I shouldn’t be worried. She’s not alone. “Your wife is with her though.”
“Georgie called me. Penny’s not there.”
I feel the muscles in my chest constrict and it’s hard to breathe. “She has to be. There’s nowhere for her to go.”
“She’s not. And there’s another car there too. Something with out-of-town plates. A rental, looks like.”
I wheeze out, “Jesus,” and I can feel my knees weakening. That’s the car Morrow was driving. Just as I’m about to tank, my phone rings. “Yeah.”
“Is this Patrick Scott?”
“Yes.”
“This is Artie Jessup. I work for Citadel Security, Steve  McCoy’s firm. We were told to meet you here, but there’s nobody here.”
“Are you at Iron Oak Farms?”
“I am, sir.”
“Wait there. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”
“Yes, sir.”
“If the doors to the kitchen and lodge are open, go on in and help yourselves. And please, get a couple of guys to do a sweep of all the buildings.”
“Will do, sir. Thank you.”
“No, thank you. See you in a few.” The cavalry has arrived. Why do I feel like those horses pounded into town just a little too late?
    
I’VE NEVER FELT this desperate in my life.
I hear everybody around me talking, but I can’t make sense of what they’re saying. When we got to Iron Oak, Jessup met me at the Jeep and told me they’d found Penny’s raincoat just inside the open window in the bathroom of the cook’s quarters. There were footprints leading from there directly to the creek. If she stepped into that creek, she’s gone.
But the car sitting outside the lodge is still there, and they’ve followed those footprints too, which also lead to the creek. Thing is, the water is up significantly higher now than it was earlier, so they might never have made it to the water. There are no footprints leading away from the creek, so if they went in and came out … I can’t even rationalize anymore. I don’t know what’s going on. My mind is spinning. Jessup says they trained spotlights on the far bank and they saw footprints there too, footprints that looked like the ones on this side. Maybe they crossed before the water got too high. Thing is, if they both crossed, he was on her tail.
Everybody starts walking the creek bank and calling her name. The footprints seem to go to the right, away from the road, and I don’t know where that creek originates. Up in the mountains maybe? She couldn’t have gotten that far.
But we walk as far as we dare in the driving rain and the darkness, all the while watching the creek swell. What used to be a stream barely three feet across is now in excess of twenty-five feet wide and getting wider. It’s not even raining anymore. I wouldn’t call this rain. It’s like the sky has opened up and is just dumping water on us.
When we get back to the kitchen, Hollywood has the radio on. He stayed behind to find food for all of us, and he’s listening to the radio. “Have you heard?”
“Heard what?” I hear Syd ask.
“They’re saying we’re going to get between six and eight inches of rain tonight.”
Syd pivots and catches my eye. “You know what that means?”
“Yeah. People are going to die. This is going to be really, really bad.” Hope is fading for me. If she’s out in this and anywhere near this creek, I’m afraid I’ll never see her again.
Ten minutes later, the tone goes off again. This time, we leave behind all of Steve’s people, doing the work they’re trained for, trying to track her, figure out where the creek goes, estimate how far she could’ve traveled. At least somebody’s left behind for her. That doesn’t quell the clawing sensation in my chest, the one that makes my heart feel like it’s raw and bleeding.
Three hours later, we’re still fishing people out of houses, garages, even manage to rescue a couple of people who thought they could escape in a kayak out and wound up stuck on a rock with the water rising quickly. When we’re finished there, we don’t even bother to put away our gear, just toss it in the back of the Jeeps and take off again.
We park at the edge of the water, throw in our rescue boats with their heavy-duty trolling motors, but I’m still unprepared for the sight that greets me in Hindman. There’s water in the center of town, two feet from the top of the courthouse steps. People are walking through thigh-deep water, trying to get to safety because their cars are useless. The Methodist church, one of the buildings in town that’s highest up, is letting people in their doors to shelter in place until it’s decided if they all need to be moved. We’ve gotten at least one report of a family who’s sheltering on the side of the mountain, watching as the water levels rise below them and engulf their home. Some of these people had next to nothing to start with. Now they’re reset to zero.
All night. All night long I worry. All night long I check in with Jessup and his crew to see if he’s found anything, but there’s nothing. All night long, all I’m thinking about is Penny, her smile, her softness, the sweet smell of her soap and shampoo, and I’m desperate to see her face. I just want to hold her, kiss her, feel her warmth. I’m terrified that’s over, that when the water goes down we’ll find … I can’t even think about it. My stomach pitches and I need to puke, but I’ve got work to do and people to help.
By the time we get back to Iron Oak, it’s four in the morning and I’ve already told Arlen that we’ve got to have a little break, but what I really want to do is walk that bank again. We’re exhausted and starving, but as I eat and drink, I think about Penny. Where is she? Is he with her? Has he hurt her? He’d better hope he drowns because if I get my hands on him, I’ll kill the sonofabitch with my fingers around his throat.
And I’m completely unprepared when I get a call from the sheriff at four thirty. “I need you to come down and identify a body.”
I can barely breathe. “Oh, god, please tell me it’s not—”
“It’s male.”
“Can you just send me a pic?”
“I don’t like to do that but … Oh, what the hell. Hang on.” I wait and in a minute, there’s a ping from my phone, so I open my text messaging.
I can’t tell much about it, but when I pull it up, there he is. “That’s Blake Morrow,” I tell Sheriff Stafford when I call him back. “Where was he found?”
