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      To my Grandma- you would’ve gotten such a kick out of this book, with so many family gems hidden throughout. This one’s for you!

      

      To the agent who said no one would ever want read this – Guess you were wrong.
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        Emma

      

      

      “Ms. Webb, you’re needed in the main office.”

      My students made the universal sound of ohhh, as in she’s in trouble…

      Putting my book on the desk, I stood and faced the children, who were supposed to be reading at their miniature desks. They stared back at me, some with toothless grins and I bit back a smile of my own. Paper leaves of different colors swung from the ceiling as the air conditioner came on and I made a mental note to bring some more fall decorations to spruce up the room.

      I said to my second graders, “Continue reading. When I get back, we’ll discuss chapter nine and how Laura Ingalls felt after the big move.”

      It’d be a miracle if they actually read while I was gone, but there were a few good kids who would keep the rest in line. I grabbed my cell phone and slipped out the side door making my way to the main office.

      My heels clicked on the off-white tiles and the wind in my wake made the paper decorations lining both sides of the hallway flutter. There were only a few reasons a teacher would be called from a classroom and none of them were good. My pulse pounded in my neck as I rounded the corner to the main office.

      Mark waited at his door, eyebrows scrunched together as if in deep thought. It was one of his sexy quirks that first caught my attention. But now it scared the shit out of me.

      “Thank you for coming so quickly, Ms. Webb.”

      Another bad sign. He normally addressed me by my first name or at least gave me a quick peck on the cheek. As he ushered me into his office, I realized we weren’t alone. “Mark, what’s going on?”

      I nodded my head toward the man who stood, looking at Mark’s bookshelf. Mark closed the door and turned to me, tugging at his necktie.

      “Emma, I’d like you to meet Special Agent Brooks. He arrived a few moments ago and would like to speak to you.”

      Special Agent? The hairs stood on the back of my neck.

      “To me? What’s going on?”

      The man turned and I inhaled sharply. The most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen in my life stared back at me. Holy shit. They weren’t just brown – they were brown. It was like looking into golden rays that circled an eclipse.

      The rest of the man wasn’t bad to look at either. Tall, tan skin, dark hair, and muscles that made his black button-up shirt look like it was about to rip open. The man perched on the edge of Mark’s desk and crossed his arms. Oh, that desk. Mark and I had done deliciously wonderful and sinful things in that very spot, but now I wondered if I’d ever look at it the same.

      Special Agent Brooks cleared his throat and my gaze met his. His lips twitched as if he’d known my thoughts. And it unnerved me.

      “Ms. Webb, I’m here to see if you’ve had any contact with your family.”

      Now I felt flush for an entirely different reason. It’d figure the FBI would show up to my job to ask me about my stinking family! Had my father been tossed in jail? It wouldn’t surprise me.

      I brushed an imaginary wrinkle from the jacket of my tan pantsuit. “No, sir, I haven’t.”

      “Are you sure, Ms. Webb?”

      I nodded. God, it’d been years since I’d heard from any of them, since I’d left Broken Bow.

      Special Agent Brooks watched me with those eyes that seemed to look right into my soul and stood. My stomach quaked and I prayed my family hadn’t done something stupid. Again.

      “If you hear from them, please give me a call.”

      He handed me a card. Our fingers brushed and I felt a jolt of electricity. He gave me one last look and left. It was my turn to sit on the edge of the desk now.

      “I didn’t want to say anything in front of him, but you received a phone call a few moments ago- someone claiming to be a family member,” Mark said in a rush, running his hand through his dark hair.

      Dread spread across my chest. Oh no.

      “What was the message?” I asked, my voice cracking a little.

      “The woman said someone named Dimp was dying and to come home now. She hung up before I could ask any more questions. It was very strange.”

      The air left my lungs in a whoosh.

      “Emma, are you okay? You look like you’re going to pass out. Put your head between your knees.”

      I shoved away his hand. I needed to get out of there.

      “Mark, I have to go. Can someone cover my class for me?”

      “Of course. I’ve already sent someone to your room.” His forehead creased with worry. “Do you want me to drive you home?”

      Home. That was a loaded statement. He, of course, meant my apartment down the street, where no one knew of my past. But that’s not where I needed to go. I shook my head.

      “No, I’ll be fine. I’ll call you tonight. And please don’t mention this to anyone.”

      Especially the FBI.

      I left his office and went to the teacher’s lounge to get my things. My mind raced. Was Dimp really sick or could this be a ploy to get me home? Why now, after all this time? There was only one way to find out. I grabbed my bag from my locker.

      The drive would take nearly three hours from Oklahoma City to Broken Bow. I thought about calling Momma to see if she knew anything, but there was a good chance she wouldn’t answer my call.

      I maneuvered the car onto the highway and set the cruise control. Surely whoever called had been exaggerating. There was no way Dimp was dying. He was a healthy, strong, and active man – God knew his job kept him fit. The little voice in the back of my head kept nagging me, though. How would I know if he was okay or not? I’d purposely stayed away since graduating college. Nearly six years now.

      I never fit in with the others and getting a degree was an escape. I needed to show them that I could stand on my own, making honest, taxable money that didn’t come from the family business.

      And really, that’s what everything boiled down to. Moonshine.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jasper

      

      

      I left the elementary school, managing not to look back once. My legs shook as I climbed into my truck. Emma Webb hadn’t changed a damn bit, but she obviously didn’t remember me. Not that I’d expected her to. Damn, she was still sexy as hell, even in that awful outfit. Curvy in all the right places, dark blonde hair, blue eyes, and a perfectly shaped mouth that I’d always wanted to taste.

      Shaking my head, I called my boss as I drove.

      Ortega answered, getting right to the point. “Find out anything?”

      “The daughter says she hasn’t heard from her family, so either she’s lying or she hasn’t got the message yet.”

      The surveillance team reported a number from Broken Bow had called the school about an hour ago and left a message for Emma. But her face hadn’t given anything away when I asked about her family, so I tended to believe she didn’t know about her father. Yet.

      Ortega asked, “Are you on your way now?”

      “Yes sir. I’ll touch bases when I get there.”

      “The boys are watching the Arkansas side, too. If Webb tries anything, we’ll bust him.”

      Dimp Webb’s moonshine ring had recently crossed the tri-state lines making his business the FBI’s business. Especially when there were allegations of drugs and weapons being sold, too. I didn’t think Webb was involved in the latter, but some of his associates were.

      I ended the call and turned up the radio, trying to stop the onslaught of thoughts running through my mind. Going back to Broken Bow was going to be hell for a lot of reasons I didn’t want to be in my hometown- where ghosts liked to turn up- but didn’t have a choice.

      Straightening my shoulders, I inhaled. I could do this. I wasn’t the same guy that’d left Broken Bow right after high school and I damn sure wasn’t the nerdy kid who couldn’t stand up to people. I’d do my job and then get the fuck out of that town.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Emma

      

      

      I arrived to Momma’s house a little after two. She sat on the front porch in her rocking chair with a blue blanket across her lap. The house looked worse than ever. The white paint was chipping and, in some spots, the wood looked rotten.

      Seeing Momma in her favorite spot made the knot in my stomach loosen. If Dimp were dying she wouldn’t just be sitting there. No, she’d be waging war trying to save him. That’s how it’d always been – Momma fighting for Dimp.

      I turned off the engine and got out of the car. Her brown hair was streaked with silver, but other than that she looked the same. I smiled, already feeling better. With any luck, Momma and I could sit down at the kitchen table and catch up, as we’d done when I was younger.

      “Who the hell are you?” Momma barked as she stopped rocking in her chair.

      I flinched as if I’d been slapped.

      “Momma-”

      “I’m not your momma. My little girl is inside, napping. Now - who are you and what are you selling?”

      My mother had another child? Had she adopted one? What in the hell had I missed? I took a step forward and she stood, letting the blanket fall to the ground.

      “Stop or I’ll get my gun.”

      She wasn’t joking, I knew that much.

      The screen door opened and my Aunt Ruby came out looking like an older, more tired version of herself. Her grey hair was now all white, which surprised me. How could she have aged so much in six years?

      “Emma! Thank god you’re here.”

      “Emma? Ruby, that is not Emma. Emma’s inside napping. This woman is selling something. Look at how she’s dressed!”

      Confusion spread throughout my body. Was she trying to be hurtful? My pantsuit was practical, but didn’t look that bad!

      Aunt Ruby stepped off the porch, which still didn’t have an actual step, only a cinderblock. She pulled me into her embrace and the scent of apples drifted my way.

      “I’m glad you came. When I called, I wasn’t sure if the message would be passed along or if I even had the right Emma Webb.”

      Leaning back, I asked, “What’s going on Aunt Ruby. What’s wrong with Momma and where’s Dimp?”

      “Come with me, honey. There’s a lot we need to talk about.”

      Taking me by the hand she led me onto the porch. Momma eyed me, but didn’t say anything until we were inside.

      “Be sure to be quiet. I don’t want Emma to wake up because of your loud mouth, Ruby.”

      Aunt Ruby winked at me and answered, “We’ll be quiet, Hester. I promise.”

      Inside the house, it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. Everything in the living room looked the same, including the old couch, but was faded from age and dust. When was the last time anyone cleaned?

      “Come on, we’ll go to the kitchen to talk. I was just finishing the lunch dishes. You can dry them while we catch up.”

      I remembered begging my parents for a dishwasher. With so many people at our house, washing and drying all those dishes seemed unfair at the time. Now I was glad to have something to do with my hands.

      Aunt Ruby submerged her hands into the soapy water. I picked up the hand towel and began drying an iron skillet. We worked in silence for a few moments until I couldn’t take it any longer.

      “Where’s Dimp? Is he really dying?”

      Aunt Ruby gazed out of the window above the sink and nodded, confirming my fear.

      “Yes, pretty girl. He is.”

      Twisting the towel around my finger, I asked, “Where is he?”

      “At the hospital in Texarkana.”

      Oh lord, it really was bad if he let them take him to Texarkana.

      She went on, “It’s his heart. Darn thing is giving out on him.”

      That didn’t make sense. Dimp couldn’t be dying from a bad heart. There were transplants and treatments…

      “I can see what you’re thinking, pretty girl. There’s nothing that can be done for him. Doc said he’d be lucky to make it a month,” Aunt Ruby said with a sad smile.

      A month? Everything in the kitchen spun for a moment. Inhaling, I counted to ten before speaking.

      “And Momma? Has she been drinking again?”

      That would explain why she thought I was inside, sleeping. She hadn’t touched a bottle or jar since I’d been in high school, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t picked it up while I was gone. Guilt spread across my body. Why had I stayed away so long?

      “She’s sober and we’ve made sure of it. She’s been having episodes and, with everything going on, it’s gotten worse.”

      I slammed the skillet on the counter.

      “Why hasn’t anyone called me before now?”

      Raw emotion made my voice crack. Why? Just… why?

      Aunt Ruby motioned for me to the small table that was pushed against the wall where the floral wallpaper was peeling. I sat on the cracked leather seat and waited.

      “Do you remember what Dimp said the day you left?”

      How could I forget? Hell, I still dreamt about it. The look of disgust on his face fueled me at the time. I’d finally done the unthinkable – I’d gone against his word. For one spilt second, I had won. Except I hadn’t, not really because that was the day he told me to get out of his house. And he’d meant it.

      Aunt Ruby cleared her throat.

      “Yes, I remember.”

      “Then you know why no one called. Besides, you didn’t exactly make it easy to get ahold of you. All we knew was that you were in the City somewhere.”

      The City. That phrase used to make me excited. We were leaving Broken Bow to go to the City. Oklahoma City had seemed so big compared to Broken Bow. Now the thought was laughable.

      Aunt Ruby went on, “I’m going to Texarkana in the morning. Are you going to come with me?”

      “Does Dimp even know I’m here?”

      What I meant was did he want me to be there? That was the real question. If he didn’t know Aunt Ruby had called me then showing up at the hospital was a bad idea.

      “He’s the one who wanted me to find you. He’s scared, Emma.”

      My heart ached. I couldn’t picture Dimp being scared of anything, so he must have truly been bad off.

      I nodded. “Of course I’ll go with you.”

      “Good. I’ll have one of Carolyn’s boys sit with Hester while we’re gone.”

      Carolyn Thompson, or Aunt Carolyn, as we called her, lived on the other side of our property. She wasn’t really related to us, but she’d been there for as long as I could remember with her four sons. Briefly, I wondered how many of her sons still lived with her. I’d dated her oldest son, Cain, during high school, but had lost touch after I moved away.

      “Has Momma seen a doctor?”

      I knew how she felt about doctors.

      “She has. Like I said earlier, it’s only a little stress. And seeing you might have confused her, too.” She paused. “Just… just don’t take it personally. There are days she knows what’s going on. And then there are days I’m very thankful all the guns have been removed from this house.”

      My stomach dropped. I wanted to press the issue, but Aunt Ruby gave me a look and the words left my lips. Now wasn’t the time.

      She stood. “Come on. I put new sheets on your bed for tonight, but I’m sure you’re exhausted. Take a nap and I’ll wake you for dinner. Everyone will be excited to see you.”

      I followed her down the narrow hallway to my old bedroom. Opening the door, I was surprised to see it was exactly the way I had left it. Nothing had been moved, as dust covered everything except the window seat and twin-size bed. Even my old ribbons still hung over my dresser from where I’d shown sheep in high school, though the blues and reds had faded.

      Snorting, I said, “Dimp swore he was going to turn this room into a taxidermy den. Guess hunting hasn’t been good.”

      “He calls this his quiet place. Comes in there to think and won’t let anyone else step foot in here.” She patted my shoulder. “Get some rest, pretty girl.”

      She closed the door as she left and I sat on the edge of the bed. All of the emotions I had been holding back broke like a dam. How could this be happening? Dimp was so strong. He wasn’t supposed to be dying! And Momma… my sweet Momma! It wasn’t fair. She always put up with more than she should have and this was her reward?

      This was all wrong! And my worst fear was Dimp would still be angry with me. That he’d brought me back to Broken Bow just to tell me he was still disappointed in my choices… and me. I cried for the lost girl who left her family in anger. And my heart ached for the woman who was now going to face something that she’d thought she’d never have to do – watch a parent die.

      Closing my eyes, I willed the pain to stop. I had to be strong. There was no other way. And whatever Dimp had to say to me I would listen to him without trying to change his mind. I owed him that much.
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        Emma

      

      

      I woke with a start, not knowing where I was. This wasn’t my bed – the mattress was lumpy and had a musky scent. Sunlight filtered in through a faded yellow curtain and I remembered. Home. I was back home. There was a soft knock on the door and voices on the other side, which is what probably woke me in the first place.

      Getting out of bed, I crossed the room in a few steps. My knee popped as I walked, stiff from the long drive. Opening the door, I found three small faces looking up at me.

      “See, I told you she was pretty,” a little boy with dirty blonde hair much like my own said to two small girls.

      “Mommy said not to bother her, Nate. We’re going to get in trouble.”

      The boy swatted the girl, who, in turn, kicked him. The smaller girl held a stuffed animal and watched the two with large eyes.

      “Shut up, Kayla! Mom isn’t going to know if you don’t say something.”

      Another shove and kick.

      “But Penny has a big mouth. She’s gonna rat on us.”

      I laughed, not able to listen to their battle any longer.

      “And who is your mom?”

      The boy, clearly the leader, replied, “Jenny is our mom.”

      My mouth fell open.

      “Jenny? Ruby’s daughter?”

      The older girl whispered, “Who’s Ruby?”

      “She means Granny, dummy.” He sighed and said to me, “Granny said dinner is ready.”

      My cousin, Jenny, was only a few weeks older than me. Guessing by the small kids leading me to the kitchen, Jenny had been pretty busy since I’d left.

      I entered the kitchen to see a woman built similarly to Aunt Ruby standing by the stove.

      “Hello Jenny.”

      Jenny turned, showing off her very pregnant stomach, and grinned. Very busy, indeed.

      “Emma!”

      We hugged awkwardly, which couldn’t solely be blamed on her large belly.

      “When did you get in?”

      “A few hours ago. I was napping.”

      “I should have guessed! You always liked your naps! Have you met all of my little monsters?”

      I grinned. “I’ve met them, but didn’t catch their names.”

      Jenny pointed to the boy, “That’s Nate, my oldest. Then there’s Kayla. And Penny is my youngest. Well, my youngest for now. In about two months we’ll be adding a little boy.”

      “When did you and Mike get married?”

      Jenny blinked a few times and burst out laughing.

      Slapping my arm, she said, “I didn’t marry Mike. That was ages ago. Nate’s dad is Paul. You remember Paul, right? He was a year older than us. The girls’ dad is – well - we don’t talk about him.” She pointed to her stomach, “And this one - his dad is Rob. I don’t think you’ve met him, but you will sooner or later – if I can get him out of the bar.”

      I wasn’t quite sure what to say without being insulting. Going on a limb, I was going to assume she wasn’t married to Rob. She saved me from answering by leading me to the back porch.

      “It’s a nice night and Mom thought we’d all fit comfortably out here. Carolyn and the boys are coming over to say hi.”

      Aunt Ruby sat at picnic table Dimp built when I was in grade school. Momma sat next to her and on the other side of Momma sat my Aunt Carolyn. Good lord, it was like time stood still while I was gone. The only thing that was different was Jenny now had kids.

      Momma eyed me warily and said, “I see the Bible-thumper is still here. Ruby, you’re going to have to be rude or she’ll keep coming back. And make sure she knows we’re not buying anything from her.”

      So Momma must have decided I was selling Bibles. I held back a smile at the thought. She’d be shocked if she knew I hadn’t been to church in years. Once the shock wore off, she’d probably knock me on the side of my head, too.

      Aunt Ruby replied, “Now Hester, like I told you before, we could all use a little Jesus in our lives.” To me she said, “Sit next to Carolyn, pretty girl, and dig in.”

      I hugged Aunt Carolyn, who had a cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth, and sat next to her.

      “Good to see you, honey.”

      Smoke drifted my way and it was oddly comforting.

      “How are the boys?” I asked.

      Growing up, it had been Jenny, me, and our four unruly male neighbors. There was never a dull moment in our lives… or our houses, especially when hormones kicked in. I’d dated Cain on and off in high school, but knew Ezra, Abel, and Finn all liked me. If I had stayed, I knew I’d be married to one of them by now.

      Aunt Carolyn answered, “Cain’s still in Little Rock. His law practice is really taking off, but he’s still single. Finn is working at the bar tonight, but he’ll stop by in the morning. Abel and Ezra are working at the shop. They’ll be here in a bit.”

      Cain had been the only other one to leave Broken Bow, but, unlike me, his departure had been praised. Sexism at its finest. To my family it was admirable that Cain wanted a life better than the one he’d get if he stayed.

      The same couldn’t be said for me. It baffled everyone why a young woman of the marrying age would want to leave, especially when I had so many prospects, including Cain, Ezra, Abel, and Finn.

      I snorted softly. Prospects my ass. None of the losers I dated in high school would’ve made good spouses, except for Cain. I’d seen some of their drama on social media. I’d dodged a bullet for sure.

      “How’s work?” Aunt Carolyn asked, peering over her glasses.

      She did the same thing when she played bingo.

      I smiled. “I love it. I’m working with second graders this year and they are so much fun – a lot different than the fourth graders I taught last year.”

      “I’m glad you still like it. We all worried you’d get fed up with all those kids after a while.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t understand. Why do you think I’d get fed up? I love kids.”

      Jenny piqued in, “Come on, Em, you used to hate little kids. Remember when you almost got expelled for making the first graders on the bus cry?”

      Good lord, that happened when I was twelve. Surely, they weren’t basing their opinions on something that happened before I even graduated high school? Judging by the looks on their faces I knew the answer. And it kind of pissed me off.

      Aunt Ruby, always the peacemaker, said, “Well I think it’s wonderful that you like your job. We could really use someone like that around here. Things just haven’t been the same since Principal Edwards retired.”

      “Principal Edwards retired? When? I must’ve missed that news on Facebook.”

      That woman was the reason I had wanted to be a teacher. She started out teaching math and worked her way up the chain. In fact, her letter of recommendation helped me get the job in Oklahoma City.

      “She retired a couple of years ago after suffering from a stroke. The man they hired isn’t from this area and just doesn’t understand how things work around here.”

      That was a loaded statement if I’d ever heard one. What she really meant was this man wasn’t willing to ignore all the kids who missed school for things like hunting season and when the county fair started and half the student body was in the livestock show. And I could see how that could be a problem for an outsider to understand – not my problem, though.

      Jenny said, “Well, I’ve been thinking about taking the kids out of school and homeschooling them.”

      Aunt Ruby and Carolyn exchanged a look that echoed my own thoughts. Jenny had barely graduated and hated school herself. I couldn’t imagine her teaching her own kids.

      “Is that a good idea with the baby on the way?” Aunt Carolyn asked cautiously.

      “You sound just like Mom,” Jenny grumbled. “Rob thinks I would be a great teacher. Probably not as good as Ms. Smarty Pants over there, but good enough.”

      I wanted to point out that Nate and Kayla were at critical ages in their learning development, but the loud rumbling of motorcycle engines pulling up the driveway cut me off.

      Aunt Carolyn said, “That must be the boys. Jenny, make sure there’s enough food for them.”

      Jenny stood and waddled inside the house. I was about to get up to help her when a pair of arms hugged me from behind.

      “Em! We heard you were in town. How the hell are you?”

      I patted the arms and looked up to see a familiar face staring down at me.

      “Abel! Oh my god, what is on your face?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

      Everyone laughed and Abel nudged my shoulder before sitting across from me.

      “I’m growing a beard.”

      Jenny came out carrying two plates and said, “I keep telling him a ginger shouldn’t grow a beard. Makes him look like a leprechaun.”

      I giggled. Jenny sure had a point. Abel rubbed the red fuzz on his face.

      “Well the ladies at the shop like it. Says it makes me look dashing.”

      “Dashing my ass. More like creepy as hell.” Ezra came from the house with a six-pack.

      He tossed one to Abel and then one at me. I caught it and popped the can, savoring the taste. Damn. That was one thing I missed.

      Ezra sat next to Abel and said, “You look good, Em. A little skinny and that getup you have on is frumpy, but other than that the City hasn’t changed you too much.”

      “Thanks,” I said dryly. “You look good, too.”

      “It’s because instead of growing a beard I’ve been working out.”

      Ezra flexed, proving his point, which in turn caused Abel to pop off a smart remark. I couldn’t deny that both men looked good. Better than I remembered, to be honest. The rest of dinner consisted of Ezra and Abel bantering back and forth. The funny thing was I couldn’t stop smiling. I hadn’t realized how much I had missed being around everyone until now.

      When we were finished eating Aunt Ruby took Momma inside. Carolyn went across the yard to her house and Jenny said she’d clean up after she put her kids to bed. I was fairly certain they’d started another sibling battle, if Kayla’s shrieks were any indication.

      Abel motioned for me to follow him and Ezra to the bum barrel. In Oklahoma City most outdoor fires were in a fire pit, but not here. Nope, here they used a metal barrel that was buried into the ground. There weren’t even any decorative stones around it. Just good old Oklahoma red-dirt. Abel sat in a lawn chair and opened another beer. Judging by the trashcan full of empties, this was their nightly ritual.

      Abel, who had always been able to guess what I was thinking, said, “Finn stops by when he gets off work and has a few with us. And when Jenny’s not knocked up, she and her old man come out here, too.”

      “See what you’re missing,” Ezra joked.

      “I do miss y’all. I didn’t realize how much until dinner.”

      Abel leaned back in his chair, working on his third beer.

      “We miss you, too. Dimp most of all.” He paused, looking thoughtfully at his beer can. “Since he’s been sick nothing’s been the same around here.”

      I hated the guilt I felt.

      “Why didn’t you try to find me?”

      “Emma, you made it pretty clear when you left that you didn’t want to be found.”

      That was basically what Aunt Ruby said. Okay, so I had left and didn’t leave a number so they could reach me. They could have tried, though.

      Ezra asked, “So what’s the plan?”

      “The plan?

      “Yeah. What are you going to do about Dimp?”

      Sighing, I replied, “I’m going to visit him tomorrow with Aunt Ruby. I honestly don’t know from there. I don’t know what he’s going to say to me. For all I know he’s going to tell me to go to hell.”

      Ezra handed me another beer and said, “Em, I don’t think that’s what he’s going to say at all.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “Yeah. Abel and I try to get out to the hospital at least twice a week.”

      Twice a week? Aunt Ruby made it sound like Dimp had only been in the hospital for a few days.

      Ezra added, “He’s been in and out of the hospital for a while.”

      “And Cain hasn’t come down, if that makes you feel any better.”

      I wasn’t sure if it did.

      “Are y’all going tomorrow?”

      They gave each other a look that made me nervous. Was there something they weren’t telling me?

      “No, Em. This is something you need to do on your own. We’re going to stay and help Ma keep an eye on Auntie Hester.”

      Ezra looked into the fire for a moment and said, “Just remember this might be the last time you see him. Try to make peace.”

      Peace. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from crying. Could I make peace with Dimp? Was it even possible? We were like oil and water.

      Abel added in a low tone, “Don’t let your dad die thinking you hate him, Emma.”

      A tear slid down my cheek. I knew the answer. Yes, I could make peace with Dimp. My father deserved that much.
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      “For the love of god!” I wondered for the thousandth time why I let Aunt Ruby drive.

      “Pretty girl, you need to calm your britches. We’ll be there in a few. There’s no point in killing ourselves to get there.”

      I bit my pinkie nail and tried to stop side-seat-driving. Making Aunt Ruby nervous behind the wheel was probably a bad idea. The drive that normally took an hour and a half had taken nearly two. And my own nerves made sitting still impossible. At least if I was driving then I’d have something to concentrate on instead of biting my nails to the quick.

      Another car passed us, honking their horn. I could relate.

      “Do you want me to drop you off in the front or do you want to walk with me from the parking garage?”

      I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before answering.

      “Of course I’ll walk with you.”

      Like I’d let my elderly aunt walk alone just so I could hurry to see my dad. Aunt Ruby exited the highway and followed the signs to the hospital. We parked and I held back another frustrated sigh as I waited for my aunt to straighten her skirt when she got out of the car. It could be worse. She could be hocking a loogie, something she was known for doing in public.

      Inside the hospital, a woman sitting behind the reception desk smiled at us.

      “Hello Ruby.”

      “Morning, Lura. How’s our boy today?”

      Lura replied, “Ornery as always. He was trying to convince his nurse to sneak him an extra dessert. She didn’t, of course, because she knew you were coming today.”

      “Sounds about right.” Aunt Ruby tapped her purse. “I brought him a few things that should help tide him over.”

      “Good. I was tempted to bring him some goodies if you didn’t. Now, y’all enjoy your visit.”

      Lura waved goodbye as we went to the elevator. I wondered how often Aunt Ruby came to visit Dimp. It must be a lot for her to have such repertoire with the receptionist.

      We got onto the elevator and Aunt Ruby said, “Dimp can’t stand the diet they have him on. Heart healthy or some nonsense like that. He said at this point what difference is his food going to make. I have to say, I agree.”

      Knowing how Dimp felt about health food I could imagine how hard a restrictive diet had to be for him. Hell, his nightly ritual included an ice-cream sundae and a shot of Jack Daniels. Plus, he was right. What difference did his diet make at this point?

      “What are you bringing him?” I asked curiously.

      “Oatmeal Pies and Nutty Buddy Bars.”

      His favorites next to ice cream. We were silent as the elevator climbed to the sixth floor. When we stepped off an older nurse motioned us over to the unit desk. I wondered if my father had been more than ornery. He’d always been a big flirt as well.

      “Did Lura tell you he’s on a roll today?” the nurse asked.

      Aunt Ruby laughed. “She did, but tell me something I didn’t already know. That brother of mine has been on a roll since the day he was born.” She pointed to me and went on, “Terrica, I’d like you to meet Emma.”

      Terrica’s eyes grew large. “Oh! Wow! It’s so nice to meet you. Dimp talks about you all the time.”

      I found that hard to believe, but I replied, “It’s nice to meet you, too. And I hope he’s only saying good things.”

      “The best. He’s so proud of you. Says he always knew you were going to be a wonderful teacher.”

      That took me aback. Had he really said those things? Before I could ponder it, Aunt Ruby linked her arm through mine.

      “Dimp is most certainly proud of Emma. We all are. We’ll see you in a bit, Terrica.”

      Terrica called out after us, “Don’t give him too much sweets, Ms. Ruby. Ya hear me? I don’t want to get chewed out by the doc again.”

      Aunt Ruby waved her hand in acknowledgement and led me down a long hallway. Hospitals always made my stomach churn. I wasn’t sure if it was the sterile, white walls, or the smell of disinfectant. Whatever it was made me want to turn around and run away.

      Ahead, an old man sat in a wheelchair admiring the very boring view of Texarkana. His thin shoulders were slumped and an oxygen tank sat next to him. My heart plummeted at the sight of the poor man. Where was his family?

      Aunt Ruby squeezed my arm and said, “Dimp, guess who’s here.”

      The frail, old man looked over his shoulder and I stopped walking. There was no way this man was my father. Dimp had blonde hair, not white like this man. And Dimp was healthy for his age. This man looked like a good wind would knock him over. His eyes met mine and I held back a sob. There was no denying the baby blue eyes that matched my own.

      “It’s about damn time you got here.”

      No question there - that was definitely Dimp.

      Thankfully my voice didn’t crack as I spoke. “I came as soon as someone called. I would’ve been here sooner if I’d known, which I’m sure you had something to do with.”

      He nodded. “Yup. Thought I’d show you by beating this heart condition and then telling you all about it.” He took in a deep breath and air hissed through the tube going into his nostrils. “But then the doc said this old heart of mine was about to give out. Figured I ought to give you the chance to see me one last time.”

      He went on, “I wasn’t sure if you would come, though. I was scared you wouldn’t…”

      His admission took me by surprise. When had he ever been scared of anything? My mind drew a blank.

      “Of course I came. As I said, I would’ve been here sooner if I had known what was going on.”

      Aunt Ruby patted Dimp’s shoulder.

      “I’m going to put your goodies in your room and give y’all some privacy.”

      She turned the corner and we waited until the squeaking of her shoes had faded.

      “Daddy, why did you wait so long? I know you were mad at me but-”

      “Emma, I haven’t been mad at you in a while. I’ve just been too stubborn to find you and let you know.” He paused and stared out the window as he gathered his thoughts. Finally, he said, “I didn’t try to find you because it would mean I was truly dying. And I wasn’t ready for that. I’m still not ready for that.”

      Tears filled my eyes and I blinked them away.

      “Can I talk to your doctor? Maybe there’s another treatment option.”

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid this is it. The doc said if we’d caught this a year ago, I might have a chance, but now I’m living on borrowed time. Plus, my liver’s no good, so I don’t qualify to be put on a heart transplant list. He said it’s time to get my affairs in order and that’s what I’m doing.”

      “But Dimp…”

      He held up a hand. “Emma, I’m tired of being tired. I don’t want to die, but not feeling like shit all of the time would be a blessing. I just need to make sure you and your momma are taken care of.”

      I fought to keep my voice even. “And do you feel that Momma is going to be okay when you’re gone?”

      “Don’t take that tone to me, Emma. For the most part she’s fine. She’s just having more bad days now that I’m not there.”

      “What is your plan for her? Surely you aren’t going to let her stay with Aunt Ruby and Aunt Carolyn.”

      His lips lifted at the corner. “That’s exactly what I’m planning on doing. Ruby has basically been living with us for a year. And Carolyn is saying that she wants to move in, too, and let Jenny and Rob have her place. She’ll move into your old room, but that shouldn’t be a problem. And the boys will be fine no matter what happens.”

      Aunt Carolyn moving in actually made sense with the amount of kids Jenny had. Our house wasn’t big enough for Jenny’s growing family, but Aunt Carolyn’s was. And he was right, the boys would be fine no matter what happened. That wasn’t the part that concerned me, though.

      “But wouldn’t Momma get better care somewhere else?”

      Fire flashed through Dimp’s eyes.

      “I’m not putting your mother in a nursing home, Emma Elizabeth Webb. And, to be frank, I think it’s pretty ballsy of you to suggest that we don’t have your mother’s best interest in mind.”

      “I didn’t mean that-”

      “Yes, you did. You’ve always thought we were rednecks who didn’t know anything at all. I’m here to tell you, you’re wrong. Your mother will be well taken care of.”

