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    One


    Cadence Trent forced herself to remain calm even as a searing sense of urgency spread throughout her being. A natural gas explosion. A subdivision almost completely destroyed in Wind Lake. She had to hurry and call the others. Cadi glanced at her wristwatch. Wind Lake was a midsized village on the far northeast side of the county, not too far from where she lived in Waterloo. Still, time was of the essence.


    Call Darrell, she reminded herself.


    The thought of canceling her date with the handsome honey-blond caused Cadi to cringe. She hated to disappoint him for the umpteenth time. Tonight they planned to go to dinner followed by a concert. Darrell had purchased tickets, and they both had been looking forward to a fun evening out.


    Oh, Lord, please help him to understand.


    Somehow, in spite of her prayers, Cadi had a hunch he wouldn’t.


    Weeks ago, Darrell threatened to break off their relationship, stating she put her work before him. He felt Disaster Busters wasn’t worth her time and effort. But Cadi knew otherwise. She had experienced the sheer joy of making someone’s crisis less devastating. She’d helped victims of tragedy see the rainbow through the rain.


    That was one area where she and Darrell disagreed.


    Darrell said she had her head in the clouds if she thought Disaster Busters would be a successful venture. He’d given her countless business magazines, encouraging her to “do the math” when it came to Disaster Busters. Cadi knew he meant well, but she also knew her work made her feel needed. She fulfilled a purpose, and God provided and blessed the rest. So she forged onward. She never meant to take Darrell for granted, but like today, duty called and she had to go; there were people without homes, food, and clothing because of a natural gas explosion in their community. Her nonprofit organization, Disaster Busters, had been summoned to provide these victims with basic needs. How could she refuse?


    Very simply, she couldn’t.


    The wooden steps of the old Victorian home creaked as Cadi took them two at a time. Upstairs, she hurried down the narrow hallway and into the bedroom. She grabbed the overnight bag she always kept packed with extra clothes and personal accessories and just about everything else. She picked up her purse, slinging its leather strap over her shoulder, and ran back down to the first floor.


    “What’s all the commotion?” Aunt Lou entered the foyer from the kitchen, wiping her nimble hands on the colorful apron drawn about her thick waist. As always, her dusky gray hair was swirled elaborately around her head and at the sides of her face in a creation she called “Queen Elizabeth” fashion. Cadi had to agree the style made the older woman appear both regal and ageless.


    “Sounds like cannonballs bouncing down the steps.”


    Cadi couldn’t help the smirk tugging at the corners of her mouth. “You can recall what cannonballs sound like?”


    “I was hardly referring to my age.” Aunt Lou clucked her tongue. “Sassy girl.”


    She laughed. “Sorry about the noise. Another call came in.”


    “Oh. . .” A frown wrinkled her gray brows. “How long will you be gone?”


    “Not sure. Just depends.” Noticing her aunt’s concerned expression, she added, “An explosion in Wind Lake. The building is a complete loss.”


    “How awful. Anyone hurt?”


    “Several injuries, but no one was killed as far as I know. Emergency personnel are still on the scene.”


    “How dreadful.” Aunt Lou’s frown of concern gave way to an encouraging grin. “Well, I’ll call Lonnie Mae and the other members of our prayer chain. We’ll cover you.”


    “Thanks. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Cadi kissed her aunt’s cheek then dashed outside to her minivan. A gentle May breeze tousled her short hair and wafted through the budding treetops.


    Opening the van door, she tossed her purse and overnight bag into the vehicle before climbing behind the wheel. She started the engine then slowly backed out of the driveway and into the street. She took one last look toward the house. Her aunt stood on the porch and waved. Cadi returned the gesture then put the transmission into drive and stepped on the accelerator.


    Cadi felt a grin pull at the corners of her lips. Aunt Lou, bless her heart. The very thought of the woman caused a swell of gratitude to plume within her. Her aunt was the most giving and caring person in Cadi’s life. What’s more, Aunt Lou had been her parental figure since Cadi was eleven years old. Aunt Lou, in her seventies now and her great-aunt, actually, had taken Cadi in after her parents and younger brother and sister drowned when the Mississippi overflowed its banks. Cadi could still recall the tragedy vividly.


