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Praise for My Foolish Heart and other Deep Haven novels

“A lighthearted, punchy story about two wounded souls who find love and a new lease on life . . . [that] nicely balances the funny and realistic.”
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“Warren’s charming inspirational romance has it all: the boy next door and the princess isolated in her tower, past histories and new beginnings, poignancy nicely blended with hopefulness, and troubled, everyday people doing their best to live according to their faith. Highly recommended.”

Booklist

“A truly delightful tale straight from the heart.”

Romantic Times

“Warren does an amazing job bringing to life real situations we all face . . . and how [these characters] overcome them and turn to God.”

CBA Retailers + Resources

“Delightful . . . a story reminiscent of both Steel Magnolias and the Mitford novels, but with a personality and charm all its own.”

Crosswalk.com

“Susan May Warren does an excellent job of bringing her characters to life with real relationships developing, concerns building, and fears being overcome. There is humor, conflict, and deep personal reflection.”

ChristianBookPreviews.com

“This delightful tale centered on family, friends, football, and trust in God’s wisdom . . . is a very entertaining and inspiring romance.”

FreshFiction.com

“Warren’s characters are well-developed and she knows how to create a first-rate contemporary romance.”

Library Journal

“Vibrant characters and vivid language zoom this action-packed romance to the top of the charts. [The Perfect Match] is a one-sitting read—once you pick it up, you won’t want to put it down.”

Romantic Times



  
    

Visit Tyndale online at www.tyndale.com.

Visit Susan May Warren’s website at www.susanmaywarren.com.

TYNDALE and Tyndale’s quill logo are registered trademarks of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.

The Shadow of Your Smile

Copyright © 2011 by Susan May Warren. All rights reserved.

Cover photograph of couple copyright © by Sam Edwards/Jupiter Images. All rights reserved.

Author photo taken by Rachel Savage. Copyright © 2010 by Rachel Savage Photography. All rights reserved.

Designed by Erik M. Peterson

Edited by Sarah Mason

Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996, 2004, 2007 by Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved.

Psalm 16:2 taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version,® NIV.® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com.

This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Warren, Susan May, date.

The shadow of your smile / Susan May Warren.

p. cm.

ISBN 978-1-4143-3483-7 (sc)

1. Marital conflict—Fiction. 2. Accidents—Fiction. 3. Amnesia—Fiction. 4. Minnesota—Fiction. 5. Domestic fiction. I. Title.

PS3623.A865S33 2011

813´.6—dc23 2011033854



  
    

For Your glory, Lord



  
    

Table of Contents

Acknowledgments

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

A Note from the Author

About the Author

Discussion Questions



  
    

Acknowledgments

God showed His unfailing love to me once again as I wrote this story. I am deeply grateful to the following people for abiding with me on this journey:

Sarah May Warren, my beautiful daughter, who let me use her amazing poetry and song lyrics as the foundation for Kelsey’s. Your talent makes me cry with joy. I can’t wait to see what God does with your obedient heart.

Andrew Warren, my beloved husband, who is Eli and more. Thank you for all your guidance on the “man’s POV” in this story.

Peter and Noah Warren, my basketball stars who helped me forge an appreciation for the game. (Peter, you are not allowed to tackle in basketball!)

David Warren, who lets me blather on about my plots and knows just the right questions to ask. You’ll make a fabulous editor someday.

Rachel Hauck, my writing partner. Stop arguing with me! (Or rather, thanks for pushing me and making me a better writer!)

Dick Dorr, who listened to my crazy plot with his “I’m not sure I buy what you’re saying” cop look and then helped me straighten it all out. It is a gift to know you. Thank you for your patience, stories, and expert assistance.

Kathy Johnson (and family), who let me into her life and taught me about deer hunting, ice fishing, snowplowing, and north shore living. You are a true north shore woman, and I’m delighted to call you friend.

Marybeth Farley, basketball buddy. Oh, were we supposed to watch the game? Thanks for helping me with my “research”!

Jim Miller, Lynn Shulte, and Margarquet Fortunato, friends at SA. Thanks for your encouragement and being the friendly faces I detour to every day. (Jim—your joke made it into the book!)

Steve Laube—“Breathe, just breathe, Susie” (how he answers my phone calls). Thanks for being calm.

Karen Watson, for your steadfast encouragement. I am too much like a puppy, hoping for your pat on my head. Thanks for loving this story.

Sarah Mason, for again smoothing out my words and story into something readable. I am blessed by your talents!

My reader friends, for your kind letters, your testimonials of how God has spoken to you through my stories, and for the encouragement to press on in truth. Thank you for reading.



  
    

[image: images/ch1.jpg]

Noelle longed for the redemption that came with a fresh snow. The way it blanketed the northern woods of Minnesota with lacy grace, frosted the shaggy limbs of the white pine, turned the grimy dirt roads and highways to ribbons of pristine, unblemished white. The crisp bite of a shiny morning after a blizzard had the power to woo a new spirit to life inside Mrs. Eli Hueston, mother and wife of the former Deep Haven sheriff, when she stood on the deck of her woodsy home, steam from a cup of coffee swirling into the chilled air.

In moments like those, she almost believed that everything could be made new.

But this snow offered no such redemption. This snow, a mixture of sleet and flake, bulleted Noelle’s windshield, crusts of ice piling in the corners, turning her wiper blades to razors. This snow transformed the highway into a lethal slick of black ice as she crawled along the shore of Lake Superior to her tiny north shore hamlet.

Eli would surely discover her transgressions now.

Noelle turned her wipers on high to sweep the sleet faster, cranked the defrost to full. She should have scraped her windshield better before leaving Eric’s office, but she’d checked her watch, calculated her route home, and bargained on her car heating faster than the storm.

Again, she’d opted for survival mode.

But that’s what this trip was about, wasn’t it? Surviving?

Or maybe it was about living again.

The road from this stretch of northern Minnesota into the northeast corner of the state appeared eerily vacant, the storm turning the late afternoon to pewter gray. She had switched her lights to dim, the brights only making the snow appear three-dimensional as it buffeted her. Deer lurked under the cover of black pine, poplar, and birch trees that walled either side of the road, ready to throw themselves into traffic.

In this weather, a touch of her brakes might spin her right into the ditch.

Maybe she should have spent the night in Duluth, but then she’d certainly have explaining to do.

In the cup holder of her ancient Yukon, her phone buzzed. Noelle fumbled with the earpiece, glancing at the road, then back to the phone. Lee. She finally wedged the earpiece in, clicked the button.

“Lee? Are you still there?”

The voice, splotchy with the poor reception, cut through the rhythm of the wiper blades, the pummeling of the sleet. “Noelle, where are you? You missed yoga this morning. And Sharron said she’s covering your visitation at the care center.”

Not yet. She couldn’t tell Lee just yet.

It would be a big enough scandal when the news did surface. She hoped to hold it in for at least five more months. Just until Kirby’s graduation. Then she could exhale.

They’d all exhale, probably. Especially Eli. She wasn’t deceiving herself—he would be as relieved as she with her decision.

“I had to run to Duluth.” True enough.

“Today? There’s a winter storm advisory. Didn’t you listen to the weather report this morning?”

She could picture Lee, always beautiful with her long auburn hair, a trim body that needed no yoga, probably sitting in her immaculate home, staring through the window at the lake as it pounded the rocks outside her house.