“Down the other side of town in the rainwater. Any idea where he went in?”
“Yeah. Up here. His rental car is sitting outside the lodge.” I don’t want to ask, but I have to. “Any sign of—”
“Penny? No. None. Nobody’s seen her. Any idea where she is?”
“None. I’ve got a whole team of security agents here, and we know she and Blake both crossed the creek, but that’s all we know.”
“I’ll keep my eyes out. And Patch?”
“Yeah?”
“Let’s just admit to ourselves that you love the woman and you need to find her.”
I feel my eyes well with tears. “Okay. Yeah. I do. I need to find her.”
“Okay then. We’ll all keep watch and if I see or hear anything, I’ll let you know.”
“Thanks. I appreciate it.”
By the time we finish the call, it’s getting a little bit light outside and, to my surprise, the sun seems to be peeking out through the clouds. The rain has all but stopped, but the runoff from up in the mountains is still pouring down the rivulets and gullies, and it’ll keep rising for hours. Our three-foot creek is now about thirty-five feet across, and we’re fortunate that all of our cottages are up here on high ground. I’d welcome some sunshine right about now.
But mine is gone. And I’m not sure I’ll ever get her back.
    
Penny
I LIE THERE, staring out the cracks in the wall, until I can’t see anything anymore. By that time, I’m exhausted, so I roll to my back and try to get a little sleep.
I’m awakened before dawn by something I can’t identify. When I sit up, I realize what it is.
It’s water. I’m sitting in water.
Even in the darkness, I try to crawl across the loft floor and I realize it’s covered in water. What’s happened? What’s going on? I try to look out the cracks between the boards, but it’s so dark that I can’t see anything, so I scoot over to the ladder and dangle a foot down. Nothing but water. Even the ladder is gone. Has the creek really come up that much?
As I sit there, I realize it’s a little higher than it was when I woke. Not a lot, just a little. There’s nothing for me to do but sit there. By the time I start to see a glimmer of light in the sky, it’s up to my waist as I sit on the loft floor, and I realize it’s rising quickly. Peering out through the cracks between the boards, I look around.
Nothing but water. I can see the mountains rising up on both sides, but in front of me and behind me, nothing but roiling, muddy water. The creek is gone and in its place, a rushing river that’s cutting right through the barn. But I’m okay for now.
I sit there and try to figure out what to do. Nobody knows where I am. Nobody can see me. Nobody. I decide I should try to find a weak spot in the roof to see if I can peel it off and look out, but I press and press and can’t find one soft spot. That’s odd on a barn that’s in such pitiful shape. I don’t know what to do.
And then terror grips me as the whole barn shudders. Oh, shit. What if the water pushes it down? What if it collapses, or floats away? What then? What happens to me? If I could get on the roof, I might actually be able to ride it down the river, but I can’t. It could trap me between the ceiling of the barn and the water. At the moment, Blake is the least of my worries. I can fight him, but I can’t fight this. I don’t know what to do.
Is Patch looking for me? Has he been out all night, working? Is he okay? That’s dangerous work. Did he get washed away? What about the campground? Is it under water? And the guys? What of them? And Georgie?
The water is up to the middle of my ribcage. If something doesn’t happen soon, I’ll have to stand up, and there’s nowhere for me to go. All I can hope for is a miracle, that somebody finds me soon. Otherwise, I’m doomed. My only way out of here now is a simple vent at the end of the loft, and I’m not even sure it’ll open. Even if it does, I’m not sure my fat ass will fit through it. This loft is most likely going to become my coffin. I’ve escaped one threat to walk right into another.
Right now, all I really want is to see Patch’s face, and I realize that I’ve fallen in love with him. I really wanted to see what kind of life we’d have. Unless something drastic happens, I’ll never find out.
At least if I’m dead, I won’t have to miss him. I just wonder if he’ll miss me.
    
PATCH
MORNING BRINGS HORROR. I’ve never seen anything like it. Whole parts of town wiped out. Mallie, Pippa Passes, Brinkley, and Hindman are almost gone. I’ve seen devastation in war zones, and that’s what this reminds me of.
Now bodies have started washing up, but none of them are Penny, and I want to believe she’s out there somewhere. She’s smart and resourceful. I know wherever she is, she’s sheltered and safe.
By eight thirty I’m getting really antsy, though. I can’t sit still. She’s out there and I have no idea how to find her. “Patch?” I turn to find Paddy sitting right beside me.
“Yeah, buddy?”
“Let’s take the bird.”
I think I’m hearing him wrong. “The bird? You mean the helicopter?”
“Yeah. Let’s take it up and look for survivors. And maybe we’ll find Penny.”
“Who’s going with me? We’re all exhausted.”
“I’ll go.”
Now I know I’m hearing him wrong. “You? I thought you hated the heli?”
“I do, but I hate knowing Penny’s out there somewhere even more.”
That’s confusing. “Why do you care?”
“Because she’s been nice to me, and I really appreciate that.” I’ve known all along that the other guys generally ignore him. His hangdog expression and soft voice make it hard for them to relate to him. Thing is, Paddy’s got a good heart. He’s a good guy. If he’s willing to go with me, I’ll take it up and make my rounds.
“I really don’t feel like I can leave right—”
My words are cut off when the door opens. Three men step in, and I can’t believe my eyes. “Heard you guys could use some help. Where do you need us?”