      A snort left my lips. “As nice as that sounds, I have to question how you think that’s possible.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Dimp, you’ve never worked a real job a day in your life. You have no 401k that you can cash out or life insurance or even social security that Momma can claim. So, as pretty as it sounds to say she’ll be taken care of, I need to make sure that’s true.”

      Dimp stared at me until I felt like squirming, but I refrained.

      “It’s good to know your opinion of me hasn’t changed since you left. I hoped that by living in the City you would gain some perspective, but clearly I was wrong.” He inhaled and went on, “To clear one thing up, your mother will be taken care of in every way possible. I might not have worked a real job, as you call it, but I’ve been smart with my money.”

      His voice rose as he spoke, but this wasn’t my fault, damn it. He was the one who had made so many poor choices! Not me!

      “Dimp-”

      “No, it’s fine. I didn’t want you to come so I could try to change your opinion of me.”

      This made me pause as a familiar sense of dread wrapped around my stomach, but I had to know.

      “Why did you want me to come?”

      He looked over his shoulder, making sure we were alone, and said, “I want to do one last run before I die. And you’re going to help.”

      I laughed. A lot. Until tears streamed down my face.

      Aunt Ruby came up to us and asked in a worried tone, “What’s wrong with Emma?”

      “I told her why I wanted her here.”

      “Oh.”

      I gasped out between laughs, “You mean you knew?”

      Somehow this made the entire situation even more hilarious. Dimp was dying. My aunt and her best friend were going to move in to take care of my mom. An FBI agent was snooping around my job. And Dimp really expected me to agree to do a run with him. Oh my god, what kind of alternate universe had I fallen into?

      “Emma, you need to get ahold of yourself. People are starting to look.”

      Sure enough Terrica leaned over her desk, looking our way. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. But every time I thought I had gotten the laughter under control a giggle would slip past my lips.

      “Pretty girl, do you want some water? Would that help?”

      Hell, at this point hitting me in the head with a frying pan might be the only way to stop the laughter.

      Dimp stared at me. Something in his eyes made me sober up quickly.

      “Oh my god - you’re serious, aren’t you?”

      He nodded.

      “Dimp, there are so many reasons why I can’t and you know it.”

      “Like what?”

      My eyes widened. “Well, first of all, it’s illegal, and a federal agent was at my job yesterday asking questions.”

      He waved his hand, as if waving off an annoying pest.

      “That’s not stopped anyone for over a hundred years. Any other objections?”

      Figures he would use the hundred-year card. Just because people had been doing it for that long didn’t make it right.

      “You’re sick.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “It takes several weeks to brew a batch. I can’t miss that much work.”

      “It doesn’t take that long. And doesn’t your fancy job have FMLA?”

      How in the hell did he know about FMLA? Aunt Ruby glanced at the floor. Cain must have told them, as he was the only other person that our family knew who had a job that offered FMLA. Traitor.

      “Yes, they offer FMLA, but I doubt brewing freaking moonshine is a reason they’d cover, not to mention I won’t get paid for the time off.”

      Dimp’s eyes flashed. “Watch your tone, Emma.”

      I lowered my voice, “Besides, I’ve never even gone on a run with you. Why now? And why not ask the boys? Wouldn’t it be easier to have someone who knew what they were doing?”

      Because the Thompson boys had been helping Dimp since they were old enough carry bags of corn.

      Dimp sighed. “Emma, I want to do this with you. It’s probably going to be the last thing we do together. Besides, I have to pass my recipe onto someone before I die.”

      “Dimp-”

      He reached out and took my hand.

      “Hoot, do it for me.”

      Hearing my nickname made my eyes water. Growing up I had been proud when people used my name along with my dad’s. Dimp and Hoot- always together. I looked down at Dimp.

      Was this really his dying wish – to spend time with me? How could I even consider telling him no? Damn it, I couldn’t do it.

      I nodded. “Okay, Dimp. I’m in, but we need to talk about some things.”
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      I got off the phone and grinned. The higher-ups felt like I needed more field experience before getting promoted, which was why I was sitting in Broken Bow, waiting on people to talk. Thankfully, the tip I’d received had finally paid off.

      Apparently, someone in the Webb family had placed a very large corn order at the feed store. Normally, an order like that wouldn’t draw any attention, but the Webb’s didn’t own cattle. There was only one other reason they’d need that much corn.

      I got in my truck and drove the short distance across town to the feed store where the owner waited for me. The man held his hands up in surrender.

      “We don’t want any trouble, Special Agent.”

      I held back a smile. “There won’t be any trouble today. Has the order been canceled?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And your employee doesn’t know who placed it?”

      “All he said was it was a female’s voice. I called you as soon as I heard. We run an honest business here.”

      A female? Emma was in town. Had she placed the order? My chest tightened. Maybe she had lied to me after all. Well, there was only one way to find out. I’d just have to question her.

      I said to the man, “Thank you for helping me. Please let me know if anyone else tries to reorder the corn.”

      I trusted the owner, but knew others in the area didn’t have the same work ethics. Walking back to the truck, I climbed in and started it. The GPS ping the FBI had on Emma suggested she was on her way back from Texarkana, probably with her father in tow. Now to wait and see what her next move was.

      “We’ll see just how much you know, Emma,” I murmured.
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      Getting my dad released from the hospital was a breeze. His physician recommended staying where the staff could care for my father, but Dimp was already walking toward the elevator, refusing to leave in a wheelchair. He pulled the oxygen tank behind him, a man on a mission.

      Terrica stopped me. “Would you like me to set up a home nurse? She can stop by every few days until his health takes a turn for the worse.”

      “Which won’t be long, I’m afraid,” the physician added as he signed the rest of the AMA paperwork.

      Hearing both the nurse and doctor say his time was limited made my chest ache. I hated that Dimp was leaving against medical advice, but stopping him was impossible.

      I said to Terrica, “Yes, please.”

      I pulled one of my business cards from my purse and scribbled my cell number on the back.

      “This is the best way to reach me. I get a pretty good signal out here, most of the time.”

      She took the card and stapled it to Dimp’s chart.

      “Someone will be in touch with you by the end of the week.”

      Outside, Dimp took the oxygen tube from his nose and inhaled deeply.

      “I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to leave that in.”

      Dimp made a face at me and replied, “Doesn’t really matter, now does it?” He put the tube in, though, and said, “I hope you’re driving. Ruby will take five hours to get there.”

      I laughed. Aunt Ruby pulled up to the loading area and got out of the car. She tossed me the keys and slid into the backseat, as if she’d heard our conversation. I helped Dimp into the passenger’s seat before jogging around to get in the driver’s side.

      “How’s Hester doing?” Dimp asked.

      Aunt Ruby replied, “Yesterday she threw a plate at me and wanted to be alone after Emma arrived.”

      I frowned as I pulled onto the main road. I hated that Momma hadn’t known who I was.

      Dimp patted my leg. “She doesn’t always recognize me, either.”

      “What do you do when that happens?”

      He replied, “I tell her stories of our family. If she asks where I’m at, I tell her out making a batch. I just try to make her days easy for her. Sometimes she comes right out of the episode and is fine.”

      I nodded. God, it must be awful to know your own spouse didn’t recognize you.

      Aunt Ruby said, “Hopefully she’ll be having a good day. It was still too early to tell when we left.”

      “If she’s not then I might take Emma to town. We need to start getting supplies and putting our ears to the ground.”

      I bit my lip. I’d heard that phrase enough to know that what we’d hear might not be good news.

      “Abel said he heard that Howard Stipes moved into your old brewing grounds.”

      Dimp snorted. “Figures. That SOB has been gnawing at the bit to take over my territory for years. But I’m glad the boys have been keeping tabs.”

      Howard Stipes had been my dad’s biggest competition for as long as I could remember. He was the reason our family was banned from the Broken Bow Fourth of July celebration. The memory made me smile. It had been worth getting banned, though, seeing the Stipes family covered in whipped cream from the baking contest.

      “What are you grinning at?”

      I glanced at Dimp and said, “Just remembering the Fourth of July when Momma’s peach cobbler beat Mrs. Stipes’ pie.”

      Dimp chortled. “Damn right! Your momma’s cobbler can’t be beat, especially by that old prune’s pie.”

      “I don’t think it was actually prunes,” I replied with a laugh.

      Aunt Ruby chimed in, “It was, dear. Trust me. Never saw so many people running to the bathroom in my life.”

      “So, if Howard Stipes has moved into your brewing grounds, where are you going to brew?”

      Dimp’s eyes twinkled with mischief.

      “Might brew in the same place. Old Stipes is so stupid he wouldn’t even know what was happening.”

      I knew my father had done things like that in the past, but it didn’t sound like a good idea now considering his health. Plus, Howard worked with several of his sons and they’d always scared the crap out of me. In high school they were the group not to be messed around with. Even the staff had been afraid of them and their unpredictable behavior. But Cain, Finn, Abel, and Ezra had made sure no one messed with me or Jenny.

      I asked, “What are your other options?”

      “I’ve had good luck up in the hills before. It just gets tricky up there because the cops use airplanes and helicopters now. Thought I even saw a drone last season.”

      He said it so casually, but I knew it wasn’t that simple.

      “Uh. What do you mean?”

      “They use surveillance technology to bust the distilleries. Easier for them to fly over and snap a picture of a camp. Same as folks who grow marijuana.”

      Wow. I had no idea. In the past I remembered stories of the busts being made on foot. In fact, Dimp had a few close encounters with the local police.

      “So what other spot did you have in mind?”

      Dimp laughed. “What? Scared of getting busted?”

      Let’s see – getting busted would mean going to jail, losing my job, ruining my future in general.

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Don’t be. Finn and Ezra came up with a camouflage system that hasn’t failed us yet.”

      So my fate was in the hands of my neighbors? Oh lord. Might as well turn myself in now. Hopefully they’d picked up a few new tricks otherwise I was screwed.

      “Will they be helping us?”

      “Yes. All of the boys will, as they’ve been doing for years now. Might even have Rob help. Jenny says he’s interested in learning the business and she won’t be able to do us much good right now. Besides, don’t want to have to deliver another baby.”

      Ah, the wonderful story of my birth. Growing up I used to tell that story with pride. I would tell everyone how special I was. I wasn’t born in a hospital like most babies. No, I was born on the leaf-covered ground, delivered by my own father, as the best damn batch of moonshine was being brewed. A moonshine baby. That was the first year Dimp added green apple to his now legendary recipe.

      The older I got, the more I understood what the story of my birth really meant. It meant my family had been more interested in making quick money than taking my mother, who claimed she’d been in labor for nearly twenty hours, to the hospital. It meant the kids were right when they said I was a redneck baby and white trash. It meant I slowly began to change the story of my birth to a vague retelling until I eventually told people I was born at a hospital.

      So no… we most certainly didn’t want another baby being born at a moonshine camp. And there was no telling if Jenny had been taking care of herself. We couldn’t risk something going wrong with her or the baby.

      Aunt Ruby spoke, pulling me back into the moment.

      “I put in the order for the corn and apples. We’re getting more green apples, though, so keep that in mind when you figure out how much sugar you need. And I’m afraid you might have some trouble getting the tanks.”

      The propane tanks were the most difficult thing to acquire during brewing season. The authorities liked to keep an eye on large orders. It usually meant someone somewhere was setting up camp.

      “Bah. I’m not worried about that. I always find a way and someone always comes through.”

      For a moment I felt like there was a ray of hope shining through. If we couldn’t get enough propane tanks then we wouldn’t be able to make moonshine. It would be a simple way to say we tried, but just couldn’t do it. And then my father could get this crazy idea out of his head.

      Hell, maybe I could even talk him into coming to the City with me to see a specialist. I’d definitely need to take off work, but I had plenty of paid time left. Or, as Dimp had suggested, I could use FMLA. I wondered if Mark would want to meet my dad. Mark. Ugh, I needed to call him and let him know what was going on. He was probably worried sick about me.

      Aunt Ruby’s cell rang and she answered. Since when did my anti-technology aunt have a cell and know how to use it? I could remember when she threw a fit about Momma getting a landline in our house.

      “Hello? Yes, we’re on our way home. Really? How? Oh, how wonderful. I’ll let Dimp know. See you in a bit.” She ended the call and said, “That was Jenny. Apparently, Rob was able to line up enough tanks. You’ll have to pay in cash and pick them up at night, but everything is good to go.”

      And just like that my ray of hope was gone.

      “Hot damn!” Dimp said with a slap to his knee.

      “Hot damn,” I echoed, feeling defeated.

      Well… shit.
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      We pulled up to the house and Momma was rocking lazily in her chair. Aunt Carolyn sat next to her and they appeared to be talking. That was a good sign. I parked the car and we all got out.

      “I was just telling Hester that I thought you all would be back soon. She didn’t believe me, though,” Aunt Carolyn called out.

      Momma shook her finger in my direction, something she’d done a lot when I was in trouble as a child.

      “Since when does my own daughter not say hello to her mother as soon as she gets into town?”

      Tears filled my eyes and I blinked them away. I leaned down and kissed her on the cheek trying to hide my emotions.

      “I’m sorry, Momma. I’ve missed you.”

      Then I threw my arms around her neck, holding her like a lifeline. Momma patted my head, letting me hug her for as long as I wanted.

      “I’ve missed you, too, Hoot. Carolyn was just telling me how you’ve decided to help Dimp with the batch this year. I think that’s just wonderful.”

      Jeez. Apparently word still traveled fast in these parts.

      “I am. I still need to clear it with my job, but I think everything will work out.”

      I made a mental note to call Mark tonight. I needed to give him plenty of time to get a long-term substitute in. And he’d have to send me the FMLA papers. Luckily, I had a small nest egg that should tide me over until I returned to the City.

      “If not, I’m sure you could find a job around here. In fact I’ll tell everyone to keep an eye out. It’d be nice to see your face on a regular basis.” She looked over my shoulder and said to Dimp, “And where the hell have you been?”

      Dimp kissed Momma and answered, “Getting supplies. I need to take Hoot into town with me.”

      “What for? Didn’t you just come from town?”

      “No, love, we were in Texarkana.”

      Momma’s forehead creased. “I feel like I should know why you were in Texarkana, but I can’t remember. Did you tell me before you left?”

      Her eyes searched Dimp’s face and he brushed her hair back.

      “No, I didn’t tell you, Hester. You’re not forgetting anything. You were sleeping when I left.”

      “Good. I was worried I had another episode.”

      She sighed, tension leaving her body. My poor, sweet Momma. Was this what life was like for her?

      Aunt Ruby said, “I’m going to fix tater-tot casserole for dinner. Hester, think you’re up to making some cherry-o-cream pie?”

      “Of course I am, Ruby. We need to get the clothes off the line first. The house was smelling musty so I’ve been doing laundry.”

      And just like that Momma went back to living life like she always had. Some days were just better than others. Dimp touched my shoulder and nodded his head toward his shop. I followed him from the porch across the gravel driveway.

      “We’ll take my car. I love my sister, but her car cramps my style.”

      Dimp opened the shop door and I whistled. A black beauty sat in the middle of the building on the concrete floor.

      “When did you get a Challenger?”

      “A few months ago. Saw this Hellcat and had to have her. 770 horsepower. Supercharged HEMI V-8. Horrible on gas, though, but who cares. The steering wheel is heated and that was worth the price to me.”

      I laughed. My father had always been a Dodge guy and this Hellcat must have been his new lady. He went to his desk and picked up the keys. God, he’d left his keys on his desk for as long as I could remember. It used to come in handy when I was a teen sneaking out with Cain so we could make out without being interrupted.

      Tossing them to me, he said, “I hope you remember how to drive a manual.”

      “Of course I remember how to drive a stick.”

      Unlocking the door, I slid onto the black leather seat. Holy crap. I felt like I was sitting in a cockpit.

      Dimp got in and said, “When I die, you can have her.”

      “Wow, way to be morbid, Dimp.”

      He shrugged. “It’s in the will. Just thought you should know. The boys think they’re getting her even though I told them they weren’t. Figured a will would make things easier.”

      This wasn’t something I wanted to think about right now. I started the car and the engine growled as it came to life. God dang, there was something sexy about a HEMI. I pulled out of the shop and drove carefully down our gravel driveway. On the main street, I let her loose. My hands gripped the steering wheel as we sped down the road.

      Dimp closed his eyes and said, “This never gets old.”

      I agreed with him. We reached town sooner than I liked and I slowed down, not wanting to get a ticket. Dimp’s vehicles always drew a crowd, especially from cops eager to hand out tickets.

      “Where did you want to go first?”

      “I’d like to go to the diner and grab some real food. That shit they were feeding me in the hospital ought to be illegal. After we eat, I’ll take you by the garage so you can see the boys.”

      That was code for we’d be taking care of moonshine business, too. For as long as I could remember, Dimp used the garage off main street to conduct moonshine transactions.

      I parked the car outside of the diner and we got out. The main street of Broken Bow hadn’t changed much and it was kind of comforting. Small business that had been there long that I could remember lined both sides of the road. The sidewalk was paved in old, red bricks and lampposts made to imitate lanterns were placed every so often. The town went all out with decoration around the holidays, too, but I probably wouldn’t be around to see it this year.

      The diner was an old brick building and the owner lived in the upstairs apartment. Inside, Connie, who had worked there since the place opened, greeted us with a smile on her wrinkly face. I was surprised to see she was still there. I would’ve thought she’d retired by now.

      “Well look who it is. Dimp and Hoot.” She hugged me. “How are you, honey?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Come on. Your favorite table is available.”

      She seated us in the red booth table that sat by the window and jukebox. While most restaurants had switched to jukeboxes that played digital music, this one played records and only had classics like Elvis, Merle, and, of course, Johnny on it.

      As a kid I used to love this spot because I could play my favorite songs and people-watch out of the window. Often times I would dream of how much better my life would be once I was able to leave Broken Bow. Cain and I had even made plans for our future here. And when we broke up, Momma brought me here and bought me an ice cream float to help heal my wounded heart.

      When we were seated, Connie handed us our menus.

      She said, “I’ll go grab you each a root beer and water.”

      I grinned as she left. The diner was known for their root beer. I skimmed over the menu and saw there was nothing new, which wasn’t a surprise. Why fix it if it wasn’t broken?

      Dimp said, “I wasn’t entirely honest earlier.”

      “About what?”

      “The boys aren’t going to be able to help us as much as I let on. For the most part it’s going to be you and me.”

      Connie came back with our drinks before I could reply. If the boys couldn’t help then I had no idea how we could make this work.

      “Do y’all know what you want to eat?”

      “Yeah. We’ll both have the chicken fried steak dinner. Extra gravy on mine,” Dimp answered.

      I started to object and say I wanted a salad, but thought better of it. Chicken fried steak did sound good. Back to the issue of the boys not being able to help. That might present a problem.

      Dimp tapped my foot with his boot and nodded his head to the left. Outside, a black truck pulled up next to our car and looked a lot like the trucks the police department used. Great.

      I took a sip of water and asked in a low tone, “Should we be worried about that?”

      And how in the heck would the police department even know what we were up to? Heck, I had just found out myself!

      Dimp replied, “Nah. Sheriff Harrison knows what goes on in these parts. As long as we leave him a some off the top, he’ll leave us alone.”

      Well, thank god for small miracles. The last thing we needed was to have to worry about the police. And I had always suspected Sheriff Harrison was a customer. He’d let me get away with a lot during my teen years, chalking it up to kids being kids. He must really like his moonshine, too, if he wanted some off the top. That was the strongest part of a batch -almost like drinking rubbing alcohol.

      “So why can’t the boys help?”

      “None of them are free after this week, but Finn and Abel said they would help with the running.”

      That wasn’t good. We were going to need help with the manual stuff, like setting up the stills. They weighed a ton and I knew I couldn’t maneuver the propane tanks on my own.

      Rubbing my temples, I asked, “Is there anyone else you can ask? Surely you know someone.”

      “Nope. I don’t trust the ones I do know. They’re all itching to get their hands on my recipe and that ain’t going to happen while I’m alive. I’ll try talking to the boys again.”

      I was about to reply when a shadow fell over the table. I glanced up and then did a double take.

      “You wouldn’t be talking about illegal moonshine, now would you?”

      Now my mouth was hanging open for a different reason. Luckily, Dimp was quicker on his toes.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      Special Agent Brooks slid a chair over from another table and straddled it. A muscular leg brushed against mine as he sat and I had to resist moving my own leg.

      “I’m Special Agent Brooks, Mr. Webb.” To me he said, “Funny. I never got a call from you.”

      I choked on root beer and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. Wait a minute. I hadn’t even done anything yet…

      “Brooks you say? You aren’t ole Melvin Brooks kid, are you?”

      Melvin Brooks… that name sounded so familiar to me.

      “I am.”

      Dimp slapped the table and laughed loud enough to draw attention from other customers.

      “Jasper, right? Jasper Brooks. I’ll be damned.”

      Jasper’s tan cheeks darkened in what I assumed was a blush.

      Dimp said to me, “You have to remember him.”

      I glanced at Jasper and shook my head. I truly didn’t remember this gorgeous man sitting next to me, except from when he’d shown up to my work.

      Jasper pursed his lips. “Just imagine me with braces, a face full of acne, and oily hair.”

      Dimp added, “Don’t forget the harp.”

      A light bulb clicked. Good god. There was no way this man was the nerdy boy, a grade ahead of me, who used to play the harp. The hard look in his eyes said otherwise.

      “I see you remember.”

      “I’m sorry. We weren’t in the same grade. I’m sure I would have remembered you if we’d been…”

      My sentence ended awkwardly and Jasper did nothing to ease my discomfort. Instead, he stared at me until I felt like running away.

      Dimp spoke up, “So how did a little nerdy boy join up with the FBI?”

      Oh lord! My father was going to get us arrested.

      Jasper shrugged. “The FBI approached me when I got out of the Army. Pretty simple.”

      Uh, I was pretty sure it wasn’t that simple.

      Dimp snorted, “Well, whatever son. Glad you’re not dragging that harp around anymore. We all used to worry about you. Thought you might be funny in the head.” To me he said, “I’m going to take a piss and then we can leave.”

      He scooted out of the booth leaving Mr. Sexy Pants and me alone. I took a drink of root beer and tried to ignore that he was still staring. I decided idle conversation was my best bet.

      “What a surprise to see you here. Do you live in the City?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh. Where do you live now?”

      “Dallas.”

      “I love Dallas. Especially in the spring.”

      “Yup.”

      “Are you just visiting your folks?”

      “Nope.”

      “Are you here to go hunting?”

      “Nope.”

      Jesus. This man wasn’t making it easy… but what if that was part of his plan. I reached out for the ticket and he caught ahold of my wrist. I swear I felt a jolt of electricity pass between us.

      “I’ll take care of that for you.”

      He pulled the ticket from my grasp and threw down a couple of twenties, which was much more than the amount due.

      “You don’t have to pay for us.”

      “I know how tight a teacher’s budget can be, Ms. Webb. Might ought to think about that before you do anything illegal.”

      At first his comment gave me a warm feeling in my stomach, which was quickly replaced by dread.

      “I haven’t done anything illegal…”

      He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      “No, you haven’t.”

      “Then why would you say something like that?”

      He leaned back in the chair, stretching. It was hard not to notice how his shirt stretched against his muscular arms.

      “Because I also know you’re here to help your old man. The Bureau likes to make sure we know who we’re dealing with.”

      Shit. Shit… shit… shit!

      I focused my attention on my glass and replied as casually as I could, “I must admit you’ve confused me, Mr. Brooks.”

      “You can call me Jasper, Emma.”

      My traitorous stomach fluttered. The way he said Emma sounded intimate, like a lover’s prayer. Again, I hadn’t told him my name, but he obviously knew it.

      “I’d prefer not to, Mister Brooks.”

      “Well, Emma, let me explain. I know everything about your father, which means I know everything about you. When you got into town. Where you’ve been. And why you’re here.”

      “I’m here to have lunch with my father, Mr. Brooks.”

      “And to see if your order for corn went through. Correct? I hate to break it to you, but it didn’t. Well, not after I canceled it at least.”

      He smirked at me and I wanted to slap the look right off his face. And the look kind of turned me on, which was equally frustrating. But what he said confused me, too.

      I replied, “I think you’re mistaken. I didn’t place an order for corn. And, if you know everything about me, like you say you do, then you’ll know that’s the truth.”

      He stared again until I felt like escaping to the Hellcat and getting the heck out of there. That must be something they taught him in the FBI because the dorky kid I remembered couldn’t scare a fly. Luckily, I was used to staring down disobedient children. It was his turn to squirm.

      Finally, he peaked an eyebrow and stood.

      “I’d hoped you would work with me, Emma, and not against me. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other around.” He started to leave and then paused. “Oh, one word of advice. Get out while you can. I’d hate to send a teacher to jail for dabbling in illegal moonshining.”

      He strolled out of the diner as Dimp came back to the table, which I found awfully convenient.

      “Let’s go see a man about some tanks.”

      I wanted to point out that we hadn’t even got a chance to eat, but it was useless. I’d lost my appetite anyways and Dimp had been playing this game of cat and mouse for years. I just wondered who was who.
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      I left the diner and tried not to look over my shoulder at Emma. She was definitely up to something with her old man, but had she been the one to place the corn order? My gut said no. I didn’t want to believe she’d help her father, but blood was thicker than water or some shit like that. Especially around these parts.

      My phone rang and I saw my own father’s number on the ID.

      “Hello?”

      “You bastard. Don’t even have the decency to see me when you’re in town?”

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m here for work. Not to visit.”

      My father ranted, “It’s still not right. Hell, we thought you were dead after you were deployed, but you never thought to let us know-”

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      I ended the call. I’d dealt with my father’s drunken outburst for years and didn’t have the time or energy to do it now. My head ached. This was exactly why being back in Broken Bow was a bad idea.
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      Instead of going to the store, Dimp had me drive to the car shop where the boys worked. Ezra met us outside, wiping his face with an oil rag.

      “You’ll let Em drive the Hellcat, but not me? I’m wounded, Dimp!”

      I couldn’t help but notice how buff his arms looked in his shirt. Damn. What was wrong with my hormones today?

      Dimp laughed. “I taught my girl how to drive, Ezra. Besides, she’s never put a car in a ditch.”

      “One time, old man. I did that one time and I’ll never live it down.” To me he said, “I’m surprised you’re sticking around.”

      My stomach fluttered as he looked down at me.

      “I am too, to be honest.”

      He threw his arm around my shoulder and he led me to the back of the garage. Familiar faces smiled at me as we walked by. Had time stood still in Broken Bow, because it sure felt like it.

      “I heard the corn order was canceled,” Ezra said when we were alone.

      I liked that he kept his arm around me.

      Dimp answered, “Remember old Melvin Brooks? That boy of his is going to be a pain in our asses.”

      Ezra snorted. “Harp Boy? No way!”

      I laughed at the nickname, too. It made Jasper feel less threatening.

      Abel came from one of the storage buildings behind the garage and asked, “What’s so funny?”

      “Dimp thinks old Harp Boy is going to be a problem for us. Not sure why, though.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding. What’s he going to do… bore us to death?”

      “He’s working for the FBI,” I said. “And he showed up to my job the same day Aunt Ruby called me, so he obviously knows something.”

      This sobered them up quickly. Yeah… not so funny now.

      Abel mussed, “Wonder if it has to do with my arrest from last year? That might have put us on a list or something.”

      “Arrest?”

      “Yeah, I was busted last year during a run. Unfortunately, I had a few things besides moonshine with me.” At my look, he held up his hands and went on, “It was a stupid mistake. And I’m clean now.”

      I hoped my mouth wasn’t hanging open. I knew drugs were abundant in the area, but I’d never thought one of the boys would get into them.

      Ezra nodded. “Yeah, Em, we made sure he got his head on straight after that.”

      Holy crap. That was probably exactly why the FBI was so interested in us. Everyone knew the Bureau didn’t get involved unless a moonshiner crossed state lines or dabbled in illegal drugs or weapons. My head throbbed. Great. Just great.

      Dimp said, “We’ll figure something out.”

      To the boys, I asked, “How did you already know about the corn order?”

      “Finn told us when he found out. No worries. We’re getting an order from Idabel. Bet Harp Boy won’t think to check there.”

      Idabel was only a twenty-minute drive from Broken Bow, so at least we wouldn’t be flaunting what we were doing right in front of Jasper. I shook my head. I must be crazy for going along with this.

      Dimp said, “Hoot, calm down. I can see the panic in your eyes. We’re going to be fine. We’ve never been caught before and some little punk isn’t going to stop us now.”

      How could he be so sure?

      “Yeah, Em, listen to Dimp. He knows what he’s doing. That’s why he’s the best.” Abel nudged my arm.

      Dimp questioned, “Did Finn say when the order would be ready?”

      “It’ll be here in two days.”

      “Good.”

      Abel added, “That should give us plenty of time to scope out sites.”

      “No need. We’re going to use Stipes’ spot from last year. If he wants to take my spot then I’ll return the favor.”

      The way Dimp said it made me wonder if there was more to the story than he was letting on.

      “So what are we supposed to do until the order comes in?”

      Dimp’s eyes twinkled. “You’re going to see how creative the boys have become in the art of camouflage.”

      This probably wasn’t going to end well. It was like when a redneck yelled ‘Hold my beer’. I grinned despite myself.

      Ezra said, “We’re free now if y’all want to head out. Finn can meet up with us later.”

      “Yeah, let’s go. I think we can get a good base set up today if we hurry.” Dimp said to me, “We’ll ride out with the boys. They can drop us off here to get the Hellcat before we head home.”

      “Won’t Momma wonder where you are?”

      “As long as we are home for dinner she won’t mind.” At my puzzled look Dimp added, “She likes her routine. It helps her on bad days and makes her feel normal on good days. Remember that.”

      I asked, “But should you really be doing physical activities right now? You just got out of the hospital.”

      Dimp shrugged. “It’s not like it’s going to kill me.”

      The boys laughed at his joke. Okay, apparently, I was going to have to get used to his humor about death even though it made me want to cry. I got into the backseat of Abel’s truck.

      As Abel drove, I understood why Dimp didn’t want him near the Hellcat. Thank god for the oh shit handle. Ezra sat in the back next to me. He was so muscular that his leg pressed against mine. When his arm went around my shoulder, I prayed I wasn’t blushing. But, it felt nice being held by him. Better than it did when Mark held me. Ezra shot me a grin, as if knowing what I’d been thinking.

      We left town and drove down familiar back roads. Soon, the pavement faded away until we were driving on packed dirt. I gripped the handle tighter, knowing how rough the ride was going to be when we left the road all together.

      The only nice thing about Abel’s truck was that the shocks were good. Otherwise I would’ve hit my head on the ceiling as we left the dirt road and drove through a field.

      “Aren’t you worried about leaving tire marks?”

      Dimp, who was sitting in the passenger seat, looked over his shoulder and replied, “Nope. Everyone drives through this field to go hunting. Look ahead. We aren’t the only ones who have been through here.”

      Sure enough there were tire tracks in the grass. I sat back and crossed my arms. It might have been better to observe at this point. Ezra began humming. I grinned. God, when had I last heard this song? Soon we were all singing along. Dimp’s deep bass voice sent shivers down my spine. He’d missed his calling as a gospel singer.

      “Who sang that song originally?”

      “Tennessee Ernie Ford,” Dimp replied.

      I’d have to remember that so I could download the song once I got back to Oklahoma City. Dang it. I still needed to talk to Mark. I pulled my cell from my pocket. No signal.

      Ezra looked me up and down. “You seeing anyone in the City, Em?”

      “Yes. I’m seeing the principal at the school where I teach. He’s a very nice man.”

      Nice was the only description I could give of our relationship that wasn’t a lie. Abel snorted from the driver’s seat and Ezra and Dimp were trying not to laugh.

      “What?”

      Ezra replied, “A nice man? Sounds like you’ve found true love. Must be why you had that awful suit on yesterday.”

      “This coming from someone who is single.”

      “I’m single because I’m not going to settle.”

      There was so much truth in his eyes that I had to look away. Ezra was always a man of few words, but when he spoke it counted. Was I settling? Maybe, but Mark and I got along. Sure, we weren’t a great love story, but who really had that these days? I had his respect and a few good orgasms a month. I guess that was enough…

      Ezra added, “Nothing wrong with waiting, Emma. Sometimes the best things happen when you least expect it.”

      My stomach turned over as I tried not to read too much into his words.

      Dimp pointed ahead and said, “Don’t miss the turn.”

      “I know where we’re going, old man.”

      Dimp grumbled as we pulled into a wooded area. This was the tricky part. The site had to be concealed enough that passersby wouldn’t stumble onto it, but not so concealed that we would have a hard time getting to it.

