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			In loving memory of Glenda Dalton Boling (1945–2019) of Homer, Georgia.
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			Chapter 1

			Her name was Bernadette Epperson, but everybody she knew in Jacobsville, Texas, called her Bernie. She was Blake Kemp’s new paralegal, and she shared the office with Olivia Richards, who was also a paralegal. They had replaced former employees, one who’d married and moved away, the other who’d gone to work in San Antonio for the DA there.

			They were an interesting contrast: Olivia, the tall, willowy brunette, and Bernie, the slender blonde with long, thick platinum blond hair. They’d known each other since grammar school and they were friends. It made for a relaxed, happy office atmosphere.

			Ordinarily, one paralegal would have been adequate for the Jacobs County district attorney’s office. But the DA, Blake Kemp, had hired Olivia to also work as a part-time paralegal. That was because Olivia covered for her friend at the office when Bernie had flares of rheumatoid arthritis. It was one of the more painful forms of arthritis, and when she had attacks it meant walking with a cane and taking more anti-inflammatories, along with the dangerous drugs she took to help keep the disease from worsening. It also meant no social life to speak of. Bernie would have liked having a fellow of her own, but single men knew about her and nobody seemed willing to take on Bernie, along with a progressive disease that could one day make her disabled.

			There were new treatments, of course. Some of them involved weekly shots that halted the progression of the disease. But those shots were incredibly expensive, and even with a reduced price offered by kindly charitable foundations, they were still out of her price range. So it was methotrexate and prednisone and folic acid. And trying not to brood about the whole thing.

			She was on her way to her room at Mrs. Brown’s boardinghouse. It was raining, and the rain was cold. It was October and cool. Not the best time to forget her raincoat, but she’d been in a hurry and late for work, so it was still hanging in her closet at home. Ah, well, she thought philosophically, at least she had a nice thick sweater over her thin blouse. She laughed hysterically to herself. The sweater was a sponge. She felt water rolling down over her flat stomach under her clothes.

			She laughed so hard that she didn’t see a raised portion of the sidewalk. It caught her toe and she tripped. She fell into the road just as a big black limousine came along. Her cane went flying and she hit the pavement on her belly. She was fortunate enough to catch herself on her forearms, but the impact winded her. Luckily for her, the driver saw her in time to stop from running over her. It was dark and only the streetlights showed, blurry light through the curtains of rain.

			A man got out. She saw his shoes. Big feet. Expensive shoes, like some of the visiting district attorneys who showed up to talk to her boss. Slacks that were made of wool. She could tell, because she used wool to knit with.

			“You okay?” a deep, velvety voice asked.

			“Yes,” she panted. “Just...winded.”

			She rolled over and sat up.

			A tall man, built like a wrestler, with broad shoulders and a leonine head, squatted down, staring at her with deep-set brown eyes in an olive complexion. His jet-black hair was threaded with just a little silver, and it was thick and wavy around his head. A lock of it fell onto his forehead as he bent over her. He had high cheekbones and the sort of mouth that was seen in action movies with he-men. He was gorgeous. She couldn’t help staring. She couldn’t remember ever having a man send her speechless just by looking at her.

			“Nice timing,” he mused. “Saw the limo coming, did we? And jumped right out in front of it, too.”

			She was too shaken to think of a comeback, although she should have. She checked her palms. They were a little scraped but not bleeding.

			“I tripped.”

			“Did you really?”

			That damned sarcastic, mocking smile made her very angry. “Could you find my cane, please?” she asked.

			“Cane?”

			She heard his voice change. She hated that note in it. “It went flying when I hit the raised part of the sidewalk. It’s over that way.” She indicated the sidewalk. “On the other side, probably. It’s red enamel. With dragons on it.”

			“With dragons. Mmm-hmm.”

			A car door opened. Another man came around the front of the car. He was older than Bernie but younger than the man squatting down next to her. He was wearing a suit.

			“What’s that about dragons?” the man asked, faintly amused.

			“Her cane. That way, she says.” He pointed.

			The other man made a sound in his throat.

			“Look anyway,” the big man told him.

			“All right, I’m going.” There was a pause while Bernie sat in the road getting wetter by the minute.

			“Well, I’ll be...!”

			The other man came back, holding the cane. He was scowling. “Where the devil did you get something like that?” he asked as he handed it down to her.

			“Internet,” she said. The pain was getting worse. Much worse. She needed a heavy dose of anti-inflammatories, and a bed and a heating pad.

			She swallowed hard. “Please don’t...stare when I get up. There’s only one way I can do it, and it’s embarrassing.” She got on all fours and pushed herself up with difficulty, holding on to the cane for support. She lifted her head to the rain and got her breath back. “Thanks for not running over me,” she said heavily.

			The big man had stood up when she did. He was scowling. “What’s the matter with you? Sprain?”

			She looked up. It was a long way. “Rheumatoid arthritis.”

			“Arthritis? At your age?” the man asked, surprised.

			She drew herself up angrily. “Rheumatoid,” she emphasized. “It’s systemic. An autoimmune disease. Only one percent of people in the world have it, although it’s the most common autoimmune disease. Now if you don’t mind, I have to get home before I drown.”

			“We’ll drive you,” the big man offered belatedly.

			“Frankly, I’d rather drown, thanks.” She turned, very slowly, and managed to get going without too much visible effort. But walking was laborious, and she was gritting her teeth before she’d gotten five steps.

			“Oh, hell.”

			She heard the soft curse before she felt herself suddenly picked up like a sack of potatoes and carried back toward the limousine.

			The other man was holding the door open.

			“You put me down!” she grumbled, trying to struggle. She winced, because movement hurt.

			“When I get you home,” he said. “Where’s home?”

			He put her into the limousine and climbed in beside her. The other man closed the door and got in behind the wheel.

			“I’ll get the seat wet,” she protested.

			“It’s leather. It will clean. Where’s home?”

			She drew in a breath. She was in so much pain that she couldn’t even protest anymore. “Mrs. Brown’s boardinghouse. Two blocks down and to the right. It’s a big Victorian house with a white fence around it and a room-to-rent sign,” she added.

			The driver nodded, started the engine and took off.

			The big man was still watching her. She was clutching the cane with a little hand that had gone white from the pressure she was using.

			He studied her, his eyes on the thick plait of platinum blond hair down her back. Her clothes were plastered to her. Nice body, a little small-breasted and long legs. She had green eyes. Very pale green. Pretty bow mouth. Wide-spaced eyes under thick black eyelashes. Not beautiful. But attractive.

			“Who are you?” he asked belatedly.

			“My name is Bernadette,” she said.

			“Sweet,” he mused. “There was a song about Saint Bernadette,” he recalled.

			She flushed. “My mother loved it. That’s why she gave me the name.”

			“I’m Michael. Michael Fiore, but most people call me Mikey.” He watched her face, but there was no recognition. She didn’t know the name. Surprising. He’d been a resident of Jacobsville a few years back, when his cousin, Paul Fiore of the San Antonio FBI office, was investigating a case that involved Sari Grayling, who later became Paul’s wife. Sari and her sister, Meredith, had been targeted by a hit man, courtesy of a man whose mother was killed by the Graylings’ late father. Mikey had made some friends here.

			“Nice to meet you,” she managed. She grimaced.

			“Hurts pretty bad, huh?” he asked, his dark eyes narrowing. He looked up. Santelli was pulling into a parking spot just in front of a Victorian house with a room-to-rent sign. “Is this it?” he asked.