“Holy shit, what are you doing here?”
Ethan walks straight up to me, his hand extended. “Patch, we just want to help however we can. We left enough of the guys behind to take care of any emergencies, but we wanted to be here for you.”
Rocky’s hand is extended too, and I grasp it with my left hand as I hold Ethan’s with my right. I’m not shaking their hands—I’m hanging on for dear life. “No way we’d let you go through all of this alone. And this is Zeke,” Rocky said, tipping his head toward the third man. “He wanted to come along too. What’s going on? What have you got, and where do you need us?”
I’m having trouble speaking, but Paddy pipes up for me. “Penny’s missing. Her ex chased her out of here in the storm, and we don’t know where she is.”
Ethan stares straight into my eye. “What do you need? Whatever it is, we’ll do it.”
“I need …” I can’t finish my sentence. I need Penny. I’m desperate to see her, desperate to hold her, desperate to know she’s okay.
“We need you to be here with us to help fill the gap. And Paddy and Patch need to take the bird,” Reboot says, stepping into the leadership role that I’m obviously having trouble filling at the moment.
Rocky nods. “We can do that.”
Paddy turns to me. “Let’s go. Now. Let’s not wait.”
Something clicks inside my head. “You’re on. Be ready in ten.” I look around the room. There are fifteen more men here. Surely one of them will go. “Paddy and I are taking the bird up to look for survivors. Anybody?”
“I’ll go. First officer. And you’d better be looking for Penny,” Ghost informs me.
“Yeah, if you’re not looking for her, stay your ass here,” Bulldog growls at me.
“Fine. I’m looking for Penny. Anybody?” Of the fourteen other men in the room besides me, Paddy, and Ghost, twelve of them raise their hands. “Any of you trained in airlift?”
One tall guy from Steve’s team stands. “Infantry. Tactical field care. CASEVAC. I’m with you.” As he steps up to me, he takes my hand and grips it. “Took the combat diving training for Green Berets. I was injured before I could become a GB, but I still had the training.”
I hear Zeke’s voice for the first time. “I was a GB. If he can go with you, you’ll have the best.”
I nod in the security officer’s direction. “Thanks, Marshall. I appreciate it.” Marshall Smith is one of Steve’s best people, and now I know why. “Suited up and in the air in ten. And the rest of you—thirty and then get back out there. We’re looking for people stranded in places you could possibly get to.”
“Roger that, captain,” Reboot says, and I know they’ll be out the door in more like twenty.
I go back to my cottage, slip into my flight suit, pick up my helmet, and take a look in the mirror as I walk by. I’m looking at the man who’s going to find Penny Markley and bring her back. I love her, and I really don’t want to finish my life without her. If she’s out there, she’s coming home.
We meet at the makeshift helipad and get ourselves together. Paddy’s suited up well, and Ghost looks like he’s been doing this every day for most of his life. Marshall took Bear’s suit. It’s a little big, but he’s tall, so it’ll work. “Marshall, you’re going to work the hoist. Paddy, will you go up and down?”
“Yes, sir. I’ll be glad to.” I can see his knees are knocking a little, but he wants to do this so, by god, I’m going to honor his bravery and let him.
“Okay. Everybody in.” I run through my onboard checklist, set all the controls, and hit the start button while Ghost finishes all of the pre-flight checks. There’s a loud hum and then the rotor starts to turn. It’s picking up speed, and I can feel the tail rotor engage too. In a few minutes, our hydraulics are fully pressurized. I press the button on the side of my helmet. “This is alpha sierra zero one echo kilo yankee departing …” I give our coordinates, our planned travel, and our radio frequency. There’s no air traffic control for hundreds of miles. It’s up to me and other aircraft in the area to know about each other’s presence.
“Roger that, alpha sierra zero one echo kilo yankee. This is bravo charlie zero niner echo kilo yankee. At approximately two thousand feet in airspace over Boyle County, over.”
“Roger that, bravo charlie zero niner echo kilo yankee. We’ll be sticking to Knott and Letcher counties. Over.”
“Roger that. Be safe out there. You guys equipped for airlift? Over.”
“That’s a roger. Over.”
“Us too. Picking up people left and right. Good luck out there today. Over.”
“And you too. Stay safe. Over and out.” I look back at my three partners in crime. “You ready?” I ask them through the headset, and they all nod. “Okay. Up, up, and away.”
I lift off cleanly. Fortunately, we’ve got winds of only about two knots, which really isn’t wind at all. The sun is shining, and I almost wish it wasn’t. The shadows it throws make spotting anyone difficult. I head east, following the creek in the direction the footprints went, but I really see nothing. Nobody lives down in that area. There was an old house farther down the creek, but nobody’s lived there for years. The last time I saw it, it was falling down, but the barn was still standing. Sure enough, the barn’s still there and surrounded by floodwater, but I don’t see anything that looks important, so I wheel around and head back toward town.
We find eleven people stranded on top of their houses. Two of them are standing in their attics after chopping holes in their roofs. As we get closer, one of the Letcher County search and rescue boats comes toward a house with six of the people, so that leaves us with only five unless somebody else gets to them. Sure enough, we see our own Unit Two down there, working to get the other five people off the roof. Two miles farther down, I see something on the side of a hill. “What’s that?” I yell and point.