    It had rained for days, but it seemed like a regular Sunday evening to Cadi when she and her family ventured off to the evening service at church. Minutes later their car stalled in a flooded intersection. The water kept rising and rising until Dad instructed all of them to climb up onto the roof of the sedan. Darkness fell hard and fast, making their predicament all the more harrowing. There were others stranded, too, and the cries for help, the screams of fear, barely rose above the din of the rushing floodwater. Within a short period of time, Cadi and her family were swept off the car. Cadi had gulped for air and fought against the unmerciful current for what seemed like hours. Then, miraculously, a rescue worker plucked her from the surge.


    The bodies of her parents and siblings were found a few days later.


    Oh, Lord. . . Cadi closed her eyes, trying to quell the painful memory.


    The driver in the car behind her honked, and she gave herself a mental shake. The past was just that: the past. No sense in reliving it, although Cadi’s past was why she’d gone to school and become an emergency medical technician. Next she began the Disaster Busters organization. She wanted to help other victims of tragedieslike those in today’s explosion.


    The urgency of the situation caught up with her, and Cadi realized she hadn’t called her colleagues, Bailey, Jeff, Megan, and Will. They had full-time jobs of their own but were still vital volunteers that kept Disaster Busters functional. Cadi tried to pay them with love offerings and donations that Disaster Busters received. Many times, paying them resulted in Cadi forfeiting her salary and, just as she had in the past, Aunt Lou came to the rescue. It was a sacrifice on her aunt’s part, too.


    Steering her van to the side of the road, Cadi fished her cell phone from her purse. Within minutes, she had placed the calls. All four assistants said they were available and could help, and Cadi arranged to meet them at the Disaster Busters office located inside Riverview Bible Church.


    Next, it was time to call Darrell. She pressed in his number on the keypad of her phone and plugged in her hands-free device. She pulled away from the curb, sending up another silent prayer that he’d understand.


    Darrell answered on the third ring. His reaction was just as Cadi feared.


    “What? You’re canceling on me again?”


    She grimaced. “Sorry.”


    “We’ve got dinner reservations. I bought tickets for the concert afterward!”


    Cadi imagined the angry sparks flashing in Darrell’s hazel eyes. “Look, I apologize for backing out on our date, but the team and I”


    “The team. Right.” Darrell paused. “Those friends of yours aren’t going to help you make important contacts. Success means rubbing elbows with the right people. But I guess you proved to me once again that the team will always come before anything we might have together.”


    Cadi opened her mouth to refute his statements, but she couldn’t. Aunt Lou’s not-so-subtle remarks filled her mind. “He’s not a patient man, is he? Patience is a virtue, you know.”


    Had Aunt Lou seen something amiss in Cadi’s relationship with Darrell Barclay from the beginning?


    “Cadi? Are you there?”


    Darrell’s deep voice rattled her. “I’m here.” She squared her shoulders, remembering her mission at hand. She couldn’t afford to let her emotions get in the way right now. She had a job to do, and she had to be strongstrong in the Lord. “Darrell, let’s talk about this later, okay?”


    “No need. As long as your loser business comes before me, I have nothing more to say.”


    She clenched her jaw. “Loser business?”


    “That’s what I said.”


    “I explained all this to you before.”


    “And I don’t want to hear it again.”


    “Fine. If that’s how you feel”


    “That’s exactly how I feel. There are plenty of girls waiting in line to take your place in my life.”


    Shock enveloped Cadi. Had she heard correctly? Seconds later, she realized her hearing was just fine, and oddly enough the barb didn’t sting as much as she thought it might.


    “You know, if I’m that replaceable, Darrell, then you shouldn’t be so irate that I’m canceling our date tonight.”


    “Yeah, whatever.”


    “I have to go.” She paused. “Good-bye, Darrell.”


    She didn’t wait for a reply. Ending the call, she removed her earpiece and set it and the phone on the console between the van’s two front seats. She suspected it was the end of her short-lived romance with Darrell, and while she didn’t feel heartbroken, exactly, she had to admit to a deep sense of disappointment. Someday she’d like to get married and have a familya large family.