      If busted, we’d be looking a one hell of a fine on top of thirty years in prison. Moonshine was worth more to the government than beer and wine because of taxes, which was why they also showed no mercy when trying to bust illegal brewing sites. They knew how much money moonshiners made and didn’t pay taxes on. Hell, everything my family had was from dirty money.

      “Don’t forget, we cross the creek before we turn again.”

      Dimp was sitting on the edge of his seat looking like an excited child as he pointed the way to Abel. Abel winked at me in the mirror and didn’t comment this time. My dad’s enthusiasm was kind of adorable. We crossed the makeshift bridge over the creek and Abel made a left-hand turn.

      The woods became dense. Was this really going to be a good place to set up camp? Abel parked the truck and we all got out.

      “This site is going to be perfect.”

      “How can you tell?” I asked Dimp.

      Sure it was wooded, but when the leaves started to fall off the trees, which would be very soon, we’d be in trouble. He pointed to the small stream that branched off the creek.

      “Water supply. That right there is the key, Hoot.”

      “I’ll remember that,” I said to appease him.

      He was crazy if he thought I was going to continue the family business after he was gone.

      “Think you’ll make enough to pay off your medical bills?” Ezra asked.

      I glanced at my father. His cheeks darkened in a blush. He always hated discussing money and bills, which is why the power was off more often than not at our house. I couldn’t imagine how much he owed in medical bills.

      “I think we’ll each walk away from this batch with our pockets full enough to last a while,” Dimp answered. He turned to the boys. “Time to show Emma what you came up with.”

      Abel grinned at me, showing off the dimples in his cheeks. Ezra gave me a lopsided smile as he lifted a toolbox from the back of the truck. Oh lord. What had I gotten myself in to?
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      After dinner, I slipped outside unnoticed by my family. Momma was too busy fussing over Dimp and everyone else had left, sensing that this might be one of the last moments my parents got to spend together.

      I pulled my cell from my pocket and blessedly there was a signal. Dialing Mark’s number, I walked to the pecan tree where the old rope swing hung. There were a lot of memories here, mainly Cain breaking up with me before graduation.

      “Emma! I’ve been so worried. Why haven’t you returned any of my calls?”

      Mark’s voice was distorted, like he was in a tunnel.

      “I’m sorry for not calling sooner. I’m with my dad. He’s been diagnosed with coronary artery disease and it doesn’t look good. Guess he’d been ignoring his chest pains for a while.”

      “I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      I sat on the swing and replied, “No, there’s nothing that can be done now. I do need to fill out some FMLA papers, though. Can you email them to me?”

      I could use a computer at the library and fill out the paperwork. Mark was silent and I wondered if I’d lost him.

      “Are you there?”

      “Emma, this is a really bad time to take time off. We are already short staffed because of the two people on maternity leave.”

      Was he serious?

      I must have voiced my thought because Mark said, “It’s not like you’re close with him. I mean this is the first I’ve even heard about him-”

      “I’m going to stop you right there, Mark. You’re not my boyfriend and it’s none of your business how close I am to my father. I know you’re down two teachers and I’m really sorry to do this, but I really need this time with my family. Please just send me the papers or have someone in the main office do it. Otherwise, I’ll reached out to the superintendent’s office.”

      I ended the call and exhaled sharply. What a jerk. We’d only dated for a few months and he thought he had the right to question my relationship with my family?

      “I take it your boyfriend didn’t like what you had to say?”

      I jumped and nearly fell out of the swing.

      “Dimp! What on earth are you doing out here? I thought you were with Momma.”

      Plus, he had to be tired from all the running around we’d done.

      “Your Momma wanted some time to herself. I think it’s rough on her when she has a good day. She knows she’s not herself sometimes and when she is, she wonders.” He came behind me and pushed the two ropes, swinging me. “I came out here to see what you were doing.”

      “As you probably heard, I was talking to Mark.”

      “Yeah.”

      I glanced at him to see him grinning down at me.

      “What?”

      “You come by your temper honestly. Your Momma is a firecracker, too.”

      I laughed. “I know. I think Mark was shocked to see that side of me. But that’s okay. If he can’t understand why I need to take some time off to be with my family, then he’s not who I thought he was.”

      I felt myself getting riled up again.

      Dimp said, “I’m sorry that I’m causing you to have problems in your relationship.”

      “Don’t apologize. Ezra was right today. There’s nothing wrong with waiting for the right person and, if I’m being honest, Mark just wasn’t the person for me.”

      I could see that, now. Being with Mark was just convenient, which didn’t make it right. Plus, I wanted a love story like my own parents had. It might not be perfect, but it was real.

      “So, what’s next?”

      I replied, “I need to go into town and use a computer at the library and send in my paperwork for time off.”

      “Good. While you’re in town you can see what our friend in the FBI is up to.”

      “You want me to follow Jasper?”

      That sounded like the worst idea ever.

      “Not follow. Just ask around. See where he’s been sticking his nose and how much he knows. Finn found out that he’s staying at the bed and breakfast by the lake. Maybe start there.”

      Why wasn’t he staying with his family? That was strange.

      “And what am I supposed to do if he finds out that I’m looking into him?”

      Dimp replied, “Make him think you like him, Hoot. You’re a pretty girl. He’ll be flattered.”

      I laughed. Dimp was out of his mind. There was no way Jasper would believe I was asking about him because I was attracted to him. Even though I kind of was…

      “You laugh, but I saw the way he looked at you. It’s the same way all four of the Thompson boys look at you.”

      “He was looking at me like a woman with a moonshiner for a daddy. Nothing else.”

      Dimp shrugged. “Guess we’ll see.” He glanced at his watch. “We better go inside. Tomorrow is an early day.”

      “What’s tomorrow?”

      “We need to finish camouflaging the site and then get the tanks. That way we’ll be ready to go when we get the corn.”

      Wow - that seemed kind of fast.

      Dimp guessed my train of thought and said softly, “There’s not much time left, Hoot.”
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      My phone dinged. I glanced up from my laptop and saw it was intel about Emma. Apparently, she’d had a short conversation with her boss, whom she was also romantically linked to. That information had surprised me when I found out. The principal didn’t seem like he’d be Emma’s type. He seemed so boring, among other things.

      My phone vibrated again with the text summary of the conversation. She’d called to tell him needed to take time off from work to be with her dying father. No mention of moonshine, but that didn’t surprise me. And she’d told the principal that he wasn’t her boyfriend.

      Now that was interesting.
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      I watched in horror as Finn and Abel almost dropped the last tank on Ezra’s foot.

      “Fuck dude! I said to the left. My left. Not your left!”

      “Be more specific next time, asshole,” Abel said through gritted teeth.

      “And try measuring the correct distance next time,” Finn added.

      Dimp and I sat on the tailgate of the truck, watching the boys about to tear each other apart. They’d been like this for as long as I could remember.

      “Should we step in?”

      “Nah. There’s no blood yet. Besides, they each have a point.”

      I shook my head and looked around. The site was completely set up with two large copper stills with pipes that snaked to the stream for fresh water. The propane tanks were now in their spots, with lines feeding underneath the stills.

      Now all we needed was the corn and apples and we’d be ready to make some moonshine. And the camouflage system actually worked. It was basically a big tent over our site with leaves covering it so it blended in from above.

      I stood and said, “Boys, I have to admit I’m impressed. I didn’t think we’d be able to get everything finished today.”

      Finn ran his hand through his dark hair. “That’s because Dimp said you needed to be finished in time to go to town.”

      “Oh?”

      I looked at Dimp, who wiggled his eyebrows at me.

      “I was thinking you could have dinner at the B&B by the lake. See what’s happening over there,” Dimp said.

      “Dimp, that’s going to be too obvious-”

      “No it’s not. Your old schoolmate, Darla, runs the place. I’m sure she’d be thrilled to see you.”

      Wracking my brain, I tried to think whom he could be talking about.

      “Em, he’s pulling your leg. Darla moved here after you left,” Ezra said. “She’s always trying to get one of us in bed, but so far we haven’t given in. Not when the person we want is a little closer to home.”

      The pointed look he gave me made my cheeks warm. Out of all of the boys, Ezra had been the most persistent in trying to date me after I’d broken up with Cain. I’d almost given in once, but had never admitted that to anyone.

      Dimp rolled his eyes. “The point is, Darla would be more than happy for you to stop by to chat. Plus it’ll make it less obvious as to why you’re there.”

      I eyed my father. “What’s she getting out of this?”

      “A couple of jars from the first batch. A small price to pay, really.”

      Well, there was the explanation. This Darla chick was a customer of Dimp’s. No wonder she was so willing to be my alibi and reason to be at the B&B.

      The boys finished setting up a few items and we all piled into the truck.

      Ezra leaned over and said into my ear, “Maybe we can grab a drink tonight.”

      His warm breath caressed my neck and I shivered involuntarily.

      I replied, “We’ll see.”

      It was the same answer I’d been giving him since we were teens.

      We were almost home when Dimp looked over his shoulder and said, “Be sure to wear something nice tonight. You’ll want something that Special Agent Brooks won’t be able to keep his eyes off.”

      “And not that pantsuit you had on when you showed up,” Abel added with a shudder. “That thing gave me nightmares.”

      My mouth dropped open. Oh, for the love of god!

      

      Later that evening I stood outside the B&B where Jasper was staying. I’d already stopped by the library to send in my FMLA paperwork. I’d debated going to the B&B and finally flipped a coin. Heads I went. Tails I didn’t. Then I did the best two out of three. Jasper’s dark eyes kept crossing my mind. Who was I kidding? I wanted to see him.

      The two-story log cabin had been there for as long as I could remember, but now had a fresh look to it with new red shutters on the windows and a fresh coat of white paint on the porch. Jasper’s truck wasn’t parked out front, only a motorcycle. I didn’t know what I’d do if he wasn’t there.

      A bell rang as I opened the door. I stepped inside and smelled lilies, which made me sneeze. A short woman about my age came walking from the dining room with a towel thrown over her shoulder. She squinted as if she was trying to get a good look or place my face.

      “Emma Jean! My goodness, it’s been too long.”

      Emma Jean? I hoped if Jasper was there that he wasn’t listening. If he’d done his research then he’d know that wasn’t my middle name and might wonder why my friend didn’t know this as well.

      The woman, who I assumed was Darla, rushed over to me and said, “I’m so glad you could see me tonight. We’re still waiting on a few people and then dinner will be served. You still like shrimp gumbo, right?”

      I shook my head.

      “I’m allergic to shellfish.”

      Darla’s mouth dropped open. “Oh. Silly me. I’ll fix you something else. Go ahead and sit in the dining room.”

      Taking a deep breath, I strolled into the dining room. A couple sat at a table near the door and Jasper sat on the other side of the room reading a newspaper. He clearly didn’t want to be bothered, which didn’t help my nerves at all. In fact, my eye twitched just thinking about approaching him, but it was now or never.

      I walked up to his table and said in an overly cheerful voice, “Mr. Brooks! What a surprise to see you here.”

      He glanced over his paper, but didn’t say anything.

      I pulled out the chair across from him and it made a shrill noise on the tiled floor that made me cringe.

      “Mind if I join you? My friend, Darla, is busy and I hate sitting alone.”

      Jasper sighed and set down the paper. Hot damn. This man would look sexy wearing a burlap sack. Today he wore all black. Edgy. My mouth watered like I was staring at a piece of chocolate cake and I resisted checking for drool.

      “Emma?”

      I blinked and met his curious gaze.

      “Uh, sorry. Must have spaced out there.”

      Thank god he hadn’t known what I was thinking.

      He eyed me and said, “You look nice. Meeting someone besides the owner of the B&B?”

      “Oh this? It’s just something I grabbed from the closet, but thanks.”

      In reality it was brand new and produced by Jenny. Dimp decided that I probably didn’t own anything that would seduce a man, so he enlisted my cousin to find me something to wear. She had brought out a few choices, but the blue sundress had been the most modest. There was no way I could wear some of the other items she had suggested unless I hopped onto a pole.

      The look Ezra, Finn, and Abel gave me as I’d left made my skin feel warm. Ezra had mouthed the word ten, meaning that’s when he’d be at the bar. For the first time in a long time I was actually tempted to meet up with him.

      “You seem kind of dressed up to just be meeting a friend. Are you sure you’re not meeting a man?”

      My pulse pounded in my neck. This might be easier than I thought.

      Moistening my lips, I replied, “Maybe.”

      He leaned forward and said, “I heard you broke up with your boyfriend. Was he mad that you wanted to stay and make moonshine?”

      Was my freaking phone bugged? I made a mental note to get a burner phone tomorrow just in case. In fact, Aunt Ruby said everyone involved with the family business used burners for that very reason.

      “Wow. You have such a way with words. I can see why you were sitting alone.”

      The words left my mouth before I could stop them. How did the guys know how to push my buttons? Was it a skill learned with the FBI or was it his own personal gift from hell?

      His lips lifted in a smile and my breath left my lungs in a rush. This man was dangerous for one reason – I was attracted to him in a way I’d never been attracted to anyone else.

      He replied, “I like it when you say my name.”

      Danger! Danger! Danger!

      “I’m sure,” I replied with a snort, trying to regain control of my pounding heart.

      Jasper replied in a low, husky tone, “If I were a betting man, I’d wager you’d be saying my name a lot in the future. But that’s not the issue right now.”

      Was it hot in there or was it just me? Jesus! Why did his words make me want to rip his shirt off and let him take me right there in Darla’s dining room while I yelled his name out over and over?

      I decided being a bitch was my best card to play since my hormones didn’t want to cooperate with me.

      “Awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?” Standing, I added, “And once you get to know me, you’ll see just how wrong you are.”

      He called out, “I’d like to believe you, Emma, but every sign points to the obvious. You’re here to make moonshine with your father. That means I’m here to make your life miserable.”

      I kept walking, nerves and anger and maybe even a little bit of arousal making me shake. Why in the hell had I agreed to come to the B&B?

      Darla was on the front porch on her cell phone. She ended the call and turned to me.

      “Get everything you needed?”

      I nodded.

      “Good. Tell Dimp to leave my jars of moonshine by the back door. Don’t want anyone to see it.”

      God, who was I? How had I become a moonshiner? I didn’t answer Darla as I made my way to the car. I’d learned one valuable piece of information tonight.

      Jasper Brooks was trouble.
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        Jasper

      

      

      I watched from the dining room window as the car sped down the gravel driveway.

      “Ah Emma… hurrying off just as things were getting good.”

      The look on her face when I said I liked hearing my name on her lips was etched in my memory forever. My cock twitched, agreeing. I did like hearing her say my name… I liked it way too much.

      I left the dining room, passing the owner in the hallway. She rubbed me the wrong way, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Nothing came up when I ran her name, but my boss was checking to make sure we weren’t missing anything. She was too damn nosy, but it could also be chalked up to small town living.

      “Going out for the night?” she asked with a fake smile on her overly tanned face.

      “Nope.”

      I took the stairs two at a time and went to my room on the second floor. Locking the door, I went the desk. It wasn’t nearly as big as my desk in Dallas, but it’d do. Logging onto the Bureau’s secure website, I checked my email to see if there were any leads.

      My phone rang, startling me.

      “This is Brooks.”

      “Saw you were online and thought I’d ask how Broken Arrow was,” Ortega said.

      I chuckled and sat on the bed.

      “You mean Broken Bow. It’s the same as when I left. Boring as hell and nothing to do.”

      “Getting anywhere on the Webb case?”

      I hesitated. “Yeah. The daughter showed up here tonight. I think she was sent to get information from me.”

      And I didn’t like it.

      Ortega sighed. “So they’re aware they’re being watched and not backing off. That old man is ballsy.”

      “Yeah, he’s something alright. Somewhat of a legend around here which is why no one will talk to me.”

      And it was frustrating as hell.

      Ortega said, “Not surprising in a small town. I’ll talk to some other sources and see if they come up with anything.”

      “Sounds good. I’m scouting tomorrow. Might as well use my knowledge of the area and see if I stumble across anything.”

      “Check in so I know a bear didn’t eat you.”

      I laughed at my boss. “Will do. There aren’t bears out here by the way.”

      “Okay, wildcat then.”

      I was about end the call when Ortega spoke again.

      “You might consider using the daughter. She seems clean. Get to know her. See what she knows.”

      Ortega ended the call before I could reply. Get to know Emma? It made sense, but I wasn’t sure if being around her was a good idea. I’d found myself getting lost in her baby blue eyes each time I’d been around her and that wasn’t good for business.

      Walking to the window, I looked down and saw the owner of the B&B talking to a man. The owner was moving her hands in an exaggerated manner and her high-pitched voice rose to a piercing level. The man shook his head and grabbed her by the hand, taking her to his truck. Broken Bow was a town full of secrets, including the very intriguing Ms. Webb.

      “What’s your secret, Emma? And what will it take to find out where your father is brewing moonshine?”
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      I left the B&B in a huff. Fucking Jasper. I hadn’t planned on meeting Ezra at the bar, but now I really needed a drink. Crossing town, I pulled up to the bar. It was hopping, which wasn’t a surprise. There wasn’t a lot to do at night, so most people were either here or at the diner.

      Ezra sat on a barstool talking to a bottle-blonde with big breasts. I walked up, hitting him on the arm.

      “Ezra! You know you’re not supposed to be drinking. The doctor said the gonorrhea medicine wouldn’t work if you did!”

      The blonde’s mouth formed a perfect O and she left without saying a word.

      Laughing, I sat in her vacated seat.

      He grinned at me. “Proud of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “I’m just shocked it still works.”

      We’d been playing this little game for years.

      He replied, “It’s because you haven’t been here for a while. Lots of new people who don’t know your twisted sense of humor.”

      Rolling my eyes, I reached for his beer and took a swig.

      “God, this is good.”

      He replied, “I can think of something else that would taste better in your mouth.”

      I sputtered, choking on my beer. When I saw his shit-eating grin, I slapped his arm.

      “Jerk!”

      “Just paying you back a little.” He peered at me. “But, I think you liked the idea.”

      “What on earth makes you think that?”

      He leaned in close. “Because your nipples are harder than rocks right now. Didn’t your momma ever tell you it was scandalous not to wear a bra in public?”

      I turned so we were nose to nose. “I don’t have anything on under this dress.”

      His eyes darkened. “Prove it.”

      I stood. “Meet me in the bathroom.”

      Ever since I’d left the City, I’d felt more liberated than I had in ages. That also meant I realized just how sexually deprived I was. Mark had never been able to get me off and all that sexual tension was finally spilling over.

      Crossing the bar, I went to the single-stall bathroom, going inside. Ezra was right behind me and locked the door. He folded his arms over his chest, daring me. Taking a step back, I grabbed the hem of my dress.

      “Do you like what I’m wearing tonight?”

      He nodded once. “Yeah, I do.”

      Smiling, I did a little dance, inching the dress higher and higher as I moved. When his breath hitched, I knew he’d seen I was telling the truth. I dropped the material back in place.

      “Now do you believe me?”

      He closed the distance between us, pinning me against the wall. “Fuck, Em. You get off on toying with me?”

      Reaching between us, I cupped his cock through his pants.

      “I get off on getting off, Ezra.”

      His pupils dilated. “I’m not going to fuck you in a bathroom.”

      “Then I should go.”

      He didn’t move his arm, though, and I could see the debate in his eyes. Leaning forward, I nipped his bottom lip.

      “I better go. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”

      He let me go this time, and I left him standing in the bathroom. I wasn’t sure what’d just happened, but I knew for certain that I wanted to see where things went with Ezra Thompson.
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      The next morning, Momma was having another bad day. I could tell before Aunt Ruby even said anything. She’d thrown a plate against the wall and ranted about why Dimp wasn’t home.

      Kissing Aunt Ruby on the cheek, I said, “I’ll slip out the back door. Tell Dimp I’m waiting.”

      It’d be easier on Momma if she didn’t see me. A few moments later Dimp came out with water dripping down his face.

      “Damn, your Momma has good aim.”

      He chuckled and his eyes glowed with thirty years’ worth of memories and affection. Would I ever have that?

      “Are the boys coming with us to get the corn?”

      Because I was kind of hoping Ezra would be riding with us.

      “No. After your encounter with the special agent I think we better play it safe. No one will think twice about us going out of town in Ruby’s car.”

      “Will the corn fit?”

      I was starting to have doubts.

      Dimp nodded. “It should. If not, we can make another trip or have someone else get it.”

      He tossed me the keys and I slid into the driver’s seat. When Dimp got in I noticed his oxygen tank was missing.

      “Where’s your oxygen?”

      He made a sound in the back of his throat. “Got tired of dragging it around.”

      “Isn’t it kind of important?”

      He stared at me with a raised eyebrow, a look that sent fear into my heart as a child, and replied, “Doesn’t really matter if I use it. I’m going to die either way. Now stop stalling and drive.”

      Though he was putting on a strong front there was also a twinge of sadness in his eyes. Not wanting to press him, I did as he said and drove down familiar roads toward Idabel. The town was a little bigger than Broken Bow, but not much. As I made my way to the feed store I kept glancing at the rear-view mirror.

      Dimp noticed and said, “I’ve been watching, too. I don’t think we’re being followed.”

      I didn’t either, but I couldn’t shake the churn in my gut that someone was watching us. I’d even left my cell phone home just in case. Dimp directed me to pull up behind the feed shop.

      “Stay in the car. When I tap the trunk go ahead and open it.”

      He got out before I could reply and approached a man sitting in a plastic lawn chair. The man pulled a shotgun from behind his chair and placed it across his lap before spitting chewing tobacco into a red cup. Oh my god. What kind of man was Dimp dealing with?

      Dimp raised his voice loud enough for me to hear in the car and said, “Like hell I am! We agreed on nine bucks a bag for the cracked corn!”

      “If you want it then you’ll pay the new price, Dimp. Otherwise get the hell off my property.”

      Curse words that would make my momma blush left Dimp’s mouth and the man stood, going nose to nose with my father. Should I get out or stay in the safety of the car? My trembling legs begged me to stay. Dimp said something in a low tone and the man threw his hands in the air.

      A moment later the man went inside the store and Dimp tapped the trunk. I popped it and waited, still unsure if we were actually getting the corn. The man came out with several stocky guys behind him, each carrying a fifty-pound bag. They tossed it into the trunk making the car groan under the added weight.

      When the last bag was in the trunk, Dimp closed it and pulled a wad of money from his pocket. He handed it to the man and they shook hands.

      “I’ll be sure to send you some, Eldon. Thanks for helping me out of this bind,” Dimp said as he got into the car.

      The man nodded and spit again. Ugh. He went back to his chair and put his shotgun on his lap. As I pulled out the man never took his eyes off us. When we were safely away from the store I exhaled, tension leaving my body in a rush.

      “He seems pleasant.”

      “Eldon’s a little tricky, but good. He’s more expensive than the guy I usually buy from, but he gets the job done. But never deal with his son. That bastard will rob you in the daylight.”

      “I’ll remember that,” I muttered, though I had no intentions of doing so.

      Why did I need to know any of this? Our little moonshine run was a one-time only thing. As I drove, I could tell the trunk of the car was being weighed down because I had to press the gas pedal harder. Would a passerby notice the extra weight? That was the big question.

      At least we were in the clear now. My heartbeat was finally returning to a normal rate after the little encounter with Eldon. I turned left down a back road and glanced in the mirror. Shit. Shit. Shit!

      “We’re being followed.”

      Dimp looked out of his mirror and said, “Turn right up here.”

      I turned. Sure enough the black SUV behind us made a right turn, too. Bile rose up my throat. Was Eldon or one of his goons following us? Or worse – Jasper?

      “It’s not the FBI.”

      “How do you know?”

      Dimp replied, “I just know. Turn left at the stop sign.”

      My heart pounded in my chest as I did what he said. What had we gotten ourselves in to? The SUV turned, too, this time getting closer than I liked.

      “Son of a bitch! Pull over, Hoot.”

      “Dimp-”

      “Do it.”

      He was already opening the door. I pulled the car over and my father marched up to the SUV. The windows were so tinted that I couldn’t tell if a man or woman sat behind the wheel. Dimp tapped on the hood of the SUV and the door opened.

      Jenny stepped out with a grin on her face. It was my turn to get out of the car this time.

      “What in the hell are you doing?”

      I was pissed. Didn’t she realize she’d scared us?

      Jenny frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      “Why are you following us in a vehicle that looks like something the police would drive?”

      She stared at me for a moment and then I swear you could see a light bulb turning on inside her head.

      “Oh. Sorry.” She dragged the word out. “I wasn’t even thinking.”

      Dimp asked, “Where in the hell did you get this SUV?”

      “It belongs to Rob’s buddy. I told him we might need it today and he let me borrow it.”

      That was the stupidest thing I’d ever heard.

      “That’s actually a good idea. Pop the trunk, Hoot. Between the two of us we can move the bags over.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded and then waited for me to do as he asked.

      Jenny said, “I tried to catch up with you at the store, but Emma drives too fast.”

      I hadn’t even been speeding. I glowered as I popped the trunk. Dimp and Jenny stared at me.

      “Oh for the love of god.”

      I grabbed the first bag and hoisted it over my shoulder. Luckily, I only had to take about three steps before I could toss it in the back of Jenny’s vehicle.

      “I see you’ve stayed in shape,” Dimp commented as I lifted the next bag.

      “I work out a few times a week.”

      That was being modest. I worked out nearly every day after school let out. It was my stress relief. Dealing with unruly children and angry parents could take a toll if you let it.

      Dimp said to Jenny, “The corn bags weigh the same as sheep feed.”

      During high school Jenny and I had been members of the agricultural club. We’d both shown sheep to get our livestock badges, though I’d wanted to show pigs. Momma had been firm in her answer – pigs were disgusting (even though they weren’t) and I had to show sheep with Jenny because we could get a deal on them. There was always some kind of deal in our family.

      Jenny laughed. “Good lord I don’t miss those days.”

      But she never really had gotten into it like me. She only did the bare minimum to be able to show her sheep. I, on the other hand, read up on different feeding techniques. I practiced the proper way to sheer a sheep so that its legs looked longer. I even studied breeding habits, though that knowledge wasn’t needed. And I’d won the blue ribbon every time I showed, even earning some scholarship money, too.

      “I wonder what ever happened to Dolly and Reba?”

      I huffed as I lifted another bag of corn. “They were probably slaughtered.”

      The look of horror on Jenny’s face made me sigh. She really hadn’t paid attention…

      “Or they’re on a farm somewhere living their life out in a field.”

      I knew that wasn’t the case, but if it made her feel better, I could live with the lie.

      Dimp questioned, “Almost done?”

      “I’ve got a few more bags.”

      He nodded and watched as I moved the remainder. When I was finished, I wiped my hands on my jeans.

      “Okay, let’s get a move on. Jenny, take the normal route home and park behind the barn. If you get pulled over, tell them you’re on your way to the animal shelter to donate to their new chicken program.”

      “Dimp, no one will believe that.”

      He ignored me and went on, “Hoot and I will take the long way home. If we get stopped the joke will be on them.”

      Jenny nodded and got into the SUV. She drove around us, waving as she passed. I got behind the wheel and waited for Dimp to get in. When he was seated, I heard him wheezing when he breathed.

      “Are you okay?”

      He took a moment to answer. “Might have underestimated how much I need the oxygen tank.”

      Crap. I accelerated and kept sneaking peeks at him. Was he okay? Should he be that pale? We were almost home when a very familiar truck got behind us. Glancing in the mirror I saw Jasper reaching for something. A moment later blue and red lights flashed from the truck. Oh for fuck’s sake.

      I pulled over and rolled down the window. Jasper walked at a leisurely pace to my side of the car and looked in. I hated that I noticed how well his jeans fit him. Jesus, Emma! Priorities!

      “Good morning, folks. I’m going to have to ask you to pop your trunk.”

      “On what grounds,” Dimp asked, wheezing again.

      “Seems a large corn order was picked up in Idabel.”

      “And?” I couldn’t help but asking.

      “And I think it’s in the trunk of this car.”

      I glared. “This is so insulting. And I don’t think you can’t just pull over people without just cause.”

      “Open the trunk, Emma.” Jasper demanded.

      I pushed the release button and the trunk lifted. Jasper walked to the back of the car, his hand on the gun at his hip. He moved the blanket around and cursed. A lot.

      “I hope Jenny made it home,” I whispered to Dimp.

      “Hoot, I’m not feeling so hot.”

      I gasped. Beads of sweat were forming on his forehead and his lips had a blue tint that hadn’t been there before. Opening the door, I jumped out of the car.

      “Emma, get back in the vehicle,” Jasper said to me, looking very cross.

      “It’s my dad! Something’s wrong with him. I think he needs oxygen!”

      Jasper stared at me before cursing and going around the car to Dimp’s side.

      “Sir, I’m going to open your door. Please don’t make any sudden movements.”

      Dimp nodded and Jasper opened the door. He squatted and placed two fingers on Dimp’s neck.

      “Pulse is high. Mr. Webb, are you supposed to use an oxygen tank?”

      I answered for him. “He is. It’s at home. He didn’t think he needed it today. I knew I shouldn’t have let him leave without it.”

      I was babbling and needed to stop. I clamped my lips shut and swallowed.

      Jasper stood and said, “I think he’ll be fine. Follow me. I’ll leave my emergency lights on so you can get home in a safe manner.”

      He went to his truck. I got back in the car and pulled onto the road after Jasper passed. What if we didn’t get home in time? And what if we ran into Jenny? I swallowed and tasted bile in my throat.

      “Well played, girlie,” Dimp said without moving his lips.

      “What?”

      “You had him eating out of your hand.”

      “Are you… are you serious? Dimp, he’s only doing this because you look like shit right now.”

      Dimp didn’t say anything, but closed his eyes instead. Had my father just played me? Because it really looked like he was having a hard time breathing. And I didn’t want to think I was a fool.

      We arrived to the house a few moments later. Jasper got out of his truck and came to help Dimp. I went inside the house and got his oxygen tank.

      Aunt Ruby asked, “Is everything okay?”

      “Has Jenny made it back?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. What’s wrong?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll explain in a bit. Right now, we need to get Jasper out of here. The last thing we need is for the FBI to be here when Jenny gets here.”

      She nodded and followed me to the porch where Jasper was helping Dimp sit. Dimp grabbed the oxygen tube and shoved it into his nostrils, inhaling deeply a few times.

      “Thank you, son. I’m a headstrong old man who needs to realize those damn doctors know what they’re talking about sometimes.”

      Unease made my stomach churn. Dimp was up to something.

      Jasper replied, “No need to apologize.” To me he said, “A word, please?”

      His tone indicated he wanted to talk in private so I followed him off the porch to his truck.

      “I’m not sure how you got rid of it, but I know it was you and your father who ordered the corn. This is the only free pass you’ll get from me, Emma.”

      I took a step back from him and said, “As there was no corn in my car, Mr. Brooks, I have to say you’re wrong. Thank you for helping with my father. Now get the hell off my property.”

      Jasper stared at me and I wondered what he was thinking behind those brown eyes that seemed to look right into my soul. He finally nodded, as if deciding something.

      “Like I said, this is the only free pass you’ll get from me.”

      I realized I was shaking as he left.
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      Because of Dimp’s breathing scare we all decided to take it easy for the rest of the day. In the morning the boys and I would take the SUV to the brewing camp and drop off the bags of corn, but tonight we were sitting around the fire pit.

      I sipped on my beer and listened to everyone talk.

      “The apples should arrive tomorrow night, too,” Finn said, his hazel eyes twinkling. “We’ll be good to go for the first batch.”

      If we were lucky the first batch would be the only one we’d have to make. Often times it took a couple of tries to get the perfect blend. The apples are what made it so tricky. If they were too sweet then we’d have to cut the sugar. If they were sour then we had to double it. And sometimes the corn and apples just didn’t blend right.

      Abel said, “Well I can definitely help tomorrow night.”

      I held back a laugh. The light from the fire was really making the red in his beard stand out.

      “Same here,” Ezra added.

      I nodded in agreement. It wasn’t like I had any pressing engagements.

      Dimp, who’d been quiet all evening, stood and said, “Sounds like a plan. Goodnight.”

      When he was inside Finn said to me, “I heard the federal agent helped y’all get home. That was pretty risky.”

      “We lucked out. If Jenny hadn’t got the corn from us earlier-”

      I couldn’t even finish the sentence. Dimp could have died on top of being busted.

      “Don’t think like that. Dimp knew what he was doing when he asked Jenny to follow you.”

      This made me sit up.

      “What?”

      “Granted Jenny was supposed to meet you at the feed store, but you know how she is with being on time.”