“People. On the southern side of the mountain,” Paddy answers. There’s nowhere to set down, so it’s going to be up to me to pick them up.
“Ready the lift.” I’m holding it steady as Marshall opens the door and swings the hoist’s boom into place while Paddy hitches up his harness. “Let me know when it’s a go and I’ll drop as far down as I can.”
In just a minute, I hear Paddy’s voice. “Ready, captain.”
“Here we go.” I start to let the bird drift downward, slowly, watching the people below as they stare up. “Direct me, Marshall.”
“Yes, sir. About ten yards north.” I move forward slowly. “Five more,” he announces. “Got it, captain.” As I hold it steady, I hear him say, “Deploy,” and in the next second, the sound of the hoist’s motor fills the air.
I can’t see anything. I have to depend on them to let me know what’s going on and if anything’s wrong. But in a matter of minutes, I hear Marshall say, “First lift coming up.” The bird tilts ever so slightly, but I hold it steady. In seconds, they’re back in the craft, Paddy holding a woman tightly against his chest in her own harness strapped to his. “Take a seat, ma’am, and buckle in. Captain, deploying.” The hoist motor grinds again, and then I hear him say, “Second lift coming up.” A teenage boy appears in the doorway of the heli, and once again, Marshall says, “Take a seat and buckle in. Deploying, captain.” When the hoist motor kicks in that time, I know it’s going to be a slightly harder lift. Sure enough, the bird tilts even more toward the line, but it’s fine. This aircraft is primo, built for just this kind of use, and it’s a joy to pilot. “Third lift coming up.” The doorway goes dark as a large form fills it, and it’s a great big guy, not as big as Bear but not a lot smaller. “Have a seat and buckle in, sir,” Marshall tells him. There’s movement behind me, and the door closes. “All passengers secured, captain. We’re ready.”
“Roger that, Marshall. This is alpha sierra zero one echo kilo yankee headed for base from coordinates …” In seconds, we’ve spun and are heading back to our little helipad.
As soon as it touches down, I turn and look back at our three passengers, people who now have no home or anything else to call their own. “Folks, in the biggest building through those trees there are bathrooms, showers, towels. Go help yourselves. There’s a washer and dryer in there, and you can launder your clothes. While that’s happening, if you’ll go to the next building, that’s our kitchen. Help yourselves to anything you like and relax. The Red Cross will be notified that you’re out here and I’m sure they’ll pick you up as soon as they’re able.”
The woman is crying, and the man is too. “Thank you, sir. We thought we was dead,” he mumbles through his tears.
“Nope. You’ll be fine. We’ve got to get back in the air. Just know that we’re here to serve the people of Knott County and the surrounding areas, and we’ll do whatever we can. You take care.” Marshall already has the door open, and he helps them down, then points them toward the break in the trees. As they run toward the buildings, the boy turns and waves, so I wave back. Maybe someday he’ll be part of an SAR. I’d like to think I made that decision easy for him.
We’re back up in a minute, and I turn and head east again. Something about the creek behind our property keeps drawing me, and I guess it’s because it’s the last place we tracked Penny. I keep thinking somebody will call me, the sheriff or Matt or Arlen or somebody, and tell me she’s with them, that they’ve found her and she’s fine. Morrow is dead. Where is Penny? I’m terrified he killed her and she just hasn’t been found yet.
I move slowly, looking down as best I can, and I know Ghost, Marshall, and Paddy are doing the same, my sense of desperation growing with every passing second. The water is still rising, and they’ve forecasted it to keep doing so until tomorrow. There will be a lot more people to rescue in the next twenty-four hours, but right now, there’s only one face I want to see. From time to time I catch Paddy staring at me, and I know he knows what I’m thinking.
Up ahead is the barn that belongs to the old house, and I watch as my rotor wash makes the surface of the creek ripple. The water is close to the peak of the roof now, so it won’t be long before the thing is completely submerged, and I figure it’ll give way and wash downstream eventually.
We pass over it and then I hear Paddy yell into his comm, “CAPTAIN!”
“Yeah?”
“There’s somebody down there! In that barn! I can see their arm.” I spin the bird and go back, staring as I do. Sure enough, on the upriver side of the barn, there’s an arm sticking out of some kind of opening, waving wildly.
The water looks crazy and unstable. “Think you can extract them?”
“I’ll sure as hell try. Can you steady it?”
I may be between two mountains, but we’ve got little to no air movement. “Oh, yeah. I’ve got it. Go on down.”
The door slides open, I see movement, and then Marshall says, “Deploying.” The hoist motor grinds, and I feel the weight of the heli shift. I know Marshall can see out the door.
“What’s going on down there?”
“He’s right. There’s somebody down there. Don’t know if it’s more than one. Looks like some kind of vent or something. The water’s rushing in and pushing them back, but Paddy’s trying to pull them out.”
“How’s he doing?”
“He’s doing great so far. Got a good hold on them. I’m guessing he can pin them against the outside wall with the force of the current and get that harness on them.” I wait. “He’s … I think … He’s got her! First lift coming up, captain.”
Her. He’s got her. My mind is buzzing. Please, please, let it be Penny. Please? I’m not asking much. I just need it to be her. Please. I’ve never been a praying guy, and that’s as close as I can get, but I’m hoping the universe sees it as a prayer. “Here we go, ma’am. Paddy, let me get this thing in and the door closed, and you can help her.”