    She quieted her straying thoughts and tightened her grip on the steering wheel. No time to fantasize about the future. There was a crisis at hand.


    She forced her attention back to the present and turned her car into Riverview’s vast parking lot. Almost a year ago, Cadi’s pastor and the deacons agreed to lease her office space for Disaster Busters, and they encouraged her to fulfill her mission to help people in need. Remembering her pastor’s kind words now seemed like a salve of comfort after Darrell’s mean remark. “Loser business.”


    What does he know?


    Cadi stepped down from her vehicle and shoved Darrell from her mind. She began forming a mental list of the supplies that she and her team needed to pack: blankets, clothing, nonperishable food items. . .


    She crossed the parking lot and entered the side door of the large church. The soles of her white athletic shoes squeaked on the polished tile floor in the empty hallway. She reached the Disaster Busters office, and when she opened the door, the sight that greeted her erased any defeat she might have felt after her conversation with Darrell. There, packing boxes of foodstuff, were two members of her team.


    “Bailey’s gathering up some blankets,” Jeff said as he lifted a box and handed it to Will.


    “And I’ll take this out to the trailer.” Will motioned to the box with his head. “While I’m out there, I’ll hitch it to the van.”


    “I’ll come out and help,” Jeff said.


    “You guys are awesome.” Cadi glanced from one to the other.


    Then Will jutted out his narrow hip, and she tucked her car keys into the back pocket of his blue jeans.


    Moments later she, too, set to task. She placed various items in crates and boxes. All the while she marveled at how close she and her team had grown since the inception of Disaster Busters just shy of a year ago. She had been a bridesmaid in Jeff and Bailey’s wedding and attended Bailey’s graduation from nursing school. Will acted like Cadi’s big brother. They’d known each other since they were foster kids who’d wound up in the same home for almost two years before the state located Aunt Lou. Nevertheless, the joke remained that she and Will were siblings, although jest became reality in a spiritual way when Will asked Jesus Christ into his heart as a teenager. So when Cadi introduced him to Darrell, Will had light-heartedly said, “You be good to my baby sister, now, or I’ll come lookin’ for you.”


    Darrell had appeared confused as he peered from Cadi’s Scandinavian, peaches-and-cream complexion to Will, whose African-American heritage shone proudly from his dark brown eyes. “You’re brother and sister?”


    “Same heavenly Father.” Will sported a broad grin.


    “Oh. Right.” Darrell had quickly changed the subject. Obviously he wasn’t amused.


    “No patience, no imagination, and no sense of humor,” Cadi muttered as she folded and packed some clothing items from the clothes pantry in back of the office. The room was no bigger than a large closet.


    “What did you say?”


    Cadi whirled around and saw her best friend, Megan Buckingham, standing there with arms akimbo. Cadi shook her head. “Nothing. I mean, I didn’t say anything worth repeating.”


    “Hmm, well let me take a guess.” Megan tipped her head. Strands of her walnut brown hair fell across her preseason tanned cheek, evidence of the tanning booth she liked to frequent. “You canceled your date with Darrell, and he was anything but understanding.”


    “Bingo.”


    Meg flicked her gaze toward the dimpled ceiling. “Typical.” She blew out a puff of air. “Well, he’ll get over it.”


    Cadi shook her head. “Not this time, he won’t. I think Darrell and I are through unless I beg and plead, which I won’t. Not again.”


    Megan paused for several seconds. “Maybe it’s for the best.”


    “I’m sure it’s for the best. . .at least now I’m sure.”


    “About time,” Megan quipped. “I thought you’d never come to your senses. I’ve said it all along: Darrell is a fake. I’ve been praying you’d see through his facade.”


    “Maybe you’re right. It’s just that I want a family of my own someday, and”


    “And Darrell’s an eligible bachelor,” Meg cut in. “He’s good-looking, and he has a nice career going for him. But those aren’t enough reasons to actually marry the guy.”


    “Meg, I see the positive in everyone. I can look beyond the. . .the facade.”


    “Well, in Darrell’s case, there’s not much more to see, okay?” A teasing grin spread across Meg’s face.