      I asked, “Are you saying Dimp knew Jenny would be there today?”

      Finn glanced at Ezra and Abel.

      “What was that look for?”

      “You’re going to get mad,” Abel said.

      “Someone better tell me what’s going on.” My anger was starting to rise.

      Ezra opened another beer. “Come on, Em. It’s not that hard to figure out. Dimp set this whole thing up today.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Not taking his oxygen, having Jenny meet up with you, making sure Harp Boy got an anonymous tip – all part of his plan.”

      “Son of a bitch.” I stood, feeling like a damn fool. “He played me.”

      “No, he played the FBI,” Abel corrected. “You just happened to be there.”

      Finn added, “It’s actually a pretty smart move. Now Brooks is probably questioning everything.”

      “I think that’s a naïve assumption,” I replied as I remembered Jasper’s words as he left. “I’m going to bed. Goodnight.”

      The boys protested as I went inside the house. I wasn’t tired, but I needed time to myself. Should I be surprised Dimp had used me to play Jasper? No, not really. But it still hurt. But that’s how he’d managed to be so successful over the years. He did whatever it took to be on top.

      In my room, I picked up my junior year yearbook. Flipping to the index I looked up Jasper’s name. He’d been a senior that year and I expected him to be on several pages, but he was only on three. The first was his senior portrait. I cringed. A somewhat familiar face stared back at me, but this younger version of Jasper was covered in acne with oily hair stuck to his forehead.

      Beneath his name was a quote. While I breathe, I hope. That was something so deep for someone so young. The next page was the group photo the band took. He stood to the side with his harp. While the others were in perfect uniforms, his was wrinkled and stained. I suddenly remember that we had shared a class that year.

      Flipping to the last page he was listed on I wasn’t surprised to find my own face staring back at me. We’d been in theatre together, though I didn’t remember him. He was absent from the group photo, but stood in the background of a picture that I was in.

      I ran my finger over the glossy paper. I’d been the only junior to land a part in the musical production of Phantom of the Opera. Jasper had worked backstage as a prop assistant, but in the photo, he helped me with my cape. I paused, realizing I’d missed something obvious all those years ago. He was biting his bottom lip as he looked at me and his khaki slacks were tented in a certain area.

      Was it possible he had a crush on me? And was Dimp right? Could I use Jasper’s feelings to get information? Closing the yearbook, I thought things over. Would getting closer to him be worth it? I’d already learned I was attracted to him. It might fun…

      I shoved the idea away and got ready for bed. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day. I’d just gotten under the covers when I heard a tap at my window.

      Finn climbed in a moment later, grinning.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you,” I said, pulling the covers back for him.

      He climbed into bed, wrapping his arms around me. “You left it unlocked.”

      I wiggled against him. “I don’t remember it being this crowded when we were kids.”

      Finn was the only boy who’d ever been brave enough to climb into my window growing up. Even Cain hadn’t tried. I think my parents let it slide because Finn took his father’s death harder than the other boys. Plus, it wasn’t like we ever did anything.

      But, being here in his arms now made me hyper aware of everything. The last of the summer cicadas singing to each other in the trees. The warm breeze coming through the window. The masculine scent coming from Finn’s skin.

      He gazed down at me. “I don’t either. But I like being this close to you.”

      When his lips met mine, I let out a soft moan. Finn’s tongue danced against mine until I was breathless. When his hand creeped under my shirt, I grinned at him.

      “Remember the last time you tried this?”

      He grinned as he rubbed my nipple. I leaned into his touch.

      “I’d like to think I’ve learned a thing or two since then.”

      He rubbed and toyed with me until I grew wet. I knew he was feeling the same as the tent in his pants grew bigger. Without thinking, I straddled his lap. His cock pressed against my pussy and I rocked against him.

      “Fuck. Emma.”

      I grinned. “I’ve learned a few things, too.”

      Our lips met in a frenzied kiss. His hand slipped beneath my shorts as he rubbed my clit. My stomach tightened and I knew I was close. I gasped against his mouth.

      “Finn!”

      I shattered around his fingers, but he wasn’t done with me. He unzipped his pants, freeing his cock. Then he pulled my shorts and panties aside, and slid into me. I moaned as he filled me.

      “Oh god.”

      He said, “I promise I’ll pull out before I cum.”

      I nodded, too far gone to give a shit. Looking down where our bodies were connected was so erotic. I’d never fucked someone with my shorts and panties just shoved to the side.

      “Ride me, Em.”

      Holding his shoulders, I began moving. His hands dug into my hips and urged me on. My old bed squeaked as we met each other thrust for thrust. He leaned forward, latching onto my breast through my shirt, sucking. When he pulled away, he blew on the wet spot left behind.

      “Finn,” I moaned.

      I was so close. He reached between us, flicking my clit. I shattered around him, cumming so hard that I saw white sparks behind my eyes. He let out a groan and pulled out, giving his cock a few jerks before cumming on his hand.

      I fell next to him with a sigh. “God. That was…”

      He kissed me. “Everything I knew it’d be.” Standing, he pulled up his pants. “See ya in the morning, babe.”

      After he was gone, I cleaned up before going to bed. I wasn’t sure what this meant, sleeping with Finn. Especially when I definitely had feelings for Ezra, too. Jasper’s face crossed my mind. Oh boy. I was in trouble.

      

      The next morning, I met the boys outside. They looked as tired as I felt. Finn winked at me and my cheeks warmed.

      I asked, “Where did y’all end up last night?”

      Abel grinned. “Ezra and I went to the bar to hang out with Rob. And to listen to town gossip.”

      “You need to stop by, Em,” Finn added. “Frankly I’m insulted you haven’t been out yet while I’ve been there.”

      Finn had bought the only bar in town and turned it around from a dump to the hot spot. And the tourists who came to town loved the rustic feel of it. Plus, Finn served Dimp’s moonshine under the table. It kept demand up for the product.

      “I never asked – how did you come up with the name?”

      Finn laughed. “Bailey’s Corner? You should remember that, Em.”

      I shook my head.

      “Bailey was his imaginary friend,” Abel said dryly. “This was around the same time you used to drag that ratty old blanket around.”

      My mouth dropped open and I replied, “You mean before you and Cain got rid of it.”

      Ezra groaned. “Now you’ve done it. She’s going to get all riled up, Abel.”

      I flipped off Ezra.

      “Damn straight I am. I still can’t believe you jerks did that to me!”

      “Em- you were like six. It was time to let the blanket go. We just helped you along,” Abel said.

      “I was five and you didn’t have to throw it away when my back was turned!”

      Abel sighed. “Here we go…”

      Aunt Carolyn had taken all of us to the drive-in movies when I was five. I’d brought my blanket along with me, as I did in those days. When the movie started, I set my blanket aside for a moment to go with Finn and Abel to get some snacks.

      Upon returning to the truck, Cain suggested that we move to find a closer spot, which we did. It wasn’t until much later that I discovered my blanket was missing, but couldn’t be found. About five years after that Cain let it slip that while I was away from the truck he’d spotted my blanket and threw it away. Abel took credit for distracting me, too.

      And, as silly as it was, losing my blanket had traumatized me. I didn’t have very many things that were stable in my life as a child and my blanket was something I could count on. While my parents were off moonshining, I was left overnight with different family members, which was awful for me when I got scared. My blanket was always there, though, and made me feel safe – until Cain took it away.

      Finn patted my shoulder. “If it makes you feel better, Cain used to give me hell over having imaginary friends.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. Plus, the real joke’s on him.”

      “How so?” Ezra asked.

      “My momma let it slip that he used to wet the bed until he was twelve. Said your mom told her that she was worried she was going to have to buy him diapers.”

      This set the boys into a fit of laughter, which is exactly what we needed to start the day. Piling into Abel’s truck, we made our way to the brewing site. Finn sat next to me with his hand on my thigh. Warmth spread across my body when I thought about what we’d done last night. Things I wanted to do again.

      When we got to the field, I could see fresh tracks ahead on the dew-covered ground.

      “Someone’s up early,” I mussed.

      Ezra replied, “Probably a hunter.”

      When the tire tracks stopped at the same place we turned I began to question Ezra’s theory.

      Finn must have been thinking the same thing because he said, “Let me out. I’ll take a look.”

      “Got your H&K?” Abel asked.

      “Yup.”

      Abel slowed and Finn jumped out of the moving truck.

      “H&K?” I asked.

      “Heckler and Koch. It’s a pistol,” Abel answered.

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

      “Why does he need a gun?”

      Ezra lifted an eyebrow at me. “Why do you think? It’s protection. I’m surprised Dimp hasn’t given you a gun yet.”

      “We don’t have any because of Momma,” I replied.

      “You might not have them in the house, but believe me – Dimp has a gun,” Ezra said.

      Abel pulled up to the brewing site and turned to me. “Stay here until I come and get you.”

      He and Ezra got out and began checking the area. A few moments later Abel motioned for me. I got out of the truck and was surprised to find my knees were quivering.

      “What were you looking for?”

      Abel replied, “Just making sure nothing had been tampered with. Doesn’t look like anyone has been out here.”

      Ezra went to the back of the truck and lowered the tailgate.

      “Let’s get these bags unloaded. I’ve got somewhere to be.” He was acting almost irritated.

      I lifted a bag of corn and asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Just tired of dicking around. We’re going to have a long night and I’d like to get a nap in.”

      I wondered if he somehow knew what Finn and I had done last night.

      “Dude, it’s like nine in the morning. Stop being a pussy,” Finn said as he walked up to us.

      Abel asked, “Find anything?”

      “Just some footprints going in a different direction. I followed them to the creek and then lost them. It was probably some hunter.”

      This seemed to ease everyone’s mind, though I still couldn’t shake the nagging feeling. Was it Jasper? Had he been the one to be out there? Or was it like Finn said – just a hunter looking for a good place to set up camp? It was really too hard to say.

      Ezra brushed past me as he went to get another bag. Sighing, I followed his lead. Everyone was silent as we moved the bags underneath the canopy.

      Abel said, “I’m glad Dimp upgraded the still pots. Those submarine stills were a pain in the ass.”

      “Wonder how much money that cost?” Finn added as he tossed the last bag. “And did Dimp have enough to cover them or will that be coming out of our profit?”

      That wasn’t the first time they’d mentioned money. Was Dimp in trouble? Had not putting money aside caught up to him? I prayed not. There was no telling what it would take to clean up a mess like that.

      “They’re copper, so probably a pretty penny,” Ezra replied “But, like Dimp said, if it’s worth doing it’s worth doing right.”

      Everyone groaned.

      “What?” Ezra asked with a confused look on his face.

      “You’re getting old, brother,” Finn said with a laugh. “Only old farts say things like that.”

      “I’m not old.”

      “Yeah, you are,” Abel replied with a playful shove.

      I peered at Ezra. “Ezra, I think I do see some grey hairs…”

      This set the others into a fit of laugher and pissed Ezra off at the same time. Double win.

      “Whatever. Can we leave now?”

      Abel and Finn covered the bags of corn with a green blanket.

      When we got to the house Abel called out, “We’ll be here around nine. Wear dark clothes.”

      With that, the boys left. I went inside to find Aunt Ruby sitting in the kitchen.

      “You might want to lay low. She’s having another episode.”

      I nodded.

      Dimp called out from the living room, “I saw some morel mushrooms in the woods. You ought to go pick some for dinner.”

      As a child, the yellow mushrooms reminded me of tiny brains, spongy and all. Dimp would bring them home and Momma would fry them up. The thought made my stomach rumble happily.

      “Is the bag still by the door?”

      “Yup,” Dimp replied.

      “I’ll be back by dinner then,” I answered as I grabbed the mesh bag hanging by the back door.

      I was too wound up to take a nap and looking for mushrooms would be the perfect distraction. Making my way through the backyard toward the wooded area behind my house, I let my thoughts roam. Much to my dismay they kept going back to Jasper. Darn that man. He was more trouble that he was worth.
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      Spotting morels in the spring was easy. When they were fully-grown, they were the size of a beer can and stood out against the green grass. Finding them in fall amongst the leaf-covered ground was another thing. They were much smaller, but seemed to taste better, as most rare things did.

      I’d been picking and walking for about an hour when a tree branch broke behind me. Leaves crunched and someone got closer. My heartbeat pounded in my ears. I was near the creek and thought it could be an animal, but I wanted to be sure.

      “Who’s there?”

      Another limb cracked and I looked for a makeshift weapon. Shit! Now would be a good time to have a gun!

      “Show yourself or I’ll shoot.” Boy, was I a liar.

      I backed up until I hit a tree. Great. Now I was trapped!

      “I’m pretty sure you don’t have a gun,” a familiar voice said. “As there isn’t one registered in your name. Unless you’re packing an illegal weapon?”

      “Jasper, what in the hell are you doing here? This is private property!”

      Jasper strolled toward me at a leisurely pace, like he didn’t have a god damn care in the world. He wore a dark green jacket that actually helped him blend in with his surroundings.

      “You don’t own this land, Emma, your father does.”

      “Same freaking difference! Why are here?”

      “Looking around,” he replied nonchalantly.

      I bristled. “You should leave.”

      He stared at me until I felt like squirming, but I refused to give him the satisfaction.

      He smiled. “You have a leaf in your hair.”

      Reaching down he pulled the orange leaf from my ponytail. He was so close I could smell the mouthwash on his breath.

      “Why do you have leaves in your hair, Emma?”

      His eyes were on my lips. Warmth spread throughout my body.

      “I… I…”

      He leaned in. “I have a theory, you know.”

      I wanted to take a step back, to get away from him so I could gather my thoughts before he saw right through me. Unfortunately, the tree behind me prevented my escape. The bark scraped into my skin, but I ignored the stinging pain.

      “What’s your theory?”

      His eyes left my lips and he blinked, shaking his head.

      “I don’t know how you do it?”

      “Do what?” I asked, confused.

      He took a step back and said, “You make me forget why I’m here. When I’m close to you all I can think about is kissing you.”

      Oh.

      “Oh.” Well, thank god the feeling was mutual. “That’s a bad thing?”

      He nodded. “It is.”

      Oh.

      Turning from him I walked to the edge of the creek. Leaves of gold and orange fell from the trees and sprinkled the water like confetti. I took in a deep breath, filling my lungs with cool air.

      “What’s your theory?”

      He stood next to me and stared off into the distance. The gurgling water from the creek seemed amplified as I waited for him to speak.

      “Are you sure you want to hear it?”

      I nodded.

      “I think you have leaves in your hair because you just came from your distillery site. Am I right, Emma?”

      I wanted to laugh at the irony. If he’d been a few hours earlier he would’ve been right - but not this time. I shook my head and held up the mesh bag.

      “Sorry, Special Agent – I’m hunting mushrooms. My Momma loves them and this is probably the last time they’ll be around before first hard freeze sets in.”

      He stared at the bag, but didn’t say anything.

      I hooked the sack on the belt loop of my jeans and said, “I’d better get going. I don’t want to be late for dinner.”

      That was a lie, though. I didn’t want to be there any longer for fear I’d say the wrong thing, like telling him how much I wanted to kiss him, too. As I made my way past him our arms brushed. Our eyes met and his pupils dilated.

      “Aw hell.”

      Before I could process what he meant, he pulled me against his chest and captured my lips with his own. His kisses made me feel breathless and like I was on fire at the same time. When his tongue brushed against mine, I moaned. This seemed to fuel him and he held me tighter. My god, he was as affected by this kiss as I was!

      Finally, he broke the kiss. The cool air was a shock against my hot skin and I put my hand against my pounding heart.

      “Wow,” I breathed out.

      That was an understatement. I felt like I was freaking floating. He shook his head, looking as stunned as I felt.

      “You’re trouble, Emma, and I’m crazy for even entertaining this idea.”

      “What idea?”

      His gaze searched my face.

      “Say you’ll have dinner with me.”

      Whoa! I wanted to scream yes, but couldn’t.

      “I… I can’t.”

      He chuckled. “Right. The mushrooms. What about tomorrow then?”

      Tomorrow definitely wouldn’t work. Dimp’s words echoed in my mind. This would be the perfect chance to see what Jasper really knew.

      “Maybe we could meet up later tonight?” I realized how that sounded, so I added, “They’re showing a black and white film in the park.”

      There would be a lot of people around, so hopefully we’d be able to behave ourselves, too, because I knew one thing – kissing Jasper was dangerous.

      “Do you want me to pick you up?”

      Absolutely not!

      “I’ll meet you there. I’ll even bring you some mushrooms.”

      I glanced at him through lowered eyelashes as I spoke. Oh my god - who was I? I didn’t flirt like this!

      Jasper’s eyes twinkled. “I’ll see you later, then.” I started to leave, but he stopped me. “And I’m sorry.”

      “About what?”

      He ran his fingers through his dark hair. “For grilling you about the moonshine. We all know it’s brewed around here and I’m just doing my job trying to figure out who is involved.”

      My heart sped up, but for a different reason.

      “It’s okay. I understand.” Could I really try my luck? It was worth a shot. “Maybe you can tell me a little more about it tonight?”

      He smiled. “I’d like that. Better get home. I’m sure your Mom will be looking for those mushrooms.”

      I waved as I walked away. This was exactly what Dimp wanted me to do – to throw him off our trail. But why did it make me feel like a sleaze ball?
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      I strolled away without glancing over my shoulder. As much as I hated to admit it, the kiss had affected me. A lot. I adjusted myself and made my way through the brush, spotting my truck ahead. Had Emma really been picking mushrooms or was she lying?

      The satellite photos indicated there was a brewing site nearby, but was it her father’s or someone else’s? It was hard to say at this point. I didn’t think old man Webb would be dumb enough to put a distillery so close to his land, but sometimes people got cocky and made mistakes.

      Getting into my truck, I checked my cell phone. Ortega hadn’t texted, so I decided to call him.

      “Ortega speaking.”

      “It’s Brooks.”

      “We were just talking about you in a meeting, Brooks. How are things going?”

      Probably a meeting about my promotion. My stomach tightened at the thought.

      I sighed. “Still no concrete evidence. I discovered Emma Webb in a wooded area today on her father’s land, but she claims she was picking mushrooms.”

      “Is she telling the truth?”

      “I believe so, but I still think she’s helping her old man.”

      “Well, you’ve got about a week to bust them before their batch is done brewing.”

      The hardest part about busting moonshiners was the limited amount of time I had to work with.

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m aware, sir.”

      “Have you tried getting closer to Emma to get information?”

      An image of Emma pressed against me, kissing me back, danced through my mind. God, she’d been so willing, but so had I.

      “Yes. I’m seeing her tonight.”

      “Good. Keep me posted.”

      I was about to end the call when Ortega spoke again.

      “Brooks…”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Do whatever it takes to get information. Your promotion is on the line.”

      Ortega ended the call. Whatever it takes? Was my boss telling me to sleep with Emma? Unlike other agents, I never mixed pleasure with business. And I knew without a doubt that any time spent with her would be pleasure.

      But damn… that was a tempting idea.
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      “Just what in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      I turned from the stove to find Dimp glaring at me.

      “Frying mushrooms. What are you doing?”

      “Don’t get smart with me, girl. You’re seeing the federal agent tonight?”

      I nodded. “Yes. After dinner.”

      “Did you forget that we’re starting the mash tonight?”

      “I didn’t forget, Dimp, but I thought this was more important. I ran into Jasper in the woods on our land where he was looking for brewing sites.”

      Dimp harrumphed at me.

      “At least we’ll know where he’s at tonight,” I said as I turned back to the skillet.

      Dimp reached around me and picked up a mushroom.

      “I knew I raised a smart girl,” he said as he popped the morel into his mouth.

      I resisted rolling my eyes. Oh, so now he was on board?

      Instead I said, “With any luck I can meet you and the boys at the still site by midnight.”

      Making the mash was the most complicated part of moonshining according to my father. Growing up, I could remember him storming into the house, cursing up a storm because the mash hadn’t turned out right.

      Dimp replied, “Don’t worry if you can’t make it. We need to know what Mr. Brooks knows – that’s more important.”

      Momma came into the kitchen and exclaimed, “Emma! When did you get here?”

      I leaned over, kissing her on the cheek.

      “I arrived while you were napping.”

      “It’s so good to see you.” She peered over my shoulder. “And look at you – making mushrooms just like I taught you.”

      It was silly, but hearing her praise made my chest swell with emotion.

      “I learned from the best.”

      She said, “I’ll let Ruby know you’re here.”

      When she was gone, Dimp said, “It is good to have you back, Hoot. It was too quiet without you.”

      My eyes watered, but I didn’t reply. He patted me on the shoulder and went outside, pulling his oxygen tank behind him. It was still hard seeing him like that. The tired, frail man who walked across the lawn wasn’t the same man I took for granted would always be around.

      Through the window, I saw Jenny and her kids coming toward the house. Nate was the first one through the door and he handed me a flower before dashing back outside. The girls followed him, much as I’d followed Jenny back in day.

      “Good lord. They are running me ragged today,” Jenny said as she flopped onto a kitchen chair.

      I poured her a glass of lemonade and asked, “Do you have any other dresses I can borrow? Maybe something like the one I wore the other night?”

      She grinned. “I heard you had a date tonight.”

      “It’s not really a date-”

      “No need to explain to me, Em. He’s hot and you’re single,” she said as she rubbed her belly with a knowing look. “Believe me, I know.”

      Her implication made me blush, but I didn’t deny it, which was also interesting. Part of me wondered if my cousin was right.

      “I do want to apologize for yesterday, though. The boys said you were upset when I followed you. I thought Dimp told you I was coming.”

      “There’s no need for you to be sorry. He should have told me, that’s all.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe so – maybe not. There’s a lot of sneaking around that goes into making moonshine.”

      “And that is one of many reasons why this is the only time I’ll ever do it.”

      “You never did understand how lucky you were, Emma, and that’s a shame. I would have given anything to have two parents who loved and took care of me, even if they were just moonshiners.” She stood. “But you’ve always thought you were better than that. Better than all of us, really.”

      Her words stung and she left before I could defend myself. She made it sound like I wasn’t grateful for my parents. I was, dang it. I just didn’t like the family business.

      If Dimp had a normal job then things might be different for everyone. Hell, he might not even be dying right now if he had a real job with health care.

      “Whoa, babe. What’s that look for?” Finn asked as he came in the backdoor, hands covered in grease.

      “Jenny was just running her mouth.”

      “Ah.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He went to the sink to wash his hands and I took a moment to appreciate how nice his butt looked in his tight jeans.

      “She said the same thing when she came out. You two were always two peas in a pod.”

      I’d heard that my whole life and never agreed with it. We were completely different people, with different goals in life. I turned the stove off and put the mushrooms on a plate so they could cool. Finn reached over and got one.

      “Dang. I’ve missed these.”

      “Everyone keeps saying that.”

      He took another and said, “We haven’t had them in a while. Once Dimp got sick it just felt weird to have anyone else make them. So thank you.”

      My throat was tight with emotion as I replied, “It’s no big deal.”

      “It is. And it’s a big deal that you’re here. We all know you could’ve gone back to the City, but you didn’t.” He glanced at his watch. “You better get ready for your date. I can finish frying the chicken.”

      My cheeks warmed at his words, but I didn’t know how to address my date with Jasper to him. I mean, Finn and I hadn’t been on a date. We’d just fucked. But deep down I knew it was more than that.

      Needing to change the subject, I asked, “Since when do you cook?”

      He laughed. “I have to have some skills to offer my future missus.”

      I handed him the spatula and went to my room. Though much was still the same, little things like hearing him say he’d learned to cook with a future partner in mind made me realize that things were also very different, too. When I’d left the only thing on the boys’ minds were racing cars and drinking beers. And, the thought of him cooking for another woman made me jealous.

      Sighing I flopped on the bed. I’d just gotten comfortable when there was a knock on the door.

      “Em, can I come in?” Jenny asked from the hallway.

      “Sure.”

      She came in carrying a light pink dress. “It’s a little shorter than the one you wore the other night, but I think it’ll work.”

      This was her way of offering peace.

      “Thank you, Jenny. It’s perfect.”

      She smiled at me and hung the dress on the back of the door. “Want me to fix your hair?”

      And just like that we were fine, just like always.

      

      My stomach was in knots as I drove Aunt Ruby’s car into town. I’d been so nervous that I hadn’t even been able to enjoy dinner, but true to my word I’d brought some food for my date with Jasper. Date. God, I was going to be sick. Just thinking about being alone with him made my insides feel like jello.

      I parked in the gravel parking lot. Jasper was leaning against his truck with a blanket under his arm.

      “Wasn’t sure if you were going to show,” he said as I approached him.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      He shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been stood up.”

      His admission made me frown. Was he talking about when he was growing up or more recently?

      “Come on. I was scoping out spots and I think I found a good one.”

      He took me by the hand and I was shocked when I felt a spark of electricity.

      Peering down at me he asked, “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Ouch. Had he not felt it? We walked past several couples and families sitting on the park lawn until we reached one of the pecan trees.

      “Most of the leaves have fallen and we can use the trunk to lean against,” he said as he spread the blanket out.

      I sat and said, “I brought some food, too.”

      He crouched next to me and began digging through the basket. When his stomach growled, I laughed.

      “Hungry?”

      He took a bite of one of the chicken sandwiches I’d made and swallowed.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve had a home cooked meal. And before you say anything – no, the food at the B&B doesn’t count.”

      He wasn’t kidding there. I found the plate wrapped in tinfoil and pushed it toward him.

      “Here, try a mushroom.”

      He popped one into his mouth and closed his eyes, moaning at the same time. Good. Freaking. God. The sound he was making made me think of something entirely different. And I kind of liked where my mind was going.

      “Emma?”

      Blinking I realized he’d been talking.

      “Sorry, I spaced out for a moment.”

      His lips turned downward and he replied, “Seems I still have that skill with women.”

      Ugh. Now I’d insulted him. Biting my lower lip, I debated telling him why I hadn’t been listening.

      Finally, I said, “You’re too cute.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That’s why I wasn’t paying attention. You were eating the mushroom, being all moan-y, and it was distracting.”

      His mouth dropped and he laughed.

      “I wasn’t moaning.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “When I moan, you’ll know it.”

      I laughed and pulled out the plastic bottle with lemonade. This man was too much. But I was also intrigued.

      “So, what movie are they showing tonight?”

      “They’re actually showing Dirty Dancing,” I admitted with a blush. “I guess the black and white movies don’t start until next weekend.”

      Dirty Dancing was one of my favorite movies of all time, so I wasn’t upset, but I didn’t know how Jasper would feel about it. And while it wasn’t exactly kid-friendly there were still several families spreading blankets on the lawn around us. This was the perfect time of year for an outdoor movie night, too, since the temperature wasn’t too chilly.

      Jasper sat next to me and leaned against the tree.

      “Cool. Can’t go wrong with Swayze.”

      “Except for Point Break.”

      Jasper threw a mushroom. “Woman, don’t you know a good movie when you see one?”

      “Horrible plot and Nixon masks – no thanks.”

      Laughing, he said, “Okay, I’ll give you that much.”

      “That’s why you joined the FBI, isn’t it? You wanted to go undercover so you could surf and jump out of a plane.”

      “Oh yeah. It’s every guy’s dream.”

      We were both laughing now. I couldn’t remember when I’d felt so comfortable with a man that wasn’t a Thompson boy. Hell, I’d never felt like this with Mark, which made me pause. Jasper picked up another sandwich and took a bite as the movie screen flickered.

      Dammit. I needed to remember why I was there.

      Leaning against the tree, my shoulder brushed against Jasper’s.

      “So did you have any luck today?”

      “Huh?” He glanced at me.

      “With the moonshiners. You mentioned earlier that you were looking for sites.”

      He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and replied, “I didn’t bust anyone, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      He was being guarded, which was understandable. I needed be equally careful so he didn’t get suspicious.

      “I’m sure you’ll find something soon. As you said earlier, we all know it goes on around here.”

      I took a bite of my own sandwich, hoping he’d take the bait.

      “Yeah. Unfortunately for me, no one around here trusts me.”

      “Oh?”

      “They think because I left that I’m a traitor.”

      Frowning, I replied, “I understand how that feels.”

      “You’re a teacher – you didn’t join the FBI.”

      “It might as well be the same thing to my family. They don’t understand why I didn’t want to stick around here and do the usual thing.”

      “Usual thing?”

      My heart quaked. Careful.

      “Get married. Have a ton of kids. Work a little, but not too much. You know – the way of life for a lot of people out here.”

      It was partly the truth. Staying in the family business was the other half.

      He chuckled. “Okay, so maybe it is like joining the FBI. When I left for the Army my old man thought I’d come back and enter the police force here, but I never wanted that.”

      “Why not?”

      “They’re all crooked. Hell, I think that is part of the reason I haven’t busted any of the moonshiners. I believe Sheriff Harrison is making deals with them, but I don’t have any proof.”

      The man was good at his job – I had to give him that much. That also meant it was only a matter of time before he caught someone.

      I said, “Be the change you want to see in the world.”

      “You quoting Gandhi to me? Shit, this might be the best date ever.”

      A woman sitting on a lawn chair in front of us turned and put her fingers on her lips, glaring.

      “Uh no. Now you’ve done it,” I whispered.

      He leaned in and whispered back, “I’m pretty sure that woman taught me in the fifth grade. Scared me shitless then, too.”

      I giggled and put my face against his shoulder to muffle the sounds. He put his arm around me, pulling me close.

      “Thanks for saving me the trouble of figuring out how to slyly do this later.”

      My pulse jumped, but I didn’t pull away. Instead, I snuggled against him. What could one night of pretend hurt?

      I whispered, “It was part of my plan.”

      “Oh. And what else do you have planned?”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. He was still for a moment and I feared I’d made a mistake. Then he began kissing me back and I swear the earth moved a little. His kiss made me feel like I was spinning and I loved it. This was so wrong, but so right at the same time.

      When the kiss ended, he said into my ear, “I like the way you plan.”

      I giggled and snuggled against him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma

      

      

      When the movie was over Jasper and I stood. I still felt lightheaded from our last round of kisses. We’d been good for the first part of the movie, but after Baby and Johnny had their training session in the lake we’d behaved like a couple of teenagers, making out nonstop.

      He bent over to pick up the blanket and I got a nice glimpse of his butt.

      “Checking me out?”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir. And I like what I see.”

      He chuckled. “The feeling is mutual.”

      Tucking the blanket under his arm, he took me by the hand. We made our way to the parking lot and he walked me to my car. I reached to open my door and he stopped me.

      “I’m not ready for the night to be over,” he said.

      My stomach quivered in excitement. I wasn’t either, to be honest, and Dimp had said there was no rush to go to the brewing site…

      “Unfortunately for you, Special Agent, the bar closes early on Wednesdays.”

      “I know. I had something else in mind.”

      Um, hello! Why did this excite me so much?

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Follow me to the bed and breakfast.”

      Without waiting to hear my reply, he jogged off toward his truck. I got in the car and started it. What in the heck was I doing? There was only one thing he could have on his mind by asking me to go back to the B&B and here I was – ready to go.

      He drove past me and I followed. I noticed he was going over the speed limit. What was he in a hurry for? The thought made me smile. We arrived to the B&B I parked next to him.

      Taking me by the hand he led me to the black motorcycle that I’d seen the other day.

      “Want to go on a ride with me?”

      “I’ve never been on a motorcycle,” I admitted.

      “I’ll keep you safe.”

      He climbed onto the bike and I awkwardly got on behind him.

      “Just hold onto my waist,” he said as he started it.

      That wouldn’t be a problem. I held on, terrified as the engine rumbled. He took off and I buried my face against his back. The wind whipped around us and my curiosity got the best of me. Lifting my head, I looked around. Oh my god. I didn’t even want to know how fast we were traveling.

      Jasper tilted his head and said, “Isn’t this great?”

      “Yeah.”

      I was trying very hard not to vomit all over him. The road curved ahead and I closed my eyes again. My stomach roiled as we took the turn and I swear Jasper sped up. Maybe that was his plan – terrify me and then get information. Hell, at this point I’d spill my guts in more ways than one.

      We took another turn and I felt his chest vibrate as he laughed. He was seriously enjoying the hell out of this.

      “Where are we going?”

      “We’re almost there.”

      I’d lived in the area most of my life and had no idea where he was taking me. He pulled off the main road and went at a slower pace, dodging potholes. I was glad and took a moment to catch my breath. Jasper took another turn and we were now traveling down a dirt road.

      My pulse jumped.

      “You know, in the movies when a man takes a woman down a dirt road it never ends well.”

      Jasper laughed. “I know. Have you ever seen Kiss the Girls?”

      “I have. I have to admit there’s something sexy about that movie.”