There’s a hitch in Paddy’s voice as he says into the comm, “Patch, it’s her! We got her!”
A sense of relief fills my soul. She’s here. She’s safe. If Paddy hadn’t noticed her arm, she might not be here now. I might’ve lost her forever. No matter what happens from this point forward, this guy has my undying appreciation and trust. I hear him say, “Go ahead. He can hear you.”
“Patch?”
I touch the button on the side of my helmet. “Hey, baby. You have no idea how glad I am to know you’re back there and safe.”
I can barely understand her for her sobs. “I’m so sorry! I was running from Blake, and it got dark, and I found the barn, but the water was coming up and I didn’t think I was going to make it out, and I … I was so scared, Patch. I didn’t know if you’d find me. I wanted you to find me so bad, and I didn’t know if you would.”
“Honey, I’d go to the ends of the earth to find you. You know that. Now, let’s get back to base so we can get you warm and dry, get some food into you, okay? You’re bound to be exhausted.”
“I am. I’m so tired. I’m just worn out. But what about Blake? He’ll come back and when he does, he’ll—”
“Babe, you don’t have to worry about Blake anymore.”
“But he’ll—”
“No, Penny. You never have to worry about Blake ever again.”
It’s quiet for almost a full minute, and I’m sure she’s trying to digest what I’m saying. When she finally speaks, it’s a quiet, “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. He did it himself. They found his body down in town. It washed all the way down there.”
She doesn’t say anything else. She doesn’t have to. I turn just enough to be able to see what’s going on back there, and she’s sobbing with Paddy holding her like a little child, her cheek against his shoulder and her arms around his neck. He sees me watching and stiffens, probably afraid of how I feel about his arms around her, but I just smile and turn back to my windshield.
By the time we set down, she’s stopped crying, but I can tell she’s barely able to move. Everybody stays right where they are as I shut everything down and the rotor disengages and starts to slow. When it’s almost completely stopped, I unfasten my safety belt and turn in my seat. “Hey, sweetie, we’re going straight to my cottage. Paddy and Ghost are going straight to theirs. Marshall, is there any way you could—”
“Bring everybody something to eat and drink? Consider it done. Go get cleaned up, dry, and warm, and I’ll have some food to you in no time. And ma’am?” Penny turns to look at him. “That guy right there,” he says, pointing at me, “was determined to find you. He’d already decided that it didn’t matter how long he had to look, he was going to find you.”
She can barely speak, but she whispers, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, ma’am. Go rest up.” He slides the door open and helps Penny out, then does the same with a soaked Paddy.
When we’re all on the ground and headed back to the buildings, Penny’s hand in mine, I move closer to Paddy so he can hear me. “Thank you. I’ll never forget this.”
“It was nothing. I just did what I was trained to do.”
“From now on, every time you think about your partner, I want you to think about Penny. You saved her life today. We both have you to thank. Never, never think of yourself as a loser who let someone die. It was a freak accident. Today? This? It was an act of pure heroism. I know how hard that had to be for you, but you faced your fears for Penny and for me. I won’t ever forget this, Paddy. Never.”
“Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.” There’s something lighter about his gait, something brighter on his face, and I’m hoping today gave him back something he thought he’d lost long ago—his self-respect.
An hour later, we’re clean, dry, fed, and curled up in my cottage on my big bed. She’s so bone weary that she was asleep when she hit the sheets, but I lie there for a few minutes and stare at her, that beautiful face I thought I’d never see again. I know she’s asleep, but I kiss her forehead and whisper, “I love you, Penny.”
To my surprise, she whispers back, “I love you too, Patch.”
And those five words make my whole world right.
    
WHEN WE WAKE at a little after five, I find that my guys and my Eagle Point friends were out all day picking people off roofs and out of houses to bring them to safety. From what the sheriff and Arlen say, there were upward of forty people they rescued today. Not shabby for a bunch of ex-cons.
Marshall and Jessup meet me at the lodge when I make it there, and they’re dressed, their bags sitting in the back of the open SUV hatch. “You guys going?”
“Yeah. She’s here and we’re headed back. But thanks for the hospitality while we were here.” Jessup reaches out and shakes my hand, and Marshall does the same.
“You’re more than welcome. Thanks for coming and for doing what you’ve done. Please thank Mr. McCoy for me.”
Jessup laughs. “Have you met Steve?”
“No. Haven’t had the pleasure.”
“The pleasure?” Marshall’s laughing. “If you used the word pleasure, then you obviously haven’t met Steve.”
“He’s not that bad, is he?”
They’re both laughing at me now. “He’s an insufferable asshole,” Jessup says. “And from what I hear, he’s better than he used to be, so he must’ve been a real piece of work before!”
“You realize that now I’ve got to drive to Louisville to meet this asshole and see if you’re telling the truth.”
Jessup slaps me on the back. “Come on! We’ll take you to lunch and show you around!”
“I’ll take you up on that. Seriously, thank you, all of you.”
Marshall grins. “You’re welcome. Hope to see you again soon.”
“Same here.” All the other guys shake hands with me as they come out to the SUV, and I stand and watch them drive away. Knowing how they came to be here, I’m thankful once again for Tony and his benevolence. I don’t know what I’d do without the Walters family.
