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 Chapter One

 Four years of college and two more of graduate school had gotten Julia Wright where she was today—wearing a too-tight Bo Peep costume and staring down the mayor’s belligerent adolescent son.

“Unhand the goldfish, Billy, and no one gets hurt.”

He stood at the edge of the artificially made pond and stared at her defiantly. “It’s a koi, not a goldfish.” His words bounced off the frantically wiggling fish poised right above his mouth.

Julia wanted to drop-kick him over the nearest rooftop. “Unhand the koi.” Her voice was pure Cameron Diaz in kick-butt mode. “Put it back in the water. Now!”

Billy muttered something under his breath with the rampant disgust only a twelve-year-old boy could display.  But he did toss the fish back into the pond that formed the centerpiece of the public library’s grounds.

Halloween didn’t always bring out the best in people, even in a small town like Serenity Falls, Pennsylvania.

Despite that, Julia adored this town. She had from the moment she’d first come here three years ago to interview for the reference librarian position. Then and now she admired the way the town appeared to be cradled by the surrounding hills, which retained some of their fall foliage. The landscape provided the perfect backdrop for the severely beautiful steeple of the All Saint Episcopal Church located right across the street from the library. She also welcomed the neatness of white picket fences enclosing manicured lawns and well-maintained homes along streets with names like Sleepy Hollow Lane or Sassafras Way.

Yes, Julia loved Serenity Falls.

As for her Bo Peep costume, complete with stupid bonnet and wayward hoop skirt covered by miles of ruffly white material bedecked with blue ribbons . . . well, she wasn’t all that fond of it. She’d reluctantly agreed to wear it in the library’s booth at the Fall Fun Festival being held in the town square tonight—the Saturday evening before Halloween.

The library couldn’t expect more of her than that.

Plus, she’d just saved one of the library director’s prized koi.

In her book, that all added up to going above and beyond the call of duty. Because wearing costumes and sounding like a Marine drill sergeant were not her normal modus operandi.

Julia led a very careful existence here. After experiencing a chaotic roller-coaster ride for most of her life, she was entitled to a little peace and quiet for a change.

And if there was one thing Serenity Falls excelled at, it was peace and quiet.

That peace and quiet was interrupted by the sound of a  male voice drawling, “I thought Bo Peep’s job was to watch the sheep, not the fish.”

Julia didn’t recognize the man or the big bad Harley parked nearby. The newcomer, dressed in black jeans and a T-shirt, was leaning against one of the oldest oak trees in Serenity Falls. She figured he must be passing through town, because he was much too dangerous-looking to be a native.

Not that she feared for her safety. The man didn’t exude that kind of danger. No, this was something much more elemental, male to female.

She couldn’t see much of his face in the shadows cast by the tree’s massive trunk, but she could tell he was tall and well built. She squinted into the fast-approaching twilight, trying to get a better look at him. He had broad shoulders, a lean waist, and long legs.

Feeling guilty for staring, she looked away. Only then did she realize that while she’d been wool-gathering, Billy had taken off, which left her alone with the newcomer.

Julia shoved the stupid bonnet off her head. “The library is closed.” She didn’t know if he cared about the library. It was just something to say. Not that he looked like a regular patron to her.

“That what you do in this town to have fun? Dress up and eat live fish? You must be pretty hard up for entertainment around here.”

She immediately defended her adopted hometown. “Serenity Falls has some wonderful entertainment venues.”

“Venues, huh?” he drawled.

So, hottie biker-man was mocking her, was he? Probably thought she was easy game, given the fact that she was dressed like a demented Bo Peep.

Too bad she’d left her shepherdess’s staff at home, or she could have yanked him right into the pond.

Okay, perhaps dunking him was a slightly intense reaction to his comment, but something about him got to her. Maybe it was the way he hadn’t bothered to step out of the  shadows, or the way he still leaned against the tree as if she wasn’t worth straightening up for.

“This is a wonderful town.” She said the words with the same emphasis she’d use to state her name.

“Right.” He took a step closer.

Julia waved a cautionary hand. “You can’t leave your bike there. It’s a no parking zone.”

“I’m not parking. Just stopping for a while.”

“I doubt the police will see it that way.”

“So you’re trying to protect me from being abused by the local cops, huh?”

“Our police officers are all . . .”

“Wonderful,” he interrupted her, his mocking smile flashing in the increasing darkness. “Just like the town and the fish and the library, too, I’ll bet. All . . . wonderful.”

Normally she’d introduce herself, but because he was annoying her, she didn’t bother. “If you don’t care for it here, you’re welcome to keep on going. This road connects to the interstate in a few miles.”

“Trying to run me out of town already?”