      “Oh really? I’ll keep that in mind. I promise I’m not going to put you in a hole somewhere. We’re going hunting.”

      “It’s too early to hunt deer.”

      “Not that kind of hunting. We’re going crystal hunting.”

      He stopped the bike and got off. Digging around in the saddlebag, he pulled out two flashlights and handed me one.

      “Where are we?” I questioned as I got off the motorcycle as gracefully as I could.

      If he noticed my discomfort, he didn’t comment on it.

      “Just outside of town.” He took me by the hand. “Come on, it’s just over there.”

      We walked over a hill and I stopped.

      “It’s a… field.”

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but a field that looked like it had just been tilled wasn’t it.

      “It’s not a field. It’s a digging site. Come on.”

      We walked down the hill and the terrain became uneven as we walked through dirt mixed with rocks. I held onto his arm for support, but also because I liked being close to him. As we got closer, I could see that he was right; it wasn’t a field. He stopped and picked up a bucket and a shovel.

      “Do people just leave those out here?”

      “Yeah. It’s part of the fun.” He pointed ahead. “Let’s start there. I have a good feeling about that spot.”

      I grinned and followed him. He sat the bucket down and dug the shovel into the dirt, dumping the contents into the bucket. I shined my flashlight, but didn’t see anything. He sifted through the dirt with his hand and then emptied the bucket.

      “Well shoot. I just knew that was the spot.”

      “Don’t give up your day job,” I teased.

      His eyebrow lifted. “Okay, Ms. Smarty Pants. You pick the next spot.”

      I was taken aback at how sexy he was standing there in the moonlight. Turning from him, I took a few steps just to widen the distance between us.

      “This is the spot.”

      He handed me the shovel and I dug into the dirt, as he’d done. This time he held the flashlight while I sifted through the dirt and rocks.

      “I’m not really sure what I’m looking for,” I admitted as I dropped some dirt onto the ground.

      I then saw something small. I lifted it and Jasper grinned at me. The small crystal was covered in dirt, but shined under the flashlight.

      “You found one. Dang, you sure you’ve never done this before?”

      “Nope, but it’s kind of fun.”

      He pointed at another bucket and asked, “Want to make a friendly wager?”

      “What would that be?”

      “If I find more crystals then you have to kiss me.”

      Hello! I’d do that anyway.

      Blushing, I asked, “And what do I get when I find more than you?”

      “What do you want?”

      That was a loaded question. I thought about it and then smiled.

      “If I win then you have to play the harp for me.”

      His face fell and I realized I’d insulted him. I closed the distance between us and put my hand on his arm.

      “Hey now… don’t look like that. I’m not being mean. You were so talented. I remember one of the band concerts where you had a solo and it took my breath away.”

      I wasn’t lying, either. I’d just never realized it was him before now.

      “I haven’t played in years, so you might want to pick something else.”

      He took a few steps away from me and rubbed his forearm. I’d insulted him without meaning to. This wouldn’t do.

      “Okay. When I win, you have to dance with me, but not any dance.” I wiggled my eyebrows. “I want to dirty dance.”

      He stared at me and then held out his hand.

      “Deal.”

      I closed the distance between us and shook his hand back.

      “Deal. And I’ll expect to see your Swayze moves.”

      He set the timer on his phone and we each began looking for crystals. Each time I found one I let out a squeal of excitement, not caring if he knew. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had this much fun.
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      Emma made an adorable sound as she found another crystal. Damn, she was cute. And sexy. But I’d always known that. She’d taken my breath away when we were teens and now…  I shook my head, trying to clear it and picked up another handful of dirt. Taking her here hadn’t been part of the plan. This was my safety spot and yet I’d brought her here without a second thought.

      As a child this spot had been the one place my old man seemed to miss when he was in a drunken stupor looking for someone to scrap with. So I hid here, looking for crystals and playing with other kids who were visiting from the City. I shook my head, trying to push the memory away. Those were different times and I was a different person now.

      The alarm on my phone went off and I said, “Time’s up. Let’s see what you got.”

      She sauntered over to me, obviously feeling very sure of herself. The moonlight made her dark blonde hair shine and I had to resist running my hands through it. She held up her findings proudly.

      “Eight.”

      My lips quirked. “Well, damn.”

      “How many did you get?

      I held out my hand. “Nine.”

      “No way!”

      She pointed her flashlight on my hand and I laughed.

      “Don’t believe me? I’m wounded.”

      “For all I know you cheated…”

      She was teasing me, but I didn’t mind. I dropped the crystals onto the ground and pulled her toward me.

      “Time to pay up.”

      Her eyes grew round and I wondered if I was pushing my luck.

      “That is… if you want to.”

      The look on her face softened and she nodded. She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me in for the kiss. I loved how she melted against me and I held her close. Damn, she was a good kisser. My hand moved lower to her butt and cupped it. She responded by nipping my lip.

      “Thank you for bring me out here,” she said as she gazed up at me, making me feel breathless.

      “I should be thanking you.”

      “Me? Why?”

      I sighed, “For getting my mind off work. It’s been pretty stressful this past week.”

      I wondered if she would take the bait. I was positive she knew more than she was letting on and all I needed was for her to slip up once.

      “I can imagine. Have you had any more leads?”

      I wasn’t going to tell her the truth. Instead, I said, “A few.”

      “Oh.”

      Her eyes were alert and she fidgeted with a piece of her hair. It was killing her to not ask more questions. I thought about baiting her some more when she pressed against me and kissed me again. Damn. I kissed her until I felt dizzy and then pulled away. This was dangerous. It wouldn’t do either one of us any good if things went too far.

      “We should leave. It’s getting late.”

      Her eyes widened and she nodded.

      “You’re right. I’m sure you have somewhere else to be. What do we do with the crystals?”

      Did she think I was blowing her off? Shit. She was blinking away tears.

      “Emma…”

      “It’s fine, Jasper. I’m starting to get cold.”

      I answered her first question by saying, “I usually leave the crystals behind so others can find them.”

      Nodding, she tossed all the crystals but one onto the ground. Without saying a word she walked toward the motorcycle, making me feel like the biggest asshole in the world. Well… that’s not how I intended the night to end.
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      I blinked away the tears that were threatening to spill. Kissing him had been a mistake, but I’d gotten caught up in the moment. And now he was acting weird. I tucked the first crystal I’d found in the little pocket of my sundress and waited for him to get on the bike and start it.

      He was silent as he waited for me to get on behind him. I hadn’t been lying when I said I was cold. I’d left my stupid sweater in the car and now had to suffer through another ride on his motorcycle. He pulled onto the road and I shivered as the cool air whipped around us. His body was radiating heat and I hugged him, tying to warm.

      We sped down the road and I wondered if he was hurrying so he could get rid of me. When we pulled up to the bed and breakfast, he killed the engine and got off.

      “Come here, sweets,” he said as he helped me down.

      He pulled me against his chest, rubbing my arms.

      “Sorry I got weird back there,” he said.

      I glanced up at him; glad he was addressing what happened.

      “Yeah, I was wondering.”

      “It’s just… you’re too much of a distraction. Even right now all I want to do is kiss you. Or worse.”

      Worse? Now that sounded intriguing. But it was also dangerous to play games because I was attracted to him.

      I said, “We’re both adults, Jasper. I don’t think kissing is going to be the end of the world. And we can stop before anything else happens.”

      It sounded good in theory, at least.

      “You have more confidence than me, lady,” he said with a grin.

      “I always tell my students you never know unless you try.”

      He made a sound in the back of his throat and then nodded.

      “Okay.”

      He lowered his head and caught my lips with his own. His tongue moved in my mouth until I was sure he was memorizing my taste. My stomach tingled and I couldn’t help but moan. When we pulled away we were both panting. Holy shit. Over his shoulder I noticed a curtain on the second floor moving.

      “I think someone was watching us,” I said.

      Jasper glanced over his shoulder and replied, “It’s probably your friend. She’s always sticking her nose in my business.”

      “Occupational hazard?”

      He shook his head. “No. I get the feeling she’s been told to watch me and I don’t like it.”

      And my father was the one who’d probably given that order.

      “Well, if it makes you feel better, we’re not really friends. More like acquaintances.”

      “That does make me feel better,” he admitted. He rubbed my arms and grinned. “On the plus side you’re not shivering anymore.”

      “After that kiss it’s no surprise.”

      “Oh?”

      I pressed against him and said in a husky tone, “That kiss, Special Agent, was toe-curling good.”

      So good, in fact, that I was tingling in places that made me crave much more than just a kiss.

      He grunted. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      He was about to say something else when his cell phone rang

      Glancing at the screen he said, “Shit, I have to take this.”

      I nodded and he took a few steps away from me.

      “Brooks here. Yes, sir. No, I had it on silent while I was watching a movie.” He winked at me as he listened to whoever was on the line. “Yes, I can do that. Tonight? Yes, I’ll get it done. Thank you for the tip.”

      He ended the call and put his phone back into his pocket.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Just a tip I need to follow up on.”

      “Oh?”

      He wrapped his arms back around me and said, “One of the surveillance planes spotted a brewing site. I’m going to check it out.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Was it Dimp’s site?

      “Should you go in the dark?” At his look I went on, “It’s dangerous out there.”

      “Luckily I know that area pretty well. It’s not far from where we just came from at the crystal field.”

      I blew out the breath I was holding. Jasper took notice, but I flashed him my come-hither smile.

      He gazed down at me and said, “I don’t want this date to end.”

      “Me neither.”

      I meant, it too. Jasper Brooks might be trouble, but he was also a lot of fun to be around.

      “Maybe we can meet up tomorrow and look for more mushrooms?”

      Tomorrow wouldn’t work, so I said, “It’s supposed to rain tomorrow. What about the next day?”

      He kissed the tip of my nose. “It’s a date. Want me to pick you up?”

      “Yes, but bring your truck.”

      “Not a fan of the bike?”

      I chuckled. “Afraid not.”

      “Okay, I’ll bring the truck if you bring us another picnic.”

      “Deal.”

      We stared at each other, neither moving.

      Laughing, he asked, “You want to come up?”

      I glanced at the B&B. I wanted to… but I also needed to meet the boys at the site.

      “I promise I won’t bite.”

      “Now where’s the fun in that?” I teased. Then I said, “I should get going. My aunt will worry and is liable to send the whole gang out to look for me, including my very pregnant cousin.”

      “I bet that’s nice. No one would look for me if I was late.”

      He was smiling, but his eyes were so sad.

      “I’d look for you.”

      He leaned down and kissed me again. “Thank you for a great night.”

      I took his hint and took a step back. Our night was over and I didn’t want to push him. Plus, I might do something crazy, like go up to his room, if I hung around much longer. And even though that sounded like a great idea I also knew it would only lead to trouble.

      “See you in a few days,” I said with a wave of my hand as I went to my car.

      He stood outside as I drove away and I couldn’t help but to look in the mirror a few times. Guilt was seeping throughout my body and I didn’t like it. Turning up the radio I sang along with Blake Shelton as I drove.

      When I pulled into the driveway, I was surprised to see Ezra’s motorcycle. I parked and went into the house. Ezra was standing in the kitchen glaring at Dimp, who was sitting at the table eating a sandwich.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Ezra pushed past me and went outside.

      Dimp licked some mayo from his finger and asked, “How’d the date go?”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I retorted.

      “Everything is fine. Ezra just needs to remember that I’m not dead yet.”

      I cringed. I hated hearing him say that.

      He went on, “You should change. You can tell me about the date while we drive out to the site.”

      “You’re going?”

      “Hoot, go change.”

      I went to my room and threw on jeans and a t-shirt. I also grabbed my boots, deciding I didn’t want my feet to freeze. When I got back to the kitchen Dimp handed me a jacket. It smelled like him, like cigar smoke and apples, and I inhaled deeply as I slipped it on.

      We went outside where Ezra was waiting. He opened my door, but was silent. When we were all in the truck, Ezra took off causing gravel to spit from his tires. He was trying to piss Dimp off, but Dimp ignored him.

      My father turned to me and asked, “How was the date? You were out longer than I thought you’d be.”

      My face warmed as I thought about Jasper’s lips against mine.

      I cleared my throat and answered, “It went good. He’s a really nice guy.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ezra questioned.

      “What do you mean what does it mean? He’s nice. That’s all.”

      I hated that I sounded defensive.

      Dimp asked, “Did you find out anything from him?”

      I bit my lip. If I told him what Jasper had told me then I was betraying Jasper’s trust. If I didn’t, then my father might get busted, which would also mean that I was busted as well.

      “He got a tip while we were together from a surveillance airplane about a site. He was going to check it out. It’s not ours, though. It was southwest of town, by some field where people look for crystals.” I paused, trying to phrase the next part without giving myself away. “He also thinks Darla at the B&B is watching him.”

      Dimp frowned, causing the wrinkles in his face to deepen.

      “She’s a nosy thing. Probably has the hots for him.”

      “So you’re not having her watch him?”

      Because she was most definitely spying through the curtains while we made out…

      “No. I just asked her to find out his routine so we could get you in front of him. That was it.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but Ezra cut me off, “We’re almost there. Hold on.”

      He drove off the main road, but didn’t slow down causing us to bounce around. I grasped the oh-shit handle, which didn’t help much. Ezra slammed on the brakes, stopping a few inches from Abel’s truck. He hopped out and took off without waiting on us.

      “He’s acting like a baby,” I grumbled.

      Dimp was silent, but glared at Ezra, who was already going into the woods. I wondered if it had anything to do with my date with Jasper. Dimp shook his head and followed Ezra. I was right behind my father in case he needed my help, which of course he didn’t.

      “Damn it, Hoot. Stop hovering,” he said as we got to the site.

      Finn stood over the large boiling pot, stirring the mash while Abel watched. Today he wore a green hat that made his red hair stand out. I couldn’t help but grin - my leprechaun. Ezra sat in a chair and already had a beer in his hand.

      “Did you add the apples?” Dimp asked Abel.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I told you to wait for me to get here!” Dimp yelled, causing everyone to jump. He peered into the pot. “You’ll be lucky if we can save this! Ezra, get off your ass and hand me some sugar. Hoot, I’m going to need the heat turned up. Abel, we need water.”

      Everyone jumped to do Dimp’s bidding. Finn stayed in place, slowly stirring the mash. He probably had the most difficult job out of us all. If he stirred too fast the mash was ruined. If he went too slowly then it would burn.

      “Easy Finn,” Dimp said as he poured sugar into the pot. To me he said, “I need it heated up a few notches.”

      Growing up I was one of the few people that had been allowed to mess with the temperature of the pots. In retrospect it was pretty reckless of my father to let me do it because if the pot got too hot then it would blow and I would be dead.

      I got on my hands and knees and slowly turned up the heat. The propane tanks hissed as they released more gas and the fire made the bottom of the pots glow red.

      “Stop. That’s good.”

      I stood and watched as my father added water and told Finn to stir. Finally Dimp nodded.

      “I think we’ve got it.”

      Abel and Finn both let out whoops of joy and I found myself grinning.

      “We’ll let it cook on this temperature for a while and then turn it down before we leave. With any luck we’ll have the mash ready without any puke.”

      I’d always hated that term growing up. Puke meant the pots would boil over. It just sounded gross.

      Ezra said, “Well, I’m going to head out if you don’t need me.”

      “Nope. We won’t need you until it’s time to run the batches.”

      That was a pretty big dismissal. Ezra muttered something under his breath and walked off.

      “I think I’m going to head out, too,” Finn said. “My arms are killing me.”

      He gave me a wink and my cheeks heated.

      Dimp glanced at Abel. “You can go, too. Just leave the keys to your truck.”

      Abel grinned and tossed the keys to Dimp. When they were gone, Dimp turned to me.

      “Now I’m going to show you the secret behind my moonshine.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a jalapeno pepper. He dropped it into the pot and stirred it around. I’m not sure why I felt letdown at seeing the secret ingredient.

      “We’ll need to fish that out before we run the mash through the thumper,” he said.

      “So you’re telling me that your big secret is one little pepper?”

      My father’s moonshine was legendary, so it was hard to believe one pepper was the key to his success. He shrugged.

      “No one said it was magic, Hoot.”

      “How did you even discover it?”

      “Never hurts to experiment.”

      I shook my head, but could feel a smile spreading across my face.

      “You know kids used to take bets on what the secret ingredient was in high school. Chocolate was a popular theory.”

      “Chocolate only works if you’re making peach moonshine.”

      “Really?”

      “Yup.” He put his arm around my shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ve been writing everything down. There’s a notebook in my safe with all my other recipes. So when I’m dead you’ll know what to do.”

      He reached down and turned the flame beneath the pot down to a low simmer.

      “Let’s go, Hoot. These old bones are getting tired.”

      This time he let me help him as we made our way to the truck. I hated the sense of dread I felt – like this was one of the last moments we’d ever have together.

      

      When we got home I was surprised to see Ezra on our front porch. Dimp walked past him, not saying a word. I sat in the chair next to him.

      “Have a good time on your date?”

      “Are you jealous, Ezra?”

      He ran his fingers through his hair. “I think I might be.”

      “There’s no need to be jealous.”

      He stared into my eyes. “Want to take a walk?”

      It was late, but I wasn’t ready to call it a night. Nodding, I stood and took his hand into mine. He led me past the house, toward the creek that ran the line of our property. I knew right away where he was taking me.

      When we got to the old treehouse, I let out a laugh. “I can’t believe it hasn’t fallen down.”

      He replied, “We were going to tear it down, but then Jenny started popping out babies. Thought it might be a fun place for them to hang out. There are a lot of good memories here.”

      I asked, “Is it safe to go up?”

      He nodded, so I climbed the wooden planks high into the tree. Unlatching the door, I moved it aside before climbing in. Time had stood still here. Photos hung on the wall of Jenny, me, and the boys. The floral curtains I’d hung blew in the wind, faded from years in the sun. The only thing that was new was the wood on the floor.

      “It’s just like I remembered,” I said with a smile.

      He grinned back at me. “Had to keep it authentic.”

      Sitting, I asked, “Were you really jealous of my date or is there something else going on?”

      He sighed. “No, I was jealous.”

      “Why?”

      He smiled. “I thought it was kind of obvious. It’s because I have the hots for you, Webb. I have for years. But, for some reason you keep going to all of my brothers and not me.”

      My skin flushed. “I always thought you were just joking around.”

      “My hard-ons would beg to differ.”

      That made me snort. “Always a way with words.”

      He pointed to his pants. “Look. Tell my cock that it doesn’t like you.”

      Sure enough, there was a bulge in his pants. A very big one.

      I said, “Jeez, Ezra! You’re going to poke someone’s eye out with that thing.”

      He grinned. “I’d like to poke something else instead.”

      I’m not sure how it happened. One minute I was sitting next to him in the treehouse. The next, I was straddling his lap.

      “You looked hot in that dress tonight,” he said, nibbling on my lip. “If I gone on that date I would have reached between your legs while we watched the movie.”

      “And gotten us tossed into jail.”

      He grinned. “Would have been worth it.”

      Reaching between us, he unbuttoned my jeans, pulling them down. The cool air felt good against my heated skin.

      “I would have put a blanket over our laps. When the movie started, I would have made little patterns on your thigh until you were aroused. Are you wet now?”

      I nodded.

      “Good. Then, I would have ran my fingers through your pussy lips.”

      He did just that and air hissed through my teeth.

      “Then I would have flicked your clit.”

      I moaned as he flicked and then rubbed my clit.

      “When no one was looking, I would have slid a finger inside you, fucking you with all those people around us.”

      He worked my pussy with his finger, adding two more digits, until I was rocking against him.

      “Ezra! I’m so close.”

      He kissed me. “Do you want to cum like this or cum on my cock?”

      “Do you have a condom?”

      He nodded.

      “On your cock.”

      Grinning, he pulled his fingers out, licking them clean, before reaching into his pocket. I unbuttoned his pants while he ripped the condom wrapper open. When he had it on, he positioned himself and I settled onto his cock. We both moaned.

      “Fuck. You’re so tight.”

      I replied, “It’s because your cock is so big.”

      He grinned. “Bigger than Finn’s?”

      My eyes widened as he lifted his hips, thrusting into me.

      “You – you know about that?”

      “He was on cloud nine when he got home. Figured there were only a few reasons to put a smile like that on his face.”

      He thrust again and I moaned.

      “Are you okay with it?”

      His hands went to my hips. “You belong to us, Em. Finn. Cain. And me. So, yes, I’m okay with it. I’m not okay with some outsider trying to claim you.”

      He began thrusting and all I could do was hold onto his shoulders while he fucked me. My orgasm built and I cried out as I came. He was right behind me, cumming so hard that it made me orgasm again.

      Still straddling him, I asked, “Have you shared a woman before?”

      “No. You’re the only one.”

      That made me feel better.

      “Good.”

      “Good,” he echoed back.

      Yawning, I said, “I better head home. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”

      We climbed from the treehouse. Hand in hand, we walked home.

      He kissed me. “Night, Em.”

      Somehow, I knew that my life was changing. Would I really be able to leave Finn, Ezra, and Abel to go back to the City?
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      “What are your plans today?” Momma asked as I sat at the table.

      I couldn’t help but to reach out and hug her.

      “I was thinking about running into town. Do you need anything?”

      “Get me some popcorn. The stuff we have in the cabinet is stale and I want to make popcorn balls.”

      God, when was the last time I’d had her popcorn balls? I nodded and took a bite of toast. Dimp said there wouldn’t be anything to do until the evening, but I couldn’t just sit and do nothing. I finished the toast and stood.

      “Tell Aunt Ruby I’m borrowing the car.”

      Dimp met me on the porch and tossed me a key.

      “Take the Hellcat. The rain’s already moved through so the roads should be dry.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded and I went to get his car before he changed his mind. The engine purred to life and I tried not to speed off. When I was on the paved road, I let it loose. Rolling down the window, I let my hand ride on the waves of the wind. This – this right here was what life was about.

      A black truck turned onto the road behind me and a moment later a red light flashed. Shit. I pulled the car over, but when I saw who got out I couldn’t help but grin.

      “Special Agent.”

      “Ms. Webb,” he answered wryly. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Laughing, I said, “Drop your truck off at the B&B and come to town with me. You’ll understand my need for speed.”

      He grinned, but nodded. “Okay.”

      He jogged back to his truck and we made our way to the bed and breakfast. Once there he parked and came over to my car. He got in the passenger seat and buckled his seatbelt.

      “Don’t trust me?” I teased as we left.

      He shook his head. “It’s not that. My mom died in a car crash.”

      “Jasper, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s not your fault.” Then he said, “Show me what this baby can do.”

      I still felt bad, but I could also see he wanted to change the subject. Pressing my foot on the gas pedal the car came to life and roared down the road.

      “Damn! You weren’t kidding!”

      I slowed down since we were getting closer to town and replied, “I know! I’m not a car person, but this car – she does things to me.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      I glanced at him to find him watching me. My cheeks warmed and I tried to act normal.

      “I just need to run by the store to get some popcorn.” At his look I went on, “Momma wants to make popcorn balls.”

      I pulled into a parking spot and we got out.

      “She used to make them for the school carnivals, right?”

      “Yes, you’re right. I forgotten she used to do that!”

      I couldn’t believe he remembered. He took me by the hand and we went into the store.

      “I used to look forward to it. She was a great cook.”

      “Jasper how is it that we never hung out?”

      He shrugged. “I was older than you and played the harp. I think that explains it all.”

      “I would have hung out with you-”

      “Oh my god. Emma Webb is that really you?”

      I turned to find a woman with dark hair coming toward me with her arms open. Another decoy from Dimp or someone I really knew?

      The woman turned to Jasper and said, “And look at you, Jasper. You sure turned your looks around.”

      Wow! Rude much!

      Jasper’s lips were thin as he smiled. “Nice to see you, Virginia.”

      I still had no idea who this woman was, but she obviously knew us.

      “Virginia is my step-sister,” he explained.

      And if his tone was any indication, he wasn’t happy at the notion.

      She laughed and said, “I hate when you tell people that. It makes me sound like I’m the evil step-sibling or something.” To me she said, “Darla told me the two of you had taken off together and I was hoping to see you.”

      So she knew Darla. Did that mean she would be reporting back to Dimp? He already knew where I was…

      Jasper tugged on my hand and said, “Sorry Virginia, we have to go. Emma’s mom is waiting on us.”

      We made our way to the aisle where the popcorn kernels were and I picked out two bags.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be.”

      He sighed. “I think my old man sent her to see what I was up to.”

      That made two of us with meddling fathers then.

      “Does he still live around here?”

      I vaguely remembered hearing his father lived on the reservation, but I didn’t want to be rude and ask.

      “Yeah, he lives out on the res.”

      As we walked around the store I grabbed a few more items, just in case.

      “Did you grow up there?”

      “Yeah.”

      Uh oh. Were we back to Mr. Short Answers? I hoped not.

      “It was pretty awful as a kid. When my father remarried it just got worse. Virginia was the opposite of me and my old man didn’t understand why I wasn’t popular. You know, he was the quarterback when he was in high school and my mom was a cheerleader.”

      “That must have been tough.”

      “Yeah.” He shrugged. “At least I had my music.”

      “That’s how I felt about drama class. It was a way to escape.”

      He questioned, “What were you escaping?”

      “We were looked at as white trash. Sometimes it was hard.”

      I didn’t mention that I also liked to escape my moonshine making family.

      “Seems like we had a lot in common.”

      I smiled up at him as we reached the checkout counter. I reached for my wallet, but he stopped me.

      “Let me pay.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “Oh, I’m not entirely selfless here. I’m expecting a popcorn ball out of this.”

      Laughing, I replied, “Deal.”

      He paid and carried the sack outside.

      “Do you want to drive?”

      His eyes widened. “Sure.”

      I tossed him the key and went around to the passenger’s side. He started the car and backed out of the parking spot.

      “Let’s take the long way,” I suggested.

      He was more than willing to oblige. When we got out of town he let the Hellcat go.

      “Holy fuck, this is amazing.”

      His eyes were bright with excitement and he gipped the steering wheel so hard that veins popped out in his arms. Warmth began to spread throughout my lower stomach. So sexy…

      “I have to admit, Agent Brooks – you look pretty damn hot driving this car.”

      He glanced at me and asked, “Why Ms. Webb – do cars turn you on?”

      They did – always had.

      I leaned over and nipped his earlobe. “Only when sexy men are driving them.”

      “Oh? Tell me more…”

      Goosebumps rose on his skin and I couldn’t help but to nip him again. He made a sound in the back of his throat and I trailed kisses down the side of his neck. When I reached the collar of his shirt I blew cool air against his skin and made my way back up again.

      At the same time I teased his neck I moved my hand to his crotch. I wasn’t sure where this boldness was coming from, but since he wasn’t stopping me I was going to keep exploring. I rubbed his erection that was steadily getting bigger.

      He took a corner a little too sharp and my breasts brushed against his arm.

      “Emma…”

      “I can stop if you’d like?”

      When he didn’t object I continued to tease him. I unbuttoned his jeans and undid the zipper. His cock pressed up against his boxers and I caressed him through the thin material. My-oh-my. Jasper was definitely blessed in this area.

      I slipped my hand inside the opening and grasped him. He groaned at the same time his hips bucked. We took another turn and I began to pump him slowly, knowing it was driving him crazy.

      “Do you like this?” I asked as I nuzzled his neck.

      “Hell yeah.”

      He said something incoherently and I licked his neck.

      “I could climb into your lap right now, you know? Ride you while we take these turns.”

      “Fuck.” His hips bucked again.

      “Or I could suck you off…”

      “Emma…” he said my name like a prayer.

      I smiled against his neck and then nipped his earlobe. The next stretch of road was straight for a while and I was going to take advantage of it. I began pumping him, increasing the rate. His breath became erratic and it was so sexy.

      Unbuckling, I leaned over so that my face was above his crotch. His eyes darted from the road back to me. With a wink, I lowered my head, inhaling his scent. I freed his cock from his boxers and closed my mouth around the tip.

      Salty flavor burst across my tongue and I moaned. He even tasted good. I sucked the tip and then opened my mouth, taking more of him in. His hand threaded through my hair, urging me on. I moved my head back and forth and his hips thrust. I licked and sucked until he cried out. His body quivered right before he came and I swallowed every last drop.

      When he stopped shaking, I slowly pulled my head back and put his semi-erect cock back into his boxers.

      “Holy shit. Emma… that was… Wow.”

      I grinned and sat up, buckling my seatbelt.

      “I told you this car turned me on.”

      Beads of sweat dotted his forehead and his skin was flushed.

      “Are you wet?”

      I nodded.

      “Let me see.”

      I was unbuttoning my jeans before he stopped talking. I took his hand and slid it into my panties. He cupped me and ran his finger into my slick opening.

      “Fuck.” It came out as a growl.

      “Yes, please.”

      He was already pulling off the road, putting the car into park. I unbuckled and pulled his face down for a kiss. Our tongues clashed together, our hot breath making the windows fog. It felt like madness, but it also felt so right.

      I climbed onto his lap and when I straddled him, I could feel that he was ready to go again. I rubbed against him and he cupped my ass, pulling me closer. We ground against each other; dry humping until we were both panting.

      “Do you have a condom?”

      He met my gaze and shook his head.

      “Shit. No. I wasn’t planning on this happening.”

      I groaned. He rubbed his forehead against mine and I knew the moment was over.

      He kissed me and whispered, “Next time.”

      I nodded and climbed off his lap, feeling let down.

      “We better get back to town. My mom will be wondering where I’m at.”

      He was silent as we drove back to town and I fought back tears of frustration. When we reached the B&B we both got out.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      Right. Our mushroom hunting date.

      “Yes.”

      He started to lean down, but stopped. My stomach dropped. Was he pulling away?

      “See you tomorrow, Emma.”

      Without another word he walked away from me and went into the B&B. Groaning, I got into the car and left. I didn’t want anyone to see me and tell Dimp.
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      Walking up the stairs to my room was hell, but I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. I was still hard from my encounter with Emma. God damn that had been a surprise. She’d been right. The car was a huge turn on. And she was so sexy. But I needed to get out of there before I threw her over my shoulder and carried her to my bed like a caveman.

      I was almost to my room when Darla called out, “Agent Brooks are you okay? You’re limping.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “I’m fine.”

      In my room, I went to my computer and logged on. Nothing from Ortega, but that wasn’t a bad thing. I opened the case file and typed a few notes before turning the computer off. Fuck. I couldn’t seem to focus. My date with Emma couldn’t get there soon enough.

      Grabbing my keys, I went downstairs. There were a few items I needed to pick up before the date. Like condoms. I grinned. Better get a few boxes, just to be safe.
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      Grabbing the box of extra-large condoms, I tossed them into my basket, ignoring the glance from a woman browsing toothpastes. Better be safe than sorry. Turning I ran smack into Jasper. He looked down at my basket and grinned.

      “Great minds think alike,” he said.

      My heart skipped and I laughed. He pulled the box I’d picked out and replaced it with another kind. Ribbed for his and her pleasure. Oh my. He winked and grabbed a couple of boxes. The woman next to us covered a laugh with a cough and moved on to the next aisle.

      “Is this all that brought you to town, Agent Brooks?”

      He nodded and my world titled a little.

      “Me too,” I confessed. “I’m not sure where I’m going to keep these. My father can be very nosy.”

      “This feels a lot like high school,” Jasper said with a grin.

      We both chuckled. After I’d left the B&B I’d gone back into town. I was still too wound up from to go home and I didn’t want to face any questioning from anyone. Especially about Jasper. No when all I could think about was his dick in my mouth or how I wanted more from him than a make-out session in a car.

      We reached the checkout line and the same clerk who’d rung up my previous purchase raised her eyebrows before scanning my item.

      Jasper tossed his boxes on the counter and said, “These are together.”

      The woman shook her head and scanned the other two boxes of condoms. As before, Jasper paid for them. He took me by the hand and we went outside. I was giggling before we reached my car.

      “Oh my god. There’s no telling what she’s thinking. We just bought three boxes of condoms.”

      I was laughing so hard that tears leaked from my eyes. He laughed, too, and I loved the deep sound.

      “She’s probably wondering if we’re going to make it home.”

      I replied, “Or she’s calling someone at the beauty shop to tell them what she just witnessed.”

      “The beauty shop? Do people really do that?”

      The wind blew his dark hair and I was momentarily distracted. God, he was so handsome.

      Blinking, I said, “Oh for sure. The beauty shop is like the central hub for gossip amongst women. I’m sure it’s the same way at the bar for men.”