I have to figure out something I can feed everybody, but I’m exhausted, and I know they are too. Nobody feels like cooking. As I leave the lodge and head toward the kitchen to look through our larder, I see a woman I don’t know coming out of the kitchen and getting into her car. She pulls away before I can stop her, and I wonder what she stole from us, so I hustle into the building.
And I damn near fall to my knees. There are disposable aluminum pans up and down the counters, and it smells incredible in there. I start pulling back aluminum foil. There’s fried chicken, cornbread dressing, green beans with new potatoes, cream-style corn, a green salad with tomatoes, bacon, and boiled eggs, broccoli casserole, sweet potato casserole, and two loaves of what smells and feels like freshly baked bread, already sliced. Who did all of this? There’s a card stuck in the frame of the microwave door, its corner just shoved under the metal, so I pull it out and open it.
DEAR APPALACHIAN STAR TEAM,
Thank you for helping our community today. Many of us are still alive because of you. Your hard work won’t be forgotten. We’re happy to be able to feed you. Consider it our thanks.
Your family in Mallie, Pippa Passes, Brinkley, and Hindman
OUR FAMILY. They really are. In the brief time I’ve been here, I’ve come to realize that they really want us here and want us to feel at home. We’re lucky to be here and to have them as family.
I’m standing there, staring at all the food, and then I remember something—that damn bell Ghost insisted we put outside the kitchen door, the one like his grandma had on the farm when he was a kid and spent summers there. It’s a big old dinner bell, the kind that rocks on a pivot and rings by pulling a rope. It’s bright red and standing right there on a tall wooden post, so I grab the rope.
Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!
I just keep ringing it, and with every peal, my resolve grows. We’re a team. We’re working together smoothly, sharing the load, turning out excellent products and saving lives. It’s everything I’d hoped for when I asked those men to trust me and come together here in a god-forsaken part of the country, a place so beautiful that I can’t imagine living anywhere else.
Across the big lawn, I see Ghost step out of his cottage, and his smile is a mile wide. He’s buttoning his shirt as he walks, and in a few seconds, Bulldog’s door opens and he bounds down his front steps. He’s joined in just a moment by Reboot, Priest, and Paddy. Just about the time Hollywood appears, Bear sticks his head out his door, then disappears, only to reappear seconds later, pulling a tee shirt down over his head and moving my direction.
When Ghost reaches me, I say loudly enough that everybody else can hear me, “We’ve got food. Get in here and eat. It smells fucking amazing.”
As soon as the door opens, the aroma wafts out, and Priest says, “Good god, that smells good. Who did this?”
“Our family. All the people in Knott County. To thank us. Grab a plate. There’s all kinds of stuff in here.” When the last man is through the doorway, I turn and look back.
As she stands on my porch, Penny leans against a post, a blanket draped around her, her hair a mess and her face puffy from sleep. Instead of going in, I stride across the open ground and straight up to the steps, but I stop at the bottom. “How ya feel?”
“Like I spent the night in a flooded barn.”
“But do you feel any better?”
“Yeah. A bit.”
“Feel like eating?”
“I think so.”
“Then get some clothes on and come on.” When she doesn’t move, I smile. “I’ll wait for you.”
“Okay.” I watch as she wanders back inside, leaving the front door open, and in a minute, she’s back in a pair of yoga pants and a tee.
I look up at her and grin. “Don’t you think you should put on a bra?”
“Do you want me to?”
“In front of the guys? Yeah, I think I want you to.”
“Uhhh, okay.” Back in she goes, and she comes back obviously wearing one. “How’s this?”
“Better. Let’s go. You need to eat and then go back to bed.” I take her hand and head for the kitchen.
“You going back to bed with me?”
I just snort and laugh. “And why would you think I’d be anywhere else?”
    
“SHE’S OKAY? Oh, thank god. Yeah, I don’t yet, but I will.” She’s talking to her dad and I’m guessing he’s asked her if she’d got a phone yet. “Tell her I love her and I’ll see you guys soon. Uh-huh. Okay. Um, Patch says hi.” She taps the front of my screen to put me on speaker.
“Hi, Mr. Stivers.”
“It’s Gary, Patch. And thank you for taking care of my daughter.”
“My pleasure, sir.”
“When you say pleasure and I’m talking about my daughter, it kinda creeps me out,” he says and I laugh.
“I think we should change the subject!” I call out and I hear him laugh.
“I agree! Now, Penny, you take care of yourself. I’ll tell your mama you said hello.”
“Thanks, Daddy. I love you.”
“Love you too, doodles. See you soon.”
As soon as she hangs up the phone, I turn and grin. “Doodles?”
“He’s called me that ever since I was little. I have no idea why.”
That reminds me of something. “By the way, why is your name Markley?”
“That’s my mother’s family name. I took it when Blake and I divorced in hopes that it would throw him off my trail. And it did—for a while. Not nearly long enough.”
“He’s permanently off your trail now,” I say as I slice the block of cheese I bought, then plate it with the crackers I had in my cabinet.
When I plop down beside her, she reaches and takes a cracker, then tops it with a piece of cheese and a slice of pepperoni from the package on the plate. As she chews, she stares off into space until she finally sighs and turns toward me. “Now what?”
“What?”
“Now what? I mean, I go to my house, you stay here, we … what? Date? What the hell are we doing here?”
I understand what she’s asking, and I’ve thought about it myself. “What do you want?”
“Oh, no, buster. You’re not dumping this whole decision on me! You’re going to have some input too.”