			She looked up through the window. She nodded. “Thanks so much...”

			“Stay put,” he said.

			He went out the other door that Santi was holding open for him, around the car and opened her door. He reached in and picked her up, cane and purse and all.

			“Come knock on the door for me, Santi,” he told his companion.

			Bernie tried to protest, but the big man kept walking. He smelled of cigar smoke and expensive cologne, and the feel of his big arms around her made her feel odd. Trembly. Nervous. Very nervous. She had one arm around his broad shoulders to hold on, her hand spread beside his neck. He was warm and comforting. It had been a long time since she’d been held by anyone, and it had never felt like this.

			Santi knocked on the door.

			Bernie could have told him that he could just walk in, but he wasn’t from here, so he didn’t know.

			Plump Mrs. Brown opened the door, still wearing her apron because she offered supper to her roomers. She stopped dead, with her mouth open, as she saw Bernie being carried by a stranger.

			“I fell,” Bernie explained. “He was kind enough to stop and bring me home...”

			“Oh, dear, should you go see Dr. Coltrain?” she said worriedly.

			“I’m fine, really, just a little bruised dignity to speak of,” she assured the landlady. “You can put me down,” she said to Mikey.

			“Where’s her room?” Mikey asked politely. He smiled at the older woman, and she flushed and laughed nervously.

			“It’s right down here. She can’t climb the stairs, so she has a room near the front...”

			She led the way. He put Bernie down in a chair beside her bed.

			“You need a hot bath, dear, and some coffee,” Mrs. Brown fussed.

			There was a bathroom between Bernie’s room and the empty room next door.

			“Can you manage?” the big man asked gently.

			She nodded. “I’m okay. Really. Thanks.”

			He shrugged broad shoulders. He frowned. “You shouldn’t be walking so far.”

			“Tell her, tell her,” Mrs. Brown fretted. “She walks four blocks to and from work every single day!”

			“Dr. Coltrain says exercise is good for me,” she retorted.

			“Exercise. Not torture,” Mrs. Brown muttered.

			The big man was thinking. “We’ll see you again,” he said quietly.

			She nodded. “Thanks.”

			He cocked his head. His eyes narrowed. “First impressions aren’t always accurate.”

			Her eyebrows arched. “Gosh, was that an apology?”

			He scowled. “I don’t apologize. Ever.”

			“That didn’t hurt, that didn’t hurt, that didn’t hurt,” she mimicked a comedian who’d said that very thing in a movie. She grinned. Probably he didn’t have a clue what she was talking about.

			He threw back his head and roared. “Police Academy,” he said, naming the movie.

			Her jaw fell.

			“Yeah. That guy was me, at his age,” he confessed. “Take a bath. And don’t fall in.”

			She made a face at him.

			His dark eyes twinkled. “See you, kid.”

			He walked out before she could correct the impression.

			

			He stopped at the front door. “That room to let,” he asked Mrs. Brown. “Is it still available?”

			“Why, yes,” she said, flushing again. She laughed. “You’d be very welcome. We have three ladies living here, but...”

			“I’m easy to please,” he said. “And I won’t be any trouble. I hate hotels.”

			She smiled. “So do I. My husband was in rodeo. We spent years on the road. I got so sick of room keys...”

			He laughed. “That’s me. Okay. If you don’t mind, I’ll have my stuff here later today.”

			“I don’t mind at all.”

			“How much in advance?” he asked, producing his wallet.

			She told him. He handed her several bills.

			“I don’t rob banks, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said with a wry smile. “I’m a businessman. I live in New Jersey, and I own a hotel in Vegas. Which is why I hate staying in them.”

			“Oh! You have business here, then?”

			He nodded solemnly. “Business,” he agreed. “I’ll be around for a while.”

			“It will be nice to have the room rented,” she confessed. “It’s been vacant for a long time. My last tenant got married.”

			“I’ll see you later, then.” He hesitated, looking back toward the room where he’d left Bernadette. “She’ll be okay, you think?”

			“Yes. She might look fragile, but Bernie’s tough. She’s had to be.”

			“Bernie?” His eyes widened.

			She laughed. “That’s what we call her. We’ve known Bernadette all her life.”

			“Small towns.” He smiled. “I grew up in one, myself. Far from here.” He pulled out a business card and handed it to her. “The lower number is my cell phone. If she needs anything tonight, you call me, okay? I can come and drive her to the hospital if she needs to be seen.”

			Mrs. Brown was surprised at that concern from a stranger. “You have a kind heart.”

			He shrugged. “Not always. See you.”

			He went out, motioning for Santi to follow him. They got in the limo and drove off. Mrs. Brown watched it go with real interest. She wondered who the outsider was.

			

			Mikey was all too aware of the driver’s irritation. “They told me to keep an eye on you all the time,” he told Mikey.

			“Yeah, well, I’m not sharing a room with you, no matter what the hell they told you. Besides,” he added, settling back into his seat, “Cash Grier’s got one of his men shadowing me with a sniper kit.”

			“It’s a small town,” Santi began.

			“A small town with half the retired mercs in America,” Mikey cut in. “And my cousin lives right down the road. Remember him? Senior FBI agent Paul Fiore? Lives in Jacobsville, works out of San Antonio, worth millions?”

			“Oh. Him. Right.”

			“Besides, I know the sniper Grier’s got watching me.” He chuckled. “He doesn’t miss. Ever. And they snagged The Avengers to watch when the sniper’s asleep.”

			“The Avengers?” Santi roared. “That’s a comic book!”

			“Rogers and Barton. They’re called the Avengers because Captain America’s name in the series is Rogers, and Hawkeye’s is Barton. Get it?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I know how bad Mario Cotillo wants me, Santi,” Mikey said quietly. “I’m the only thing standing between Tony Garza and a murder-one conviction, because I know Tony didn’t do it and I can prove it. Tony’s in hiding, too, in an even safer place than me.”

			“Where?” Santi asked.

			Mikey laughed coarsely. “Sure, like I’m going to tell you.”

			Santi stiffened. “I’m no snitch,” he said, offended.

			“Anybody can hack a cell phone or the elaborate two-way radio we got in this car, and listen to us when we talk,” Mikey said with visible impatience. “Use your brain, okay?”

			“I do!”

			“Well, you must be keeping it in a safe place when you’re not using it,” Mikey muttered under his breath, but not so that Santi could hear him. The guy was good muscle and a capable driver. It wouldn’t do to upset him too much. Not now, anyway.

			Mikey leaned back with a long sigh and thought of the woman he’d met tonight. He was sorry he’d misjudged her, but plenty of women had thrown themselves into his path. He was extremely wealthy. He had money in Swiss banks that the feds couldn’t touch. And while he’d been accused of a few crimes, including murder, he’d never even been indicted. His record was pretty clean. Well, for a guy in his profession. He was a crime boss back in Jersey, where Tony Garza was the big boss. Tony owned half the rackets around Newark. But Tony had some major new competition, an outsider who saw himself as the next Capone. He’d targeted Tony at once, planned to take him down on a fake murder charge with the help of a friend who worked in the federal attorney’s office. It had backfired. Tony also had friends there. So did Mikey. But Mikey had been with Tony in a bar when the murder had taken place and by chance, Mikey had a photo of himself and Tony with a date stamp on his cell phone. He’d sent copies to Paulie and Cash Grier and a friend down in the Bahamas. Before the feds could jump Tony, who might have been dealt with handily and at once before it even came to trial, Mikey and Tony had both skipped town.