      “Nice theory, Ms. Webb.” He stared at me for a moment and said, “I really like what happened earlier, but I don’t want you to feel pressured to do anything.”

      His words warmed my heart, but I didn’t want him to think I had any regrets. Because I didn’t. I took a step forward so we were almost touching and shook the sack in my hand.

      “I think it’s pretty obvious I liked it as well. In fact I wished more would’ve happened.” I lowered my voice and said, “I’m not usually so forward, but there’s just something about you…”

      Something that scared me a little – I was so attracted to him, but it felt so damn right. The forbidden aspect certainly didn’t hurt the lust either.

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      We both grinned stupidly at each other. I was debating asking if he wanted to finish what we’d started when an old Ford truck drove by and honked its horn, startling me.

      “Someone you know?” Jasper asked as he watched the truck turn into the bar.

      I glanced over my shoulder and realized it was Finn. My cheeks flushed and I felt like I’d just been caught doing something wrong.

      “It’s Finn. He owns the bar.”

      “I think I remember him from school. He has three brothers, right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      Jasper raised an eyebrow. “Why do I get the feeling he wants to kick my ass?”

      Finn leaned against his truck, arms crossed. Uh oh. I glanced at my watch. Shit. I was late.

      Taking a step back I said, “I’d better go see what’s up. My momma has been having spells lately…”

      Ugh. Using my mom as an excuse was low, but I couldn’t exactly tell him what my true reason for leaving was. Jasper still hadn’t taken his eyes from Finn.

      “Sure. I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”

      Without thinking I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him in for a kiss. He resisted for a moment, but soon kissed me back.

      “Yes. Tomorrow.” I whispered against his lips.

      He smiled down at me and said, “Better leave your sack with me. I’d hate for your friend to see what’s in there and then try to kick my ass.”

      I laughed, feeling better.

      “Good idea.” I handed him the sack and kissed him again. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Jasper tucked the sack under his arm and went to his truck. I waved as he pulled out and took off. When I was sure he was gone I crossed the street and went to Finn, who waited.

      “Dang Em. You’ve got him eating out of your hand.”

      I moistened my lips with my tongue. “It’s not what you think-”

      He leaned forward, kissing me. “I don’t care, Em. As long as I can call you mine, I’m cool with whatever you’re doing with the special agent.”

      I wasn’t ready to talk about this because it was all too new. Jasper. Ezra. Him. Everything.

      Instead, I asked, “What are you doing here? Did Dimp send you?”

      He gave me a wary look. “Someone tampered with the site. The entire batch was ruined.”

      “What?” I exclaimed.

      “Yeah, Dimp’s pissed. He sent me into town to see if I knew where the agent was.”

      “It wasn’t Jasper. He’s been with me most of the day.”

      Finn raised an eyebrow and I fidgeted with a string on my shirt, avoiding further eye contact.

      “Well, that’s one person off the list. I’m also supposed to go to the bar and see if Rob has heard anything since I haven’t been at work much.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “No, you need to head home. Your mom is waiting for the popcorn.” He took in breath. “Plus, Dimp isn’t looking too good.”

      I crossed the street without another word and got into the Hellcat. My heart raced as I sped home. What if the stress from discovering the batch had been ruined was too much for his heart? What if I’d missed my last moment seeing my father because I’d been dry humping the man who was trying to put him behind bars?

      Guilt made my eyes water and I was soon crying.

      “Please be okay, Dimp. Please.” I repeated the words like a prayer.
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      I drove around for a bit before going back to the main street. Emma’s car was gone and I was positive there were tire marks on the pavement from where she’d left.

      “Where did she go in such a hurry?” I mused.

      I was starting to feel like there was a conflict of interest where she was concerned. The main conflict was I liked her lips around my dick. A lot.

      I parked next to Finn’s truck in front of an old building with flashy lights in the large windows that faced the street. Emma might have done me a favor by reminding me the bar was a good place to get information. That way I wouldn’t have to ask her directly and feel like I was using her, because I wasn’t, damn it.

      Entering the bar through wooden swinging doors, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dimly lit room. The scent of smoke and alcohol hit my nose reminding me of my old man. I spotted a table along the wall and sat in the wooden chair. Hopefully, I wouldn’t stand out too much over here.

      Emma’s friend, Finn, who was the owner, leaned against the metal bar talking to a man behind the counter. According to the file I’d received on the Webb family, I was looking at Finn Thompson, known moonshiner and long-time neighbor of Emma, and Rob Pratt, Jenny Webb’s boyfriend. The two were talking in low tones, but their body language suggested they were angry.

      Finn slammed his hands on the bar top and stormed out. Rob grabbed his phone and went through a door to what I assumed was an office or storeroom. That was interesting. I waved over a waitress and ordered a beer.

      The short woman walked over, moving her hips in an exaggerated manner.

      She winked. “Haven’t seen you around here before. You new in town?”

      “Just visiting.”

      “Must be nice. People are all the time stopping in here saying the same thing. Always talking about how peaceful it is. But when you live here I guess you don’t appreciate it.”

      “I understand that.”

      She eyed me a moment longer than needed and went to fetch the drink. Glancing around, I checked to see if I recognized anyone else from my files. There were a few minor moonshiners, but no one worth harassing.

      The waitress came back and put the beer in front of me.

      “I’m Taryn, by the way.”

      I shook her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      She pulled the chair across from me out and sat, which was kind of presumptuous, but might help me blend in.

      “Mind if I join you? It’s my break and if Rob sees me working he’ll act like I’m not on one. And god knows I don’t want to be around his cranky ass today.”

      “Sure.” Well this little chatterbox might be the answer to my problems. “Have you worked here long, Taryn?”

      “A couple of years. The pay’s pretty decent and I get to meet a lot of interesting people.”

      Her leg rubbed against mine under the table and I didn’t think it was by accident. It reminded me of the women my old man used to bring home after my mom died. I didn’t like it then and sure as hell didn’t like it now, but this woman might have some information.

      “Oh yeah? Anything interesting going on today?”

      Taryn looked around to make sure no one was listening and leaned forward revealing her very low-cut shirt and large breasts. Obviously, she’d paid good money for them.

      “Well, my boss and Rob, the bartender, are pretty pissed today.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?”

      “Ever have moonshine?”

      “I did at a party once. Wasn’t bad.”

      That wasn’t a lie. At the one party I’d attended in high-school there had been moonshine and I was certain it’d been provided by the Webb family.

      Taryn leaned in even more. “Well, Rob is dating a moonshiner’s niece. I think he’s trying to get in on the business if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh? Sounds like hard work.”

      Hard, illegal work.

      “Yeah, I think it is. Well, apparently someone sabotaged their first batch of the season and they’re pissed. Like really pissed. I guess some FBI agent has been hanging around, but they don’t think it’s him.”

      Obviously, she wasn’t putting two and two together.

      “Wow. That’s the kind of stuff you hear about in the movies.”

      She nodded, causing her breasts to jiggle. “I know, but that’s life around here.”

      “How do they know it wasn’t the FBI agent?”

      Hell, I knew I hadn’t done it, but how did they know?

      “Because the moonshiner’s daughter was with him. I guess she’s supposed to be distracting him or something.”

      My heart slammed against my chest and my gut tightened. Emma was supposed to be distracting me? Was that what our encounter was about earlier or had it been something more?

      “Did the moonshiner put the daughter up to it?”

      I wouldn’t put it past Dimp Webb.

      Taryn shrugged. “I don’t know. My boss was telling Rob he thought the daughter might really like the agent.” She eyed my now empty bottle of beer. “Want another one?”

      “Sure. And bring one for yourself.”

      Taryn smiled and went behind the bar. She came back a moment later with two beers.

      “So how was their batch ruined?” At her look I went on, “I’ve only seen moonshining on television. I don’t know how it works…”

      She smiled. “Don’t feel bad. I don’t know a lot, either. I think someone put sand in the still. Ruined the whole thing. And there’s a lot of people waiting on that first batch.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.” She took a long swig. “Old man Webb is dying so no one knows how many batches he’ll put out this year. The first batch went for triple the normal amount. I heard the sheriff even bought some.”

      That wasn’t news. I’d suspected Sheriff Harrison was involved when he’d warned me to keep my nose out of places it didn’t belong. It was interesting that someone had sabotaged the batch. Clearly people knew that Dimp was dying. So who had the motive to stop him? Another moonshiner?

      “Well if they don’t think it’s the FBI agent then who do they think did it?”

      “My boss thinks it’s old man Stipes.”

      Howard Stipes. Now that was definitely a possibility. Next to Webb, Howard Stipes was the biggest moonshiner in the area. He was sloppy, too, which is why his arrest record was longer than Dimp Webb’s. And he dabbled in illegal drugs, selling and using.

      “Bad blood?”

      “Yeah, they’re like our very own Hatfield’s and McCoy’s.”

      Damn, that was a pretty strong statement, but with moonshine involved it was probably accurate, too.

      “I guess old man Stipes took Webb’s brewing site. To repay the favor Webb is using a spot Stipes used a few years ago.”

      A light bulb clicked. Bingo! That was exactly the kind of lead I needed. I finished off my beer and stood.

      “Taryn, it was nice to talk to you. I better run before my friends wonder where I’ve gone.”

      I threw down three twenties, more than plenty for the beers. Her eyes widened. Gauging by the lack of patrons in the bar it was probably the most she’d make the entire night.

      “Oh, thank you – I didn’t catch your name.”

      Winking, I said, “I’ll see you around.”

      I was dialing Ortega before I got to my truck.

      “I need you to look something up for me. I think we’ve finally got a good lead.”

      Ortega replied, “That’s good news. I was starting to wonder what you were doing down there.”

      The statement made me uncomfortable and Emma’s face crossed my mind.

      “I’m doing whatever it takes.”
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      After talking until my throat was hoarse, I finally got Dimp to calm down. He was devastated about the moonshine loss and went to bed early, claiming he a headache. Momma stood over the stove waiting for the popcorn to finish popping.

      “I hate when he gets like this.”

      I glanced at her and asked, “What do you mean?”

      “He gets so damn worked up over the moonshine. People sabotage each other. People get even. It’s just how it is.”

      “Did he do something to make someone mad?”

      She patted my arm. “It’s hard being on top of the mountain. People are constantly trying to knock you down and sometimes you forget to appreciate the beauty before you.”

      Aunt Ruby came from the living room and sat at the table.

      “The boys will figure out who did it.”

      “And get even,” Momma agreed.

      After getting home I’d found my father and the boys in an uproar. I’d never witnessed them so angry. The failed batch meant we had to start over. It also meant people who were waiting for their moonshine would have to wait longer – which also meant they could go to our competitors if needed.

      And, if the looks on the boys’ faces were any indication, our competitors should be very cautious right now. Once they discovered who was behind it then they would seek revenge.

      “Jenny said we should have enough ingredients in a few days to start over.”

      I hoped that would be enough time for the boys to settle down, especially Abel.

      Momma sighed. “I’m worried Dimp is pushing himself too hard.”

      So was I.

      Aunt Ruby nudged my arm and said, “So I heard you were with the special agent today. How’s that going?”

      My face felt like it was on fire. Great.

      I replied, “It’s going good. He’s very nice. I can’t believe I don’t remember him from school.”

      “Oh, I do. He was in the same grade as Finn. And, much like you and Cain, he was meant to get out of this town. Do you remember your seventh-grade dance?”

      I nodded and cringed at the same time.

      “I believe it was Jasper who bought your corsage.”

      The seventh-grade dance was a milestone dance. No longer a child and not quite a teenager. Each girl had a corsage available for purchase and everyone could see who’s had been bought at a display in front of the main office.

      Jenny’s had been bought within moments of being on sale, but mine hadn’t. In fact, by the day of the dance mine was the only one left. It had been so damn embarrassing, but at the last moment I’d walked by the office and saw that my name was no longer there.

      “How do you know it was him?”

      Aunt Ruby smiled. “I had to pick up one of the boys for getting in trouble because Carolyn couldn’t get off work. While I waited I overheard the secretary telling the principal that yours had been purchased by Jasper Brooks.” She winked at me. “Small world, eh?”

      I didn’t know what to think.

      Momma poked me. “Sounds like reconnecting with him was meant to be.”

      Changing subjects, I said, “I’m probably not going to be around much tomorrow. I’m taking Jasper hunting for mushrooms.”

      Momma grinned at me and I shifted, feeling embarrassed.

      Aunt Ruby frowned. “Honey, just be careful. At the end of the day he is the bad guy.”

      That might be the case in the eyes of my family, but I was the one feeling like a complete jerk for lying to him. So didn’t that make me the bad guy?

      

      The next morning, I called Jasper and told him I’d meet him at the B&B. I didn’t want to risk him running into my father or the boys, who were all still pretty angry. I wore a yellow sundress and brown cowgirl boots, feeling very cute thanks to Jenny, who’d obviously missed her calling as a professional shopper.

      I grabbed some popcorn balls from the kitchen and left quietly. The grass was still wet with dew and I inhaled, trying to calm my nerves. All night I’d thought about Jasper and how he made me feel. I liked him. A lot. And the more we were together the more I wanted to be honest with him, but was it worth it?

      What if he didn’t feel the same way about me? On the other hand, I wasn’t ready to give up Ezra and Finn, either. And how could I even think about betraying my father by telling Jasper the truth?

      I’d hadn’t come up with a solution overnight, but I was determined to at least give whatever this was a chance. Aunt Ruby agreed to let me use her car and I headed to the B&B. Jasper waited for me at his truck. God, he looked so sexy in jeans and plaid shirt. I parked the car and got out.

      “Morning, Ms. Webb.”

      “Good morning, Special Agent.”

      We grinned at each other and I closed the distance between us. He dipped his head and caught my lips for a kiss. It was sweet at first, but soon became as frantic as my heartbeat.

      “Emma,” he said against my lips. “We need to go or I’m going to throw you over my shoulder and take you to my room.”

      Giggling, I pulled away. “Let’s get going then.”

      He opened the door for me and then went around to the driver’s side.

      “Are we going to the same spot as last time?”

      “No. It was pretty bare there. I have another spot in mind, though.”

      Again, no need to be so close to my house where my angry family was. I told him where to go and he drove without assistance. I couldn’t help but to stare at him.

      “Emma…” he growled.

      I giggled. “I can’t help it. You’re just so cute.”

      He shook his head, but was smiling.

      “So I heard there was some trouble at a brewing site yesterday.”

      I hoped my mouth wasn’t hanging open.

      “Jasper, can today just be about the two of us? No work? No brewing sites?”

      His answer was very important because I didn’t think I could spend the day with him with my family hanging over my head.

      He was silent. Finally, he said, “Deal. But just for today.”

      “That’s all I’m asking for.”

      We arrived to the wooded area and parked. He opened the back door and pulled out a small bag for mushrooms. I noticed there was a picnic basket, too.

      He winked. “For later.”

      Hand in hand we walked toward the stream. The leaves were decorating the ground, but there were also mushrooms here and there. Together we picked them until our bag was halfway full. We made small talk, but I kept catching him gazing at me. I was scared to ask what he was thinking.

      “That boulder is pretty awesome,” he said pointing ahead.

      This area was rocky, but he was right – the boulder was awesome. It was shaped like a pear and had moss growing on it. We reached it and I turned to him. He pressed me against the cool stone and kissed me.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that for a while.”

      I grinned. “I’m not complaining.”

      We kissed again until we both panted like teenagers. A tree branch snapped nearby and we both jumped. Loud voices carried on the wind and I cringed. They were talking about moonshine. Jasper crouched and pulled me down with him so we were hidden.

      “I don’t give a shit what happened. You were supposed to put him out of business for good.”

      “Well, we don’t want to hurt him while he’s down.”

      “Yeah, it’s not good form when someone’s dying.”

      “That wasn’t our agreement, you piece of shit.”

      “It was. And if you have a problem then I suggest talking to our boss.”

      “Yeah!”

      The voices were fading, but I had definitely recognized one of the voices as Abel’s! Had Jasper?

      “Stay put. I’m going to follow them,” he said in a low tone.

      “Jasper, no! They might have guns.”

      People tended to shoot first and ask questions later in the middle of the woods.

      “Emma, I’ve got to follow them. Besides, I have a gun, too.”

      He moved stealthy in the direction the voices had went. Why had Abel been out there? I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling I felt. Was he working with someone else? Was that why our first batch had been ruined? It didn’t make any sense when he had a lot to gain from our first batch…

      Jasper came back shaking his head.

      “Ironically, I stepped on a branch and they heard me and took off. I just don’t know these woods well enough to chase after them.”

      I did, but I wasn’t about to point that out.

      “We’d better get out of here.” He added, “I’m sorry we couldn’t look for more mushrooms.”

      I smiled. “It’s okay. It was nice just getting to spend time with you.”

      And it had, dammit. I was digging my own grave with each moment that I spent with Jasper.

      “Emma?”

      He looked down at me and I wanted to tell him everything. But I couldn’t. I took his hand into mine.

      “I’m just tired.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “Lucky for you I have a very comfortable bed at the B&B.”

      I knew he was joking, but I didn’t mind. And I couldn’t deny the flutter in my stomach.

      “I might take you up on that.

      “Good.”

      He squeezed my hand as we walked back to his truck. He opened my door before going around to the driver’s side. I wasn’t ready for our day to end and I most definitely didn’t want to go to the bed and breakfast where Darla might be nosing around.

      Turning to him, I said, “You showed me one of your special places the other night. Want to see mine?”

      “Sure.”

      I told him where to drive and he didn’t question me. As we drove I found the blanket that we’d used on our movie date from the backseat, thankful he’d left it in the truck. He glanced at it, but didn’t say anything.

      When we arrived to the spot I told him to park under a large oak tree. We got out of the truck and he grabbed the picnic basket. I took him by the hand, leading him into the wooded area.

      “Is there the part where you take me to the woods and kill me or put me in a hole,” he asked, echoing my own words from the other day.

      I laughed. “Yup.”

      Even though it was fall, this part of the woods was always dense with vines and shrubbery. I’d been this way so many times that there was a small trail in the soil. I liked to think that deer used it, too, in my absence, keeping the trail visible.

      We finally reached the spot and. I pulled some vines down so I could duck under a tree branch. Jasper was right behind me. When we got to the other side of the clearing Jasper whistled.

      “Damn.”

      “I know. It’s like a Disney movie, right?”

      He nodded, looking around. The circle clearing really did look like something out of a movie. The ground was covered in a moss that was squishy to the touch. Tall trees formed the large circle and green vines made a curtain around the trees.

      I spread the blanket on the ground and sat, patting a spot next to me. Jasper sat next to me and sighed.

      “How did you find this place?”

      I laughed. “I discovered it when I ran away from home when I was ten. My momma was trying to make me wear a bra and I was hell-bent against it.”

      “You had a bra at ten? I don’t remember girls in my class getting breasts until we were in middle school.”

      “Yeah. My boobs came early.”

      He chuckled. “So you ran away and ended up here?”

      “Yeah. I ended up camping here for a week before I finally caved and went home.”

      “A week! How did you find food?”

      “My father followed me and when I went to bed the first night he went back home and told my momma where I was. When I got up the next day there was an extra blanket and breakfast waiting for me. They left me a meal three times a day for an entire week until I got homesick enough that I went back.”

      I’d been so angry with my momma for trying to make me wear a bra. It was uncomfortable and made my boobs stand out more. But what it really boiled to was people already pointed and talked about me because of Dimp’s profession and I couldn’t stand giving them something else to talk about.

      So, I’d packed up some clothes, a tent, and a few books and left. Food and water didn’t even cross my mind. After I put my tent up that first night, I laid awake listening to the sounds of the night, trying not to cry. The next morning the scent of bacon woke me up and I almost forgot where I was until I opened my eyes. When I saw the food and blanket, I’d been angry that they followed me. But by lunch I was thankful.

      I almost went back home the second night, but I also kind of liked being out there in my own private haven. Plus, I knew I was being watched and that put my mind to ease.

      By the end of the week I missed my family, so I packed up my tent and went home. When I walked in the house I went right to my room and put the stupid bra on. No one ever mentioned it again, but I would often go back to that spot when I needed time to myself.

      “That’s pretty awesome.”

      “I think so, too.”

      I stretched out and he did the same.

      “I bet the sky looks amazing at night from here.”

      “It does.”

      He asked, “Want to stay out here until dark so I can see for myself?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma

      

      

      My heart fluttered. He wanted to stay with me until dark?

      “Don’t you have big FBI work to be doing?” I teased.

      “Nah. I’m good right now.”

      “Me too.”

      There wasn’t anywhere else I’d rather be. Jasper kicked his boots off and stretched out. I watched him for the moment and then did the same. The earth was so soft beneath us and the blanket offered some warmth. I sighed in content.

      Jasper titled his head my way. “So… you had boobs early?”

      Laughing, I replied, “Yeah.”

      He rolled to his side.

      “How do they compare now?”

      “I’d say they’re still bigger than average, but I’m partial to them.”

      Reaching out he cupped one and I felt the same spark of electricity as before.

      “Oh yeah. Definitely more than a handful there.”

      “And the other?”

      He moved to the right one. “Yup.” He gave a little squeeze. “Nice to the touch, though.”

      My heart was racing now.

      “Oh?”

      “Uh huh.” He ran his thumb over my nipple. “Very responsive, too.”

      “Agreed.”

      “So Ms. Webb, how do they respond to other elements?”

      “Such as?”

      “Air?”

      I grinned at him, liking where this game was going.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “As a special agent it’s my job to do a thorough investigation. Shall I?”

      I nodded. He pushed the thin straps of the yellow sundress off my shoulders. I helped him until my arms were free. The cool air felt great against my heated skin, but I wanted more from Jasper. He freed my breast from the bra cup and then did the same with the other. The polka dot bra pushed them upward and together.

      He stared at them and I wondered if he was having second thoughts. I started to speak, but he silenced me by covering a nipple with his mouth, hot breath hitting my sensitive skin. He nipped and sucked until I was moaning. At the same time he squeezed and played with the other.

      I panted out his name and that urged him onward. He moved to the other breast and gave it the same treatment as the first. This time his free hand moved down my body and under the dress. He cupped my sex before slipping his finger inside my panties. I grasped the dark flannel blanket and my hips bucked.

      “I’ve wanted to do this since you sucked me off in the car,” he said against my skin.

      “Oh yes,” I moaned.

      I threaded my finger through his hair, urging him on.

      “Last night I kept waking up with a hard on because of you. But I didn’t take care of it when I knew I’d have the real thing today.”

      He rolled my clit between his fingers and teased my nipple in the same rhythm.

      “Oh Jasper. Please! I’m so close.”

      Jasper pulled his head from my breast and moved lower. Lifting my skirt, he pulled my panties off, tossing them aside. His mouth was against my most private part and he licked me until I knew I was about to exploded. My body quivered as my orgasm built.

      “Oh yes. Oh god, yes.”

      He inserted a finger inside of me and then added another. In sync, his tongue and fingers worked together until I cried out his name again. My body shook and I saw bursts of white light. Oh my god, I’d never experienced anything like that before.

      He lowered my skirt and placed a kiss on my lips.

      “Jasper… wow.”

      He grinned at me and I loved that his hair was messy.

      “I can conclude that your breasts respond well to air and moisture.”

      I giggled and sat up. I started to put my breasts back into my bra, but Jasper stopped me.

      “We’re going to be here a while, aren’t we?”

      I nodded.

      “Emma… you look so fucking hot with your tits hanging out. Can you… can you stay like that a little longer? I’m having some serious sexy teacher fantasies right now.”

      It was my turn to laugh and I said, “Mr. Brooks, you are full of surprises.”

      I settled next to him and he pulled me into his embrace. Though the air was chilly and I was basically exposed from the waist up I didn’t feel cool at all. In fact, my body was so heated from our encounter that I wanted more.

      As we snuggled, I unbuttoned his shirt. He glanced at me, but didn’t say anything. When his shirt was open I began tracing little patterns on his smooth chest, his muscles flexing under my touch. I noticed that his erection was now straining against his jeans, so I moved into action.

      Rolling on top of him I lowered my head and took his nipple into my mouth. I tugged it gently with my teeth and then sucked on it. He moaned my name and I smiled against his skin. At the same time, I rocked my hips against his erection, loving how the denim rubbed against me.

      “Special Agent, I never liked dry humping as a teen but with you I find I can’t stop.”

      He held onto my hips, thrusting, and said, “Don’t stop.”

      We both rocked and rubbed against each other, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Did you bring those condoms?”

      “Picnic basket.”

      I got off him and went to the basket, lifting the lid. The condoms were the only items in the basket and I laughed. I opened the box and pulled one out.

      “Ribbed for his and her pleasure… I’ve never used these before,” I said.

      He didn’t reply, but reached down and unzipped his pants. I kind of loved how eager he was. He pulled his pants down along with his boxers and I was able to see just how big he was. I handed him he condom and he had it on a moment later.

      “Let’s see how much you like the ribbed ones.”

      I bunched my dress into my hand and lowered myself onto him.

      “Fuck,” he groaned out.

      I had to agree. He was so big that he stretched me in all the right places. Inch by inch I took him inside.

      “You’re so tight.”

      I leaned forward and kissed him. “You’re so big.”

      Closing my eyes, I began to move on him. I kept the rhythm slow, allowing my body time to adjust to him. He reached up and cupped my breasts.

      “Look at me, Emma.”

      I opened my eyes.

      “I want to see your face while we fuck. I want to see how bright your eyes get when you cum.”

      I nodded and increased my pace. He put his hands on my hips and urged me on. Our bodies coming together were the only sound I could hear in that moment. I put my hand on his chest to brace myself. My stomach began to tighten and I knew I was close.

      Jasper reached up and scraped him thumb over my clit. I cried out as my body found its release. Jasper moaned out my name and his body shook beneath mine.

      When we’d both stopped shaking, I leaned down and kissed him. He pulled me against his chest and I could hear how fast his heart was still beating.

      “Jasper, that was amazing.”

      He replied, “I agree.”

      I lifted my head and said naughtily, “And I approve of the ribbed for pleasure condoms.”

      He chuckled and it rumbled deep in his chest.

      “I’m glad since I bought three boxes of them.”

      I lifted his arm to look at his watch. “Luckily there are several more hours left in this day.”

      I started to roll off him, but he stopped me.

      “No, stay. You’re quite warm.”

      Giggling, I settled against his body. He was still inside of me, but I didn’t mind. In fact, it was nice. It was also something I’d never done with anyone else.

      Yawning, Jasper said, “Let’s take a power nap.”

      I snuggled against him.

      “You looked so hot fucking me with your dress around your waist.”

      I laughed and said, “You looked hot with your jeans around your knees.”

      Jasper kicked his legs and I looked down to see the jeans were now off.

      “That way there will be less to take off for round two.” He rubbed my back. “But leave the dress on. I’m still digging this naughty schoolteacher thing.”

      I chuckled, but did as he asked. I’m not sure when I dozed off, but I was awoken by his growing erection inside of me. I rolled my hips against him and he groaned.

      “Grab a condom.”

      I set the box next to us and he grinned. He removed the old one and slipped the new one on. He rolled on top of me and entered me at the same time. His pace was faster this time, like he was chasing an orgasm, but I was more than willing to help.

      We met each other thrust for thrust until I was crying out his name. We did this for hours, having sex in different positions, until my voice was hoarse from yelling his name and his back had scratch marks on it.

      As the stars began to come out, we laid in each other’s arms, hearts still pounding.

      “I never want to leave here.”

      I kissed him. “Me either.”

      He said, “Emma, I have to tell you something. I got a lead last night and I have to follow up on it.”

      Sitting, I asked, “What kind of lead?”

      He sat, too. The warmth I’d felt was quickly vanishing like a puff of smoke.

      “A tip on a brewing site. And it might be your father’s.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he stopped me. “Please don’t say it’s not his because we both know it could be.”

      I closed my mouth. He was right. I couldn’t lie to him, not after we’d just shared our bodies.

      “Jasper… he’s my father.”

      “I know, sweets. But I have to do my job.”

      “Where do we go from here?”

      He sighed. “Tomorrow I have to do my job…”

      “Then for tonight let it just be us,” I said as I climbed on top of him.

      It was cruel to both of us, but neither of us stopped. We took our time, loving each other’s body as we had sex. We’d face tomorrow when that time came.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma

      

      

      Jasper woke me in the best way possible. We’d spent most of the night making love in the mossy haven, but this time felt different. As he came, he buried his face in my neck whispering something. My eyes watered and I was too afraid to look at him.

      When I stood, I was shocked to find my body was tender. I bent down to retrieve the sundress. At some point last night, it had finally been removed. We both dressed in silence and I wondered if this was it – was this this end of us?

      Turning to him, I asked, “Where do we go from here?”

      “I’m not sure. I think I broke every rule in the book yesterday.”

      And so had I.

      I looked around the circle and had to laugh. There were used condoms and wrappers everywhere. Jasper looked down, too.

      “Jeez. I didn’t realize we’d used that many.”

      He began picking up the trash, putting it in the basket. While he did that, I folded the blanket, which smelled like earth and musk. My entire body warmed at the scent.

      “Jasper, do we have to go back? Can’t we just run away and forget moonshining?”

      He shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I can’t do that. I’ve been working so damn hard to get this promotion…”

      It hurt that it came down to his job, but I couldn’t fault him. When the moonshine making was over, I’d be leaving, too. So dragging whatever this thing between us was out any longer than necessary was pointless. Sometimes goodbye was the only solution.

      “Then kiss me one last time.”

      He put the basket down and pulled me into his arms.

      “This doesn’t have to be the last time.”

      I caressed his cheek. “But it will be.”

      His eyes clouded and I thought he was going to let me go. Instead, he gently brushed his lips against mine. The kiss was sweet and most definitely a goodbye.

      I pulled away from him and led him from our private haven back to the truck. Back to reality. We were both silent. There was nothing else to say. We’d crossed a line last night and there was no going back.

      At the B&B I got out before he could open the door. I got in my car and backed out as the tears fell down my face. It was crazy being this upset over Jasper. We barely knew each other… and yet it felt like I was leaving part of my heart behind.

      When I pulled up at the house, I was glad to see no one was up. I slipped inside and went to my room. I could smell Jasper on my skin, so I hopped into the shower. There, my tears fell freely. It was over with Jasper, but should I betray him by telling my father what he’d told me? If I did then there was no way he would ever trust me. If I didn’t then my father might spend his last few days in jail.

      The water was getting cold so I got out and threw my nightclothes on. I climbed into my bed, but my sleep was fretful. After an hour of tossing and turning I finally got out of bed and went to the kitchen. Dimp sat at the table drinking coffee.

      “You came in early.”

      I didn’t answer, but got a mug down and poured myself a cup.

      “Dimp, the FBI is on to you.”

      “Oh? What makes you say that?”

      “Jasper told me that he had a lead on a brewing site.”

      Dimp nodded. “Rob said Taryn gave the agent some information without meaning to. She a cute thing, but doesn’t know when to shut up.”

      I hated how jealous I felt hearing that Jasper had talked to another female to get his information.

      Shaking my head, I asked, “Well what are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to pick up the supplies and start over.”

      I huffed.

      “Hoot if you think this is the first time the cops have been on my trail, you’re wrong. It’s part of the gig. As long as we don’t get caught we’re fine.”

      “But if he knows-”

      “While you were out all night keeping Mr. Brooks occupied, the boys and I were moving to a different site. If for some reason he figures out the place Taryn was talking about he’ll find some stones out of place and nothing else.”

      He went on, “Hoot, I promise this is almost over. Once we get a couple of batches made then we can stop for the season and I can die in peace.”

      “Dimp…”

      “No, it’s the truth. Are you still in?”

      I nodded and he smiled.

      “Good. Now go get dressed. We have a busy day ahead of us.”

      I changed into something warm and went back to the kitchen. This time Ezra and Finn sat at the table.

      “Where’s Abel?”

      “He’s in Idabel getting the corn and apples. Dimp is already in the truck.”

      Finn grabbed the paper sacks that had our lunches while Ezra filled a mug with coffee. I stopped the boys.

      “You wouldn’t do anything to sabotage the batch would you?”

      Ezra’s eyebrows lifted. “What kind of question is that?”

      “Yeah Emma. That’s pretty messed up to ask us.” Finn added.

      “Well someone ruined the last batch…”

      “Well it wasn’t us. We’ve got too much invested in this.”

      That’s what I was afraid of.

      “Forget I asked. I’m just sleep deprived.”

      Finn winked. “That’s what we heard. I’m a little jealous it’s not because of me.”

      He went outside with a laugh before I could throw something at him. Ezra smiled at me.

      “Nice work with the special agent, Em, but maybe we can go out tonight.”