“Okay. So let’s look at this.” I set the plate on the coffee table and turn toward her with my knee drawn up on the sofa. “I can’t leave here. I have to be here because of the guys. So do you want to come here?”
“You mean to like spend the night, or to live?”
I feel my eyeless right eyebrow hike up. “I thought you were dead, and you think I don’t want you here?”
“No! I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on here.”
“What’s going on here,” I say and lean in to give her a kiss before I pull back, “is that I’m in love with you and I thought I’d never see you again. Waking up to you every morning would sure alleviate my anxiety about that.”
“Oh. So what would I do with my house?”
I shrug. “I dunno. Use it to work from?”
“I guess I could.”
“Or we could set one of the rooms at the lodge up for you to work from.”
“We could. But having the house as a place to work could work out really well. I know when I’m there, I’m supposed to be working.”
“True.”
“And if we wanted total privacy …” She wiggles her eyebrows up and down. That makes me laugh.
“Yeah. I guess it would be great for that.”
There’s something we have to talk about, and I don’t know exactly how to broach it. “Okay, so I have to have dinner with the guys. No compromise on that one. It would probably be good if I did breakfast too.”
“Does that mean you don’t want me there?”
“No. It just means that … You have to understand, I’m still trying to turn us into a cohesive group, and I need them to feel that.”
“Then they will. If I sense it needs to be just the eight of you, I’ll come back over here. I don’t want to get in the way of that.”
“And I don’t want you eating alone every night. That’s not fair. We’ll just have to figure it out as we go, I guess.”
She pats my knee with her hand and smiles. “I have no doubt we can.”
And I do believe she’s right.
    
CURIOUS ABOUT TONY AND NIKKI, Vic, and Steve? You can find them all in the Bluegrass Dynasty series here.
Have you met Ethan Watson and the men of Eagle Point SAR? You can find Susan Stoker’s Eagle Point SAR series here.
Want more Kentucky romance and suspense? Grab the Bluegrass Bravery books in Susan Stoker’s Operation Alpha: Police and Fire world. They’re all here, and some of the guys will show up in the Appalachian STAR series too! Just click here.
So what’s next? Keep reading.





COMING NEXT …
A Bitter Man
“We need to have a sit down.”
“Sure.” I’m not sure what he wants, but whatever it is, I know it’ll be good for me. It always is. Besides, I didn’t do anything wrong.
“See you in the lodge in thirty.”
“Yes, sir.” That’ll give me time to shower, thank god.
“And you,” he says and points at Bulldog. “Dinner’s on you tonight. Cleanup too. Make it good. If I have to eat a sandwich because you ruined the food, I’m gonna be pissed as hell. And then come out here and clean up that fucking bathroom. Then you won’t have anything to bitch about.” Bulldog makes some kind of noise, and Patch wheels toward him again. “You got something to say?”
“No, sir,” he says, still red-faced, but I think our captain made his point.
“Good. Get busy. I’m hungry.” Without another word, Patch stalks out of the shop, and I follow him. I’m not hanging around for Bulldog to try to push my buttons. He can just kiss my ass as I walk away.
Twenty-five minutes later, I step out of my cottage, hair still damp and clean clothes on. I pass through the kitchen, grab a beer, and then think better of it and get another. Heading out the door on the opposite side of the building, I make my way to the lodge. The first thing I notice is that no one is in there but Patch. I guess he told them to stay out so he could talk to me.
“Here,” I say and hand him a bottle.
“Thanks. Have a seat.”
As soon as our asses are in our chairs, I ask, “What’s up?”
“Your skillset is being wasted. You’re good at what you do in the shop, and you’re great as our business manager. But you can’t keep being the chief cook and bottle washer. That’s not fair to you.”
“I appreciate you saying that. And thanks for backing me out there.”
“I had to. You were right. I’ve been watching you over the last few weeks, and this is starting to make you bitter.”
“Yeah. I feel like I should have the same opportunities to work as everybody else, but I can’t. So what do you suggest?”
“Tony suggested it first, and I thought it was a good idea. He said he thought it was about time we hired someone to cook and clean for us. Based on what I just saw, I think that time is now. I’m sure there’s somebody up in town who needs a job.”
He can’t possibly know how relieved I am. “I didn’t want to ask you to do that, but I’ve been hoping you would.”
“I guess this is the day for me to play Fairy Godfather. We have the money, and if you’re out there working, that’ll more than offset the expense. Plus the other guys are getting lazy about pulling their own weight task-wise, and I’m getting tired of that too. So we’ll hire help. If you’ll help me, we can do it fairly easily.”
“What do you need from me?”
“You owned your own business. I know you had an HR department, but you’ve done this before. I need you to be the point person. See who you can find, interview them, get them set up.”
“I can do that.”
“Good. I’m not sure how to go about it, but—”
“I know who to call and how to make it happen. Just leave it to me.”
“Thanks, Hollywood. You’re the glue that holds us together domestically speaking, and that’s an unfair position to put you in. So let me know if you need anything, any help getting it all set up, anything at all. Understood?”
“Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it.” He slaps me on the shoulder as he rises and heads out the door, and I sit there for a minute thinking.
I can call the employment office in Hindman. Or I can ask the stylists at the local salon. They know a lot of people. I can ask the ministers too—they’ll know if there’s someone who really needs a job. Then I decide to go to one of the hiring websites online.