    Cadi had to smile. “Seems I had to find that out the hard way.”


    Compassion filled Meg’s iridescent brown eyes. “Oh, you’re really hurt, aren’t you?” She wrapped her long, slender arms around Cadi. “I’m so sorry.”


    She returned the hug. “I’m okay.”


    At that moment, Will strode back in from the parking lot. “I’m ready to take the next box to the trailer, and then I think we’re all packed up and ready to go.”


    ❧


    Black Hawk County sheriff’s deputy Patrol Sergeant Frank Parker slowed traffic on the highway leading into town and directed motor vehicles and curious bystanders away from the emergency personnel. Wind Lake didn’t get a whole lot of traffic, but most of its population, along with tourists arriving for the Memorial Day weekend, had come out to glimpse the devastation that the natural gas explosion caused. Homes in the newly constructed subdivision still smoldered, and debris littered the area.


    “Stay off the street, folks,” he said to the collecting crowd. “Move back.”


    A few people paused to ask questions, and some waved a greeting and called him by name. Frank took a special interest in this assignment. Born and raised here, he made his home in Wind Lake. In short, this village wasn’t just the place in which he lived; it was his jurisdiction, along with the two adjacent townships. Placing sheriff deputies in their hometowns was all part of the county’s Know Your Neighbors program.


    Out of the corner of his eye, Frank saw movement and turned in time to see Erin Potter’s red hair as she ducked around him. She worked for the Village Gazette. Frank watched her lift her high-speed camera then heard its shutter clicking as she snapped several photos. He gave her a good thirty seconds before calling her back behind the yellow plastic tape.


    “You’re a peach, Frank,” she said with a wink. “I can always count on you to let me behind the barrier for a couple moments so I can get my pictures.”


    “Don’t let that get around, Erin.”


    The slender, middle-aged woman chuckled and trotted back to the sidewalk, her ponytail swinging from side to side.


    It wasn’t but a minute later when a light blue minivan made its way down the street. Frank began shaking his head in a nonverbal warning so the vehicle wouldn’t proceed further. The van continued on a few feet then rolled to a stop. Frank cautiously approached. The window slid down, and a young woman leaned her head out. His first thought was that she had the hugest sky blue eyes he’d ever seen.


    “Disaster Busters reporting for duty.”


    And a sunny smile.


    “They’re expecting us.”


    Frank drew his chin back. “I beg your pardon?”


    “We’re the Disaster Busters team.”


    “Never heard of you.” Frank noticed how the woman’s layered blond hair flipped upward at the ends.


    “We’re a nonprofit organization out of Waterloo. We’re here to help the victims of the explosion.”


    “We’re a charity group!” the brunette in the passenger seat called to him.


    The words “nonprofit organization” and “charity group” set off warning bells inside his head. “Got any ID?”


    “Absolutely.” The blond driver handed him her Iowa driver’s license and a business card.


    “Cadence Trent. Disaster Busters, eh?” He eyed the young woman and her passengers with skepticism. He knew firsthand the scams and schemes associated with tragedies. Victims were vulnerable, and part of his job was to protect them. “Sorry. I wasn’t told you have security clearance, so turn the vehicle around.”


    “But”


    “You heard me. Turn around.” He extended his hand to return the driver’s ID.


    “Officer!” A male voice hailed him. “Wait a minute, Officer!”


    Frank wheeled around in time to see Harrison Elliot, Wind Lake’s mayor, striding toward him.


    “Is this the team from Waterloo? Five people in all? We’ve been expecting them.” He sidled up to the minivan. “You must be Cadi.”


    “Yes. And you must be Mayor Elliot.”


    “I am he.” There was a smile in his voice, but when he turned to Frank, he scowled. “Let this van pass, Officer.”


    “If you say so.”


    “I do, indeed.”


    Frank tensed in protest then returned the ID and took a step back. He observed the blond tuck the identification into a long, trim billfold before she gave him a smile. A semblance of a peace offering, perhaps, but Frank wasn’t won over that easily.


    “Pull forward, Cadi,” Mayor Elliot said. “Park over there. Pastor Dremond is setting up some tables, and we’re inviting those who are homeless because of this terrible tragedy to register.”