      “I’d like that,” I replied.

      Because I knew Jasper wasn’t going to be in my life much longer, but I also knew that Finn and Ezra would pick up the pieces he left behind. Still, I hated how my chest ached.

      I followed Ezra outside and got into the waiting truck.

      “Let’s go make some moonshine, boys.”
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      Opening my laptop, I saw an email waiting from Ortega. I skimmed over it and my stomach heaved with dread. There were coordinates and a note saying Ortega expected a finished report by the end of the day – which meant I would be busting Emma’s father.

      Her sweet face crossed my mind and I groaned. Picking up my cell, I called my boss.

      “I think I’m in too deep.”

      “Ah. You must have slept with Webb’s daughter last night.”

      I didn’t deny it. Instead, I asked, “What am I supposed to do?”

      Ortega exhaled and replied, “You do your job. If she’s involved then she goes down, too. If she’s not then maybe the two of you can move past you putting her father in jail.”

      That seemed very unlikely.

      “That was a good lead you got, by the way. Who would have known a barmaid would be the key to cracking the case?”

      “That was ironically Emma’s idea. She told me that in town there were two sources of information – the beauty shop and the bar. Didn’t think I’d get very far at the salon.”

      Ortega drawled out, “I’m not so sure. People tend to fall all over themselves when you’re around, pretty boy.”

      “You’re just jealous.” I glanced at my watch. “I’m guessing they’re going to start a new batch soon. I figure I’ll give them a couple of hours and then head over to the site to bust them.”

      My boss was right. I was there to do a job.

      “Good deal. Call when it’s been handled.”

      I ended the call and jumped in the shower. My skin still smelled like Emma and it was too much of a distraction. I bathed quickly and then hopped out before my mind had time wander to Emma any more than it had. Once I’d dressed, I went downstairs. Luckily there was still breakfast available.

      I filled a plate and sat in a corner hoping the owner, Darla, would take the hint. Of course, she didn’t.

      She came up to the table and said, “Didn’t think you were coming back. Must’ve had a good date.”

      “Can I help you?”

      She stared at me for a moment and replied, “You must really think you’re something coming back here after all these years. From what I hear you were nothing back then and you’ll leave here a big zero as well.”

      I sat back, shocked by her words.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You think you’ve got it all figured out, don’t you? Well I know something that you don’t. While you were fucking that little tart yesterday her family was moving their site. So when you show up today there won’t be a damn thing there and everyone will see what a phony you are.”

      I felt my temper starting to rise, but also knew this woman had more information.

      “Oh really? Who says I was screwing anyone yesterday?”

      She planted a hand on her hip. “Well, I saw the two of you coming in this morning and I know sex hair when I see it.”

      “And how do you know her family moved their brewing site? Seems like an awful lot of work for no reason…”

      She huffed, “I know because my date was canceled last night. All because that Taryn can’t keep her mouth shut.”

      She’d just given up one of her sources, so it was possible she was telling the truth.

      “What makes you think I don’t already know where it’s been moved to?”

      She laughed. “If you knew you wouldn’t be sitting here.”

      Standing, I said, “I’m going to have to ask you to come with me to the police station.”

      “What? You can’t do that! I haven’t done anything.”

      I took her by the arm and led her outside.

      “I’m an FBI agent. I have the jurisdiction to use the local law enforcement as needed. And right now, we’re going to go into town and put you in a cell until you’re ready to talk.”

      I was bluffing a little, but she took the bait.

      “Fine. What do you want to know?”

      “Where is the new site?”

      “I thought you knew.”

      “I want to make sure I’m right.”

      “I’m not telling you a damn thing.”

      “You know, a pretty woman like yourself will have a hard time in jail. The food is crap. You’ll have to get used to pissing in front of strangers. And no beauty products allowed. You sure you don’t have anything to add?”

      She glared and I began walking again.

      “Fine! I’ll talk. The new site is on the south west side of town. It’s been used as a site recently, but those people were busted. It’s pretty close to the-”

      “Crystal fields.”

      I felt sick. Had Emma known all along what her father was doing yesterday while we were together? Had she led me on so I wouldn’t suspect anything? Dammit, I hated doubting her motives!

      Darla pulled her arm from my grasp and tried to sidestep me.

      “Okay, so maybe you do know something.”

      I grabbed her arm again and said, “You’re coming with me.”

      “What? But I told you everything I knew.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not going to give you a chance to call anyone and let them know I’ve been tipped off.”

      Grabbing the cuffs from my pocket, I slapped them on her wrist. She sobbed loudly as we made our way into town. When we entered the police station the sheriff jumped to his feet.

      “Lock her up and don’t let her make any phone calls.”

      “But I get one phone call…” she wailed.

      Sheriff Harrison said, “She’s right, son.”

      “Don’t call me son. This woman is an accessory to a crime being investigated by the FBI. If you give her a phone call then I’ll throw your ass in that cell, too.” I turned to one of the deputies. “Put her in a cell and don’t let her out until I get back.”

      Sheriff Harrison said, “You better be sure you know what you’re doing.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      The older man shook his head. “No. Just the truth. If you go storming into a brewing site there’s no telling what you’ll find.”

      My hand went to the gun at my waist. “Funny. I never mentioned where I was going.”

      The man’s throat bobbed as he swallowed.

      I said, “You’ve been making deals for a long time, Sheriff. Today that ends. Hand me your gun.”

      Sheriff Harrison stared at me before handing me his gun.

      Turning to the deputy, I said, “Put him in a cell, too, and then call in any backup you have. We might need it.”

      The young deputy looked at me with awe in his eyes and did as directed. This town had been getting away with too much and it was time for a change. I waited for the rest of the officers to arrive. When they did, I spoke to them all.

      “I know you don’t have a reason to trust me. Hell, some of you might even feel like I don’t have a reason to be here. But you’re wrong. The illegal moonshining has to stop and today we’re going to take down one of the big players. Dimp Webb.”

      There were gasps in the room, which further proved that Sheriff Harrison hadn’t been doing his job. These men and women should already know that a federal agent was in town and why.

      “Does anyone know the land in these parts?”

      Two men and a woman raised their hands.

      “Good. The tip we received is that Webb’s brewing site was moved west of town, near the crystal mines. Any ideas on where we should start?”

      One of the men nodded. “They’ll need to be near water.”

      “There a couple of streams in that area. One feeds into the river.”

      “I’d put my money on the smaller stream,” and older deputy said. “They won’t want a huge rush of water.”

      It was amazing that these people knew so much about moonshining.

      I nodded. “Okay people. Let’s get some maps out and see where we stand.”

      People scurried and the room buzzed with conversation. I felt pride watching these men and women working together, but couldn’t shake the dread I felt. Today was the day I took down Emma’s father.
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      I watched as Dimp tossed the pepper into the pot. The new site wasn’t camouflaged as well as the old one and that worried me. We were like sitting ducks, but Dimp said there wasn’t enough time.

      “Okay boys you can come back.”

      Ezra grumbled, “I still don’t know why we couldn’t stay.”

      “Because I don’t want anyone but Emma to know the secret ingredient,” Dimp replied.

      Finn poked my side. “Come on, Emma. You can tell us. We won’t tell a soul.”

      “No way.” I laughed.

      Dimp walked to a log and sat. He’d been acting off all morning and I didn’t like it. His skin was pale and almost had a blue tint.

      “Dimp, are you feeling okay?”

      He waved my question off and said, “Boys, make sure the jars are ready to go. We’re going have our first batch today come hell or high water.”

      He coughed as he finished speaking and I wondered if he was going to catch his breath. Finally, he inhaled and the coughing stopped.

      “Should I run into town and get you something?”

      Dimp glared at me. “I’m fine.”

      But I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that kept nagging me. Something was off…

      For hours we sat around the brewing pots. Dimp would get up occasionally and stir it. The flames were higher than normal and Dimp said it was to make up for lost time. We were playing a dangerous game. If the pots or tanks overheated, we’d all be in trouble.

      The boys made idle chitchat, but I was silent. My mind kept going to Jasper. I was falling for him, which was ridiculous in the short amount of time we’d known each other. And yet I was lying to him by helping Dimp.

      I rubbed my head. After tonight I’d be finished with the moonshine and I could move on with Jasper with no lies between us. But then I glanced at Ezra and Finn. I loved them, too. How would this work out?

      Dimp sat next to me and said, “I’m a stubborn old man, but I hope you know how much I love you.”

      His words took me by surprise and I didn’t know what to say.

      “I should have said that to you a lot more when you were growing up, but I just assumed you knew.” To the boys he said, “And you three, and Cain of course, have been like sons to me. I know that when I’m gone you’ll take care of Emma for me.””

      Abel gave me a look of bewilderment and asked, “Dimp, what’s this all about?”

      “Yeah. Don’t get all girly on us,” Finn said, but there was no laugher behind his voice.

      “I’ve asked a lot of each of you over the years, but this might be the most selfish thing I’ve done. I just wanted to see everyone together.”

      He stood and staggered, almost falling to the ground. I jumped to my feet and went to help him, but he brushed my hand away.

      “I’m fine. Ezra, I need you to check the line. Where are we?”

      Ezra went to the spout and twisted the knob. “Still no good. We’re almost there, though.”

      Dimp grumbled and began coughing again. When he wiped his mouth, I noticed there was blood on his hand.

      “Dimp-”

      “I. Am. Fine.” He sputtered between coughs. He wheezed out, “Finn, get my flask. It’s in the glove box.”

      Finn went to the truck and Dimp took another unbalanced step.

      “Dimp…”

      “Did I ever tell you where the nickname Hoot came from, Emma?”

      My heart slammed against my ribcage. I’d begged him for as long as I could remember to tell me where the nickname came from, but he never would tell me. Why now? Fear made my stomach quiver. Something was wrong!

      “It’s because you always made me hoot with laugher when you were a baby. I’d be having a shit day and I’d get home to your baby giggles and everything would be fine again.”

      “Dimp…”

      His blue eyes met mine and I saw peace in the beautiful depths.

      He smiled. “Well, shit.”

      He hit the ground before I could even process what was happening.

      Ezra pushed me out of the way and yelled out, “Finn, get over here.”

      I met Abel’s gaze, both of us frozen in shock. Ezra and Finn kneeled next to my father, but I knew it was too late. There was movement behind me and Abel took off running. Someone in a blue jacket rushed past me, but I barely noticed.

      This must be what shock felt like. I could see everything that was happening, but nothing was really processing with my brain, like a fog was settling over me. Even blinking was difficult. A hand went around my arm and someone said something to me, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      A man pulled Ezra away from Dimp and someone screamed. Finn rushed toward me and I realized the sound was coming from me. Two men grabbed him by the arms and stopped him before he reached me. A woman kneeled next to Dimp, feeling for a pulse. She shook her head and began CPR. No!

      “Someone get the AED from the truck!”

      A man pushed past me carrying a kit. He knelt and opened it, pulling two paddles out. He cut Dimp’s shirt open and checked his pulse again.

      “I’m placing the paddles. Clear!”

      Dimp’s body jerked.

      “Charging. Clear!”

      Again, his body recoiled from the shock.

      “Dammit, I’m not getting anything.”

      “Ambulance should be here in five.”

      “Dimp, you can’t do this, you asshole. We need you! Momma needs you!”

      “Miss, please stop screaming.”

      A hand touched my shoulder and I pushed it away. The woman and man kept working on Dimp, but nothing happened. No! Not like this! The paramedics arrived to the scene and put Dimp onto a stretcher, still performing CPR.

      As they passed me, I overheard one say, “It’s not looking good.”

      My pulse pounded in my skull and I saw bursts of white light. The last thing I saw before I fell to the ground was Jasper staring at me with a hard look on his face.
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      I met Emma’s blank gaze. She was so damn pale that it was scaring me. Emma’s eyes rolled and I could see the whites of her eyes as her knees gave out.

      “She’s going down,” a female officer called out.

      My chest tightened and I reached out for her. When I’d arrived to the site, I wasn’t surprised to see several trucks belonging to the Webb and Thompson family there, but I hadn’t been expecting to see Emma standing near a brewing pot.

      An EMT checked Emma’s pulse. “She just fainted. She’ll be fine in a few moments. It’s probably shock.”

      God, I wanted to pull her into my arms, but I couldn’t do that. Not while I was in the middle of a god damn crime scene that she was involved in.

      I tapped the officer next to Emma on the arm. “Let me know her status when you get into town.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Inhaling, I walked away from Emma. I had work to do. And, as much as it killed me, I needed to focus on the task at hand and ignore the ache in my chest.
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      When I came to, Dimp was gone. I vaguely remembered someone slapping handcuffs onto my wrists and them reading me my rights. My brain tried to process what was happening, but all I could think was they’d left Dimp’s ball cap on the ground and I couldn’t reach out and get it.

      Abel, Finn, and Ezra were led past me in handcuffs, too. Abel’s eyes were red from crying and the reality of what was happening began to set in.

      A female officer helped me to my feet and said, “I’m going to check you for a weapon, Ms. Webb. Please don’t make any sudden movements.”

      I nodded, showing my understanding, and she proceeded to pat me down.

      When she was finished, she said, “I’m going to lead you to the police cruiser.”

      “Wha- what about my dad’s hat?”

      Her eyes were soft and she replied, “We’ll make sure someone gets it.”

      She pushed gently onto the small of my back and led me from the brewing site. Glancing over my shoulder I found Jasper watching me with disbelief in his eyes as officers worked around him. I turned before I did something stupid, like call out to him.

      Once in the cruiser I began to realize what this meant – I was going to jail and I’d probably never be able to get a job as a teacher again. Damn Dimp! This was his fault! And now he wasn’t even around to yell at. My chest was tight and I felt like I was going to pass out.

      At the jailhouse, the officer took me through the booking process, which included fingerprints, a mug shot, and changing into an orange jumpsuit. Everything still felt surreal, like I was watching a movie and it wasn’t happening to me.

      “You get one phone call. Who would you like to call?”

      “My Aunt Ruby.”

      I gave her the number and she dialed for me, which was a good thing since my hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

      Aunt Ruby answered on the first ring.

      “Aunt Ruby-” My voice cracked. “Something’s happened. Dimp… I think Dimp’s dead.”

      Saying the words aloud made my head throb. He probably was dead and I’d never get to tell him how angry I was for getting me involved in moonshining. Or tell him how much I loved him.

      “What? Emma, where are you?” Her tone grew more frantic with each word that she spoke.

      “I’m at the jailhouse. The boys are here, too, I think. And Dimp… they took him in an ambulance.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Don’t say anything to anyone. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know a bondsman who owes me a favor. You just sit tight and try to stay positive.”

      I couldn’t get the image of Dimp being taken away out of my head. He’d been too pale to be alive…

      The phone beeped and I realized Aunt Ruby had hung up. The female officer led me past a cell where Darla from the B&B sat to an empty cell. When I was inside, she removed the handcuffs and told me when dinner would be served, as if I could fathom eating.

      I sat on the cot, pulling my knees to my chest.

      “I guess the agent busted you?” Darla asked.

      I ignore her and put my head on my knees. Was Dimp alive? Would they tell me if I asked?

      “Not going to talk to me? That’s fine.” She paused and then asked, “Was your little friend out there when it happened?”

      This caught my attention. “Who?”

      “Abel. We were supposed to go on a date last night, but he canceled on me.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes. So that explained why Darla had been watching Jasper and I – not for Dimp, but for Abel. God, what kind of mess had I gotten myself into? The officer came back in with a tray of food, sliding it through a slit in the cell bars.

      “Do you know if my father made it?”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t heard, but I’ll check for you.”

      I took the tray and pushed the lumpy mashed potatoes around. The meatloaf didn’t even look edible and I wondered how long it’d sat out before being served.

      The officer came back and she eyed me warily, as if afraid of how I was going to react. My stomach dropped.

      “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

      “I’m sorry. They said they never got a pulse…”

      “Thank you for checking.”

      She watched me and then left, giving me the peace I needed. Darla, on the other hand, didn’t know when to shut the hell up.

      “So old man Webb died? That sucks.”

      I grabbed my tray and threw it toward the bars. The potatoes flew through the air and hit Darla smack in the face. I couldn’t have aimed better if I’d tried. She screamed as if I’d hit her with my fist and I laughed.

      I laughed until tears streamed down my face and she stared at me like I had lost my ever-loving mind. Maybe I was. That would be the only explanation for everything that’d happened since I got back to Broken Bow.

      My stomach lurched. How was I going to tell Momma what happened? What if she didn’t know who I was or remember what I told her? And Aunt Carolyn… would she want to move into the house right away to be with Aunt Ruby and Momma? Would she have to get a third job to pay off the court fees for the boys? My stomach churned. And who would perform the service? Dimp hadn’t been to church in years…

      A tear ran down my cheek and I brushed it away. I couldn’t break down – not in jail. Not when there were still so many things to be resolved. I laid on the cot and curled into a ball. Strong. I just need to be strong, like Dimp had been. Closing my eyes, I willed it true.

      

      I’m not sure how Aunt Ruby pulled it off, but she managed to make bail for the boys and I. The four of us hugged each other before walking out of the doors of the jailhouse. I didn’t really remember much of the night before, but when I woke my world was still dark. Dimp was dead. The boys looked like shit, with dark circles under their eyes and wrinkled clothes. I imagined I looked worse.

      Outside the sun shone brightly and Aunt Ruby stood by her car wearing a black dress. Mourning. She was in mourning. The thought made my chest ache. Ezra and Abel cried and Finn wrapped his arms around her. I felt like an outsider standing there. Finn and Ezra came to my side, wrapping their arms around me. A sob worked its way up my throat, but I swallowed it down.

      Aunt Ruby asked, “How are you handling everything, pretty girl?”

      “Good,” my voice quivered as I spoke the lie. “How’s Momma?”

      “She’s not doing very well. She keeps forgetting why everyone is at the house. I think it’s the stress.”

      My stomach churned and I thought I was going to be sick.

      “Is there anything I need to be doing? Should I call someone?”

      I’d never dealt with a death before, so I wasn’t sure where to begin.

      She patted my arm. “No, honey. Everything is taken care of. Dimp made sure of that. The funeral is tomorrow and most of the family has already arrived.”

      So soon? It didn’t feel like it could happen that fast. But Dimp wanted it that way, hadn’t he?

      We got into the car, the boys piling into the backseat.

      Abel asked, “Were you able to get us an attorney?”

      Aunt Ruby nodded. “Yes. Howard Stipes recommended someone who agreed to take the case.”

      “Why was Stipes at our house?” Ezra said, venom in his voice.

      The car was filled with tension, but all I felt was sadness.

      “Lose your tone. He called to offer his condolences. And, because of him, the three of you have representation.”

      “Three of us? Who’s not being covered?” Finn asked.

      Aunt Ruby glanced at me. “Emma’s charges are different than yours, Finn.”

      This caught my attention.

      “How are my charges different?”

      She hesitated. “The FBI is pushing for a harder sentence. They feel that since you’re Dimp’s daughter that you should be held more accountable for what happened.”

      What she really meant was Jasper was pushing for a harder sentence. My stomach roiled again and I closed my eyes, trying not to vomit everywhere.

      “That’s bullshit! We were equally in on it!” Finn exclaimed.

      “Boy, I know this just like everyone else does, but it won’t do any good to get excited. Hopefully we can find someone who will represent Emma – someone who understands our ways.”

      Our ways… I snorted – More likely someone who’d be bribed.

      When we arrived to the house, I was surprised to see how many cars were there. People sat in lawn chairs and on the porch. I recognized a few distant relatives whom I hadn’t seen in years. There were also several faces I didn’t know.

      The boys got out and went to the first open ice chest they saw and grabbed a beer. I wanted to join them, but I needed to see how my mother was doing now that she was a widow. My eyes watered.

      “Pretty girl, don’t see her if you’re going to cry. It will only upset her and for the wrong reason. She won’t know what’s going on and if she does remember it will only make things worse. Go have a drink with the boys before you go into the house.”

      A drink is exactly what I needed. In less than a week I’d been arrested, lost my father, possibly lost my job, and now I was being hung out to dry and take the fall for moonshining. Not to mention Jasper. The thought of him made my stomach sour. I thought he’d be there for me… to stand up for me. But he wasn’t.

      I hugged Aunt Ruby before I did something stupid, like getting the keys to her car, and went to the boys. Aunt Carolyn was with them and they talked in low tones.

      “What are y’all whispering about?”

      Aunt Carolyn replied, “I might know someone who can represent you.”

      I grunted. “They’d be crazy to take me on as a client.”

      “Hey now. Don’t talk about my childhood girlfriend like that.”

      I turned to find Cain standing there like a towering tree, looking out of place in black slacks and a sweater when everyone else wore jeans. He was as handsome as I remembered and my heart missed a beat.

      He hugged me close to his chest. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t get here in time to see Dimp. When I got the call that he’d passed I felt awful.”

      “It’s okay, Cain. He understood you were busy,” Aunt Carolyn said.

      Cain smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      To me he said, “I had time to look over your case. I really think I can help you. The FBI is reaching by trying to pin it all on you.”

      I sighed. “It’s one of the agents who has it out for me. We became… close and I lied to him.”

      Finn slapped Cain’s shoulder. “Remember Harp Boy?”

      Cain nodded. “Jasper Brooks? From high school, correct?”

      “Yeah. That’s the federal agent she’s talking about. He was sent here to bust Dimp, but I think he might have fallen for our girl.”

      Cain frowned. “I don’t remember seeing his name on the case file, but I might have missed it.”

      “Cain, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. From what I hear you’re doing pretty well in Little Rock. I’d hate for you to ruin your name on me.”

      He smiled at me. “Have some faith in me, Emma. I am good at my job and I wouldn’t take your case on if I didn’t think I could win.”

      His words made me feel better, but not much.

      Jenny came up and said to Cain, “Holy shit, Cain. If you get any taller, you’re going to top the trees.”

      “Good to see you, Jen.”

      They’d always gotten along, like oil and water. Soon, everyone chatted, catching up. I found myself laughing a few times. When I did, my heart would catch and I felt guilty. How could I be laughing when my entire world was falling apart? I’d lost my father before he knew how much I loved him, but I was also so damn angry with him. Because of him I was facing possible federal prison time. I’d never be the same again.

      And Jasper… my stomach soured at the thought of him. We should’ve never crossed the lines we had and I couldn’t help but think he’d done it all just to bust my father. Because now he was probably getting the promotion he wanted so much. I gritted my teeth together until my jaw hurt. Fucking asshole.

      I also needed to know how Abel fit into all of this. Had he been the one who sabotaged the first batch of moonshine? Why? I wanted to ask him, but knew if his brothers found out there would be a fight. And that was the last thing I wanted to deal with today.

      Aunt Ruby came up and said, “I’m putting lunch out. There are people that want to give you their condolences today instead of at the service. Probably afraid of police involvement at the funeral. I was thinking we could stand by the porch and give everyone a chance to speak to us.”

      We nodded and made our way to the porch. Aunt Ruby was right. There was soon a line of family members and friends waiting to speak to us. Aunt Ruby touched my shoulder.

      “Your momma is taking a nap. I gave her something to help her sleep.”

      I nodded, feeling relieved. I couldn’t handle seeing her upset or confused right now.

      Each person that came up to us had kind words or funny stories about Dimp to share. It was so strange him referred to in past tense.

      He was a good man.

      He’ll be missed.

      He sure knew how to throw a good party.

      His moonshine was the best.

      He always had a good joke to share.

      He loved his family so much.

      He was so proud of you, Emma. So proud.

      Jenny reached out and grasped my hand. “We’ll get through this, Emma. Us Webb’s are strong people.”

      I squeezed her hand back, but didn’t reply. My mind began to wander as people continued to come up. Oh, I was polite and would reply when needed, but my mind kept drifting to Jasper. I needed to see him – to talk to him – but that was probably out of the question. But, I’d never know unless I tried.

      I leaned over and asked Aunt Ruby, “Can I borrow your car?”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, pretty girl.”

      “I… I need to see him…”

      She finally nodded. “Go ahead. But please hurry back. And don’t say anything that can be used against you.”

      She handed me the keys and I went inside to get my purse and phone. I slipped out the backdoor so I wouldn’t be stopped by anyone. If the boys knew where I was going they would definitely stop me.

      I drove toward the B&B, making sure to follow the speed limit. I wasn’t about to give anyone a reason to throw me back in jail. Jasper’s truck sat in front of the B&B and my eyes watered. I’d been afraid that he would already be gone.

      I entered through the front door and saw a woman I didn’t recognize behind the counter.

      “Hello. May I help you?”

      “Do you know if Jasper Brooks is here?”

      “He is. Would you like to me ring his room?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She lifted the phone and pushed a button. “Good afternoon, Special Agent Brooks. You have a visitor in the lobby. Shall I send her up?”

      Her mouth opened and then shut as she listened. Then her eyes widened. Okay, I could pretty much guess where this was going. He was refusing to see me.

      I shook my head. “You know what – tell him I changed my mind.”

      I walked away, not waiting to hear if she relayed my message. It had been a dumb idea. Why would he want to see me? I’d lied to him. I’d just reached the car when I felt his presence. Turning, I found him standing on the porch with his arms crossed across his chest.

      “How did you make bail?”

      I cringed and then got angry. “Lucky for me, my aunt knows someone.”

      He came down the stairs and stood in front of me. I resisted punching him in the face. Hell, maybe I should. It might make me feel better for a second at least. And if I was going to prison then I should make it count.

      “Emma, it’s not a good idea for us to be talking to each other. We – I broke a lot of rules…”

      “Then why did you come out here?”

      He stared at me and then replied, “Because I needed to see you.”

      “That’s why I’m here, too. Jasper, I know I made a huge mess of things, but you have to know that you mean a lot to me.”

      “Emma, whatever there was between us ended the moment I saw you at the brewing site. You are one of them.”

      The anger I’d been holding back broke. My hand flew through the air striking his face with a satisfying slap that vibrated from my hand into my arm. He rubbed his reddened jaw and I balled my hands at my side so I wouldn’t be tempted to hit him again.

      “You piece of shit. You were using me, too! I hope your promotion was worth literally screwing me over.”

      His eyes narrowed. “And you don’t think I know you fucked me to throw me off your daddy’s scent?”

      “How dare you! I fucked you because I liked you, you asshole! My father had nothing to do with that!”

      I exhaled sharply as the words left my mouth. He stared at me.

      “Jasper, I did have feelings for you despite what you so obviously think of me. And you know why I was at the brewing site. It was his dying wish and no one can say no to Dimp Webb.”

      “Please, don’t say anything else. I’m bound by the law to testify against you.”

      “And I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.”

      His phone rang and he glanced at the screen. “I have to take this.”

      “Of course you do.”

      Turing his back to me he answered the call. His replies were clipped and to the point. I used the time to get my anger under control.

      Finally, he faced me. “That was my boss. The judge is revoking your bail. Tomorrow, after the funeral, you have to turn yourself in at the police station. You’re considered a flight risk.”

      His face was so hard, but his beautiful brown eyes were sad. There was nothing more to say to him. Reaching out, I touched his cheek.

      “Goodbye, Jasper.”

      Tomorrow, after my father’s funeral, I’d be going back to jail. I got into the car and drove home. At least I could spend my last free hours with my family and men who really loved me.
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      I watched as the car disappeared. My stomach churned and I felt sick. I couldn’t get the look on her face when she accused me of sleeping with her for the promotion out of my mind. I’d made a mess out of everything and now I was going to be the one to haul her back to jail.

      This wasn’t right. Emma was going to take the blame for her father’s business just so an example could be made to others. It was a fucking joke, but I didn’t know how to help her. My phone rang again and I answered.

      “Ortega, if you don’t stop bothering me, I swear to god-”

      “Just got another call and I was told to pass the info onto you.”

      “What is it?”

      “You’re supposed to go to the funeral tomorrow to make sure Emma Webb doesn’t flee.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “As I said, I’m just passing it along.”

      “Who gave the order? And why are they so hell-bent on making an example out of her?”

      “You know I can’t give you that information.” Ortega paused. “Are you going to be able to do the job or do I need to send someone else?”

      “No. I’ll do it.”

      Even though I didn’t want to.

      “I knew I could count on you.”

      I was about to hang up when Ortega spoke again.

      “By the way, congratulations.”

      “Congratulations?”

      “You got the promotion. The higher-ups are impressed with the work you did in Broken Bow. Once you tie everything up you can get the hell out of there and never look back.”

      Ortega ended the call and I stared into the distance. I was getting the promotion, something I should be thrilled about. But all I could think about was Emma and how I’d fucked everything up with her. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to fix it.
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        Emma

      

      

      By the time I got home, I’d cooled down a lot. Aunt Ruby gave me a questioning look and I smiled weakly at her.

      Ezra came up to me, pulling me into his arms. “Where did you sneak off to?”

      I laid my head on his chest. “Had some stuff to take care of.”

      “You know I would have gone with you, right?”

      I looked up into his dark eyes. “I know. But this was something I needed to do on my own.”

      “Harp boy is a damn fool, if you ask me.” He kissed the top of my head. “Doesn’t see what a good thing he’s letting go.”

      I wiped my eyes. “You’re going to make me cry.”

      Finn came up and asked, “What is it?”

      “Just telling our girl that she’s going to be okay, no matter what.”

      “Damn right she will be,” Cain said as he came up.

      “Hey now, you don’t get to stroll in here and act like you haven’t been gone forever,” Finn replied.

      That made me smile.

      Cain said, “I think Emma has enough love for all of us, even the ones who foolishly left her under a pecan tree all those years ago.”

      I met his gaze and saw the truth in his words.

      “I never blamed you for leaving, Cain. I understood. Hell, I left, too.”

      He tipped my chin up. “I still shouldn’t have let you go.”

      Jenny walked over, rubbing her belly. “It’s about damn time the three of you told Emma how you felt about her.”

      Ezra held up his hands. “In my defense, I’ve been trying to tell her since we were five. She just didn’t believe me.”

      That made everyone laugh. I hugged Finn tighter.

      Cain said, “Guess it took leaving to realize what I’ve been missing.”

      For the first time in longer than I could remember, I felt at peace. I was home.
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      There was a somber feeling in the house when I woke up. Everything was silent for once. I showered and then dressed in a simple black dress Jenny had brought me. Of course I hadn’t packed funeral clothing. My eyes watered with tears that stung. I had no idea when I came back home what I’d be coming to.

      There was a knock on the door and I turned.

      “Come in.”

      Finn opened the door wearing a black suit. His eyes were red and I wondered if it was from tears or if he and the boys had drunk away the night after I went to bed. Maybe both.

      “It’s time for us to head out to the cemetery.”

      I nodded and reached for my purse.

      “The federal agent is here. He said that he needs to talk to you.” The hard look on his face let me know he didn’t like it one bit, either.

      My heart skipped a beat. Jasper was there? I went outside and found him standing in front of his truck. He, too, was dressed in all black and wore sunglasses. Despite the sadness that I felt I also took a moment to appreciate how handsome he looked.

      “Hi,” I said when I reached him.

      “Good morning.”

      “Jasper, thank you for coming.”

      He stopped me and took off his sunglasses. “Emma, my boss wanted me to come.”

      My heart fell. “Oh. I suppose it’s to make sure I don’t run, right. Makes sense.”

      But it didn’t. None of this made sense.

      Jasper opened the door for me and I climbed inside the truck. We were both silent as we drove toward the cemetery. When we got there, he moved and I noticed he wore a gun under his jacket. So he was really there just for work. Not for me.

      My eyes watered and I got out of the truck before he could help me. I walked toward the green tent where the service would take place. The boys were already there along with Jenny and her kids. They stopped talking as I came up.

      “Finn told us the special agent was at the house,” Ezra said in a low tone.

      Turning to Cain, I said, “Jasper said the FBI sent him to make sure I don’t run off.”

      Cain frowned. “Legally, it’s within their rights to do so…”

      Ezra spat out, “It’s a load of crap. What kind of man does this to a woman on a day like this?”

      “Obviously a man Emma was lucky to dodge,” Jenny added.

      “It’s not his fault. He’s just doing his job.” I said, stating the fact even though it soured my stomach to think about.

      Finn coughed and it sounded a lot like bullshit, which made the others chuckle. It at least lightened the mood a little. Jenny’s phone rang and she answered it.

      “Hello? Okay. We’re ready.” She ended the call and said, “My mom is almost here with Aunt Hester and Aunt Carolyn.”

      “Is Momma okay?” I asked.

      Jenny shook her head and I felt sick. So this was it.