“No. It just appeared to me that you weren’t very happy with your surroundings.”

“Happy with my surroundings?” He was doing it again, mocking her choice of words, although this time there was a touch of bitterness in his voice. “Yeah, you could say I’m not real happy with my surroundings at the moment.”

“Are you lost?”

He laughed. It wasn’t a happy sound. “Yeah, you could say that, too.”

“Maybe I can help you.”

“Why would you want to?”

Julia shrugged. “I’m a librarian. I help people find what they’re looking for.”

“That why you picked the Bo Peep costume? Because you’re good at finding things that are lost?”

“I didn’t pick it. This was the only one left that fit me.”

The people of Serenity Falls took their Fall Fun Festival seriously. So seriously that they expected members of the business community to participate in the costume celebration. Granted, the library wasn’t a business per se, but it was roped in on the event anyway.

“It fits you . . . well.”

Something about the way he said that made her immediately look down to be sure that she hadn’t had a “wardrobe malfunction.” No, both breasts were still covered. Barely.

“Something wrong?” He had the kind of voice that would sound sexy even if he were reading the phone book.

“Wrong?” she repeated. “No. Not at all.” Her voice was a bit squeaky, but then it was hard to sound totally professional when she looked like an escapee from a fractured fairy tale.

Note to self: No worries. I can handle this.

After all, Julia had plenty of experience at keeping her cool in the middle of a mess. Like the time her New Age mom had staged a sit-in at the San Bernardino Red Lobster, demanding it release its live lobsters.

She didn’t know why that incident should suddenly pop in to her head. Maybe the image of Billy holding that flopping koi over his mouth had created the crustacean connection.

Julia quickly erased the image and instead focused on her watch. She was going to be late. “I’ve got to go.”

“Want a lift?” He tilted his head toward his Harley.

The mental snapshot of her Bo Peep hoop skirt flying over her head had her quickly saying, “No, thank you.”

“Hey, Julia, wait up!” The shout came from her left. She turned to find Pam Greenley from Greenley’s Garden Center waving at her from across the street. A quick glance back at the newcomer told her he’d turned and was headed back to his Harley.

Julia felt a touch of regret at his departure. She didn’t even know the guy’s name, but she couldn’t look away. He had a way of moving—part sexy swagger, pure male—that was downright seductive. When was the last time she’d stared at a guy’s buns?

Her younger sister Skye would have whistled. She’d always been the bad girl in the family.

Julia had tried to be the dependable one. It was a tough job, but somebody had to do it.

Reminding herself of that fact, Julia turned away from temptation and hurried over to the corner to meet Pam.

“Who were you talking to?”

“I don’t know.” Julia kept walking toward the town square, two blocks away. “He didn’t tell me his name.”

Pam, a runner, had no trouble keeping up even though she was wearing a Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz costume, complete with flashy red shoes that didn’t look that comfortable. But then Pam was like that. Petite and perky. Cute and cheerful. She even had T-shirts printed with both descriptions and wore them often. The only time Pam got crabby was when someone called her elfish, although the truth was that with her short dark hair, high cheekbones, and pointed chin, she did look like she should be wearing green and helping Santa. “What did he want?”

“Directions.”

“So did you tell him where to go?”

I wish. Now that he was gone, Julia’s earlier aggravation with him returned, erasing her momentary lapse into sexual attraction.

“Well, did you?”

Julia nodded before changing the subject. “I’m beginning to think the selection process for choosing which library staff member has to attend this event in costume is flawed.”

“You think?”

Julia stopped in her tracks. “Really? They set me up?”

“Come on, what are the odds of your name being pulled three years in a row?”

“Last year Maudeen Entmann was supposed to go,” Julia reminded her.

“But she conveniently had to attend a wedding out of town so you took her place.”

“Only because I’m a kind person beneath my tough exterior.”

Pam laughed. “Tough?”

“Hey, I can be tough when I need to be. I’ll have you know I just saved a koi from certain death at the jaws of the mayor’s son.”

“Yeah, that’s you, defender of the underdog. Or underkoi.”

“Too bad I left my superhero costume at home.”

“The Bo Peep outfit is a nice cover. No one would guess that beneath all those ruffles lies the heart of a true superhero.”

Julia nodded. “That was my intention.”

Pam grinned. “It works for you.”

“I thought so. Now I just hope I don’t reveal anything tonight that I shouldn’t.” Julia tugged the material on the bodice.

“Just don’t lean over at the Stump the Librarian booth, and you’ll be fine.”

In the town square, crowds of people were milling about, already collecting in groups in front of the booths that offered everything from hot cider to apple-bobbing.