Her lonely house. Noelle admired Lee for her strength, but Lee had filled her life with so many activities since that horrible day that being snowbound could curl her into the fetal position if it weren’t for the telephone and her son, Derek, classmate of Kirby.

If they had a snow day tomorrow, Kirby would dig out the snow machine and spend the day carving trails in the woods. How they used to relish the rare snow days of the north. One year—Kirby had been about ten—he and Kyle and Kelsey had spent the day building a snow cave . . .

The memories could rise like knives to skewer her, carve her breath from her lungs. Focus on the future.

“I heard we might have snow, but I had an appointment.” Also true. Noelle lifted her foot from the gas as she rounded a curve.

“Oh no, it’s not . . . ,” Lee said, worry in her tone.

Bless her for remembering. The last few years had turned their friendship stiff, but Lee had tried all the same. Noelle should remember that.

“I got an all clear from the biopsy—the report came in the mail a couple weeks ago.” Noelle should have mentioned it to Lee, but she’d been so busy preparing for today. In a way, the clean report had only confirmed for her that it was time. “But I had some follow-up to do.” Like figuring out how she got here, a forty-six-year-old woman who longed to start her life over.

“Are you going to be okay?”

Yes. She had to believe it. Yes. “I’m fine. Did you say they called a winter storm advisory?”

“Yes, although I’m sure the basketball team will stay for practice in hopes their game won’t be snowed out tomorrow.”

Noelle made a face. Perfect. Sometimes her family’s devotion to small-town sports could make her bang her head against the dashboard.

Still, if it weren’t for Kirby and his athletics, she might have lost herself completely.

“I hate Kirby driving home in this storm in that decrepit Neon. I told Eli to change his tires out for winter treads, but . . .” If she’d been home, she would have put on the four-wheel drive in her SUV and trekked to the school.

She hated to ask, but that’s what fellow sports moms did for each other. “If Kirby lands in the ditch, can you pick him up?”

“Where’s Eli?”

The obvious question, of course. And in earlier years, the answer might have been easier. In town. At the station. Or in his cruiser.

But since he’d retired a few months back, who really knew? “He said he was going up to the lake, fishing. I expected to be back before he returned but—”

“Absolutely, Noelle. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll make sure Kirby isn’t left alone.”

“Thanks, Lee. How’s Emma?” Noelle managed to ask without a hiccup in her voice, although a burr filled her throat. Someday, perhaps, she could ask without the pain.

“She’s fine. Still playing her music in the Twin Cities. I think she has a gig this weekend.”

She thought? Sometimes Noelle hated Lee for how easy it all came for her.

Noelle heard the sound of the dishwasher being unloaded, plates scraping together. Lee probably only had to load it once a week nowadays.

Maybe Noelle should have invited Lee to go with her. But she had to do this alone.

Would do it alone. After all, who else did Noelle have who might understand what it felt like to look in the mirror and not recognize the woman she’d become? Lee had survived, even become stronger after that terrible day. She couldn’t possibly understand what it felt like to want to leave it all behind.

To want to forget.

Not that Noelle wanted to erase the last twenty years of her life. Just parts of it.

Heart-wrenching, horrible, breath-stealing parts.

But not even God could heal the wounds and put their family, her marriage, back together again.

“I’ll be home soon.” Ahead, Noelle spied the lights of the next town shining out of the grayness. “I’m going to stop and get some coffee. If Eli shows up looking for me . . . just tell him I’m on my way home.”

Silence, then, “He doesn’t know you went to Duluth?”

Noelle tapped her brakes as the speed limit decreased. “I meant to tell him, but . . .”

No, actually, she hadn’t, and she could nearly hear her pastor in her head. A lie of omission is still a lie.

But was it a lie if they never talked about anything? If she and Eli had been reduced to two barely compatible roommates? He’d been sleeping in the den for more than a year now. It had somehow ceased to matter if she informed him what she was doing.

Ever again.

“Be safe,” Lee said, her voice sounding distant, even odd.

But it could be the storm, the pitch of her tires as Noelle slowed to pull into the Mocha Moose coffee shop along the highway. She could use something to keep her awake for the rest of the two-hour drive.

“Thanks, Lee,” she said, but her friend had already clicked off. Probably she’d simply lost the signal—it happened too often up here in moose country. She parked, grabbed her purse, and trekked across the lot. She shouldn’t have worn her three-inch dress boots. But she hadn’t been thinking of the storm when she’d dressed this morning.

She’d been trying to find a pair of suit pants that didn’t pinch at the waist, didn’t appear to be from the eighties—the last time she’d interviewed for anything that mattered. She’d been trying to remember how to fix her blonde shoulder-length hair into anything but a swept-up ponytail, and rehearsing her answers.

Why do I deserve enrollment in the Duluth Art Institute?

She had some feeble replies, none that seemed overly compelling. Eric Hansen had seemed nice enough about her responses, however. Said he’d contact her.

She stamped her way into the coffee shop, the warmth fogging her sunglasses. She pushed them on top of her head and walked to the counter. A cheery gas fire crackled in the hearth, leather chairs for reading propped before it. A chalkboard along the back listed the specials.

“Just in time. We’re about to close,” the girl behind the register said.

Noelle scanned the board. Oh, why not? “A white chocolate mocha with extra whip.” She dug into her purse. “And can I have those little chocolate chip sprinkles?”

The perky cashier, a blonde probably fresh out of high school, grinned at her. “Celebrating?”

Perhaps she was. The restart to her life, the road to something she could live with. Noelle nodded as she paid, then walked to the next counter to wait for her drink.

When the mocha arrived, she added a cozy to the cup, then took a sip, emboldening herself for the storm outside. The chocolate warmth seeped into the empty crannies inside, fortified her, if only for a second.

She could do this. With or—and this was more likely—without Eli.

She’d come to accept that, at least mostly. If only she could go back in time, figure out when it had started to unravel, maybe they’d still have a marriage worth saving.

One last stop in the facilities and then she’d head for home. She ducked into the ladies’ room, and that’s when she heard the noises. Shouts, raised voices. She cracked open the door and froze.

Standing in front of the counter were two men wearing ski masks—or one she’d call a boy because his stature didn’t resemble the broad-shouldered girth of the other man. The larger held a gun on the cashier. Noelle recognized a 9mm Glock.

The skinny one handed over a paper bag. “Fill it up, then get on the floor.”

Really? A coffee shop holdup?

Still, petty thieves lurked in the north woods too. Look at what had happened in Deep Haven.

Well, no one was going to die today.

Noelle’s heart slammed against her ribs as she fumbled in her purse for her cell phone. Shoot, she’d left it in the car, in the cup holder.

But there was the door, two steps away . . .

She took a breath, then flung open the restroom door and raced for the exit.

“Hey!”

One of them turned, and she might have heard a shot as she leaped onto the sidewalk, diving for her car.

A hand caught her arm, yanked her back. “Where do you think you’re going?” She clawed at his ski mask even as he dragged her back into the coffee shop.

Inside, he slapped her hard, her jaw ringing. Brown eyes, a tattoo on his hand in the webbing of his thumb.

The cashier was on the floor behind the counter, crying. She had a welt across her cheek, open and bleeding. The boy stood over her, scraggly blond hair peeking out from his ski mask. He looked at Noelle, and she chilled at the pale blue-gray of his eyes.

The larger man now grabbed her by the neck, pushed her face into the floor. “Open the safe or we’ll kill her,” he growled to the employee.