It’s slim pickins’ in this area. There are few job seekers, and I wonder if that’s because so few people here even have internet access. Sure enough, there’s a stylist. There’s a police officer and a deputy sheriff, and I check—not our friend Matt, thank god. A couple of teachers from the county high school. No surprise there. A construction worker—I should show that to Tony and John Henry. They could probably use him. A mail carrier. A woman who seems to not really know what she wants to do, because she wants to be either an engineer on a train or a disc jockey. How weird is that?
Then I see it. She looks to be in her thirties with blond, brittle hair, blue-gray eyes, and she’s thin. Painfully thin. I read her résumé and I wonder if this is the right person for the job, because it sure seems to me that she is.
Name: Audrey Sinclair
Employment history: Teacher’s aide, retail clerk, hotel housekeeping, school cook
Family: One son
Location: Brinkley, Kentucky
Length of residence: Always
Objective: To find employment that will keep a roof over our heads, food on the table, and clothes on our backs. I’m not picky. I work hard and just need a real job where I’m paid a fair wage. Transportation is a problem, but I’m sure I can figure something out. Please consider me. I really, really need a job. Thank you.
Something about her plea holds my attention. She’s ticked off all the boxes for things we need—she’s done domestic cleaning work, worked with kids, cooked. And she sounds desperate. If we asked her to live here, she wouldn’t need transportation. While she seems like the exact person we’re looking for, it strikes me that we might actually be exactly what she’s looking for too. I grab my phone and punch Patch’s contact, and he answers with, “What?”
“Hey, about this position … How would you feel about a kid living out here?”
“We don’t have any sex offenders, so there’s no reason why that wouldn’t work.”
“But you wouldn’t mind?”
“Nah.”
“But living out here? In the cook’s quarters?”
“Yeah. No problem. We could put a wall in, or they could just share the same room. How many kids are we talking about?”
“Just one.”
“And a husband?”
“Doesn’t say anything about one in the application.”
It’s quiet for a second before he says, “Where did you find an application that fast?”
“Online, of course.”
“Oh. Well, I guess that means they can work a computer, huh?”
I hadn’t even thought about that. “True. So it’s okay with you if I interview her?”
“Yeah, but do us all a favor and ask around about her before you do.”
“That’s a good idea. Thanks. I’ll get right on it.”
“You’re welcome.” And he hangs up.
I look at the screen again. Audrey Sinclair. The look in her eyes is hauntingly familiar, and I realize why.
It’s just like mine.
    
You’ll get Hollywood’s story and more Appalachian STAR in A Bitter Man, the next book in the Appalachian STAR series!
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SEAL Team Hawaii Series
Finding Elodie
Finding Lexie
Finding Kenna
Finding Monica
Finding Carly
Finding Ashlyn
Finding Jodelle (July 2023)
Eagle Point Search & Rescue
Searching for Lilly
Searching for Elsie
Searching for Bristol
Searching for Caryn (April 2023)
Searching for Finley (Sept 2023)
Searching for Heather (Jan 2024)
Searching for Khloe (TBA)
The Refuge Series
Deserving Alaska
Deserving Henley
Deserving Reese (May 2023)
Deserving Cora (Nov 2023)
Deserving Lara (Feb 2024)
Deserving Maisy (TBA)
Deserving Ryleigh (TBA)
Delta Team Two Series
Shielding Gillian
Shielding Kinley
Shielding Aspen
Shielding Jayme (novella)
Shielding Riley
Shielding Devyn
Shielding Ember
Shielding Sierra
SEAL of Protection: Legacy Series
Securing Caite (FREE!)
Securing Brenae (novella)
Securing Sidney
Securing Piper
Securing Zoey
Securing Avery
Securing Kalee
Securing Jane
Delta Force Heroes Series
Rescuing Rayne (FREE!)
Rescuing Aimee (novella)
Rescuing Emily
Rescuing Harley
Marrying Emily (novella)
Rescuing Kassie
Rescuing Bryn
Rescuing Casey
Rescuing Sadie (novella)
Rescuing Wendy
Rescuing Mary
Rescuing Macie (novella)
Rescuing Annie
Badge of Honor: Texas Heroes Series
Justice for Mackenzie (FREE!)
Justice for Mickie
Justice for Corrie
Justice for Laine (novella)
Shelter for Elizabeth
Justice for Boone
Shelter for Adeline
Shelter for Sophie
Justice for Erin
Justice for Milena
Shelter for Blythe
Justice for Hope
Shelter for Quinn
Shelter for Koren
Shelter for Penelope
SEAL of Protection Series
Protecting Caroline (FREE!)
Protecting Alabama
Protecting Fiona
Marrying Caroline (novella)
Protecting Summer
Protecting Cheyenne
Protecting Jessyka
Protecting Julie (novella)
Protecting Melody
Protecting the Future
Protecting Kiera (novella)
Protecting Alabama’s Kids (novella)
Protecting Dakota
New York Times, USA Today and Wall Street Journal Bestselling Author Susan Stoker has a heart as big as the state of Tennessee where she lives, but this all American girl has also spent the last fourteen years living in Missouri, California, Colorado, Indiana, and Texas. She’s married to a retired Army man who now gets to follow her around the country.
www.stokeraces.com
www.AcesPress.com
susan@stokeraces.com
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