Julia tried to remember her friend’s advice during the next hour. Waiting at the library booth was a laptop computer provided by the library as well as a few reference books and a timer. She had ten minutes to get each answer. The questions came fast and furious.

“How many miles to the moon?”

“The moon is 238,851 miles from Earth.”

“When is Britney Spears’s birthday?”

“December 2.”

“How many times have the Steelers won the Super Bowl?”

“Four.”

“When did James Dean die?”

“September 30, 1955.”

“Can the blue-footed boobie fly?”

This last question came from Mr. Soames, who had to be in his mid-eighties. He’d asked the same question of her for the past three years. And just about every time he came into the library as well. She suspected he merely liked saying boobie.

“Yes, it’s a type of sea bird found in the Galapagos, and it can fly. The name actually originates from the Spaniards, who called the bird bobo, or Spanish for ‘clown’ because of its cross-eyed appearance.” All of which she’d told him before.

Mr. Soames got this grin on his face. Julia knew what was coming, but short of duct-taping the old guy’s mouth shut, she had no way of stopping it. “I bet it would fly better if it got some Viagra.”

Which made the kid in line behind him ask Julia how to spell “erectile dysfunction” and snicker with his buddies.

Ah, the joys of being a librarian.

Finally, there was a momentary lull. Julia took a quick bite of the toffee apple Susan from the AAUW booth had brought her earlier. Yummy. She only now realized that she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. Mmmm. The tart juice blended with the sweet caramel, thrilling her taste buds. She closed her eyes in ecstasy.

Julia opened them to find hottie biker-man standing in front of her booth. Blinking in surprise, she managed to quickly wipe the caramel from her chin with a paper napkin. If he mentioned Viagra, boobies, or erectile dysfunction, he was a dead man.

She could see him better in the well-lit area. He still  looked tough and sexy in his white T-shirt, black jeans, and black leather jacket. But it was his face that held her attention now. There was a depth to his intensely blue eyes she hadn’t expected.

“I’m surprised to see you here.” The words were out before Julia could stop them. Damn. She thought she’d permanently cured herself of that trait. Since turning thirteen, she’d made a point of stopping to think before speaking, always making sure she said the right thing and avoided revealing anything too inflammatory or too intimate.

“I mean,” she immediately corrected herself, “I thought you would have left town by now.”

“So you’ve been thinking about me?”

He seemed entirely too pleased with the concept. Like she’d been sitting here mooning over him for hours. “Right. I’ve been waiting with baited breath.” The mocking words just came tumbling out. The man clearly had a bad effect on her.

He smiled as if he knew it, too.

That stiffened her resolve. “How may I help you?” There, that sounded very professional. Very Marian the Librarian.

He glanced up at the sign, reading the ten-minute guarantee before asking his question. “So what do you do for fun around here?”

Julia relaxed. Okay, this was a question she could handle. “As I mentioned earlier, Serenity Falls offers a wide variety of things to do.” She was about to list them when he interrupted her.

“Wrong answer. I asked what you do for fun.”

“Me? Well, I read a book.”

“Which wasn’t the original answer you gave me. So what do I get for stumping the librarian?”

“Your choice of a mug or a keychain with the library logo.” Julia refused to lose her cool and throw either one of them at him.

“The library has a logo?”

“Actually, it’s the town logo.”

“The town has a logo?”

“That’s right.” He made it sound like a criminal offense. “What’s wrong with that?”

“If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you.”

Jerk. She must have been an idiot to think he was attractive. Okay, so he was an attractive jerk. “Which would you like, the mug or the keychain?”

“You’re not even offering a kiss for stumping the librarian?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Too bad.”

“You might want to take the keychain, because it’s smaller and won’t break when you pack it and leave.” She dangled it in front of him.

He captured her hand with his. “What makes you think I’m leaving?”

“The fact that you don’t seem to like it here.” She didn’t mention the fact that his touch was just as powerful as the rest of him.

“I like one or two things here just fine.” His rough-and-tumble sexy voice turned dangerously inviting.

He leaned forward, slowly, inexorably. Her right hand flew to her cleavage to prevent him from looking down her dress, before belatedly realizing that she was still holding the keychain . . . and that his hand was still clasped around hers. The backs of his fingers brushed against her chest, their heat blazing through the bare skin of her breasts.

And still he came closer. She tried to untangle her hand from his, her eyes from his, herself from him. But she couldn’t.

Not because he held her by force. But because of the force zinging between them.

For one spotlight moment, his mouth hovered against  hers, barely touching her lips in an almost kiss that was even more enticing than the real thing.

Oh yes, there was some incredibly powerful zinging going on now.