The girl whimpered as she crawled to an office in the back.

Please, God, I don’t want to die on the floor of a coffee shop.

Or a convenience store. The thought nearly choked her. Her family couldn’t go through that again.

“We got it,” the boy said.

“Good. Now shoot her.” He held out his Glock to the boy.

The boy stared at it. Shook his head. “I can’t.”

The bigger man stifled a curse word. Then he disappeared into the back.

Oh, oh, please, no—

Noelle jerked as a shot rang out.

The boy met her eyes, his own wide.

She felt it inside then. Instinct, maybe. A voice.

Run.

Run!

She sprang up, leaping for the door. Shouting chased her, but she fled down the sidewalk for the road.

There—headlights! A semi plowing through the blizzard.

“Help! Help!” She scrambled into the road, waving her hands above her head. “Stop!”

That’s when her boots betrayed her. They slipped on the black ice, her foot flinging out in front of her. The jolt jerked her other foot free. Her body launched into the air.

Her scream joined the screech of the semi.

Noelle slammed into the pavement, pain exploding through her.

Then, darkness.
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Eli Hueston would like to live alone forever in his ice house. He could, couldn’t he? At least for four months out of the year. The house, dragged out into the middle of McFarland Lake right before Thanksgiving, now accessible only by snowmobile, had all the trappings of home sweet home.

Without the icy, impenetrable chill.

About as big as his bedroom in their Cape Cod, the ice house contained oak cupboards, a stove, a microwave oven, a refrigerator, and a new HD flat screen, not to mention his submersible camera capable of monitoring the bottom of the lake, the bait, and fish.

If he wanted to, he could spend the night on one of the four bunk beds, the house turning so toasty warm from the propane heat that he’d on occasion had to open one of the vents near the ceiling for air.

Of course it had facilities. Oh, and six holes for catching fish.

Which, sometimes, he did. Like today. Four perch—one a keeper—and a northern who couldn’t escape the lure of a flathead chub jigging in front of its wide, hungry mouth.

The pike Eli had cleaned and fried up in a batter of shore lunch. He downed it with a Coke. He wasn’t the type to haul a six-pack to the woods anymore. He’d been the alcohol route, found it empty when he woke to a worse fate every morning. Besides, he’d seen too many anglers toes up from hypothermia to tempt fate by bringing alcohol out to this lonely planet.

Indeed, the smooth white of the lake, marred only by the tracks of his Polaris, seemed its own constellation, the surface crystalline and shiny under the blue sky now mottled by the twilight settling over the horizon. It spilled magenta over the ice like syrup.

He could stay here all winter. And in the summer, pull the custom-made trailer off the lake, park it on the Huestons’ little undeveloped plot of land, and fish from the shore, camping out, surviving on fresh walleye, northern pike, and bass over a crackling campfire.

If only life were as easy as fishing.

Out here, a man loaded his hook with the appropriate bait—waxies, moth larvae, chubs—then plopped his line in the water and waited for the fish to bite. He didn’t have to ask the fish how it might be feeling, guess at what he’d done wrong to elicit its cold shoulder, didn’t have to worry if the fish might be crying itself to sleep in the middle of the night.

He hated standing outside their door, listening to Noelle’s sobs. He’d moved to the den so he could escape the hollowing out of his soul, night by night. He had no idea how to comfort a wife who’d lost so much of herself, her future.

If he could, he’d take back that dark midnight or replace it with a different loss. Yes, Eli would like to live forever on this forgotten lake, tucked inside the lush, snowy forest, thirty miles from civilization, and allow, in time, the voices inside his head to quiet to a murmur. To let him think.

Feel.

Forgive himself.

Perhaps he might even figure out how to repair their lives. Or decide if he even wanted to. It had occurred to him, more than once, that they should just admit defeat.

Lee had even voiced it—that they could all start over after the boys graduated. Eli had been chopping wood for her heater—a job Derek could have managed, but with his basketball schedule, he had little time for household chores.

Besides, a man had responsibilities to the widow of one of his deputies.

She’d been dressed in Clay’s red-and-black padded flannel shirt, her auburn hair peeking out of a gray wool cap, stacking the cordwood as it fell from his ax. “How do you want to spend your retirement, Eli? Alone? Or with someone who cares about you?” She’d pushed her hair back from her face with her wrist, then smiled at him, and there seemed to be an invitation in her expression.

He didn’t answer her, but the question lingered. Followed him to McFarland Lake. Dogged him as he’d watched his bobber, the fish scurrying about on the screen.

Alone?

He wasn’t alone, was he?

Eli finished washing his cast-iron pan, dried it, and set it in the cupboard. The ice house still smelled of the bacon grease he’d fried the fish in, so he opened the door to air it out as he locked up his tackle, his equipment. The house, so heavy it had hydraulic wheels to haul it onto the ice, could turn into an impenetrable fortress once he locked it.

He loaded the cooler with the rest of the fish onto the seat of the snowmobile, drained the sink and the facilities in the back, then turned off the heater and locked the house. To the west, the sky appeared darker now, as if a storm might be rolling in. A gust of wind skimmed snow from the surface of the lake, splattered it on his parka. He shivered at the change of temperature as he started the snowmobile.

Hopefully Kirby had made it home okay in his clunker old Neon. Near the lake, the storm could roll in faster, turn fluffy snow to sleet. He picked up his cell phone, but he was still out of range.

Thankfully, Noelle would pick the boy up if he needed help. She practically hovered over their youngest son. But really, who could blame her?

Eli opened the throttle over the ice, drinking in the power of the speed. His truck came into view, a black hulk on the shoreline. He pulled up to it, dragged out the ramp, drove the snowmobile onto the bed, then strapped it down.

He let the truck warm for a moment, setting the cooler on the seat beside him, holding his hands in front of the heater.

Alone? Or with someone who cares about you?

Lee’s voice rumbled around in his head. That, and her laughter, the way she looked at him that made him feel twenty years younger, without tragedy in her gaze. She had her own tragedy, of course, but in her eyes he saw himself reflected as a savior.

Instead of a tormentor.

But she had been Clay’s wife.

No. Eli’s heart thumped.

No.

And oh, boy, he was married. He hated himself for thinking of that second. But what was a marriage, anyway? Certainly not what he and Noelle had. Coexistence? Tolerance?

Sometimes, not even that.

He could probably drop right through the ice and she wouldn’t miss him. Let the ice freeze over, erase him from her life without a blink.

He eased the truck onto the dirt road. As he drove south, the weather turned sour quickly, thick flakes landing on his windshield, melting as they slid off. He turned on his wipers. No doubt near Lake Superior, he’d find the highway icy and traffic in the ditch.

He was being too hard on her, and he knew it. The responsibility for keeping a marriage strong rested on the man’s shoulders—he’d heard that sermon enough to believe it. But what if she didn’t respond to him? What if his attempts actually caused her pain?

God, I don’t know how to love my wife anymore. How to fix this. How to be the husband she needs. I think we’re beyond hope—

His cell phone vibrated in his parka.

He scooped the phone from his pocket, his cold hands fumbling with it, and held it up. He didn’t recognize the number.

Touching the brakes, he angled for the side of the road, deserted as it was, and opened the phone.

“Eli Hueston.” Oh, he still had his sheriff’s tone. But twenty-five years spent taking bad news didn’t dissipate from his system overnight. Or even in three months. He could feel his stomach tensing out of habit even as he pressed the phone to his ear.

