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   Prologue
 

 
 

THE BARN’S MERCURY LIGHT AND moonbeams stream-
ing through the clouds outlined the lurking shadows. Huffing, 
the man lumbered along the edge of the cornfield. As he en-
tered, damp leaves whacked his neck. In the humidity, his dress 
shirt and tan linen pants stuck to his girth as he loosened his tie. 
A spider web clung to his face. Picking at the nearly invisible 
threads, he heard a muffled noise and tried to calm his heavy 
breathing. The rustle of corn stalks closed in around him. 

“Who’s there? Benny, is that you?”
Hearing snaps of the stalks at his right, he ran crossways 

through the crop. The mud suctioned his dress shoes. He 
slipped, landed on a row of corn, and struggled to push him-
self out of the thick muck. Looking up into the moonlight, he 
saw grotesque shapes surrounding him. The shadows emitted 
guttural cries. He had time for one short scream before sharp 
blows struck his body.



  
Chapter 1 

 
 
 

SATURDAY
 
IN RURAL, WEST MICHIGAN, THE sleepy teens staggered 
off the bus and congregated under a huge oak tree. David Con-
nor and Lloyd Landford watched from the broken-down porch 
of the farmhouse. The house and barns had lost their luster and 
now stood with peeling paint and cracked boards. 

“You’ve got some new recruits,” Mr. Landford said. “I’ll 
give the instructions, and then you can take over.” He fixed his 
overall strap and shuffled toward the tree. “All right, for some 
of you, this is your first summer job. You are corn de-tasselers. 
David is not your friend today. He is your crew leader and will 
not tolerate corn or tassel fighting.”

In jeans, a gray t-shirt, and work boots, David could tell 
which of them had done this before. Like him, some didn’t 
care about getting wet, but most had dressed in rain gear or 
garbage-bag suits for the heavy morning dew and irrigation. 
All wore some type of baseball hat. The veterans wore light 
towels under their hats that protected their necks and ears from 
the burning sun.

Mr. Landford pointed to a young girl applying sunscreen 
to her arms. She wore flip-flops on her feet. “If you can’t come 
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prepared in the right shoes, I don’t need you here.”
She rolled her eyes. “These are more comfortable than 

heavy work boots.”
As the teens walked toward the field, David waited for last 

minute orders. “Keep them together.” Mr. Landford nodded at 
the flip-flop girl. “She won’t last to the end of this row. The rest 
will be better prepared Monday, I’ll bet.”

“You got it.” David pushed his wavy brown hair behind 
his ears and readjusted the towel under his hat.

“I appreciate your help. The farm hasn’t been the same 
since Zita died.”

“I lost my grandparents to the flu last year, too.”
Mr. Landford sighed. “I think everyone here lost someone 

they loved.” 
“Are you going to the charity banquet tonight? The money 

raised will go toward a memorial.”
“No, it’d be too hard. I miss her.”
“She made the best peanut butter cookies.” 
Mr. Landford chuckled. “They were good, weren’t they?”
David monitored the group and pulled any missed tassels. 

He had started de-tasseling in middle school. As an upcom-
ing senior, he was now promoted to crew leader. Many fields 
around Allenton were strictly for feed, but some hybrid fields 
had male and female rows. The teens de-tasseled the six female 
rows while the two male rows on each side pollinated them. 
The process increased the yields for any type of climate or soil 
condition.

For the extra spending money before school started, this 
tough job for teenagers lasted only three weeks, beginning the 
last week of July and ending the first week in August. The dawn-
to-dusk work had to be completed within a limited amount of 
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time, before the tassels were mature. Physically challenging, 
the work was only suited for those few, who could handle the 
stifling hot fields, the miles of walking, and the countless cuts 
from the leaves. Many had nightmares about unending rows of 
corn; but if you could get through a summer, you gained the 
respect of your peers.

“David,” Jon yelled, using his gloved hands to pull tas-
sels while he walked, “isn’t your band playing at that big party 
tonight?”

“Yeah! I think we got picked because we played standard 
rock for our audition. My dad calls them the classic vinyls.” 

“I heard everyone will be there. It’s like an adult prom,” 
Stan yelled from his row. “My mom’s going with a date she 
actually likes.”

“Your uncle?” Jon laughed.
“Don’t throw that tassel, Stan.” David continued, “My 

mom said BennTech is sponsoring the memorial banquet and 
will be donating flu vaccines this year. People are already pan-
icking after last year’s epidemic.” He grabbed a missed tassel 
then crisscrossed a few rows over. Tall like his dad, he could 
easily reach above the stalks.

“I can’t believe twenty-three people from our little shit 
town died. Holland only lost five and that city is way bigger 
than we are,” Jeremy said.

Stan stuck another tassel behind his ear giving him a cam-
ouflaged-look in the middle of the corn field. “I heard they all 
got flu shots. Didn’t do them much good.”

“Who’s still back there? Where’s Tiffany?” David asked 
as the guys finished their rows. “Take a break until she catches 
up.”