The only thing strong enough to tear them apart was the bellowing sound of the mayor’s voice.

“Luke Maguire!” Walt Whitman—no relation to the poet—managed to instill those two words with an incredible amount of disapproval.

So hottie biker-man now had a name. And he had his hand back, because Julia yanked her fingers free.

Unfortunately, her hasty motion resulted in the library keychain sliding down her bodice.

Too bad. She wasn’t about to fish it out now.

“I’m surprised to see you here.” Walt added the words as if they’d prod Luke into speaking. It worked.

“Oh?” Luke raised one dark eyebrow, which made him look even more bad-boy sardonic. “And why’s that?”

“Well . . . I . . . That is . . .” The challenge caught the mayor off guard, which always made him sputter. “You didn’t show up for your own father’s funeral, so I didn’t expect you’d ever return home.”

“You better learn to expect the unexpected with me.” Luke turned and walked away.

“Was he bothering you?” Walt was obviously concerned.

“Not really, no.” Liar, liar. Luke had gotten to her, all right. Had he kissed her? Or seduced her? Her breast still zinged where he’d touched her. Unless that was the keychain she was feeling?

“He’s a bad seed, that one.”

Julia winced. She hated that phrase. And Walt certainly shouldn’t be casting stones, not when his son had just tried to turn one of the library director’s prized koi into sushi. But she knew from past experience that Walt believed his model son could do no wrong.

“Luke Maguire was a real hell-raiser, pardon my language, as a teenager. I can’t imaging what he’s doing back here. Unless he’s come to sell Maguire’s Pub. Which would be a blessing. He’s not the kind of business owner who would help us in our quest to get on the Top Ten Best Small Towns in America list. We really do have to focus our attention on our preparations, because we have some very stiff competition coming from other towns right here in Pennsylvania.”

Julia nodded, although her mind was still on Luke . . . and kissing and zinging.

“This is an extremely important matter for our entire town.”

She nodded again. “I’m not on the committee,” she reminded the mayor. At least this was one job she hadn’t gotten roped into. Instead, library director Frasier McGrady had that honor.

“You don’t have to be on the committee to care about the outcome of this matter. It has the potential to affect us all in a positive way. Every resident of Serenity Falls. As I said, we have stiff competition from other towns in our state. Northumberland has the Priestly House. He’s the guy who discovered oxygen, as you no doubt already know.” She did, but Walt loved proving how smart he was. “And Williamsport once had more millionaires than any other place at any other time. So they’ve got all those historic mansions on Millionaires’ Row. And don’t forget Mifflinburg. They’ve got their own buggy museum. All we’ve got is the Falls. And our town square, along with the downtown district.” He waved his hand at their surroundings.

The gazebo did look particularly charming this evening, festively decked out with gold and purple mums. Rows of pumpkins were lined up like jury members at the feet of hay bales placed around the town square. All courtesy of Greenley’s Garden Center.

“And I haven’t even mentioned Lewisburg.” Walt was  clearly on a roll now. “They have woolly worms at their Fall Festival—worms that give a winter prognostication. We need a hook like that.”

A hook like woolly worms? Only in Serenity Falls . . .

“See if you can’t come up with something we could use to predict the future. Weatherwise, I mean. Look how well that Groundhog Day thing has gone for Punxsutawney—another Pennsylvania competitor. So please do some research on the Internet and find something we can use here.” Satisfied that he’d come up with a plan, Walt moved on to another booth.

Pam showed up as soon as he left and provided cover while Julia finally fished out the keychain. “I saw you with Luke Maguire earlier,” Pam noted. “He was the guy back at the library, the one asking for directions, right?”

Julia nodded.

Pam sighed. “You two looked . . . close.”

“I just met him tonight.”

“Yeah, well, you’ve heard that saying, that there are two types of men? The good guys and the ones your mother warns you about.”

The only type of men Julia’s mother had warned her about were wealthy industrialists who polluted the environment and took advantage of third-world countries. And Republicans.

“Well, Luke definitely falls under the mother warning category,” Pam continued. “When we were in high school, every mother in Serenity Falls was afraid of her daughter going out with him.”

“Why?”

“Because he was a rebel, constantly getting into trouble. He was always so intense. Skipping classes, drinking, smoking.”

“Are you talking about Luke Maguire?” They were joined by Edith Peterson, who taught history at the high school and had since the Ice Age, according to her students.  The reality was that she was in her early sixties and had no intention of retiring. “I just heard he’s back in town. I had him in my class. He almost failed the course. Not because he was stupid, but because he didn’t apply himself. He was a very disruptive presence in school. Was a great runner, though. He won several awards at state track meets. Then at graduation he refused to wear the cap and gown to the ceremony so he was barred from the event.”