    At the mention of Adam Dremond’s name, Frank’s tension abated somewhat. He knew Adam personally, and he was a good man. The mayor, on the other hand, was more pomp than circumstance as far as Frank was concerned.


    Meanwhile, Cadi drove forward.


    “I summoned the Disaster Busters team,” the stocky mayor informed Frank with a set to his jaw. “You had no business trying to turn them away.”


    “In all due respect, sir, if you had informed the Sheriff’s Department of their expected arrival”


    “I did,” he groused.


    “Nothing came over the radio.”


    Elliot waved one beefy hand in the air. “Ooooh, I don’t have time to argue the point. Justjust go about your business.”


    To his credit, Frank didn’t even grin at the sputtered remark. Nevertheless, he bristled at the mayor’s less-than-perfect handling of the situation. As for that little Disaster Buster, she might have clearance from Elliot, but that didn’t mean her organization was really on the up-and-up.


    Frank decided he’d better keep his eye on her.

  


  
    Two


    “She’s all right, Frank.”


    “How do you know?” He watched Cadi and her crew from out of the corner of his eye. They stood behind a long, rectangular table set up under a blue, twelve-by-twelve tarp. The Disaster Busters registered the recently homeless and orchestrated temporary arrangements, courtesy of a local establishment called the Wind Lake Inn and several charitable residents. “What if they’re rip-off artists?”


    “I meet a group of local pastors for lunch every few months, and John Connor, Cadi Trent’s pastor, is one of them.” Adam grinned and finger-combed his thick, reddish brown hair off his forehead. “She comes highly recommended.”


    Frank turned toward him. He and Adam Dremond had known each other for years, ever since the reverend arrived in Wind Lake. Adam was something of a social activist, but he operated aboveboard and made it a point to get to know law enforcement officials. His cooperation paid off. The entire sheriff’s department had come to respect Adam.


    “So give me the lowdown on these Disaster Busters.” Ordinarily Frank trusted his friend’s word, but he still had his qualms about this group of strangers.


    “Well, from what I understand, it’s a faith-based organization, but it works with local government. I convinced the mayor to give Cadi’s group a chance, and since there was a lot of bureaucratic red tape to cut through in order for county, state, or federal assistance to get here, Mayor Elliot was all for it.”


    “Hmm. . .” Frank tucked his thumbs into the thick belt strapped around his waist. He watched as Cadi’s slender form bent and she wrote something on the paper in front of her. He had to admit she made a fetching sight, even in an ordinary pink polo shirt and faded blue jeans. Then, when she came around the table and placed her arm around the shoulders of a disheveled elderly woman, an odd sense of longing gripped him.


    He shook it off and pulled his gaze away from Cadi. “She looks young.”


    “Midtwenties is my guess.”


    “I suppose that makes her old enough to be capable of an undertaking such as this,” he muttered, even though at thirty-four he wasn’t all that much older than she; however, he felt as if he’d lived an entire lifeand that life ended some three years ago. Now his days were but twenty-four-hour capsules of existenceexcept around his two children. If it weren’t for them, he wouldn’t feel alive at all. He wouldn’t feelperiod.


    “I’m told Cadi is more than capable. So are her associates. Cadi is an experienced EMT, and there’s a registered nurse in the group, along with a guy who’s a family counselor.”


    “Sounds like they’re qualified.” After several pensive moments, he regarded Adam again and decided to voice his concerns. “Remember the tornado that hit a few years back?”


    The pastor’s usually jovial expression was replaced by a look of remorse. “Of course I remember. Who could forget it?”


    Frank knew that he would never forget it. The storm had snuffed out the bright and beautiful life of his beloved wife and left him with two small children to raise. He was only too grateful for his extended family members who, between them, provided day care so Frank could keep his job. “There was a charity group that came in to help after the twister hit.” He glanced back at the Disaster Busters group. “They seemed just as qualified and capable, but those guys looted our ravaged community and swindled the most vulnerable. To this day, there are those who haven’t recovered.”