			The next obvious play by Cotillo would be to put out contracts on Mikey and Tony. Mikey smiled. He knew most of the heavy hitters in the business. So did Tony. It wouldn’t work, but Cotillo didn’t know that. Yet. Meanwhile, Mikey and Tony were playing a waiting game. Both had feds on the job protecting them. Mikey wasn’t telling Santi that, however. He didn’t trust anybody really, except his cousin Paul. The fewer people who knew, the safer he was going to be.

			Not that life held such attractions for him these days. He had all the money he’d ever need. He had a fearsome reputation, which gave him plenty of protection back home in New Jersey. But he was alone. He was a lonely man. He’d asked a woman to share his life only once, and she’d laughed. He was good in bed and he bought her pretty things, but she wasn’t going to get married to a known gangster. She had her reputation to think of. After all, she was a debutante, from one of the most prominent families in Maryland. Marry a hood? Ha! Fat chance.

			It had broken his heart. Even now, years and years after it happened, it was a sore spot. He was more than his reputation. He was fair and honest, and he never hurt anybody without a damned good reason. Mostly, he went after people who hurt people he cared about.

			Well, there was also the odd job for Tony when he was younger. But those days were mostly behind him. He could still handle a sniper kit when he needed to. It was just that he didn’t have the same need for notoriety that had once ruled his life.

			Nobody needed him. Funny, the main reason he’d enjoyed the debutante was that she’d pretended to be helpless and clingy. He’d enjoyed that. Since his grandmother’s death, there had been nobody who cared about him except Paul, and nobody who needed him at all. Briefly, he’d helped his cousin protect a young woman from Jacobsville, Merrie Grayling, before she married the Wyoming rancher. But that had been sort of an accessory thing. He’d liked her very much, yet as a sort of adoptive baby sister, nothing romantic. It had been nice, helping Paulie with that little chore, especially since he knew the contract killer who’d been assigned to get Merrie. He had known how to get the hit called off—actually, by getting Merrie, an artist of great talent, to do a portrait of Tony. The contract killer had ended badly, but that happened sometimes. Most sane people didn’t go against Tony, who’d told the guy to call off the hit.

			But all that had been three years ago. Life moved on. Now here was Mikey, in hiding from a newcomer in Jersey, trying to protect his friend Tony.

			He thought again about the young woman who’d fallen in front of the limo. He felt bad that he’d misjudged her. She was pretty. What had she called herself—Bernadette? He smiled. He’d been to France, to the grotto where Saint Bernadette had dug into a mudhole, found a clear spring and seen the apparition she referred to as the Immaculate Conception, and he’d seen Bernadette in her coffin. She looked no older than when she’d died, a century and more ago, a beautiful young woman. He wondered if her namesake even knew who Saint Bernadette was. He wondered why she’d been given that name.

			So many questions. Well, he was going to be staying in the same rooming house, so he’d probably get the chance to talk to her, to ask her about her family. She was nice. She didn’t like pity, although she had a devastating medical condition, and she had a temper. He smiled, remembering that thick plait of blond hair down her back. He loved long hair. It must be hard to keep, for someone with her limitations.

			His little Greek grandmother had been arthritic. He recalled her gnarled hands and the times when she hadn’t been able to get out of bed. Mikey had carried her from room to room when she had special company, or outside when she wanted to sit in the sun. He couldn’t remember what sort of arthritis she’d had, but it was in the family bible, along with plenty of other family information. He kept the bible in a safe-deposit box back in Jersey, along with precious photographs of people long dead. There had been one of the debutante. But he’d burned that one.

			The car was eating up the miles to San Antonio, where Mikey had left his luggage in a hotel under an assumed name. He’d send Santi in to pick it up and pay the bill, just in case, while he waited outside in the parking lot. You couldn’t be too careful. He needed to send a text to Paulie, as well, but that could wait until he was back in Jacobsville. He should ask Paulie about hackers and what they could find out, and how. He still wasn’t up on modern methods of surveillance.

			He leaned back against the seat with a long sigh. Bernadette. He smiled to himself.

			

			Bernadette took a hot bath, and it did help ease some of the discomfort. Mrs. Brown had been kind enough to add a handhold on the side of the tub so that Bernadette would find it easier to get in and out of the tub. She took showers, however, not baths. It was so much quicker to stand up. Besides, the bathroom was used by all the boarders on the ground floor, although there had been just Bernadette for several weeks, and poor Mrs. Brown had enough to do without having to scrub the tub all the time. She did have a daily woman who came in to help with the heavy chores. But Bernadette was fastidious and it bothered her, the idea of baths when at least one of the former boarders had been male and liked lots of musk-smelling bath oil. For women, especially, baths in a less than spotlessly clean tub could lead to infections. Bernie had enough to worry about without those. So, she took showers.

			She dressed in her pajama bottoms and one of the soft, thick T-shirts that she wore with it.

			There was a tap at the door and Mrs. Brown came in with a cup of tea in a beautiful ceramic cup on its delicate saucer. “Chamomile tea,” she said with a smile. “It will help you sleep, sweetheart.”

			“You’re spoiling me,” Bernadette complained softly. “You have enough to do without adding me to your burdens.”

			“You’re no burden,” Mrs. Brown said gently. “You keep your room spotless, you never mess anything up, and I have yet to have to pick up after you anywhere.” She sighed. “I wish we could say the same for the two nice women on the second floor, and don’t you dare tell them I said that!”

			Bernadette laughed. “I won’t. You know I don’t gossip.”

			“Of course you don’t.” She put the cup and saucer on the bedside table. “What a nice man who brought you home,” she added with a speculative glance that Bernadette missed. “He’s renting a room here, too!”

			Bernadette caught her breath. “He is?” she stammered, and flushed a little.

			Mrs. Brown chuckled. “He is. The one on the other side of the bathroom, but that won’t be a problem. I’ll make sure he knows to knock first when he needs to use it.”

			“Okay, then.” She sipped tea and smiled with her eyes closed. “This is so good!”

			“I put honey in it, instead of sugar, and just a hint of cinnamon.”

			Bernadette looked up at the older woman. “You know, he thought I’d fallen in front of his car on purpose.”

			“You fell? You didn’t tell me!”

			She sipped her tea. “The sidewalk was slippery and my toe hit a brick that was just a little out of place. I went flying into the street. Lucky for me that his driver had good brakes.” She frowned. “It was a limousine.”

			“I noticed,” Mrs. Brown said with a wry smile. “He was wearing a very expensive suit, as well. I think I recognized him. He looks like Paul Fiore’s cousin.”

			“I heard about that,” Bernadette said, “when I was working as a receptionist for a group of attorneys, before I got my paralegal certification from night school and Mr. Kemp hired me. I never saw him, but people talked about him. He was helping protect Merrie Grayling, wasn’t he?”

			“That was the gossip. Goodness, imagine having contract killers stalking two local girls in the same family!” She shook her head. “I had it from the Grayling girls’ housekeeper, Mandy Swilling. She said the girls’ father had killed a local woman for selling him out to the feds on racketeering charges, and the woman’s son put out contracts on both Grayling’s daughters, to get even. He thought their father loved them so much that it would really hurt him.” She sighed. “Well, the man was dead by then, and the woman’s son was charged with conspiracy to commit murder. They say he’ll be in prison for a long time, even though he did try to help them find the killers.”

			“Good enough for him,” Bernie said. “Murder is a nasty business.”