“Sheriff, it’s Anne Standing Bear.”

He hadn’t heard the EMT’s voice in nearly five years, since she and her husband, Noah, had moved back to Duluth for her to add an MD to her nursing degree. He always liked her, the way she knew how to take care of a trauma. But she’d needed more than what Deep Haven could give her, and after the birth of their son, Clancy, she and Noah had moved away to pursue her dreams.

Much like Noelle had done for him once upon a time.

“Hey, Anne,” he said. “I’m not sure if you heard, but I’m not the sheriff anymore.”

She didn’t comment, and something in the way her voice emerged, tight and cool, the way they must have taught her at St. Luke’s, made him catch his breath. “I’m sorry, but there’s been an accident.”

Oh, please, not Kyle. Hadn’t he told the kid that law enforcement wasn’t for him? That he didn’t wish that life on any of his children, even his oldest? But after Kelsey, Kyle wouldn’t hear his objections. It seemed almost as if he had to prove something to himself.

Or work off his own grief.

Eli steeled himself. “How is he? What happened?”

She paused. “It’s . . . it’s your wife, sir. She fell outside the Mocha Moose.”

The Mocha Moose . . . “In Harbor City?” What was Noelle doing there? “I thought she was at home. Did she hurt herself?” He realized as soon as the words left how stupid that sounded. Of course she hurt herself—otherwise, why would she have Anne call for her?

And how did Anne find her, anyway?

“No, I’m afraid she did.” Anne’s voice softened. “She hit her head, hard. You need to come to St. Luke’s in Duluth. . . . Eli, she’s got eight staples in her skull.”

“Oh, my.” He pulled onto the road, trying to picture Noelle sprawled on the snowy, dirty parking lot outside the coffee shop, bleeding. She always had to stop there, regardless of the time of day. He shook the image away. “Are you calling from the hospital? Can I talk to her?”

“I’m calling from ICU, Sheriff. But I . . . I don’t want to talk to you about this over the phone—”

“Anne, just tell me.”

“She’s . . . had a major head trauma. In fact, Sheriff, I’m so sorry—your wife is in a coma.”
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This was not the life Emma Nelson had planned on living.

No, the dream she’d conjured with Kelsey Hueston as they jammed together, creating their band, the Blue Monkeys, in the upstairs attic of her north shore garage, certainly never included neon beer lights, hairy bikers dressed in black leather, and a woman doing shots out of her deeply vee-d red T-shirt three tables from the stage.

Emma averted her eyes as she stood behind the lead guitarist of Retrospect, her bass guitar over her shoulder, playing a twelve-bar blues riff as they covered hits from Led Zeppelin, Fleetwood Mac, the Stones, and even Stevie Ray Vaughn. The rank odor of cigarette smoke embedded the black Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt she’d inherited from her best friend, and a line of sweat dribbled down her spine despite the icy air outside.

If she had to play “Stairway to Heaven” one more time, she just might pack up her Fender fretted four-string and flee. Maybe all the way back home, back to Deep Haven.

No, no, she was simply tired. And smelly.

And broke, or she wouldn’t be stuck filling in for the various rock and blues bands around the city in need of a bass guitarist. A female bass guitarist, which, according to Ritchie Huff Management, could land her enough gigs to keep her in rent money this month.

What she wanted was her own gig. Alone under the spotlight, playing her own music on her first love—her electric guitar. Sadly there wasn’t quite enough demand for a bluesy folk singer from northern Minnesota with a hot talent for improv to keep her in solo gigs. Or any demand, really.

She watched the lead for a rhythm change, ended the song at the nod of his head.

“Ten-minute break,” he said to her over his shoulder. Bobby? Billy? She couldn’t remember his name but she nodded, glad to set her bass on its mount, climb off the stage of the packed 400 Bar, and head out through the back to the alley, where the crisp winter air might clear her head.

Why, exactly, hadn’t she taken her guidance counselor’s advice and gone into teaching? Or stayed in school, pursuing a music degree at the university?

She might have been propelled by the memory of her father, standing just outside the door to her studio, ready to hop in on the drums, treat her to a drum jam that kept the attic studio rockin’ all night. Or sometimes he’d just plop himself on the ratty green sofa and lean his chin on his hands, listening.

She hoped he was still listening, even to the iffy music of Retrospect. For her dad, she’d played her heart out, even if it was only for old covers.

The drummer stepped out behind her, propping open the door with a can. “You’re pretty young to be so good,” he said. Tommy? Ted?

“Tim,” he said, to her obvious frown. “We have another gig next Thursday. I’m sure Brian would love to have you join us.”

That was it—Brian. She leaned against the metal railing outside the door, lifting her face. Overhead, smoky clouds mottled the sky; only a few stars broke through. Even then, with the city lights, she could barely make them out.

Once upon a time in Deep Haven, it seemed she could see all the way across the universe.

She shivered. “Ritchie mentioned you needed a bassist. I’ll have to check my schedule.” She knew already what her schedule read for next Thursday night—a big, fat nothing. But what if something came up—a chance to play at one of the local hotel lounges, or even at the Fine Line Music Cafe, with real listeners, not the kind that just wanted a beat as they guzzled down whiskey Cokes?

“I’ll bet you’re pretty booked with those wicked riffs.”

“Thanks. My dad taught me those.”

“A blues player. I’ll bet he’s proud.” Tim looked old enough to be her uncle, if not her father, and the smile he gave her wasn’t in the least creepy. She liked him with his balding comb-back, his bulky waistline. He lit a cigarette but blew it away from her.

“He would have been.” She smiled at him. “He passed away three years ago.”

He wore the look most did when she told them the news. At least she spared him the gruesome truth. Murdered. She hated that word.

“I’m sorry,” Tim said.

“Thanks. He wanted me to pursue music, even left some cash for me to live on while I figured it out.”

Except that was almost gone. Or at least her portion. Her mother still had her share, and Derek had banked his for college, although he just might land himself a basketball scholarship if he kept racking up points for the Huskies.

“Where are you from?”

She rubbed her hands on her arms, the sweat now freezing down her spine. “Deep Haven.”

He studied her with kind brown eyes. “Seriously? I love it up there. They have a blues festival every summer.”

“I know. I played a couple years ago.”

“I probably saw you. I go up every year, park in the municipal campground, me and the missus, our two kids.”

“I always play in the tents—and on the main stage for local talent night. I used to play with a friend. We called ourselves the Blue Monkeys. Dumb, I know.”

He drew on his cigarette. “I think I remember you. You had a crooner—”

“Kelsey. Yes. She could really rock the house.” She could say it now without as much pain. Moving five hours south helped.

“Are you still together?” He threw the cigarette on the ground and flattened it with his shoe.

“Nope.” She left it at that. But the answer could elicit a moan inside if she let it.

“Too bad.” He opened the door for her, ushered her inside. The heat of the bar, the swill of alcohol, the brine of sweat could sweep her breath from her chest.

Someday she’d hit it big and her days playing blues joints would end. She hoisted the guitar over her shoulder. Smiled into the audience.

No one smiled back.

“‘Pinball Wizard,’” Brian said and Tim picked up the beat.

The Blue Monkeys had cranked out a few Who covers, but she’d never been a rocker at heart. She’d preferred the older stuff—Gladys Knight, Mavis Staples, Aretha Franklin. But she hadn’t ignored Janis Joplin, Joan Baez, and Joni Mitchell either.