    “I’m well aware of that unfortunate incident, but Cadi’s company isn’t like that, okay?” Empathy shone from Adam’s hazel eyes. “And maybe it’s time you started trusting people again.”


    Frank guarded his reaction. “Maybe.” He watched as Cadi conversed with two teenagers.


    “We’d also love to see you in church again.”


    He swung his gaze back to Adam and noticed the twinkle in his eyes. “You’ve always got to work church into a conversation, don’t you?”


    Adam nodded. “It’s my job.”


    “Yeah, I know.” Frank couldn’t help but grin, but just as soon as it appeared, he felt it slip from his lips. “Look, my relationship with the Lord is intact.”


    “Don’t you want more than that? Don’t you desire a closer walk with God and fellowship with other like-minded believers?”


    “Sure, but attending church isn’t easy.”


    Frank stopped short of admitting that on Sunday mornings when he thought of attending worship services, sudden memories of his wife, Yolanda, dashed his concerted efforts and left him feeling depressed and hopeless. In his mind’s eye, he could see her preparing breakfast. He could practically hear her humming while she dressed the kids in their Sunday best. It was all Frank could do to keep from breaking down in front of his children. As if that wasn’t bad enough, when he did manage to attend services, he was bombarded with sad, piteous stares from everyone who knew Yolanda. It was more than he could bear. So, typically, he waited until his mother-in-law picked up Dustin and Emily for Sunday school before he went to work early. Then he pushed his feelings into the farthest corner of his heart.


    He cleared the discomfort from his throat. “I’m sure I’ll get to church again eventually.”


    “If not ours then perhaps another solid, Bible-believing church.”


    “Yeah.” Frank was amazed at how the man had divined his thoughts. “Maybe.”


    “Hearing God’s Word will strengthen your faith. Fellowship with other believers will encourage you.”


    Frank smirked. “I get the message already.”


    Adam smiled and gave him a friendly slap between the shoulder blades. “All right. I’ve needled you enough for one day. Besides, I’ve got other work to do.” He inclined his head toward the many explosion victims. “See ya later.”


    “Yeah. . .see you.”


    ❧


    “What’s with that sheriff’s deputy?”


    Cadi followed her friend’s line of vision and glimpsed the tall, broad-shouldered man with short, jet black hair. He seemed to scowl at her and Meg.


    “And why is he staring at us like we’re convicted bank robbers? We’re here to help.”


    “Maybe he’s having a bad day,” Cadi said. “Try to ignore him.” Her suggestion belied the nervous anticipation winding its way around her insideslike the feeling that threatened whenever she spoke in front of large audiences. Now, as she did then, Cadi silently recited her favorite passage of scripture, Philippians 4:67. “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”


    “Um, I don’t think we’re going to be able to ignore that guy, Cadi.” The warning in her friend’s voice rang out loud and clear. “He’s heading our way.”


    She glanced up from her yellow legal pad and met the gaze of the stern-faced deputy.


    “Ladies,” he said with a slight dip of his head when he reached them. “Anything I can do to assist you?”


    Was he serious? Cadi sensed a measure of condescension in his tone. “We’re okay, but thanks anyway.”


    The deputy shifted his stance. “I think maybe we got off to a bad start.” He extended his right hand. “I’m Sergeant Frank Parker.”


    “Cadi Trent.” She set her palm inside his much larger one. He gave it a firm but cordial shake that stayed with her long after he released her hand. Cadi turned toward her friend. “This is Meg Buckingham.”


    “Good to meet you both.” Frank cleared his throat before glancing over his shoulder. He looked a mite uneasy, and it gave Cadi a small measure of comfort to think she wasn’t the only one.


    “Well, I’d best get back to work, unless there’s anything you ladies need.”


    “There is one thing,” Meg said before turning to Cadi. “Tell him about the two teenagers.”


    “Will and Pastor Dremond are taking care of them.”


    “Perhaps I can help.”


    Cadi regarded the man, noticing his large build and scrutinizing deep brown eyes. Along with his shadowed jaw, Cadi thought he made an imposing figure.


    “Miss Trent? Or is it Mrs. Trent?”


    “Miss.” She felt almost mesmerized.