Pam nodded. “I’d almost forgotten about that.”

“He drove his motorcycle right past the front door, into the high school hallway, clear to the principal’s office to get his diploma and then he rode right out of town. No one has seen or heard from him since.”

“His dad was the nicest guy. He ran Maguire’s Pub,” Pam added.

Julia had met Tommy Maguire a number of times. Serenity Falls was a small town, where everyone knew everyone else—and most of their business. Secrets were very hard to keep, but Julia had managed so far.

“Luke didn’t even come back for his own father’s funeral a month ago.” Edith shook her head in sad disbelief. “His father’s only child. To not pay your last respects . . . I just can’t understand that way of thinking. How could anyone be that cruel?”

“What about his mom?” Julia asked.

“Oh, she passed away when he was eight or so. Very sad. She died of some sort of heart condition complicated by pneumonia. And so young. She was only in her late thirties. Apparently, she’d had the condition and never knew it until it was too late. Tommy was devastated. She was the love of his life, and he never remarried.”

“What about Luke?” Julia asked.

“He was a handful even back then. I remember the time he knocked out the lights of the Hinkler Funeral Home sign so it read Fun Home. Shot them out with a BB gun.”

“Why do you think he’s come back?” This time the question was voiced by Pam.

Edith shrugged. “It must have something to do with Maguire’s Pub, I should think. But enough about Luke. Let’s talk about something happier. How has your evening been so far, Julia? Have lots of people stopped by the library booth?”

“A fair number, yes.”

“I meant to tell you earlier that you look so nice in your costume.”

Rumors about Edith’s vision not being very good must be true. “Thanks. Yours is lovely, too.”

The teacher beamed and carefully rearranged the sleeve of her colonial period dress. “I made it myself, following a pattern that dates back to 1771.”

“I saw lots of people at your Historical Society booth.”

Edith nodded. “Because we were offering hot apple cider. That always draws people in.”

“I volunteered to help out at the bake sale table, and they were almost sold out.” Pam glanced at her watch. “Is that the time already? I’m supposed to be judging the pumpkin carving contest in three minutes.”

“And I’d best get back to our booth as well,” Edith said.

A moment later, Julia was alone with the vivid memory of the town’s bad boy and the image of his lips touching hers, his warm fingers brushing against her breast. One thing was sure, Luke Maguire made a hell of a first impression.




 Chapter Two

 The devil must be mighty cold tonight, because Luke Maguire had always sworn that hell would freeze over before he’d ever step foot in Serenity Falls again. Yet here he was.

There were those in this uptight armpit of a town who’d likened him to a devil. He’d certainly done all he could as a rebellious teenager to earn his “bad boy” reputation. After a while, the stories got a life of their own, and got increasingly exaggerated with each telling.

Luke had never bothered denying any of them. What was the point? He didn’t care what people in this town thought of him.

His dad was the one all wrapped up in that. The one who kept up appearances of being a caring father while behind  closed doors he’d take off his belt and show Luke the real meaning of obedience.

When Luke had gotten big enough to best his old man in a fight, the beatings had stopped. He’d been maybe fourteen by then. After that, his father’s anger and disapproval had merely taken another form. Closed-fisted punches were replaced with verbal grenades launched to create the most damage.

And all the while, the customers at Maguire’s Pub, his dad’s pride and joy, had sympathized with Tommy Maguire for having to put up with such a hellion son.

So why had his old man left him the pub when he died? Why make him come back here by adding the stipulation that Luke had to run the pub for six months before selling?

Luke would have loved nothing more than to tell the crusty old attorney what he could do with the offer. But he couldn’t afford to do that. Not now. He needed the money.

The reasons why didn’t matter.

The bottom line was that he did need it. He wasn’t proud of that fact. There were too damn many things in his life lately that he wasn’t proud of.

He was far from perfect. Unlike Serenity Falls.

Luke’s gaze wandered to the kids standing in a neat little line at the cotton candy machine. Even the rug rats had been trained to fall into place. Conforming was the rule around here, not rocking the boat.

If he was going to be stuck in this godforsaken place, the least he could do was have a little fun while he was here. Shake things up. He was good at that.

Yeah, the narrow-minded residents of Serenity Falls were in for a few surprises.

One pleasant surprise since his arrival had been the sexy librarian. Not that he’d ever thought he’d link those two words together in this lifetime. Maybe he just had a thing for women in Bo Peep costumes.

She was kind of cute with her shoulder-length blond hair. Her eyes were green with a bit of hazel going on. Her name was Julia. He already knew she had great breasts.