			“That’s another thing. They say that Mr. Fiore’s cousin Mikey is mixed up with organized crime.”

			“His cousin?”

			“The man who carried you inside the house tonight,” Mrs. Brown replied.

			Bernie sat with the cup suspended in one hand. “Oh. Him.” She laughed. She hadn’t really been paying attention.

			“Him.” She laughed. “But I don’t believe it. He’s so nice. He was really concerned about you.”

			“Not when I first fell, he wasn’t,” Bernie said, wrinkling her nose. “He thought I did it on purpose to get his attention.” She hesitated. “Well, you know, he is drop-dead gorgeous. When I first saw him, I could hardly even get my breath,” she confessed. “It was like being hit in the stomach. I’ve never seen a real live man who looked like that. He could be in movies.” She flushed. “Well, he’s good-looking, I mean.”

			“I suppose some women do find excuses to attract men like that,” Mrs. Brown said in his defense.

			“I suppose. He changed his mind when he saw the cane, though.” Her face grew sad. “When I was in high school, there was this really nice boy. I thought he was going to ask me to the senior prom. I was so excited. One of my girlfriends said he was talking about me to someone else, although she didn’t hear what he said.” She looked down into the now-empty cup. “Then another friend told me the truth. He said that I wasn’t bad to look at, but he didn’t want to take a disabled girl to a dance.” She smiled sadly, aware of Mrs. Brown’s angry expression. “After that, I sort of gave up on dating.”

			“There must have been nicer boys,” she replied.

			“Oh, there were. But there were prettier girls who didn’t walk with canes.” She put down the cup and saucer. “I didn’t need the cane all the time, of course. But when I had flares, I’d just fall if I made a misstep.” She shook her head. “No man is going to want a woman who may end up an invalid one day. So I go to work and save all I can, and hope that by the time I need to give up and apply for disability, I’ll have enough to tide me over until I can get it.” She made a face. “Gosh, wouldn’t it be nice not to have health issues?”

			“It would. And I’m sorry that you do. But, Bernie, a man who loves you won’t care if you have them.” She added, “Any more than you’d care if he had them.”

			Bernie smiled. “You’re a nice woman. I’m so lucky to live here. And thank you for the tea.”

			“You’re very welcome. You get some sleep. Tomorrow’s Saturday, so you can sleep in for a change.”

			“A nice change.” She grimaced. “But I don’t want you to wait breakfast for me...!”

			“I’ll put it on a plate in the fridge and you can heat it up in the microwave,” said Mrs. Brown. “So stop worrying about things.”

			Bernie laughed. “Okay. Thanks again.”

			“You’re very welcome.” She hesitated at the door. ‘What a very good thing that we don’t have many young women living here, except you.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, that nice man who brought you in is really good-looking, and we don’t want a line forming at his door, now do we?” she teased.

			Bernie blushed, but Mrs. Brown had closed the door before she saw it.

		
	
		
			Chapter 2

			Mikey waited for Santi in a parking spot near the front door of the San Antonio hotel. He hoped it wouldn’t take too long. The streets were busy, even at this time of night, and some of the people milling around were wearing gang colors and had multiple tats. He knew about the Los Serpientes gang. Although they were technically based in Houston, they had a presence here in San Antonio. Paulie had told him about them. They looked out for children and old people. Amazing. Kind of like the Yakuza in Japan.

			Japan was a great place to visit. Mikey had gone there for several weeks after his tour of duty in the Middle East. He’d needed to wind down and get over some of the things he’d seen and done there. He’d been with a group of military overseas that included two men from here, Rogers and Barton, who’d been protecting the Grayling girls from contract killers. He hadn’t served directly with them, but Cag Hart and the local DA, Blake Kemp, had been overseas at the same time. From Afghanistan to Iraq, he’d carried a rifle and served his country. The memories weren’t good, but he had others he lived with. He just added the more recent ones to them.

			He’d been surprised to find his company commander involved with Merrie Grayling. The Wyoming rancher, Ren Colter, had been the company commander of his sniper unit overseas. In fact, the Grayling girls’ protectors, Rogers and Barton, had also been part of his group. What a homecoming that had been. Not a really great one, because Mikey had gotten in trouble scrounging materials for a brothel. But his commanding officer had gotten him out of trouble with Ren, because Mikey had the greatest luck in the world at poker. He never lost. It was one reason he was so rich. Of course, he couldn’t get into casinos anymore. He didn’t cheat. He didn’t have to. But that luck had gotten him barred all over the world, even in Monte Carlo. He chuckled. It was sort of a mark of honor, being barred from those places. So he didn’t mind that much. He had all the money he’d ever need until he died an old man, so who cared?

			The car trunk opened suddenly. Mikey’s hand had gone automatically under his jacket to the .45 he’d put there before Santi went into the hotel. He kept it in a secure compartment under the seat, custom-made. He hadn’t needed it in Jacobsville, but this was unknown territory, and it was dangerous not to go heeled. He had a concealed carry permit, but for Jersey, not here. He supposed he’d have to go see the sheriff in Jacobs County and get one for Texas. That would be Hayes Carson. He knew the sheriff from three years ago. They got on.

			Santi opened the door and got in behind the wheel. “All the bags are in the trunk, chief,” he told his boss. “We need to stop anywhere else before we head south?”

			“Not unless you’re hungry.”

			“I could eat.”

			“Well, there’s a nice restaurant in a better part of town. Let’s go looking.” He glanced out through the tinted windows at a young man who was giving the limo a real hard look. “I’m not overjoyed with the clientele hereabouts.”

			“Me, neither.”

			“So, let’s go. We’ll drive around and see if we can find someplace Italian. I think Paulie said a new place had just opened recently. Carlo’s. Put it in the computer.”

			Santi fed it into the onboard GPS. “Got it, chief. Only three blocks away.”

			“Okay! Head out.”

			

			They were well into their plates of spaghetti when Mikey noticed a couple of customers in suits giving them a cursory inspection.

			“Feds,” Mikey said under his breath. “At the second table over. Don’t look,” he added.

			“Know them?”

			“Nope,” Mikey said.

			“FBI, you think?”

			Mikey chuckled. “If they were, Paulie would have mentioned that I had a tail here in the city.”

			“Then who?”

			“If I were guessing, US Marshals,” he replied. “The big dark one looks vaguely familiar, but I can’t quite place him. He was working with Paulie during the time I spent in Jacobsville three years ago.”

			“Marshals?” Santi asked, and he shifted restlessly.

			“Relax. They aren’t planning to toss our butts in jail. There’s this thing called due process,” Mikey said imperturbably. “We’ll have fewer worries down in Jacobs County. Jacobsville is so small that any stranger sticks out. Besides, we’ve got shadows of our own.”

			“Good ones?”

			“You bet,” Mikey replied with a smug grin. “So eat your supper and I’ll move into my new temporary home.”

			“I don’t like being down the road in a motel,” Santi muttered. “Even with all the other guys watching your back.”

			“Well, I’m not sharing the room,” Mikey said flatly. “It’s barely big enough for me and all my stuff, without trying to fit you into it. No room for another bed, anyway.”

			“I guess you got a point.”

			“Of course I do. Besides, it’s not like I’m going to get hit until they track me down here.”

			“The limo is going to attract attention,” Santi said worriedly.

			“Yeah, well, no more attention than the gossip will, but there’s not a place in the world I’d be safer. Strangers stick out here. Remember, I told you about Cash Grier’s wife being tracked here by a contract killer, and what happened to him?”