    “Extremely Miss after today,” Meg piped up, putting Cadi on sudden alert. “She and her boyfriend called it quits this afternoon.”


    “Meg!” She rapped her friend’s upper arm. “I’m sure the officer here isn’t interested in my personal issues.” She felt her cheeks growing hot with embarrassment.


    “Sorry to hear about the breakup, Miss Trent.”


    Awkwardness seemed to envelop her, but at least the man appeared sincere.


    “Thanks.” She managed a shrug and muttered, “It’s for the best.”


    “Definitely for the best,” Meg reiterated with a pointed look at Cadi. “Now about those kids; we’re trying to locate their parents.”


    “What’s the last name?” Frank pulled a small notebook from his back pocket and flipped it open.


    Cadi looked at her pad of paper. “Jenkins. Their mom’s first name is Loretta, and their dad’s is Brett.”


    “Loretta and Brett Jenkins?” Frank wrote down the names, while shaking his head. “Don’t believe I know either of them. They’re obviously not locals. But I’ll radio it in. We’ll find ’em.” With a nod and a small smile, he turned on his heel and took purposeful strides toward the white squad car with the words Black Hawk County Sheriff painted across the doors in bold yellow letters.


    “Maybe he’s not such a crabby guy after all,” Meg remarked, watching him go.


    “Yeah, but you’ve got a big mouth.” Cadi expelled a breath laden with aggravation. “How could you bring up my relationship with Darrell to a complete stranger?”


    Meg faced her and seemed at a loss for words. “II don’t know. I didn’t mean to. It just tumbled out of my mouth. Once I’d blurted the news, I tried to make the best of it.” She stepped forward and grabbed hold of Cadi’s wrist. “I’m sorry. Will you forgive me? You know I don’t make a habit of spouting off my best friend’s personal informationor anyone else’s for that matter. I’m usually very discreet.”


    Cadi couldn’t argue. “Oh, let’s just forget it, okay? Of course I forgive you!”


    Meg beamed and gave her a quick hug. “I’ll go tell Will and Pastor Dremond that we’ve got the sheriff’s department helping us find the Jenkinses.”


    Cadi replied with a nod and resumed her post at the table. Bailey and Jeff were talking to another young couple. She listened in for a few minutes, and her heart broke to hear how the newlyweds lost almost everything in the explosion that damaged their home.


    That’s why I’m here, Lord, she thought. I’m here to represent You with love and compassion and help lighten these people’s loads.


    Her gaze roamed beyond the two couples and to the dark-haired sheriff’s deputy standing next to his vehicle, its driver’s side door wide open. He had placed his foot on the doorjamb while he penned something into his notebook, using his knee for a writing surface.


    In the next second he looked up, and his dark eyes riveted her so that all she could do was stare back at him.


    “Hey, Cadi, I’m looking for that box of men’s clothesCadi? Yo, Cadi.”


    She felt a hand on her shoulder and the mild shake that followed.


    “What?” She turned to find Will standing beside her. She collected her wits. “What are you looking for?”


    “The deputy, huh?” A playful grin spread across Will’s face. “Are you one of those women who can’t resist a man in uniform?” He chuckled.


    “Oh, hush.” Cadi brushed his hand off her shoulder.


    Will laughed again. “You’re a free agent now, you know? Darrell is his-tor-eee.”


    She felt the deep frown creasing her brow. “Stop teasing me.”


    He shaded his amusement with feigned professionalism. “Have you seen the box of men’s clothing? I’m working with several individuals who could use a few pairs of pants and several shirts.”


    Cadi pulled the minivan’s keys from her jeans pocket and set them none-too-gently into Will’s awaiting palm.


    He gave her a gracious bow before walking away.


    What a clown, Cadi thought in his wake. But what would she ever do without Will around to make her smile? He was like sunshine in the midst of the storm.


    Or, in this case, explosion.


    Cadi’s musing came back around to the present tragedy, which, in turn, made her think about the nice-looking sheriff’s deputy with the austere demeanor.


    But when she looked his way again, she noticed that a different officer stood at the barricade, deterring onlookers. The squad car was gone, and Frank Parker was nowhere in sight.
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