And she could get lost forever in her arrangements of the kings of the seventies: Joe Cocker, B. J. Thomas, even Simon and Garfunkel. They probably couldn’t be improved on, but she liked to try.

She liked the sound she’d developed, and so had her manager, Ritchie, it seemed, when she met him while playing at an open mic night at the Mad Fox. Then why, a year later, was she still gigging for AWOL bassists around the city?

Probably because she still couldn’t conjure up her own words. Sure she could nail the riff, jam up and down the frets, keep up with any Chicago blues piano, but finding the words to croon along?

That had been Kelsey’s job.

On the dance floor in front of the stage, a couple of fans had begun to move to the beat, one of them pretending to play the air guitar, the other now zeroing in on Emma. He danced toward her, wearing a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt and a drunken come-hither smile. He winked and she hid the roll of her eyes.

Awesome, a groupie. She shot him a look, no smile in it. Keep moving, pal. Nothing here to see.

A figure rose from a table near the back door and she nearly dropped a beat. Tall, with football shoulders, tousled bronze hair and hazel eyes that, like a heat-seeking missile, landed right on her and tharrumphed her heart out of rhythm. He wore his signature Levi’s, an insulated jean jacket, and looked like a redneck from the hills in his hiking boots.

No, it couldn’t be Kyle Hueston.

But the man had Kyle’s lean hips, a saunter that could part a crowd, an aura of power around him that could make her forget her own name. No longer the boy she’d worshiped from across the lunchroom or from the bleachers where she played the flute while he made his name on the basketball court, this Kyle had grown, had a man’s hands and a man’s swagger.

What was Kelsey’s amazing older brother doing in a biker watering hole in the Twin Cities?

Good thing she wasn’t at the mic. Emma swallowed, but her heart blocked the way. She glanced toward Kyle. Smiled at him.

Did he meet her eyes?

Suddenly the groupie whirled around, on target to take out the competition. He stumbled forward, tossing his drink onto Kyle’s jacket, saying something she couldn’t hear.

Kyle didn’t even blink, just kept that cool smile, grabbed the man before he fell, and set him on a stool.

But Emma’s admirer wasn’t having it. He threw the rest of his drink down Kyle’s back. It splashed over a man dressed head to toe in black leather sitting at a nearby table.

She wasn’t sure exactly how the fight broke out then—a chair flying across a table, men launching themselves, women screaming, as Brian churned out the last of the lyrics.

She stopped playing when a glass flew over her head and shattered on the paneled wall behind her.

Kyle vanished in the crowd. Or maybe she hadn’t seen him at all. Maybe the mention of Kelsey in the alley had stirred to life all her crazy high school fantasies. Kyle storming through a crowd to catch her in his arms. Or seated front row center at one of her performances, his beautiful eyes pinned to her.

After all, a girl didn’t so easily forget her first crush.

“Grab your gear!” Tim yelled above the chaos as he rose from behind the drum set, reaching for a leather pouch, his sticks.

Emma shrugged out of the guitar, unplugged it, fumbling with the case as she shoved her guitar inside. Another glass shattered behind her, but she didn’t look.

Two men fell across the stage, slamming Brian into the drums, the keyboardist hollering.

Protect the Fender, protect the Fender—Emma clutched her guitar to her chest and scooted toward the edge of the stage.

She hit the floor, grimy with spilled whiskey, foamy beer dregs, but a couple brawlers banged into her, pitching her to her knees. She caught herself with one hand and hugged the guitar to her body, her brain pulsing one word.

Run.

Her heart tattooed the command inside her head as she scrambled to her feet, only to be knocked down again. Wetness saturated the knees of her pants. She managed to find one foot.

Someone slammed into her. She flew forward, her hand missing the edge of the stage. She caught it headfirst.

The world bowed in, shadows flickering as pain speared through her. Her hand went to her forehead, came away slick.

She dropped her guitar.

Oh.

The pain dumped her back on the floor, the ruckus around her deadened in the pulsing of her head.

Help—

Arms closed around Emma, pressing her guitar back into her arms a second before they swooped her up.

She scrabbled to hold on to the guitar, her other hand against the searing heat in her forehead as her rescuer pushed through the crowd toward the back door.

The cold air shook her free from the chaos, the pain vanishing for a brilliant moment as she looked up, the alleyway lights illuminating his face.

Oh, she hadn’t dreamed him at all.

And in that crazy moment, with the smell of him around her, that breathtaking look of concern in his gorgeous eyes . . .

She kissed him. Simply leaned in and pressed her lips to his, a moment she’d dreamed about for years that just seemed right and perfect as he held her in his arms.

Kyle. He’d noticed her. Maybe he always had. She ended her kiss with a smile, looked into his eyes. “Hey, Kyle.”

His eyes narrowed and he frowned. Setting her down, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief, and held it to her forehead. Then, quietly, “Do I know you?”
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She hurt everywhere—her arms, her legs—her entire body ached, right to her bones. And her head. As if a vise gripped it, pain screwed through her, eliciting a moan from places deep inside.

“I’m right here, Noelle.”

The voice brought her forward, from the webbed blackness, from the place where pain held her prisoner. Her eyes blinked open, just for a moment.

Where . . . ? Noelle sank back into the cushion of darkness as she rooted for comprehension. She searched the smells—the biting tang of antiseptic, the cottony clean of freshly washed sheets. A hospital? She bit back the taste of panic, sour in her throat, and cracked her eyes again. A sky-blue curtain hung beside her bed, and next to her, a machine beeped her vitals. A glass wall with a half-drawn curtain obscured a dimly lit hallway. Muffled sounds betrayed activity beyond.

“Noelle, shh, you fell.”

The voice made her fight through the final threads of unconsciousness, and she made a noise of effort as she fixed on the source.

A man. Tall, with wide shoulders, wearing a gray wool stocking cap glistening with moisture. She had the sense that she knew him, a shadow she couldn’t quite make out. A doctor? No, he couldn’t be because he wore a pair of brown padded coveralls, held what looked like worn work gloves in his hand. He looked familiar, though, and something told her not to be afraid.

Until he squeezed her hand. She stared at his meaty, hot grip and swallowed. Pulled her hand away. The other hand pinched with the sting of an intravenous pipe in her veins.

Her mouth was so dry that even when she opened it, nothing emerged. He must have noticed because he picked up the cup from her bedside tray, brought the straw to her mouth. She sipped, the water seeping into her parched throat.

“What—?” Her voice emerged raspy, nearly inaudible.

“You fell. Outside the coffee shop in Harbor City. And you hit your head pretty hard.” He leaned back, swiped off his hat. Ran his hand through grizzled, unkempt brown hair. He wore a weekend beard and looked to be around fifty or so, although she had never been a good judge of age. “You had me pretty scared. I just got here, and they said—” He blew out a breath. Met her eyes with a sort of shake of his head. “What were you doing out in this storm, anyway? You didn’t even tell me you were leaving.”

He had nice eyes—deep brown—and they ran over her now, concern in them. Yes, she felt as if she knew him, but whether due to the searing pain in her head or the bright lights making the room swirl, his name wouldn’t form in her mind.

She stared at him, waiting for recognition to set in, but—“I don’t know what you’re talking about. And who are you?”

Again the frown; then he leaned close, peered at her eyes.