			Santi chuckled. “Yeah. Grier’s wife hit him so hard with an iron skillet that he ran to the cops for protection.”

			“Exactly. Nobody messes with Tippy Grier. What a knockout. A movie star, and she’s married to the police chief and has two kids. I never thought Grier could settle down in a small town. He didn’t seem the sort.”

			“That’s what everybody says.” Santi paused. “I feel bad about that poor girl we almost hit,” he added, surprisingly, because he wasn’t sentimental. “She was nice, and we thought she was trying to play us.”

			“We come by our suspicious natures honestly,” Mikey reminded him. “But, yeah, she was nice. Needs looking after,” he said quietly. “Not that she seems the kind of woman who’d let anybody look after her.”

			“I noticed that.”

			Mikey glanced at his watch. “We’d better go.” He signaled to a waiter for the check.

			

			Bernadette was reading in bed. The pain was pretty bad, a combination of the rain and the fall. She needed something to take her mind off it, so she pulled out her cell phone, on which she kept dozens of books. Many were romance novels. She realized that her condition would keep most men away, and it was nice to daydream about having a kind man sweep her off her feet.

			She couldn’t stop thinking about the big dark-haired man who’d done that earlier in the evening. He was kin to Paul Fiore, who was married to Sari Grayling. Bernie worked with Sari in the local DA’s office. She wondered if she could get away with asking her anything about the man, who’d been very kind to her after mistaking her for some kind of con woman.

			She shouldn’t be thinking about him. A man that handsome probably had women hanging on to his ankles everywhere he walked. He was apparently rich, as well. There was another woman in her office, the receptionist, Jessie Tennison, a gorgeous brunette in her late twenties, who was crazy about men and openly solicited any rich one who came into the office. Mr. Kemp, the DA, had already called her down about it once. A second offense would cost her the job, he’d added. Her position didn’t include sexual harassment of clients.

			What a new world it was, Bernie mused, when a woman could be accused of what was often seen as a man’s offense. But, then, her coworker was very pretty. She was just ambitious. She had a failed marriage behind her. Gossip was that her ex-husband had been wealthy but had a gambling habit and lost it all on one draw of a card. Nobody knew, because the woman didn’t talk about herself. Well, not to the women in the office.

			A sudden commotion caught her attention. There was movement in the hall. Some bumping and a familiar deep male voice. Her heart jumped. That was the man who’d brought her home earlier. She knew his voice already. It was hard to miss, with that definite New Jersey accent. She knew about that because of Paul Fiore. He had one just like it.

			There was more noise, then a door closing. More footsteps. Voices. The front door opening and closing, and then a car driving away.

			Mrs. Brown knocked at Bernie’s door and then slipped in, closing it behind her. “Sorry about the noise. Mr. Fiore’s just moving in,” she added with an affectionate smile.

			Bernie tried not to show the delight she felt. “Is he going to stay long? Did he say?”

			“Not really,” she said. “His driver is staying at a motel down the road.” She laughed. “Mr. Fiore said no way was he sharing that room with another man, especially not one as big as his driver.”

			Bernie laughed softly. “I guess not.”

			“So you’ll need to knock before you go into the bathroom, like I mentioned earlier,” Mrs. Brown continued. “Just in case. I told Mr. Fiore again that he’d need to do the same thing, since you’re sharing.” She looked worried. Bernie was flushed. “I’m so sorry. If I had a room with a bathroom free, I’d—”

			“Those are upstairs,” Bernie interrupted gently, “and we both know that I have a problem with stairs.” She sighed and shook her head. “The rain and the walk and the fall pretty much did me in today. You were right. I should have gotten a cab. It isn’t that expensive, and I don’t spend much of what I make, except on books.” That was true. Her rent included all utilities and even the cable that gave her television access—not that she watched much TV.

			“I know that walking is supposed to be good for you,” the older woman replied. “But not when you’re having a flare.” She drew in a breath. “Bernie, if you wrote the company that makes that injectable medicine, they might...”

			“I already did,” Bernie said softly. “They offered me a discount, but even so, it’s almost a thousand dollars a month. There’s no way I could afford that, discount or not. Besides,” she said philosophically, “it might not work for me. Sometimes it doesn’t. It’s a gamble.”

			“I guess so.” Mrs. Brown looked sad. “Maybe someday they’ll find a cure.”

			“Maybe they will.”

			“Well, I’ll let you get back to your book,” she teased, because she knew about the late-night reading habit. “Need anything from the kitchen before I turn out the lights?”

			“Not a thing. I have my water right here.” She indicated two bottles of water that she kept by her bedside.

			“You could have some ice in a glass to go with it.”

			Bernie shook her head. “It would just melt. But thank you, Mrs. Brown. You’re so good to me.”

			The older woman beamed. “I’m happy to have you here. You’re the only resident I’ve ever had who never complained about anything. You’ll spoil me.”

			“That’s my line,” Bernie teased, and she laughed. It made her look pretty.

			“Sleep well.”

			“You, too.”

			Mrs. Brown went out and closed the door.

			Bernie thought about that injectable medicine. Her rheumatologist in San Antonio had told her about it, encouraged her to try to get it. At Bernie’s age, it might retard the progress of the disease, a disease that could lead to all sorts of complications, the worst of which was deformity in the hands and feet. Not only that, but RA was systemic. It could cause a lot of issues in other parts of the body, as well.

			Chance, Bernie thought, would be a fine thing. She’d have to be very well-to-do in order to afford something so expensive as those shots. Well, meanwhile she had her other meds, and they worked well enough most of the time. It wasn’t every day that she fell in a cold rain almost in front of somebody’s fancy limousine. She smiled to herself and went back to her book.

			

			Breakfast the next morning would have been interesting, Bernie thought to herself as she ate hers from a tray her kindly landlady had provided. But she couldn’t get up. A weather system had moved in, dropping even more rain, and Bernie’s poor body was still trying to cope with yesterday’s fall. What a good thing it was Saturday. She’d have had a time getting to work.

			Just as she finished the last drop of her coffee, there was a perfunctory knock and the man who’d rescued her walked in.

			She pulled the sheet up over her breasts. The gown covered her nicely, but she’d never had a man in her bedroom in her life, except for her late father and her doctor. She flushed.

			Mikey grinned from ear to ear. He loved that reaction. The women in his life were brassy and easy and unshockable. Here was a violet under a staircase, undiscovered, who blushed because a man saw her in her nightgown.

			“Mrs. Brown said you might like a second cup of coffee,” he said gently, approaching the bed with a cup and saucer.

			“Oh, I, yes, I...thank you.” She couldn’t even talk normally. She was furious with herself, especially when her hands shook a little as she took the cup and saucer from him. He lifted the empty one from the tray, so she’d have someplace to put the new one.

			He cocked his head and looked at her, fascinated. Her long blond hair was in a braid, a little frizzled from being slept on. She was wearing a cotton gown, and he could see the straps with their eyelet trim. It reminded him of his grandmother, who’d never liked artificial fabric.

			“You aren’t feeling so good today, are you?” he asked. “Need me to run you over to the doctor?”

			The flush grew. “Oh. Thank you. No, I’m...well, it’s sort of normal. When it rains, it hurts more. And I fell.” She bit her lip because he looked so guilty. “It wasn’t your fault, or your driver’s,” she added quickly. “I’m clumsy. My toe hit a brick on the sidewalk that was just a little raised and it caused me to lose my balance. That’s why I use the cane on bad days. I’m clumsy even on flat surfaces...”