But she’d aggravated him with her immediate defense of Serenity Falls. Just like the town, she had a controlled way about her that made him instantly want to shake her Bo Peep ruffles.

Maybe being stuck here wouldn’t be as bad as he’d thought. Julia Bo Peep might just provide him with some much-needed distraction.

Not that he was looking for anything serious. Hell, no. He wasn’t the settle-down type. Especially not in a place like this.

To Luke’s jaded eyes, it appeared that nothing had changed. The sign over the Serenity Cafe still bragged they had the “Best Pies Around.” The clock on the village hall tower was still five minutes fast, just as it had been ever since lightning hit it during a freak storm the day Pearl Harbor was attacked.

Time didn’t stop here. Instead, it crawled by in agonizingly slow increments, like a form of water torture. Tick, tick, tick. Drip, drip, drip. A relentless monotony that could wear down the most solid of defenses.

“So the rumors are true. You are back in town.”

Luke turned to find RJ Brandt III standing there, looking all self-righteous in his leather loafers and wool tweed sports jacket. Luke had disliked the guy in high school, and nothing about RJ’s attitude now changed his opinion.

“You have a problem with that?” Luke countered.

“I had a problem with you not even bothering to show up at your own father’s funeral.”

“I’ll bet you were there, right?”

RJ nodded. “Absolutely.”

Right. No big surprise there. Luke’s dad had always thought more of RJ than he had of Luke anyway. RJ, the  high school class president and star football quarterback, was the kind of son Tommy wished he’d had.

“So why are you back now?” RJ demanded.

“To aggravate you.”

RJ’s expression reflected his disgust. “You never did take anything seriously.”

Luke had worked real hard to make people think that. Apparently, he’d done a damn good job of it. Still was.

Fine by him. That was better than ever admitting what was really going on in his head.

Luke decided he’d had his fill of people. Needing some space, he headed for a relatively deserted corner of the square. Only when he got closer did he see the guy going through the garbage container placed there for this event.

Luke didn’t recognize him. He had long, braided gray hair for one thing. That alone made him stand out in this podunk town.

“This location is mine,” the guy said. “You have to find another one.”

“Hey, it’s all yours. Knock yourself out.”

Luke watched the guy remove aluminum cans and drop them into a black plastic garbage bag he held in his other hand.

“So you’re into recycling, huh?” Luke had no idea why he felt the urge to speak. He wasn’t normally the kind to make small talk.

The guy just grunted in reply.

Luke recognized the sound. He’d made it plenty of times himself. It meant, Go away, you’re a pain in the butt.

There was something about the guy Luke could relate to. A misfit. How rare to find one here. He doubted the guy’s disheveled clothing of a flannel shirt and threadbare jeans were a Halloween costume.

“Come here often?” Luke asked.

Another grunt.

“Me, neither.” Sighing, Luke turned away. He could use  a drink. The Fun Fair didn’t sell alcohol. But Maguire’s Pub did.

So why didn’t he just stroll on over there and meet up with good ol’ Jack Daniel? What was stopping him? Fear?

No way. Luke had faced more than his share of life-and-death situations. No way he’d blink an eye at something as stupid as ghosts from his past.

He’d go later. When he was damn ready.

Coward!

The internal insult was actually delivered in his dad’s voice. How crazy was that? And how like the old man to try to haunt him even after his death.

Luke’s momentary insanity was interrupted by the strident sound of a kid’s voice. “Yo, are you gonna tell my dad about the fish thing?”

Luke frowned before remembering this was the twerp Julia had caught red-handed by the library pond. “Who’s your dad?”

“The mayor.”

“Walt Whitman is your dad?”

“That’s right. Whitmans have been in local politics for generations.” The wanna-be juvenile delinquent suddenly sounded like he was forty.

Luke nodded. “I know. It sucks.”

The kid, what had Julia called him? Billy? Yeah, that was it. Billy stared at him in surprise. But Luke saw the acknowledgment there. Following in a dad’s too-large shoes wasn’t a job for wimps.

“Most people don’t think it sucks,” Billy retorted.

Luke shrugged. “I’m not most people, kid.”

“I heard you’re a bad seed.”

“I’ve been called worse.”

“Maybe I’m a bad seed, too.” Billy delivered the challenge with a swagger that Luke recognized all to well from his own childhood days so long ago.

“Maybe you are.” If he were Dr. Phil, he’d ask how the  kid felt about that. But he was no psychologist. And the kid’s thoughts were none of his business.

That didn’t stop Billy from continuing the conversation. “So what did you do that was so bad?”

“Too many things to list.”

“You own that Harley by the library?”

Luke nodded.

“Sweet.”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“So what’s it like to ride?”