      We made our way to the gravel road and waited for the funeral procession to arrive. Ezra and Finn stood on each side of me and Jasper at my back. His gun gleamed in the sunlight, reminding me why he was there. Cain eyed him, but didn’t say anything. There were so many cars that I lost count.

      My hands trembled. I couldn’t do this – I wasn’t strong enough.

      As if sensing my thoughts, Jasper leaned forward and said in a low tone, “As soon as the service is over I have to take you to the jailhouse. I’m sorry…”

      I nodded numbly.

      The last limo arrived and a hush fell over the crowd. This was it. This was the moment I’d been dreading since Daddy passed away. I could hear her before the door even opened. Taking a deep breath, I walked toward the limo. Jasper was a step behind me. As if I would run…

      Momma sounded so confused as Aunt Ruby tried to get her out of the limo.

      “Where in the hell did you bring me? I want Dimp. I haven’t seen that fool in days.”

      My heart ached. My poor Momma.

      “Hester, I told you where we were going today. Don’t you remember?”

      Aunt Ruby’s face was blotchy from crying. Lord, how I wanted to break down, too. But I couldn’t. Not until Momma was seated. I bent so she could see me.

      “Hoot? What are you doing here?”

      At least she recognized me. That was good.

      “Momma, do you know where you are?”

      “Of course I do. I’m in Broken Bow. What in the hell are you doing here, though? Did Dimp finally talk some sense into that thick head of yours?”

      He had, the wonderful man. He’d made me see how wrong I’d been for running away from my family. And I could never thank him enough. And even if I went to jail, I knew where I was going as soon as I got out. I was going home.

      “No Momma. We’re at the cemetery.”

      “Cemetery? But why?” Her voice became panicked. “What’s happened? Who died?”

      “Momma, it’s Daddy. He passed away from a heart attack. Remember how sick he was? We’re at his funeral.”

      “No! You’re lying.” Momma stood and frantically looked around. “I don’t see him. Where is he? Dimp? Dimp!”

      The last of my strength crumbled as she called out for him over and over, but my tears still wouldn’t come. Momma’s voice sounded like it was coming from the end of a tunnel that I couldn’t get out of and I felt dizzy.

      Strong arms wrapped around me.

      “Come here, sweets. I’ve got you.”

      I pulled from Jasper’s embrace. I couldn’t deal with this, not right now. I ignored the flash of pain I saw in his eyes.

      Aunt Ruby took Momma by the arm and led her to the tent where a few chairs were waiting for the immediate family to sit. Dimp would’ve been so happy to see that most of his family and friends had shown up. Hell, even some of his fiercest competitors were there, including Howard Stipes, which was dangerous considering Jasper was present.

      Howard made his way to me, hat pressed against his chest. “It’s a damn shame that we lost your Daddy so soon. He was a good man.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Stipes.”

      He glanced at Jasper and then said to me, “Now, you and your momma let me know if you need anything at all. I mean it – me and my boys can help with odd jobs around the house or whatnot.”

      I nodded and he went to stand with some of his business partners. I wondered if Jasper would try to bust them. But why would he? Dimp’s site had been the mother lode. Shaking my head, I caught sight of the coffin that sat under the green canopy that hadn’t been there before. This couldn’t be real.

      Aunt Ruby came to me.

      “Pretty girl, it’s time to start. You sit next to your momma. She’s going to need you.”

      I couldn’t move. My feet felt frozen to the ground. When I sat that would mean this was real – that Dimp was gone.

      Finn pressed his hand against my back and said, “I’ll be right there with you.”

      Nodding, I blindly made my way to the front row where my momma and aunts sat. The coffin was so close – too close. Momma was sobbing uncontrollably and she grabbed onto my hand.

      “Hoot, what am I going to do without him? What are we all going to do?”

      “Shhh. Everything is going to be okay,” I said, praying the words were true.

      The pastor stepped up to the podium that was on the other side of that damn coffin and cleared his throat. I didn’t recognize him, but he was a friend of Aunt Carolyn’s. When everyone was quiet, he began.

      “I’d like to thank everyone for coming out today to remember Duke Webb. Duke was a great man.”

      One of the boys snorted behind me.

      “His name is Dimp, you moron,” Ezra said.

      The pastor frowned as he squinted at his notes.

      “Ah, yes. Forgive me. Dimp Webb was a great man. His parents, Alva-D and Sandra, precede him in death. He leaves behind his wife, Hester, and child, Emma, as well as his sister, Ruby, niece, Jenny, and great-nieces and nephews.

      “Now, I didn’t know Dimp personally, as I’m sure you’ve guessed, but from what I can gather, he was one heck of a man. When I was talking to a family friend, Carolyn, she told me a story of how Dimp held the Webb family together when no one else could. But, he held the Thompson family together, too. Even if that meant putting little Cain in a chicken coop until he learned a lesson.”

      People chuckled and I even managed to smile through my tears. That moment was legendary. Aunt Carolyn swore there was even a photo of Cain in the coop somewhere.

      The pastor went on, “I think it also says a lot about a man by the people who step up with fond stories.” He held up a notebook. “If I were to tell all the stories that I’ve been told about Dimp, I think we’d be here all day. I do know one thing though – he loved his family and was especially proud of his daughter, Emma, who is a grade-school teacher.”

      Someone squeezed my shoulder and I fumbled for a tissue. Cain handed me one and I took it.

      “Now I know there’s been some speculation about Dimp Webb, but that doesn’t matter today. Today we celebrate the man that was a hero in these parts. A man that will be missed.”

      People murmured their agreement.

      “In closing, I want the family to know that Dimp is in a better place – a place where he’s no longer in pain. Don’t fret though because one day you will all be reunited. Now, please stand so the family can say their goodbyes.”

      This was the part I’d been dreading. We were expected to walk past the coffin and say goodbye to Dimp while everyone looked on. Finn helped Aunt Carolyn and Ezra helped Aunt Ruby. I closed my eyes as Cain came to help Momma.

      “Come on, Aunt Hester. I’ve got you,” he said in his low voice.

      Momma sobbed as she reached the coffin and looked in. I stood and Jasper was at my side. I met his gaze, maybe for the first time all day. Without saying a word, he took my hand and led me to the coffin. My daddy looked so peaceful that I couldn’t help but smile. He wore his favorite button-down shirt and blue jeans. In his hands, he held his ballcap. So, the officer hadn’t lied when she said she’d make sure someone got it.

      “Goodbye Dimp,” I whispered.

      Closing my eyes I took a moment to gather my composure.

      I squared my shoulders and said to Jasper, “I’m ready.”

      It was time… and there was no stopping the inevitable.
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      My chest tightened as Emma met my gaze.

      “I’m ready.”

      But I wasn’t. I’d spent all night tossing and turning. I should’ve been ecstatic about the promotion, but all I could think about was Emma and how could we possibly move on from this. And, after a very long and sleepless night, I’d come to the obvious conclusion – there wasn’t a way to move past this.

      Before, everything had been clearly defined in my life. I was a good guy and took down the bad guys. Simple. Clean. No emotions involved. But now…

      Emma stared at me with her blue eyes that now had smudges of black underneath. The black dress she wore made her fair skin seem paler and she was trying so hard to be strong. And seeing her like this was ripping my fucking heart out.

      But, I had a job to do – a job I wasn’t even sure was worth it now. How could it be worth it when it meant hurting her even more?
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      Jasper blinked at me and took a step. It was time.

      “Please don’t take her away yet. The family is coming to the house and we’re going to have lunch.” Aunt Ruby looked at Jasper and begged, “Please…”

      His jaw ticked and he finally nodded. “She can’t stay long. And I have to go, too, just in case-”

      Just in case I tried to run. I hated that he didn’t trust me. My fist clenched as a wave of anger swept across my body and I wondered how much trouble I’d get in if I decked him again. He opened the passenger door for me and I tried to calm myself. When I was seated, Jasper went to the other side and got in.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He didn’t reply, but got in line with the procession of cars that were making their way to my house. When we pulled up, Jenny’s kids ran up to the truck.

      Little Nate said to Jasper, “Hey mister, can I see your gun? My momma said you have one to use on us.”

      Jasper smiled wryly, “I only use my gun on bad people. Are you a bad guy?”

      Nate shook his head solemnly, “No sir, I’m not. My sister, Kayla, is, but she don’t know any better. She’s still a kid.”

      “Then you’ll be safe.”

      Jenny stepped onto the porch and called the kids. Nate waved at Jasper and took off, his sisters right behind him.

      “Cute kid.”

      We went inside and the room grew silent. The male members of the Thompson family were eyeballing Jasper like they didn’t know if they should punch him or run. And I didn’t blame them.
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      My step faltered as we entered the house. This was not a good idea, judging by the way Emma’s family and friends were looking at me. What in the hell had I been thinking? I should have just stayed in the truck until she was done.

      The tiny house was crammed with people who could definitely kick my ass if they wanted. This had to be my punishment for blurring the lines with Emma, though. Someone coughed. God, was this what an animal at the zoo felt like?

      The woman who’d asked if Emma could come to the house stepped up. “I’m Ruby, Emma’s aunt. Thank you again for letting her come. This is our good friend, Carolyn Thompson.”

      Another older woman with a cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth nodded at me and I resisted shifting nervously. Emma seemed to be enjoying my discomfort and watched me with a smug look on her face.

      I leaned in and asked, “How long are we going to be here.”

      “Jasper, we just got here.”

      And it was torture.

      Clearing my throat, I said, “I’m Jasper. Nice to meet everyone.”

      People glared daggers my way and it was my turn to cough.

      Ruby said, “Everyone needs to get those looks off their faces. Special Agent Brooks was kind enough to let Emma have lunch with us.”

      I exhaled, but still felt sick. This was fucking torture, but Emma deserved to be with her family right now.
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      Finn opened his mouth to say something, but Aunt Carolyn cut him off and she puffed her cigarette.

      “Son, you listen to Ruby. We are here to honor Dimp. Not start a feud with the FBI.” To Jasper she said, “Emma will show you where the food is, sir.”

      I led him to the kitchen. People were finished gawking at him and began talking again. I glanced at Jasper and was surprised to see his face was pale.

      “Are you okay?”

      He shook his head. “Just so you know – this is pretty damn rough on me. I don’t want to be here.”

      That made two of us.

      “Eat your food so we can get back to town.”

      “And then you’ll be on the first flight out of here, right? Wasn’t that your plan all along?”

      The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      He nodded. “Yeah. That’s right.”

      I pushed a plate into his hands and got one for myself. My appetite was gone, but I wasn’t about to tell Jasper that. Instead, I loaded my plate with food that people had brought over to the house. Judging by the food that was still covered Momma, would be set for about a week before she would have to cook. The thought made me frown.

      Jasper filled his plate, too, and we went back to the living room where two chairs next to Momma were free.

      Finn tapped my arm and asked, “Want a beer?”

      “Yes, please.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What about him?”

      Jasper eyed Finn back and replied, “No, thank you. I can’t drink on the job.”

      “But you can screw a girl on the job? Kind of a double standard,” I said under my breath.

      Finn snorted and went to the kitchen. Briefly I wondered if it would be possible to get drunk before Jasper took me into town. That might make things less painful.

      “Stop stalling, Emma,” Jasper said.

      Momma looked my way and asked, “Hoot, when did you get here? Is there a party? I feel like I should know why these people are in my house.”

      My mouth opened, but no words came out.

      Aunt Ruby patted her arm and said, “I’ll tell you later. For now, just enjoy your chicken.”

      Momma nodded and my eyes filled with tears. There was no way I could eat now, so I pushed my plate aside.

      “Hoot, is Dimp out in the garage or is he in town?”

      “I… I’m not sure,” I stuttered.

      Momma smiled. “He’ll be glad to see you. Did he tell you about the surprise in the shed?”

      “The shed?”

      “Said he left something special for you out there.”

      Our shed was literally falling apart. I couldn’t imagine my father leaving anything out there. Momma must’ve been remembering something from long ago. Aunt Ruby leaned forward and got my attention.

      “Now that she mentions it, your father did say there was something out there for you. I can’t believe I didn’t remember to tell you.”

      I glanced at Jasper and stood.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Outside. You can either come or wait for me in here.”

      Without waiting for his answer, I went through the kitchen and out the back door. He was right on my heels. We made our way across the yard to the shed. God, it looked even worse in the daylight. Long ago the wooden shed had been painted purple because it was my favorite color. Now it was weathered and rotten.

      “There’s supposed to be something for you in there?” Jasper asked in disbelief.

      I nodded, feeling unsure.

      “I’ll wait out here. There’s probably rats in there.”

      He wasn’t kidding. The same thought had crossed my mind, but I didn’t comment. To be honest I was thankful that he was giving me a moment of privacy. Hell, he had every right to haul me to the jailhouse right then and there, but he hadn’t.

      I stepped inside the shed and turned the flashlight on my cellphone on so I could see. The shed smelled musty and I wondered again what Dimp had put out there that was so important that my momma had remembered it. Shining the flashlight, I looked around to see if anything stood out. There were boxes everywhere and I knew I didn’t have time to go through them all.

      The beam of light reflected on eyes of something and I jumped. Praying it wasn’t a rat I moved closer to see what it was. A large owl statue stared back at me.

      “Hoot,” I mumbled.

      I lifted the statue and found and envelope with Dimp’s handwriting on it. Tearing it open I read the letter inside.

      Dear Hoot,

      If you’re reading this then I’m probably dead. Now don’t go crying over me. We all die at some point. I’m sorry I never told you how proud I was of you, but I am. And hope you can forgive me for getting you involved with the moonshine run.

      Under the floorboard where you are probably standing right now is something that I hope will help fix everything. There is also some paperwork that you should show that special agent of yours. I think he’ll find it very interesting.

      I have a few things that I hope you won’t forget:

      1. The green apples make the best moonshine. And the first batch should always go to the old timers and longtime customers. Be sure to send a jar to Grey, even though he doesn’t come around as much.

      2. Your Momma might not recognize you, but she still loves you.

      3. Don’t let the boys drive the Hellcat. I will personally haunt you if you do.

      4. Tell Jasper how you feel. I think you’ll be pleased to find it is mutual. And, don’t be afraid to tell him that you love the boys, too. He’s going to have to accept that if he wants to be a part of your life.

      Love, Dimp

      Tears streamed down my face. I thought I’d been so slick hiding my feelings for Ezra, Finn, and Cain growing up. Turned out, Dimp had known that I loved all three of them all along.

      With my toe of my shoe, I pressed down on the floorboard. Sure enough it moved, as if it had been lifted recently. I crouched and pulled the loose board. It came out easily and I saw a white shoebox sitting in the space.

      Lifting the lid I couldn’t help but wonder what was inside that could help me. When the lid came off I gasped.

      “Holy shit!”

      “Emma? Is everything okay?”

      I stood, carrying the box with me. Shock. This is what true shock felt like. Hell, I even felt dizzy.

      “Jasper you have to see what I just found.”

      He peered down. “No fucking way.”

      The box was filled with cash, all hundred-dollar bills. There were also stock and bond notes.

      I lifted the envelope on top and said, “I think this is for you.”

      Jasper took it and tore it open. He turned his back to me as he read.

      “There’s no way. How in the hell did he pull this off?”

      “Jasper? What’s going on?”

      He turned to me and said, “He knew, Emma. He knew he was being watched and took the steps to make sure that you wouldn’t take the fall for anything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shook the paper. “He was in the process of becoming a legal moonshiner. Emma, don’t you understand? You’re not going to go to jail.”

      Relief rushed through my body until I felt faint. I sat right on the ground, not caring about the dirt that would be covering my black dress. I was safe? Was it really true?

      Oh my god.

      Jasper sat next to me and asked, “Are you okay?”

      “No.”

      “There’s even proof where he was talking to my boss.” He frowned. “I wonder why they didn’t tell me?”

      “Maybe they thought you were getting too close.”

      His gaze met mine, but he didn’t say anything.

      I moistened my lips. “There was a letter from my father. He said that I should tell you how I feel about you.”

      “Emma… I don’t think this is a good time.”

      “There’s never going to be a good time, especially with the way we both like to complicate things and blur lines,” I replied. “Jasper, I’m think I’m in love with you. You, Ezra, Finn, and maybe even Cain, are so damn important to me.”

      He stared at me, but was silent.

      “I know I probably messed things up by not being honest with you, but I just thought you should know.”

      He wasn’t going to answer me. My eyes filled with tears and I stood. I was about to make some lame excuse so I could make an escape when the back door opened and Abel came out. His eyes were wide with panic.

      “Em- you have to see this!”

      Hurriedly, I followed Abel into the house. We walked through and went out on the front porch. I stopped and stared. There had to be about fifty FBI vehicles in my yard with their lights on. A tall Hispanic man walked toward me.

      “Are you Emma Webb?”

      Ezra moved in front of me. “Don’t answer him.” Then he called out, “Cain, get your ass out here.”

      Cain came out with Jasper on his heels.

      Cain stepped in front of me, too. “Who’s asking?”

      At the same time Jasper exclaimed, “Ortega, what in the hell are you doing here?”

      The man, Ortega, replied, “Brooks I’m not here to talk to you. Ms. Webb, I need you to come with me. You can bring your attorney as well.”

      I nodded and Cain and I went down the steps. Ortega opened the door to one of the cars and Cain and I climbed in.

      Ortega got in the front seat and said, “Thank you all for coming. I just need to take you to the jailhouse to sign a few things and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “What things does Emma need to sign?”

      “All charges against Ms. Webb are being dropped. And we also need to give her some paperwork that her father filed.”

      I glanced out of the window and saw Jasper talking to some agents. He ran his hand through his dark hair looking overwhelmed.

      “And him?”

      “He’ll be doing paperwork as well and then moving onto his next assignment.”

      I nodded. So this was it.

      When we got into town, I was surprised to see one of the deputies sitting in Sheriff Harrison’s office.

      At my questioning look the deputy said, “I’m interim sheriff until a new one can be found. Sheriff Harrison was let go a few moments ago.”

      Ortega asked the deputy to leave. When we were alone, he opened a file and set some papers before me.

      “I’m sorry to pull you away from your family at a time like this.”

      “How long was my father working with you?”

      “For about a year.”

      “Then how did Jasper get sent here? What was the point of that?”

      Ortega slightly smiled. “It never hurts to have an agent around when a deal is still being made.”

      “But he thought he was here to bust my father…”

      “Correct.”

      Ugh. This wasn’t making any sense.

      “If it makes you feel better this happens all the time. It’s not unusual to have several agents working on different aspects of a case without talking to each other. It’s the way the Bureau works.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It doesn’t make me feel better at all.”

      He smiled and pointed to one of the papers. “This is where your father filed for a license for moonshining. He purchased an old warehouse thirty miles outside of town. I need you to sign on the highlighted lines.”

      “Why do I need to sign?”

      “Because he left it in your name. There’s a note at the bottom from him I believe.”

      At the bottom of the page there was a note in my father’s chicken scratch handwriting.

      Hoot,

      Sorry for dragging you in one last time. Just needed to make sure my girls were taken care of.

      Dimp

      Cain peered over the paper and replied, “Everything is in order. You can sign it, Emma.”

      When I was finished putting my name all over the paper Ortega pointed to a thicker stack.

      “This is the rule and regulations that you’ll be following as a legal moonshiner. Consider that your bible. If you don’t follow it to the T then we’ll be seeing each other again, Ms. Webb.”

      He pointed to the last. “This is your father’s will. I’ll let you and your attorney look over it.” He walked to the door and stopped. “I’m sorry for the loss of your father. He was a good man.”

      When he was gone I turned to Cain. “How is any of this even possible?”

      “Dimp always looked out for the family. Looks like he was planning ahead.”

      I nodded. That was the god’s honest truth.

      “Where do we go from here?”

      It seemed too good to be true that everything was resolved with the FBI. Cain stood and gathered the papers.

      “We go home.”

      When we left the room another agent was waiting to drive us. I was surprised to see how many people were still at the house.

      In the middle of the yard Cain told everyone the good news about the charges being dropped.

      Finn yelled out, “Let’s celebrate. It’s what Dimp would have wanted!”

      Everyone cheered and someone even fired a gun, which made us laugh. Oh, my family knew how to have a good time. I scanned the crowd looking for one face in particular. I needed to talk to Jasper, but he was gone. Aunt Ruby touched my arm.

      “He left with the other agents, pretty girl.”

      I smiled, though my eyes were prickling with tears. “It’s okay, Aunt Ruby. I’ll be fine.”

      And I would. Dimp had made sure of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma

      

        

      
        **Three months later**

      

      

      “Finn, for crying out loud, be careful. We don’t want crack the tanks before they’ve even been used,” I called out.

      Finn flipped me the bird before putting the copper tank in place on the concrete floor. Cain winked and I grinned back. It was strange feeling happy. I’d have moments where the grief left in Dimp’s wake would literally take my breath away and the next moment I’d be fine. And today was a good day.

      “You know, just because you’re the boss doesn’t mean you can’t get off your throne and help us!” Finn said as he wiped his face on the sleeve of his shirt. He added, “I’m just glad you burned the pantsuit. I like you much better naked.”

      I’d never live down wearing that damn pantsuit that I wore all those months ago. I grinned, ruefully.

      “You’ve literally only been working for an hour. And your reward will be getting naked tonight.”

      This made everyone laugh and Finn’s ears turned pink. The rest of the workers were putting various items in place in the warehouse. It was strange to think I now had several employees.

      Ezra came up to me and said, “Rob should be here with the apples soon. Then we can see how badly we’ve fucked up Dimp’s recipe.”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist. “I think we’ll be okay.”

      “You’re positive he told you the secret ingredient?”

      I nodded. “I’m sure.”

      “And you still won’t tell me?”

      “Nope.”

      “Damn.”

      He walked off and I noticed Abel was standing outside, looking off into the distance. He’d confessed after the funeral that he’d been the one to sabotage our first batch. I told him I knew – I’d recognized his voice. He had been in over his head in a bad deal and didn’t know how to get out, but everything worked out in the end.

      I went outside and asked, “Are you okay, Abel?”

      Holding up a piece of paper he replied, “I got in.”

      “In?”

      “I enrolled in college – in the City. Guess I’m not as dumb as I thought I was because they accepted me. I start in the spring.”

      “That’s great news! Any idea what you want to study?”

      “I was thinking about becoming a teacher. You seem to like it.”

      I did. After quitting my job in Oklahoma City I applied at the elementary school. To my great surprise, I was offered the job as principal, with a recommendation from Mrs. Edwards. I’d only been there for two months, but I loved everything about it.

      I’d been upfront about my other job, too. The boys and I had decided to keep Dimp’s legacy going by making legal moonshine and I didn’t want it to be a conflict of interest. The superintendent had been understanding and requested a jar from the first batch. I’d merely grinned and agreed. Couldn’t argue with good taste.

      Abel spoke again. “I’m planning on coming back home on the weekends and helping out here. I can’t let those jerks in there have all the fun. Plus, it’ll be nice to be around everyone. Mostly you.”

      He looked at me, making my stomach warm. We’d had a long talk a few days ago. He told me that he thought he loved me. I said we needed to take it slow and see where things went. Hell, I might as well date all the Thompson boys, right?

      “It’ll be good to have you here, Abel. And, if I were a betting woman, I’d wager there’s going to be a wedding soon. Probably in the spring.”

      Jenny had surprised everyone by asking Rob to marry her after baby Larry was born. Said she wanted to make an honest man out of Rob. I smiled to myself. They were good for each other.

      I rubbed my arms, wishing I’d gabbed my coat from my office. Though it wasn’t a harsh winter, it was still pretty cold standing outside.

      “Who’s getting married?”

      The hairs on my neck stood and I turned to find Jasper standing a few feet away. I hadn’t even heard him pull up on the freshly poured road that led to my warehouse.

      Licking my suddenly dry lips I replied, “My cousin Jenny and her boyfriend.”

      Abel made a quick escape, which was smart of him. I wondered if I could run, too, but I also wanted to hear what Mr. Brooks had to say.

      “I thought maybe you were getting married.”

      “A lot of things have changed since you left.”

      Jasper flinched, but was silent.

      I asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to see how things were going.”

      “The distillery isn’t open for business yet. You’ll have to come back in a few days.”

      Finn had the brilliant idea of making the distillery open to the public. The warehouse was big enough to add a restaurant and tasting area. Cain had left Little Rock and was now setting up a practice in town. Turned out there were a lot of people who needed good legal advice in our town. Plus, the distillery needed good legal representation. And, we’d started dating again. It was so crazy, but felt so right.

      Once Jenny was able to work, she and Aunt Ruby would be running restaurant side of the business. Rob was taking over the bar, but would help us as needed. All in all, I felt our team was pretty impressive.

      “Emma, that’s not what I meant.”

      I cut my eyes at him. “Don’t say you’re here to see how I’m doing. If that were the case then you would’ve responded to the text messages I sent. Or you could have called. But I haven’t heard a damn word from you in three months.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jasper

      

      

      I flinched as Emma crossed her arms across her chest. She was mad, but she had every right to be.

      “There was a lot going on-”

      “I’m sure,” she huffed. “There was a lot going on here, too.”

      “Emma, please let me explain.”

      “Special Agent I don’t know if I want to hear it. I’ve moved on and am quite happy.”

      She was telling the truth. She’d be pissed if she knew that I’d had someone watching her. Photo after photo had been sent to me. Her and Ezra. Her and Cain. Her and Finn. The thing that hurt the most was wishing I had been there with her, too.

      After I’d been hauled off to do paper work, I hadn’t been able to get her off my mind. I needed to make sure she was okay, even if that meant not being a part of her life.

      Taking a deep breath, I said, “Ms. Webb, I’m going to need you to come to the station with me.”

      At her incredulous look I held up my brand-new badge.

      “Jasper, what-”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, I can’t answer any more questions. Please come with me.”

      Emma followed me to the front of the warehouse where my SUV was waiting.

      “Jasper…”

      “Emma,” I warned.

      I opened the door and she got in the front seat. I jogged around to the other side and got in before she could decide to bolt. We were silent as we drove into town, which made for a long ride. She glared at me.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “That I’d like to knee you in the balls right now.”

      I sighed, but at least she was talking to me.

      When we got to the station, I parked and waited for her to follow. Some of the deputies said hello as we walked to my office. Inside, I closed the door and pointed to the chair across from the desk.

      “Please sit.”

      Emma sat and asked, “Jasper what’s going on?”

      “Would you like anything to drink?”

      I was stalling. God, I was so nervous right now. What if she told me to go to hell? What then?

      Emma eyed me. “Water would be nice.”

      I opened the mini-fridge under my desk and handed her a bottle before getting one myself.

      “I wasn’t going to go out there today.”

      “Oh?”

      I shook my head. “No. I was going to wait until things were more settled here.”

      “What changed?”

      “I couldn’t stay away.”

      She sighed. “Jasper, what are you doing here?”

      “You aren’t the only one who took a new job. After everything went down with your father’s case, I realized I’d been working at a place that I no longer liked.”

      “What does that have to do with why you’re here?”

      “I started thinking about the last time I’d been happy and your face kept popping up and I realized here, in Broken Bow, was where I was happy. And after they fired Sheriff Harrison I was contacted about the job and I took it.”

      She stared at me and I wondered what she was thinking.

      “Say something.”

      “Jasper, I just don’t know. You left and didn’t try to reach out to me for three months.”

      “The day of the funeral you said you might be in love with me. Is it still true? Do you think you still love me?”

      Her cheeks darkened. “I’m not sure. Sometimes I think no… but then I remember something you said or did and my heart melts a little.”

      “I feel the same way. I love you. But I also needed to make things right in my own life. After I quit the Bureau I came back here and began talking to my old man. We were able to squash some old beef and are finally able to talk without wanting to kill each other.”

      The first meeting had been so awkward. Neither of us knew what to say. Finally, my stepmother asked how work was, which opened up the line of communication. We might not ever be as close as Emma and her own father had been, but at least it was better.

      “I’m glad for you.”

      “But it wasn’t enough. Because you aren’t in my life.”

      “Jasper, I’ve missed you, but I don’t know how we can just pick up right where we left off. You left me after putting me in jail. And I know it was your job, but it still hurt.”

      She had every right to feel that way.

      “I do. Say you’ll see a movie at the church with me.”

      Since it was now winter, the movie nights had been moved to the church.

      “And if that date goes well then we’ll have another. And another.”

      “Until what?”

      “Until we love each other enough to walk down the aisle together.”

      I meant it, too. I loved this woman with all my heart and wanted to spend the rest of my life with her.

      She stood and came around the desk. I stood, too, and she threw her arms around my neck.

      “I’ve missed you so much.”

      “The feeling is more than mutual,” I whispered as I kissed her.

      Pulling back, she giggled.

      “What?”

      “How funny are we? The moonshiner and the sheriff.”

      I chuckled, too. “The yin to my yang.”

      Her eyebrows wiggled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She paused. “But, you have to know you’re not the only one. I’m in love with the Thompson boys. So, you’re going to have to live with them in my life, too.”

      I kissed her again. “I know, Emma. As long as you’re happy, I’m happy.”

      Somewhere along the way, this woman had reminded me of what was important and I’d never forget it as long as she was at my side.

      “I’ll pick you up at seven for the movie.”

      She nodded. “Seven.”

      It was a start.
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        Emma

      

      

      I turned the spout off and held up the first jar of moonshine. This batch had been the product of love, sweat, and tears.

      We only had a short time to enjoy the quiet of the distillery before the doors opened and the people who ordered from our first batch arrived to get their jars, paying the amount Dimp had charged them. It was mind blowing knowing how much money we were about to make. Even after taxes, we’d be sitting on a pretty penny.

      Everyone that I loved was there, waiting for me to test the product – a tradition that wouldn’t be stopping as long as our family owned the company. I swirled the jar and then took a sip of the clear, cool liquid. Bursts of apples and moonshine made my mouth feel like it was alive. And, true to his word, Dimp’s secret ingredient had given the moonshine an extra kick.

      I passed the jar and watched as each person tried a little sip. Finn said it was better than sex. Cain said we’d sell out by the end of the day. Ezra and Abel nodded their heads in approval. Aunt Ruby said it’d go great with dinner tonight and Aunt Carolyn agreed. My sweet Momma, who was having more good days than not, said that Dimp would be so proud of me. My eyes watered. I knew he was smiling down, agreeing.

      When the jar got to Jasper I watched as he took his first sip.

      His brown eyes widened. “What is this heaven?”

      Grinning, I replied, “It’s moonshine, baby.”
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        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed meeting Emma and her men. This is where their journey ends, but you never know when you might see a familiar face….

      

      Hades, Lord of the Underworld, has watched for twenty-five years as his Queen slipped away meaning only one thing – a new Goddess of Spring is on her way.  Read the first book in the Goddess Unveiled Series, Ruled by Pain.

      

      Daisy thought it was the Dead she had to fear. But the Living make her fight for the love of her life. Check out the first book in this post apocalyptic series, Daisy and the Dead

      

      Stacie and her three closest friends share the same secret: they’re all mid-twenties virgins. The last one with their V-card will never live it down. Stacie’s solution is simple - she’ll seduce her favorite male stripper. Read the first book in the series, Virgin Wars

      

      Stay up-to-date with Sarah by signing up for her newsletter
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      Ruled by Pain (Goddess Unveiled Book #1)
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      Ruled by Pleasure (Goddess Unveiled Book #3)

      

      Daisy and the Dead (Book #1)

      Elijah and the Living (Book #2)

      Daisy and the Lost Souls (Book #3)

      Elijah and the New World (Book #4)

      Daisy and the Beginning (Book #5)

      Elijah and the End (Book #6)

      

      Nikki’s Guide to Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse (Doomsday Dave Book #1)

      

      Moonshine Baby – a Reverse Harem Novel

      

      Virgin Wars

      Wedding Wars

      

      The Contender (Wrestling Diaries #1)

      The Rematch (Wrestling Diaries #2)

      The Main Event (Wrestling Diaries #3)

      

      Hard for the Money (A Bangers Book #1)

      Hard Lessons (A Bangers Book #2)

      Hard to Handle (A Bangers Books #3)

      

      Sexting St. Nick- A Happy Ending Holiday Novella 1

      Seducing Jack Frost - A Happy Ending Holiday Novella 2

      Tasting Sugar Plum - A Happy Ending Holiday Novella 3

      

      Anthologies featuring stories by Sarah:

      Gone with the Dead

      Lone Star Zombie-Con – An anthology of Horror and Hope
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      Sarah Bale's family always knew she was destined to write romances when they saw the elaborate stories she created for her Barbie dolls. At fifteen she penned her first book, which will never see the light of day if she has any say. She is the author of over 25 books, with more on the way.
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