She lifted her hand to keep him away. “Listen, Mr.—”

“Hueston,” he filled in, leaning back now to press his fingers to his forehead. “It’s me . . . Eli. Don’t you know me?”

“I don’t know . . .” Oh, it hurt to speak. Every word pinged around inside her head. She grimaced, closed her eyes.

When she opened them, he was gone. Maybe he’d gotten the wrong room. She reached up to the throbbing in her head and found a bandage there. What had he said about her falling?

And coffee? She didn’t even like coffee. It was vile, black and acrid. Clearly he didn’t know her because anyone who did knew she was a straight Diet Coke girl.

Noelle went back to her last clear memory, trying to sort it through. She’d been walking across campus; she remembered that much. No, no, wait; she’d been on the Washington Avenue bridge. Huddled against the wind. The snow bit into her face. Why had she agreed to live off campus? She’d stopped at the light, shivering.

Had someone hit her with their car?

She did feel bruised, all the way through, and her jaw ached, too. She tried to move her arms, her legs, and found them intact.

Maybe he was a security guard at the university. That’s why she knew him. She rolled the thought around in her mind, found a warm fit.

She should ask them to call her parents. However, she didn’t have the strength to root around for the nursing call button.

“Noelle?”

A pretty doctor—short auburn hair, hazel eyes—stood over her. She was wearing a lab coat, her stethoscope around her neck, and flicking a penlight into Noelle’s eyes. Noelle winced and couldn’t deny another groan.

The doctor leaned back. “How are you feeling? You took a pretty bad fall.” She lifted Noelle’s arm, took her pulse.

“My head hurts,” Noelle managed. Her gaze slid past the doctor and her heart gave a tiny jolt.

The man stood across the room, arms folded, his expression nearly brutal. Maybe this Eli just wanted to know she would be all right.

“Thank you,” she said quietly to him. “I’m not sure how I got here, but I guess you had something to do with that.”

His mouth opened, and what looked like panic swept across his face. “Uh, no—I think someone found you. They called me. I was up at the lake.” He came close, took hold of her ankle through the blanket. “Don’t you remember? I told you this morning I wouldn’t be home until late.”

The doctor slipped a blood pressure cuff on Noelle and began to pump it up. She moved her ankle away from his too-familiar grip. He frowned.

The lake. Maybe he worked for her father? Wasn’t he building onto his cabin up in Brainerd? But why—

“Your blood pressure is a little high, but that’s not unexpected.” The doctor replaced the cuff.

“Where are my parents? Maybe . . . Should you call them?”

The man stared at her without moving, just the tiniest flicker of a muscle in his jaw.

The doctor was pulling out a thermometer, sliding it into a plastic sheath. She held it above Noelle’s mouth as she asked, “Noelle, do you know where you are?”

“Yes, of course. I’m in the hospital.” She opened her mouth to receive the thermometer, held it under her tongue.

Her gaze tracked back to the man. Yes, he must work for her father. He had strong carpenter’s hands, a burly look about him, as if he knew how to handle himself outside.

The thermometer beeped, and the doctor removed it. “It’s within normal range.” She threw the plastic case away. “Do you know how you got here, Noelle?”

“I . . . I was coming home from class. It was snowing. Did I get hit by a car?”

“Oh, my—” At the end of the bed, the man began to back away, pointing at her as if accusing her of something. “No, no—”

The doctor turned to him. “Sheriff, just stay calm. This happens sometimes. Give us a minute here.”

Sheriff? Did he believe she’d committed some crime? The thought sent a scurry of fear through Noelle. “I want him to leave,” she said to the doctor. “Please. Make him leave.”

“Listen to me, Noelle. You fell outside a coffee shop on your way home. You’re in Duluth. And you really don’t recognize the man behind me?”

Noelle frowned at him. He seemed to be pinned to her words. “He . . . looks vaguely familiar. But no, I’m sorry. Should I?”

The doctor slid her hand onto Noelle’s arm. “This man is your husband.”

Everything inside her stilled. Her gaze went to him, the way he watched her, the longing suddenly on his face as if he waited for her to confirm it.

What kind of man was this? What kind of stunt was he trying to pull? “I’m sorry, but he is lying, Doctor. I’m not sure why, but this is ridiculous. I’m not married, and I have no idea who that man is.”

“Mrs. Hueston—”

“Don’t call me that!” The pain flared in her head. She made a face, groaned.

The doctor shot a look behind her, then back to Noelle. “Okay, calm down. It’ll be okay.”

Noelle covered her eyes with her hand. “Listen, maybe he’s the one who’s injured. He’s got me confused with someone else. Just . . . please, call my parents. They’ll come and pick me up.”

No one moved. The ticking of the clock opposite her bed made her draw her hand away. The doctor stared at her, the expression on her face frightening Noelle a little.

The man spoke. “Noelle, your parents, they’re—”

“Eli, let’s talk.” The doctor patted Noelle’s arm. “We’ll be back. Try to get some rest.”

Noelle watched them leave, then closed her eyes. Oh, she needed an aspirin. The sooner they called her parents and she got home to her bed, the better.

She had classes in the morning.
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“Kyle, it’s me—Emma. Emma Nelson.”

Emma Nelson.

Kyle stared at her, the kiss she’d just landed on him ringing in his head, and that niggle of familiarity he’d experienced as he’d watched her onstage clicked. No wonder she had a small-town look about her—no piercings, her dark hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. Of course it was Emma behind the bass guitar that nearly ate her whole. He should have recognized the easy way she managed the twelve-bar beat.

He didn’t need her clarification as she looked up at him with wide blue eyes.

“Emma Nelson, Kelsey’s friend? She and I sang together in the Blue Monkeys?”

He remembered her now, a skinny girl with brown pigtails and a tie-dyed shirt, sitting in his sister’s room, working chord progressions. The Nelsons’ daughter. To his surprise, the realization didn’t hurt as much as he’d expected.

Miss Emma Nelson had developed a few curves—and from the kiss she’d given him, more than a little big-city in her spirit.

Oh, boy. “Right. Hey, Emma.”

When she grinned at him, it whisked him back to high school, walking through the lunchroom to the jocks’ table, a weird hush emanating from Kelsey’s table of freshman girls.

He hadn’t deserved their awe. Now it churned inside him a strange, unidentified emotion. So sue him, he liked it.

“What are you doing here?” She trembled, the residue of their escape.

“My buddy likes the band.” He didn’t add that the scene at the 400 Bar didn’t exactly qualify as a place he might like to hang out on a Thursday night—he would have preferred a game of pool down at Lucky O’Tooles, but his buddies had picked the location for his good-bye party, and he wasn’t driving. Or perhaps now he was, considering his Diet Cokes versus their Heinekens.

Kyle pressed his handkerchief to her bloody forehead again.

She made a face. “Sorry about the fight. That guy must have been drunk.”

“He definitely looked like trouble, but I was just trying to use the restroom in back. I hate bar fights.” And the fact that even in a crowded bar his law enforcement instincts wouldn’t ignore the scent of trouble. Most of all he hated the memory of Emma crouched on the floor, clutching her guitar to her chest. He figured her bloody forehead accounted for why he’d scooped her up and charged to safety. He lifted the handkerchief from her cut. “I think that needs a few stitches.”

“I hate hospitals.”

He gave her a sad smile. “Who doesn’t? I’ll drive you.”

An hour later, she lay on the table in the ER of the Hennepin County Medical Center, betraying not a hint of pain as the trauma doc put the fourth stitch in her forehead, just under the hairline.