			“My grandmother had arthritis,” he said softly. “Her little hands and feet were gnarled like tree roots.” He wasn’t watching, so he didn’t notice the discomfort in Bernie’s face—her poor feet weren’t very pretty, either. “I used to carry her in and out of the house when she had bad spells. She loved to sit in the sun.” His dark eyes were sad. “She weighed barely eighty pounds, but she was like a little pit bull. Even the big guys were afraid of her.”

			“The big guys?” she asked, lost in his soft eyes.

			He shrugged. “In the family,” he said.

			She frowned. She didn’t understand.

			“You really are a little violet under a stair,” he mused to himself. “The family is what insiders call the mob,” he explained. “The big guys are the dons, the men who run things. I’m from New Jersey. Most of my family was involved in organized crime. Well, except Paulie,” he added with a chuckle. “He was always the odd guy out.”

			She smiled. “He’s married to Sari Grayling, who works in our office.”

			He nodded. “Sweet woman. Her sister is one hel—heck of an artist,” he said, amending the word he’d meant to use.

			“She truly is. They had her do a portrait of our local college president, who was retiring. It looked just like him.”

			He chuckled. “The one she painted three years ago saved her life. Her father whacked a woman whose son hired contract men to go after Grayling’s daughters. Merrie painted the big don from back home, and he called off the hit.” He didn’t add how Tony Garza had called it off.

			“We heard about all that. I wasn’t working for the district attorney’s office at the time. I was working for a local attorney who moved his practice to San Antonio. But we all knew,” she added. “Everybody talked about it. He actually gave her away at her wedding, didn’t he?”

			He nodded. “Tony’s wife died young. He never had kids, never remarried.” He grinned. “He tells everybody he’s Merrie’s dad. Gets a reaction, let me tell you, especially when he mentions that her brother-in-law is a fed.”

			She sipped coffee, fascinated by him.

			It was mutual. He smiled very slowly, his heart doing odd things in his chest. It had been many years since he’d felt such tenderness for anything female, except his grandmother.

			“Do you have family?” he asked suddenly.

			Her face clouded. “Not anymore,” she said softly, without elaborating.

			“Me, neither,” he replied. “Except for Paulie. We’re first cousins.”

			“Mr. Fiore’s nice,” she said.

			He nodded. He was thinking about Tony, in hiding and waiting for developments that would save him from life in prison. Mikey had the proof that could save him. But he had to stay alive long enough to present it. Here, in Jacobsville, was his best bet. He’d agreed, knowing how many ex-mercs and ex-military lived here.

			But as he stared at this sweet, kind young woman, he thought about the danger he might be putting her in. Even in a foolproof situation, there could be snags. After all, the contract killer who’d been after Merrie actually got onto Ren Colter’s property in Wyoming and had her bedroom staked out before she came back to her sister and brother-in-law.

			Bernie cocked her head. “Something’s worrying you.”

			He started. “How do you know?”

			She drew in a slow breath and averted her eyes. “People think I’m strange.”

			He moved a step closer to the bed. “How so?”

			She shifted restlessly. “I...well, I sort of know things about people.” She flushed.

			He nodded. “Like Merrie. She has that sort of perception. She painted a picture of me that nailed me to a T, and she’d never even met me.”

			She looked up. “Oh. Then you’re not...intimidated by strange things.”

			He chuckled. “Nothing intimidates me, kid,” he teased.

			She smiled.

			“So. You think something’s worrying me.” One brown eye narrowed. “What, exactly?”

			She drew in a long breath and stared into his eyes. “Somebody wants to keep you from telling something you know,” she said after a minute, and saw the shock hit his face.

			“Damn.”

			“And it worries you that somebody might hurt anybody around you.”

			“Need to get a crystal ball and a kerchief and set up shop,” he teased gently. “You’re absolutely on the money. But that’s between you and me, okay? The fewer people who know things, the fewer can talk about them.”

			She nodded. “I don’t talk about things I know, as a rule. I work for the DA’s office. Gossip isn’t encouraged.”

			He chuckled. “I guess not.”

			Her coffee was now stone-cold, but she sipped it, for something to do.

			He stared at her with conflicting emotions. She was unique, he thought. He’d never met anybody in his life like her.

			She stared back. Her heart was almost smothering her with its wild beat. She was grateful that she had the covers pulled up, so he couldn’t see her gown fluttering with her heartbeat.

			There was another quick knock and Mrs. Brown came in. “Finished, dear?” she asked as she went to pick up the tray. “You can just set that on here, Mr. Fiore,” she told Mikey with a smile. “I’ll...”

			He put it on the tray and then took the tray from her. “You’re too delicate to be lifting heavy weights,” he said with a grin. “I’ll carry it for you.”

			“Oh, Mr. Fiore,” she laughed, and blushed like a girl. “If you need anything, you just call me, Bernie, ok?”

			“I will. Thanks. Both of you,” she added.

			Mrs. Brown smiled. As Mikey went through the door, he turned and winked at her.

			That wink kept her heart fluttering all day, and it kept her awake most of the night.

			

			She was able to go to the table for breakfast the next morning, even if she moved with a little difficulty. Her medicines worked slowly, but at least they did work. She had prednisone to take with the worst attacks, and it helped tremendously.

			“You look better today,” Mrs. Brown said. “Going to church?”

			“Yes,” she replied with a smile. “I’m hitching a ride with the Farwalkers.”

			Mikey frowned. “The Farwalkers? Wait a minute. Farwalker. Carson Farwalker. He’s one of the doctors here. I remember.”

			Bernie laughed. “Yes. He’s married to Carlie Blair. Her dad is pastor of the local Methodist church. I don’t have a car, so they come by to get me most Sundays for services. Sometimes it’s just Carlie and their little boy, Jacob, if Carson’s on call.”

			He didn’t mention that he knew that pastor, Jake Blair. He also knew things about the man’s past that he wasn’t sharing.

			“My whole family was Catholic,” he said. “Well, not Paulie. But then, he always went his own way.”

			“The Ruiz family here is Catholic,” she said. “He’s a Texas Ranger. His wife is a nurse. She works in San Antonio, too, so they commute. They’re very nice people.”

			“I never met Ruiz, but I heard about him. Ranch the size of a small state, they say.”

			Bernie grinned. “Yes. It is rather large, but they aren’t social people, if you get my meaning.”

			“Goodness, no,” Miss Pirkle, one of the tenants said with a smile. “Your cousin and his family are like that, too, Mr. Fiore,” she added, her thin face animated as she spoke. “Down-to-earth. Good people.”

			“Thanks,” he said.

			“We have a lot of moneyed families in Jacobsville and Comanche Wells,” old Mrs. Bartwell interjected with a smile. “Most of them earned their wealth the hard way, especially the Ballengers. They started out with nothing. Now Calhoun is a United States senator and Justin runs their huge feed lot here.”

			“That’s a real rags-to-riches story,” Miss Pirkle agreed. “Their sons are nice, too. Imagine, two brothers, three children apiece, and not a girl in the bunch,” she added on a laugh.

			“I wouldn’t mind a little girl,” Mikey said, surprising himself. He didn’t dare look at Bernie, who’d inspired the comment. He could almost picture her in a little frilly dress at the age of five or six. She would have been a pretty child. He hadn’t thought about children in a long time, not since his ex-fiancée had noted that she wasn’t marrying some famous criminal. It had broken Mikey’s heart. Women were treacherous.