“Sweet.”

“Is it true you didn’t go to your dad’s funeral?”

“Yeah, it’s true.”

“How come?”

Luke shrugged. “It’s complicated.”

“Adults always say that when they don’t want to tell the truth.”

“Hey, watch who you’re calling an adult.”

“Well, aren’t you one?”

“Not a responsible one.”

“Why not?”

Luke shifted uncomfortably. “What are you, the Spanish Inquisition?”

“Whatever.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve never seen that comedy bit on  Monty Python?” Luke had caught one of the episodes of the vintage British comedy on some cable station and had been hooked.

“Never heard of them.”

“Your education is sadly lacking, kid. You got a video store around here?”

Billy pointed down the street with a negligent jab of his thumb.

“Wait here.”

Of course the kid didn’t do that. Instead, he nonchalantly followed Luke inside the store.

Luke could tell by the guilty way the two older women behind the counter moved apart that they had been talking about him. The tell-tale phrase “bad seed hell-raiser” was another giveaway.

He recognized the one on the right as Mabel Bamas because she had the same bubble-gum pink hair she’d had when she’d gossiped over the cash register at the 7-Eleven when he was a teenager.

“What are you doing with the mayor’s son?” Mabel demanded as if he were a criminal or something.

“Helping him get abducted by aliens.” Luke delivered the mocking comment with a straight face even as he strolled over to the comedy section and quickly grabbed what he wanted. “It’ll be in the National Enquirer in a day or two. You could call the story in now if you want. Get a jump on the other papers.”

Mabel looked at him in confusion. “The Serenity News  office is closed now.”

“Too bad.” Luke put a Monty Python DVD on the counter.

“You want to rent that?”

“Affirmative.”

“I’ll need to see a credit card.”

Luke fished one out of his wallet.

“This expired a month ago,” Mabel seemed to take pleasure in informing him.

He took it back and handed over another one.

“Are you okay, Billy?” Mabel eyed the kid with concern. “Where’s your dad?”

“At the festival.”

“He know you’re here with him?” Mabel asked.

“He’s not really with me,” Luke inserted.

“But you said—”

“That I was helping aliens abduct him. And you believed that?”

“No, of course not.”

“Good. You have a nice night.”

“You, too,” she said automatically. “I mean . . .”

“I know what you mean,” Luke said.

“Wow, they really don’t like you here,” Billy noted once they were outside.

“Affirmative.”

The look Billy gave him indicated he was impressed but trying not to show it.

“Can I trust you to take that DVD back on time?” Luke asked Billy.

“Affirmative.”

Hell, the kid was already sounding like a Mini-Me from one of those Austin Powers movies. Time to move on.

To Maguire’s Pub? Why not?

“See you around, kid.”

Billy nodded, apparently not at all upset at Luke’s abrupt departure. Which was a good thing about guys, even rug rats like this one. They didn’t get all huffy about stuff.

Not like females.

Thinking of females reminded him of Julia with the keychain down her breasts. Maybe he should go back and offer to retrieve it for her?

There had certainly been some major sexual chemistry going on there. She was a bodacious blonde in a Bo Peep costume. What more could a guy ask for?

Spending some time between the sheets with her.

Oh, yeah. That sounded good.

Too bad she wasn’t the kind to fall right into bed with him. She was the kind who’d make him work for it. But it might be worth it.

Luke paused in front of Maguire’s Pub. The building hadn’t changed much. No surprise there. He entered, yanking open the door.

The air inside felt pre-breathed with all the oxygen sucked out of it, a stark contrast to the fresh air outside.  The smell of fried onions and beer overwhelmed him. Or was it the memories?

The past twelve years fell away, whipping him back in time.

You useless piece of shit. The world would be a better place if you’d never been born.

A second later, Luke found himself outside again, gulping in air even as he rammed into someone on the sidewalk.

It was the braid guy. Mr. Recycle Man.

“You got a name?” Luke demanded, itching for a fight.

“Tyler.”

The anger seeped out of him. “Okay then.”

“Glad you approve.”

Hey, the guy had a sense of humor. Who knew?

“I hear you’re the new owner of this place.” Tyler jerked his head toward the pub.

“That’s right.”

“I do some handyman work if you’re interested.”

“You got a card?”

Tyler shook his head. “I’m not hard to find.”

“The town fathers give you any trouble for picking cans out of the garbage?”

Tyler shrugged. “It’s a free country.”

“Parts of it may be. I’m not so sure about this place, though.”

“I guess time will tell.”

Luke nodded. That’s what he was afraid of. No, not afraid. Never afraid. Never again.