“You know, you can squeeze my hand if it hurts,” Kyle said, not sure why he’d offered that. But she hadn’t complained once— tougher, clearly, than she looked.

“Really, I can’t even feel it,” she said, glancing at him with pretty eyes, very blue with flecks of golden brown in the centers. Funny he hadn’t noticed that years ago. But then again, he’d been lost in himself as a senior, worried about his basketball scholarship and especially whether Aimee Wilkes might go to prom with him. Yeah, the important things in life.

“Do you think there will be a terrible scar?” She directed her attention back to the doctor.

“Not if you stop talking. It moves your entire face,” the doctor said. “Almost done. Hang in there.”

She sighed and Kyle squeezed her hand anyway, needing to for some reason. The lights over the curtained-off cubicle turned her skin pale, but she had beautiful sable-brown hair, now falling out of her ponytail and pillowing her head on the exam table. Blood had seeped into the lines of her palm, although he’d tried to clean it for her, and a darkened handprint scarred his jean jacket.

As his gaze fell on it, he had the sudden big-brother urge to throttle her. “What are you doing playing the 400 Bar?”

“I have to go where the gigs are.”

“Please stop talking,” the doctor said, tying off the fifth stitch.

“But there have to be better gigs. How about dinners and receptions? That place was a brawl waiting to happen.”

“Yeah, thanks to you.”

“You’re blaming me for the fight? Do you even know the guy who had his eyes glued to you?”

“A groupie? Hardly, but that’s not new—ouch.”

“Hold still,” the doctor said, his patience clearly waning.

“I’m just saying that you may want to start choosing your venues with a bit more scrutiny.”

“I’m trying to cut my own album. Studio time costs money,” she said out of the side of her mouth. “And a girl has to eat.”

“I’m assuming that still requires teeth.”

“Ha-ha,” she said but flashed her pearlies.

He couldn’t help but smile back. Yeah, she was definitely cute. But thin, with a cross necklace dribbling over protruding collarbone. He even saw ribs washboarding through that skintight black shirt.

Kelsey’s shirt. He recognized it now.

His smile dimmed and he looked away. He hated ERs. Hated the sterile, antiseptic odors, the muffled voices over intercoms, the sense of doom—and frustration—that hovered over the room.

“All done,” the doctor said. He dropped the forceps into a suture tray and reached for a bandage. He peeled it out, put it over her wound, then turned to Kyle. “She may be woozy, and watch for signs of concussion. If she has trouble breathing, slurred vision or speech, vomiting, or even if she’s excessively clumsy—”

“You’d better hospitalize her immediately.”

“You’re hilarious, Hueston.” Emma sat up, then grabbed hold of the padded table as her eyes widened.

“See? What did I say, Doc?”

He smiled at them, something gentle. “Just get her home and keep her away from any more bar fights.”

“For the record, I was in the band.”

The doctor stood, picked up her chart. “That’s what they all say.” He winked at Kyle.

“Let’s get you home, Bono.”

He went to sling his arm around her waist, but she pressed a hand on his chest, righting herself on her own. “I know I looked like a damsel in distress back there at the 400, but I’ve been on my own for a couple years now. I can handle getting home by myself.”

“I’m sure you can, but I wouldn’t be a very good cop if I just let you walk out of here with a possible concussion.”

“You’re a cop?”

Something about her tone stung. “Yes,” he said slowly. Why the sigh, the pained disappointment? “The good thing about cops is that we know where to get the best pancakes in town. I know this fabulous all-night breakfast place. How about a little nourishment?” Please? He couldn’t pinpoint why, but being with her had stirred old feelings of home. Or maybe of hope.

She drew in a long breath. “Fine. I am a little hungry.”

He smiled, something victorious in it apparently because she shook her head. “Kelsey always said you were overprotective.”

Oh. Shoot. “Let’s not talk about Kelsey, can we?”

“Agreed.”

He held out his arm. “Hang on, please. I don’t want you toppling over in the parking lot.”

To his relief, she looped her arm through his, and they walked into the night. Tiny flakes had begun to peel from the sky, landing on her eyelashes, her nose. She leaned back, held out her tongue to catch one.

“Doesn’t taste like Deep Haven snow,” he said, catching one himself.

She said nothing as he opened the door to his truck.

Kyle turned the heat up for their drive to the restaurant. “How long have you been living in the Cities?”

She pulled her hands into the sleeves of her jacket, shivering. “Two years. I started at the university, but I dropped out after the second semester. My music kept me up too late for class, and my heart wasn’t in it anyway.”

“What is your heart into?”

The question seemed to leave her empty, just staring at him. “I’m still figuring that out.”

“I get that. It took me two years of college before I figured out I wanted to be a cop. I just finished my rookie year with the St. Paul Police Department.”

“My dad was a cop,” she said softly.

He didn’t look at her. “I know.”

They pulled up to the restaurant. Inside, the lights glowed, beckoning.

He got out and moved around the truck to take her arm. The last thing she needed was another fall.

Emma held on to him as they entered, stamping their feet on the carpet. The place smelled of syrup, baked bread, and late-night conversation. They found a booth near the back, and a woman his mother’s age handed them menus.

It seemed that Emma hadn’t eaten this side of the New Year. She ordered the lumberjack special, gobbled down every last flapjack, drowning them in syrup, then smeared ketchup on the hash browns and went to work with renewed gusto.

He just watched, nursing a coffee and a couple pieces of French toast.

She had an enthusiasm about her, life radiating off her. That kiss kept returning to him, the surety of it, the way she felt alive in his arms.

“I want to see you again,” he said, his mouth a few steps ahead of his brain. But why not? Something about being with her felt easy, right. Hometown.

She finished her bacon, holding it with two fingers as she leaned back in the booth seat. “It’s about time you noticed me, Kyle Hueston. Only took you six years.”

He must have been blind. “Sorry about that. I didn’t pay much attention to my sister’s friends.”

“And I’m sure it was hard to see around the crowds of cheerleaders. I was just a band girl, playing the flute in the far section of the bleachers.”

“I love the flute.”

“Sure you do.” She wiped her mouth, sighed. “I am stuffed. Thank you.” She wore a little smile, her eyes twinkling. “Promise to feed me again and I might say yes to a date.”

His heart took roost in his throat as he paid the bill, then walked her out.

“I think I’m concussion free. You can take me back to my car.”

“Hey, I’m an officer of the law. I’m not allowed to disobey doctor’s orders. I’ll take you home and we’ll get the car in the morning.”

Her smile fell a little. “I hope you’re not thinking—”

“I’m staying at my buddy’s place, Emma.”

“Right. Good.” She held out her mittens to catch more of the falling flakes.

He couldn’t help it. “You know, when you kissed me, you caught me off guard. I . . . Can I kiss you, Emma? Right this time?”

She turned, and snow had fallen on her nose. “The first time was a little . . . one-sided.”

“Exactly. I can do better.” He cupped his hand behind her neck and lowered his mouth to hers, still sweet from the syrup. He kissed her fresh smile, tasting her buoyant spirit, the way she had suddenly made him feel strong and full of hope with the future before him. She wove her mittens into the lapels of his jean jacket, tugging him closer.

He wrapped his arms around her tiny body and deepened his kiss.

Oh yes, this was much better.

What if Emma was the girl he’d been waiting for? Sure, he’d dated women over the past few years, but apparently the kind of woman who stirred his heart hailed from the town he loved.