			“Children are sweet,” Bernie said softly as she finished her bacon and eggs. “The Griers come into our office a lot with their daughter, Tris, and their son, Marcus. I love seeing their children.”

			“The police chief,” Mikey said, nodding. He chuckled. “Not your average small-town cop.”

			“Not at all,” Bernie agreed, tongue-in-cheek.

			“That’s true,” Miss Pirkle said. “He was a Texas Ranger!”

			Bernie caught Mikey’s eyes and held them. He got the message. Their elderly breakfast companion didn’t know about the chief’s past. Just as well to keep it quiet.

			“Are you from here, too?” Mikey asked Miss Pirkle.

			“No. I’m from Houston,” she replied, her blue eyes smiling. “I came here with my mother about two years ago, just before I lost her.” She took a breath and forced a smile. “I loved the town so much that I decided I’d just stay. I don’t really have anybody back in Houston now.”

			“I’m not from here, either,” Mrs. Bartwell said. “I’m a northern transplant. New York State.”

			“Thought I recognized that accent,” Mikey teased.

			Mrs. Bartwell chuckled. “I have a great-niece who lives in Chicago with her grandmother. Old money. Very old. They have ancestors who died in the French Revolution.”

			“My goodness!” Miss Pirkle exclaimed, all ears.

			“My sister and I haven’t spoken in twenty years,” she added. “We had a minor disagreement that led to a terrible fight. My husband died of cancer and we had no children. My great-niece’s mother was from Jacobsville. She was a Jacobs, in fact.”

			“Impressive,” Bernie said with a grin. “Was she kin to Big John?”

			“Yes, distantly.”

			“Big John?” Mikey asked curiously.

			“Big John Jacobs,” Bernie replied, because she knew the history by heart. “He was a sharecropper back in Georgia before the Union Army burned down his farm and killed most of his family, thinking they were slave owners. They weren’t. They were poor, like the black family he saved from real slave owners. One of the Union officers was going to have him shot, but the black family got between him and the Army man and made him listen to the truth. They saved his life. He came here just after the Civil War with them. He didn’t even have a proper house, so he and their families lived in one big shack together. He hired on some Comanche men and a good many cowboys from Mexico and started ranching with Texas longhorns. He made people uncomfortable because he wasn’t a racist in a time when many people were. He married an heiress, convinced her father to build a railroad spur to the ranch, near present Jacobsville, so that he could ship his cattle north. Made a fortune at it.”

			“What a story,” Mikey chuckled.

			“And all true,” Miss Pirkle said. “There’s a statue of Big John on the town square. One of his direct descendants is married to Justin Ballenger, who owns one of the biggest feed lots in Texas.”

			“All this talk of great men makes me weak in the knees,” Mikey teased.

			“Do you have illustrious ancestors, Mr. Fiore?” Mrs. Brown asked with a mischievous grin.

			“Nah,” he said. “If I do, I don’t know about it. My grandmother was the only illustrious person I ever knew.”

			“Was she famous?” Mrs. Bartwell asked.

			“Well, she was famous back in Jersey,” he mused. “Got mad at a don and chased him around the room with a salami.”

			There were confused looks.

			“Mafia folks,” he explained.

			“Oh! Like in The Sopranos, that used to be on television!” Miss Pirkle said. “I never missed an episode!”

			“Sort of like that,” he said. “More like Marlon Brando in The Godfather,” he said, chuckling. “Afterwards, he sent her a big present every Christmas and even came to her funeral. She was fierce.”

			“Was she Italian?” Mrs. Brown asked.

			He laughed. “She was Greek. Everybody else in my whole family was Italian except for her. She was a tiny little thing, but ferocious. I was terrified of her when I was a kid. So was Paulie. Our folks didn’t have much time for us,” he added, not explaining why, “so she pretty much raised us.”

			“I never knew either of my grandmothers,” Bernie said as she sipped coffee.

			Mikey was studying her closely. “Where were your grandparents from?” he asked.

			She closed up like a flower. She forced a smile. “I’m not really sure,” she lied. “My father and mother were from Jacobsville, though, and we lived here from the time I was old enough to remember things. I have to get ready for church. It was delicious, Mrs. Brown,” she added.

			“Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Brown said, and grimaced a little. She knew about Bernie’s past. Not many other local people did. She could almost feel Bernie’s anguish. Not Mr. Fiore’s fault for bringing it up. He didn’t know. “Want a second cup of coffee to take with you while you dress?”

			“If I drink two, I can fly around the room and land on the curtain rods,” Bernie teased. “I’m hyper enough as it is. But thanks.”

			She glanced at Mikey, puzzled by the look on his face. She smiled at the others and went back to her room.

			

			Jake Blair was a conundrum, Bernie thought as she walked in line out the front door to shake hands with him after the very nice sermon. He seemed to be very conventional, just like a minister was expected to be. But he drove a red Shelby Cobra Mustang with a souped-up engine, and there were whispers about his past. The same sort of whispers that followed Jacobsville’s police chief, Cash Grier, wherever he went.

			Bernie gripped her dragon cane tightly and glanced at the toddler in Dr. Carson Farwalker’s arms as he and Carlie walked beside her.

			“Imagine you two with a child.” Bernie sighed as she went from one face to the other.

			Carlie grinned. “Imagine us married!” she corrected with a loving look at her husband, which was returned. “They were taking bets at the police station the day we got married about when he’d do a flit.”

			“They’re having a long wait, don’t you think?” Carson chuckled.

			“Very long,” she agreed. “Imagine, we used to fight each other in World of Warcraft on battlegrounds and we never knew it. Not until my life was in danger and Dad had you watching me.”

			“I watched you a lot more than he told me to,” Carson teased.

			She laughed.

			They’d moved up to Jake by now and he was giving them an amused grin. “There’s my boy!” he said softly, and held his arms out for Jacob, who was named after him.”

			“Gimpa.” The little boy laughed and hugged the tall man.

			Jake hugged him close. “If anybody had told me ten years ago that I’d go all mushy over a grandchild, I guess I’d have laughed.”

			“If anybody had told me ten years ago that I’d be practicing medicine in a small Texas town, I’d have fainted,” Carson chuckled.

			“I like having family,” Jake said, and smiled at his daughter and son-in-law. “I never belonged anyplace in my life until now.”

			“Me, neither,” Bernie said softly.

			Jake looked at her kindly, and she knew that he’d heard the rumors. She just smiled. He was her minister, after all. Someday maybe she’d be able to talk about it. Mrs. Brown knew, but she was a clam. Not a lot of other people had any idea about Bernie’s background because she’d lived for a few years, with her parents, in Floresville before coming back here with her father just before he died. She didn’t like to think about those days. Not at all.

			Jake looked behind his family at the few remaining, obviously impatient worshippers and handed his grandson back to Carson. “Ah, well, I’ll see you all at the house later. I’m holding up progress,” he added, and looked behind Carson at a man who actually flushed.

			“Not a problem, Preacher,” the man said. “It’s just that the line’s already forming for lunch at Barbara’s Café...”

			“Say no more,” Jake chuckled. “Actually, I’m heading there myself. I can burn water.”

			“You can cook,” Carlie chided.

			“Only when I want to. And I don’t want to,” he confided with a grin. He kissed her cheek and shook hands with Carson. “I’ll see you all for supper. You bringing it?”

			“Of course,” Carlie replied with a grin. “We know you can’t boil water!”

			He just laughed.