 

“I’m telling you . . .” Edith leaned closer to Julia. “Mabel over at the video store called Stella, who called me and said Luke tried to kidnap Billy.”

“I find that to be highly unlikely.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

“Why on Earth would Luke want to do something like that?”

“Who knows why people do what they do?” Edith replied. “The world is filled with all kinds of twisted people.”

“I agree,” Luke said from behind Edith. “And plenty of them live right here in good ol’ Serenity Falls.”

Wanting to divert a confrontation, Julia quickly asked Luke, “Did you come back for your keychain?”

“That depends. Where is it?” His gaze lowered to her breasts.

“Not there!”

“Too bad. I was sort of looking forward to retrieving it.”

“Sort of?” Damn. She’d done it again. Let her tongue get away from her.

His slow grin was her only reward. Or punishment.

“A man can only take so much anticipation,” he said.

“I’ll take your word for it.” She handed him a keychain.

The zing was back. In his voice. In the way he looked at her from under those dark lashes of his. He had the kind of Black Irish looks she’d always been a sucker for. Dark hair and brows, intense blue eyes. Deep eyes. Not ocean kind of deep but brooding, I’ve-got-secrets deep. Dylan Thomas deep.

Edith cleared her throat. “I believe we’re getting ready to close things down now.”

Instead of staying and offering to help Julia, Luke just smiled and sauntered away.

Note to self: Hottie biker-men are not reliable helpers. Or reliable anything, for that matter. Nice eye candy. That’s it.

“You seem disappointed that he’s left,” Edith noted.

“I was thinking about something else,” Julia lied.

“Walt wanted me to ask you if you’d had time to check the Internet for that project he gave you.” Edith was on the town council.

It took Julia a moment to recall what project that might be. Oh, right. The woolly worms/groundhog prognosticator. “No, I haven’t had time yet.”

“He seems very keen to get that done.”

Walt was very keen about a number of things, most of them having to do with getting Serenity Falls on the Top Ten list of the country’s Best Small Towns.

“I’ll work on it the next chance I get,” Julia promised.

“You do that.” Edith patted Julia’s hand. “And you work on staying away from Luke. He’s nothing but trouble. Your mother isn’t here to warn you, so I feel compelled to do so.”

If they only knew. Julia’s mother would never warn her away. Instead, she’d have hopped on the back of Luke’s Harley in a heartbeat.

 

 

Luke couldn’t believe how long it took for them to close down the so-called Fun Festival. Glaciers moved faster. Finally, his Bo Peep librarian was leaving the crowd, heading back down Main Street toward the library and the pond.

He’d left his Harley parked back there, so he might as well follow her. Even though it was dark, he could see the sway of her hips as she walked ahead of him. Or maybe that was just the ruffles on her dress. The thing seemed to have a life of its own, the skirt shifting back and forth like the hefty bell that tolled every Sunday morning over at the First Congregational Church.

He could have sworn he heard Julia swear softly as another gust of wind threatened to blow her off course.

A gentleman would take her by the arm and assist her. But he was no gentleman, and he doubted she’d welcome his assistance, despite her semi-flirtatious comments a short while ago.

So he just watched her, quietly following behind.

Luke had no idea why she headed for the pond instead  of her home. Maybe she wanted to count the koi to be sure none had been eaten in her absence.

She did seem the ultra-responsible type.

Finally he spoke. “What are you doing?”

Julia wasn’t expecting Luke. What was he doing, stalking her? She spun around at his question just as another even bigger gust of wind blew through. The billowing hoop skirt and her unsteady footing joined forces to make her fall backward . . . right into the water.

Julia had the presence of mind to grab the hoop skirt as she went down so it didn’t fly over her head. But now it was soaking wet, preventing her from standing up.

“Here, let me give you a hand.” Luke had his sexy voice on, the one hot enough to melt the polar ice caps.

It didn’t work on her. “You’re the reason I ended up in here!” She was tempted to yank him in right next to her.

The look in his eyes told her that Luke could read her thoughts. And he was practically daring her to act on them. But she refused to sink that low.

“Do you want my help or not?” Luke asked.

She tried to get out on her own but only ended up splashing them both and making herself even wetter.

An instant later, he’d grabbed both her hands and hauled her out. She stood before him a dripping mess.

The next thing Julia knew, he’d undone the ties holding up her skirt. It fell to her feet like an anchor sinking to the bottom of the sea.

“Oh, look, they’re going skinny-dipping.” Julia froze. Surely that wasn’t her mom’s voice? “I’m so proud of you, honey.”

“Looks like we’ve walked in on an episode of Good Girls Gone Wild,” her sister Skye drawled from the darkness. “I can’t wait to see what happens next.”
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