It made sense. Deep Haven contained everything he wanted—family, home. What his parents had. Or what they used to have.

He eased out of the kiss, moved back to smile at her. Touch his forehead to hers, ever so gently.

“So when can I see you next?”

“Tomorrow, 9 a.m.,” she said, shivering a little, her smile in her eyes. “I’ll take that ride please.”

“Perfect.” He moved her away from him, clasped her mittened hands between his. She had tiny hands for such a proficient musician. “What would you say to coming up to visit me?”

Her smile dimmed. “Where?”

“In Deep Haven, of course.”

“You live in Deep Haven?” She held up her hands. “I thought you lived here.”

“I used to, but no—I’ve always wanted to move back and I landed a deputy job a few weeks ago, even bought a house. I came down to pick up the last of my stuff from my pal’s apartment.”

She had slipped out of his grip, and now as she looked at him, something of warning coiled in his chest—a feeling he got right before a suspect took off running or, worse, threw a punch.

“I’m sorry, Kyle. But I hate that town and everything about it. It’s dark and a prison and as long as I live, I’m never, ever returning to the armpit town of Deep Haven.”
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How did a woman forget the man she’d been married to for twenty-five years?

Eli rounded on Anne as they exited the ICU, nearly backing her into the wall.

She held up her hands. “Eli, calm down. The amnesia is probably temporary.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” He still gripped his hat, his eyes burning from the trip to Duluth through the blinding snowstorm that had stretched out two hours to nearly four. His hands ached and his head throbbed.

Worse, down the hall in the lounge, their seventeen-year-old son waited to hear if his mother would be okay.

Eli took a breath. “What was that in there?”

Anne didn’t ruffle easily. “She’s got some retrograde amnesia. It’s rare—and certainly rare to have her revert so far back.”

“She thinks she’s in college, for pete’s sake. She doesn’t have a clue who I am. She ordered me from the room!”

Anne led him over to a bench, sat him down. “She doesn’t know you right now. But you heard her; she said you looked familiar. There’s a shadow of you in there, and we have to believe that you’ll surface. That her life will surface. It’s most likely just the shock from the fall, perhaps some temporary blood loss in the temporal or frontal lobes. I’ll order a CT scan and find out what’s happening. But she’s responsive; her vitals are fine; her pupils are normal. The effects of the head trauma seem to be abating.”

“Then why doesn’t she know me?”

“Sheriff, you know as well as I do that it’s common for people to forget the events leading up to a trauma. Or even a few days after.”

“The woman has lost half her life, Anne.” Oh, he didn’t quite mean that tone. “And all of the life we shared together.” Or had she forgotten only him? “Maybe we should bring Kirby in there, let him jog her memory. Certainly she’s not going to forget her son.”

Anne had cut her hair since he’d seen her last, lost weight, but she still retained the sense of calm emanating off her that made her so valuable in a trauma. He wanted to drink in her confidence as she pressed a hand on his arm. “The last thing Kirby needs is to see his mother confused and even not knowing him. Let’s wait until morning, and then we’ll assess.”

“But what if she doesn’t get her memory back? What if she’s forgotten . . . everything? Kirby and Kyle and . . .” He cupped a hand over his mouth, drew in a breath.

His loss reflected in Anne’s eyes. “The brain is an amazing organ. It has a way of healing itself. I don’t have to tell you to pray, Eli, but I have seen miracles happen. However, I’m not sure we need a miracle here. It’s too soon to tell how much memory she might have truly lost, if any, and if it is permanent. The best thing you can do right now is stay calm, get some rest, and trust that she’s in God’s hands.”

Eli walked to the glass doors, stared in at his wife. She looked so broken in that bed, her blonde hair plastered to her head, tiny lines of pain on her face. When she’d looked at Anne and asked her to make him leave . . . well, he wanted to weep. How could she not know him?

Or maybe she simply didn’t want to. Maybe after three years of trying to push him out of her life, trying to forget him—all of them, really—she finally had.

He rested his forehead against the glass. No, God couldn’t take his wife from him. At least not like this.

“Eli.”

“Who holds up a coffee shop?”

“On a day like today, maybe the thief thought he could get away, hide out in the storm.” Anne cast a look at Noelle. “The clerk—a high school girl—died at the scene. I’m not sure where Noelle found the courage to run, but she is a Hueston.” She turned to him, and he tried to find peace in her kind smile. “Let the Duluth police do their job. You focus on your wife. I’ll get you a medical stay pass at the hotel across the street. You must be exhausted.”

“I’m not leaving Noelle.”

Anne gave him an expression he’d known himself to give others over the years. “Yes, in fact, you are. We’ll move her out of ICU in the morning if she continues to have a good night, but it’s past visiting hours, and although I made an exception, this dispensation is over. Out of my ICU, Sheriff. Go get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”

She’d moved to stand in front of the glass doors that led into the ICU. Folded her arms.

“You’d make a good cop.”

“So Noah has told me. Good night, Eli.”

Eli tugged his hat back on and trudged down the hall toward the lounge area. How he hated hospitals—the ever-present aura of despair, the fading hope on the faces of the weary stacked and waiting in the padded vinyl chairs.

He and Noelle had probably worn the same expressions as the doctors fought for Kelsey’s life.

Kirby had dropped off to sleep, one long leg dangling over the edge of the brown love seat. His head had rolled back, caught now in the crook of the sofa’s arm. Beside him, his Diet Coke dented a Family Circle magazine on the table. A Sports Illustrated crumpled on the floor where it had slipped off his lap. The kid, with his toned muscles, unruly brown hair, the blue-and-white Deep Haven Huskies letter jacket, reminded Eli so much of himself at that age—so about himself, his sports, his future.

The boy couldn’t lose his mother. Not after all they’d already lost. He reached down, nudged his son with his knee. “Kirbs. Wake up.”

The seventeen-year-old stirred, licked his lips, blinked to consciousness. Focused on his dad. “Oh. Sorry.”

“No problem.”

Kirby sat up, rubbing the heels of his hands over his face. “How is she?” He stood and stretched.

“She woke up.” He didn’t know what else to add.

Kirby leaned down and grabbed the magazine, setting it back on the table. “So she’s out of the coma?”

“Apparently. They’ll probably move her out of ICU tomorrow.”

Kirby picked up his soda, making a face after he downed it. “Can I see her?”

Eli shook his head. “Visiting hours are over. We’ll see her first thing in the morning. I have a voucher for a night in the hotel across the street.”

“She had me worried.”

Eli clapped him on the back. “Me too.”

Kirby was silent as they walked through the corridors, past rooms of sleeping patients. Eli felt it too—the memories lurking in dark corners—with every beep of the machines, the smell of the carpets, the odor of sickness, the lost expressions of the bereaved in waiting rooms, bracing themselves for a nightmare.

If there was one thing he wished he could forget . . .

But would he wish to lose everything?

They rode the elevator down to ground level. Outside, the fresh snow glistened under the cleared sky. The air had warmed, the lake breezes more temperate after the storm. In the padding of night, he could hear the rumbling of snowplows, the graders on the roads, cleaning them for the morning traffic. Tomorrow, all evidence of today’s ice storm might even be melted away.

As Kirby opened the car door and retrieved the window scraper, Eli stood in the parking lot, hands shoved in his pockets, searching for hope in the glistening of stars against the blackness.
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