			

			Bernie walked into the boardinghouse a little tired, but happy from the few hours of socializing with friends.

			She wasn’t looking where she was going, her mind still on the Farwalkers’ little boy, whom she had sat beside in the back seat and cooed at all the way home. She ran right into Mikey and almost fell.

		
	
		
			Chapter 3

			Mikey just stared at her, smiling faintly as he caught her by both shoulders and spared her a fall. She did look pretty, with her long, platinum blond hair loose around her shoulders, wearing a pink dress in some soft material that displayed her nice figure without making it look indecent. He thought of all the women he’d known who paraded around in dresses cut up to the thigh and slashed to the waist in front. He compared them with Bernie, and found that he greatly preferred her to those glitzy women in his past.

			“Thanks,” she said, a husky note in her voice as she looked up at him with fascinated pale green eyes. It was a long way. He was husky for his height, and his head was leonine, broad, with a straight nose and chiseled lips and a square chin. He looked like a movie star. She’d never even seen a man so handsome.

			“Deep thoughts?” he asked softly.

			She caught her breath. “Sorry. I was just thinking how handsome you are.” She flushed. “Oh, gosh,” she groaned as that slipped out.

			“It’s okay,” he teased. “I’m used to ladies swooning over me. No problem.”

			That broke the ice and she laughed.

			He loved the way she looked when she laughed. Her whole face became radiant. Color bloomed on her cheeks. Her green eyes sparkled. Amazing, that a woman with her disability could laugh at all. But, then, his little grandmother had been the same. She never complained. She just accepted her lot in life and got on with living.

			“You never complain, do you?” he asked suddenly.

			“Well...not really,” she stammered. “There’s this saying that the boss has on the wall at work, a quote from Saint Francis of Assisi...”

			“‘God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference,’” he quoted.

			She smiled. “You know it.”

			He shrugged. “My grandmother dragged me to mass every single Sunday until I was old enough to refuse to go. She had a plaque with that quote on it. I learned it by heart.”

			“It’s nice.”

			“I guess.”

			He let her go belatedly. “You okay?”

			“I’m fine. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. Sorry I ran into you.”

			“Feel free to do it whenever you like,” he said, and his dark eyes twinkled. “You fall down, kid, I’ll pick you up every time.”

			She flushed. “Thanks. I’d do the same for you, if I could.” She eyed his height. Her head came up to just past his shoulder. He probably weighed twice what she did, and the expensive suit he was wearing didn’t disguise the muscular body under it. “I don’t imagine I could pick you up, though.”

			He laughed. “Don’t sweat it. I’ll see you later.”

			She nodded.

			He went around her and out the door, just as she heard a car pull up at the curb. His driver, no doubt. She wondered where he was going on a Sunday. But, then, that was really not her business.

			

			It was the next morning before Bernie saw Mikey again, at the breakfast table. He was quiet and he looked very somber. He felt somber. Somebody had tracked Tony to the Bahamas and Marcus Carrera had called in some markers to keep him safe. Tony had used one of his throwaway phones to call Mikey—on the number Mikey had sent through a confederate.

			Carrera, he recalled, was not a man to mess with. Once a big boss up north, the man had done a complete flip and gone legit. He was worth millions. He’d married a small-town Texas girl some years ago and they had two sons. The wife was actually from Jacobsville, a girl who used to do clothing repairs at the local dry cleaner’s. Her father was as rich as Tony. Her mother had pretended to be her sister, but the truth came out when Carrera was threatened and his future wife saved him. Mikey knew Carrera’s in-laws, but distantly. At least Tony was safe. But if they’d tracked him down, they probably had a good idea where Mikey was. It wouldn’t take much work to discover that Mikey had been down here in Jacobsville three years ago to help out his cousin Paulie. That being said, however, it was still the safest place he could be. He had as much protection as he needed, from both sides of the law.

			He looked around at the women at the table. His eyes lingered on Bernadette. He didn’t want to put her in the line of fire. This had been a bad idea, getting a room at a boardinghouse. Or had it?

			“Deep thoughts, Mr. Fiore?” Mrs. Brown teased. “You’re very quiet.”

			He laughed self-consciously when he felt eyes on him. “Yeah. I was thinking about a friend of mine who’s been in some trouble recently.”

			“We’ve all been there,” Miss Pirkle said warmly. “I guess friends become like family after a time, don’t they? We worry about them just as we would about kinfolk.”

			“And that’s a fact,” he agreed.

			“My best friend drowned in a neighbor’s swimming pool, when my family lived briefly in Floresville,” Bernie commented.

			“Did you see it?” Mikey asked.

			She looked down at her plate. Her whole face clenched. “Yes. I didn’t get to her in time.”

			“Listen, kid, sometimes things just happen. Like they’re meant to happen. I’m not a religious man, but I believe life has a plan. Every life.”

			Bernie looked up at him. Her face relaxed a little. She drew in a long breath. “Yes. I think that, too.” She smiled.

			He smiled back.

			The smiles lasted just a second too long to be casual. Mrs. Brown broke the silence by putting her cup noisily in the saucer without glancing at her boarders. It amused her, the streetwise Northerner and the shy Texas girl, finding each other fascinating. Mrs. Brown’s husband had died years ago, leaving her with a big house outside town and a fistful of bills she couldn’t pay. Opening her home to lodgers had made the difference. With her increased income, she was able to buy this house in town and turn it into a new boardinghouse. The sale of the first house had financed the purchase and remodeling of this one. The new location had been perfect for her boarders who worked in Jacobsville. She found that she had a natural aptitude for dealing with people, and it kept her bills paid and left her comfortably situated financially. But romance had been missing from her life. Now she was watching it unfold, with delight.

			Mikey glanced at his wrist, at the very expensive thin gold watch he wore. “I have to run. I’m meeting Paulie up in San Antonio, but I’ll be home in time for dinner,” he told Mrs. Brown. He got up and leaned toward her. “What are we having?”

			“Lasagna,” she said with a grin. “And yes, I do know how to make it. Mandy Swilling taught me.”

			“You angel!” he said, and chuckled. “I’ll definitely be back on time. See you all later.”

			They all called goodbyes. Bernie flushed when he turned at the doorway and glanced back at her with dark, soft eyes and a smile.

			

			She felt good enough to walk the four blocks to work and she hardly needed the cane. Her life had taken a turn. She was happy for the first time in recent memory. Just the thought of Mikey Fiore made her tingle all over and glow inside.

			That was noticed by the people she worked with, especially the new girl, Jessie Tennison. Jessie was older than Bernadette’s twenty-four years. She had to be at least twenty-seven. She’d been married and was now divorced, with no children. She had a roving eye for rich men. It had already gotten her in trouble with their boss, Mr. Kemp, the district attorney. That hadn’t seemed to stop her. She wore very revealing clothing—she’d been called down about that, too—and she wasn’t friendly to the women in the office.

			Bernie put down her purse, folded her cane and took off her jacket before she sat down.

			“I don’t see why you work,” Jessie said offhandedly, looking down her long nose at Bernie with a cold blue-eyed stare. “I’d just get on government relief and stay home.”

			“I don’t need handouts. I work for my living,” Bernie said. She smiled at the tall brunette, but not with any warmth.

			Jessie shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’m going over to the courthouse on my break to talk to my friend Billie,” she added, slipping into a long coat.

			Bernie almost bit her tongue off to keep from mentioning that their breaks were only ten minutes long and it would take Jessie that long just to walk to the courthouse.
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