“Ten bucks says she won’t make it past lunch,” Jon said as 
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more teens came out of the field.
“Come on, guys. Help me out,” Tiffany whined from her 

row.
“No way,” David yelled. “Everyone does their own work.”
Tiffany walked out of the field covered in mud from her 

bare feet to her knees. She wore her flip-flops on her forearms. 
Her blond hair clung to her back, neck, and face. The seniors 
chuckled as they lined up for their next row.

“Don’t I get to rest?” she asked.
David shook his head as he assigned the rows. “Stop com-

plaining or you’ll never live this down,” he whispered.
She limped to her row. “What do you mean?”
“Last summer, Cindy Sherman thought she could get the 

guys to help her because she was ‘popular’. She started the 
school year realizing that nobody wanted to be associated with 
a whiny brat.”

“I don’t know her.”
“Exactly. Get going. You’re already behind.” He read-

justed his towel and hat over his damp curls and followed the 
group back toward the farmhouse.

While the group sprawled out under the shade of a tree, 
waiting for Tiffany, they heard a loud shriek. She ran out of the 
field, falling to her knees. Covered in sticky yellow goo, she 
threw up. The group stood as David walked over to her. 

“Too hot?” he asked, holding his nose against a putrid 
smell.

“Oh God, don’t make me go back.” She hurled again.
“Get some water and cool off.” Her retching made him 

want to barf. “Stay put, you guys. I’ll finish her row and be 
back in a minute.” He walked into the field. A moment later, 
he ran out again, as white as Tiffany. “Junior, is everybody ac-
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counted for?”
“Yeah, all twenty.”
“Get them on the bus, now!” he said, whipping out his cell 

phone.
 

 
 

Eva Connor showered while her husband shaved through 
the mist on the mirror. With the bathroom door open, the steam 
filtered into their bedroom. She rinsed her long auburn hair as 
Matt stepped into the tub next to her. She smiled with her eyes  
closed. 

“Do you want me to wash you next?” she asked.
“That sounds like a great idea.” He chuckled and reached 

for her soapy skin. 
She kissed his dark-haired chest as he rested his chin on 

the top of her head. Her petite figure fit perfectly against him. 
Nine years ago, she had met Matt and eight-year-old David at 
the hospital. She had been in a car accident and Matt had been 
shot in the leg. It was love at first sight for both of them. She 
had married Matt two months later and adopted David a month 
after that. She’s been crazy about her guys ever since.

He leaned down to kiss her as the bedroom phone rang. Ig-
noring it, he pulled her closer while the shower sprayed them. 
A minute later, he heard his cell. 

She laughed. “I told you they’d need you today.”
He groaned. “I just asked for one weekend off.” After kiss-

ing her once more, he stepped out of the shower. He grabbed 
a towel and rubbed it over his crew cut. “What?” He listened. 
“Yeah, okay.” Hanging up, he turned back to her. “I’m sorry, 
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honey. I gotta go. There’s a problem at Landford’s farm.”
She froze. “David’s out there.”
“The sheriff made sure to tell me he’s okay. They found 

something in the field and want me to check it out,” he said, 
drying off. “You shouldn’t expect me any time soon, though. 
I’ll meet you at the banquet.”

She wrapped her hair in the other towel. “I’ll be setting up 
most of the afternoon. Don’t be late. You’re giving the opening 
speech.”

Matt sighed. “Maybe this will take a really long time.” 
She kissed him again and smiled. “Fine, I’ll make the speech, 
and then we’ll finish this,” he replied.

 
 
 

A mile outside town, Matt turned onto Landford’s dirt 
driveway and its deep potholes. He gritted his teeth as the car 
bounced toward the two county cars parked by the school bus. 

Leaning out his car window, he yelled at a deputy. “Kevin, 
what the hell’s going on?”

“Hey, Chief Connor, the sheriff wants to talk to you.” 
Deputy Doveski pointed to the yellow tape to the right of the 
house and vehicles. 

He hurried toward Sheriff James Benton, whose belt pain-
fully cut his large gut in half. “Jim, did the de-tasselers get 
overzealous with the corn wars?”

“The crew found something you need to see. Watch the 
vomit.”

He looked around. “Where’s David?”
“The bus got too hot, so he moved them to the other side 



CHEMICAL ATTRACTION 13

of the house under the oak. Here it is.”
Matt saw a large decayed lump on the ground. It seemed 

to be a bald man in a tan suit coat with a muddy hole in his ab-
domen. Maggots squirmed on what was left of his face.

“A girl tripped into the body. Her hand sank into the abdo-
men, letting out the fermented gas. She got a face full of stink.” 
The sheriff wiped his blotchy face with a handkerchief.

“Any ID?”
“None, but we did find these.” Benton handed him two 

plastic bags containing feathers.
“Birds pecking at a corpse?” 
“Whatever bird these belong to might have killed him. 

The M.E. said the peck marks could have caused the injuries.”
“I’ll take a bag and ask around. Maybe the vet knows. 

Anything else?”
“I’ll want you there for the autopsy. Dr. Ellis wants to do 

it sometime Tuesday,” the sheriff said.
Matt turned toward the farmhouse. “Are you done with 

the kids?”
“Yeah, we already have a list of names.”
As Matt came around the corner of the house, he heard 

David. “Tiffany, nobody’s going to make fun of the puking.” 
Still crying, she walked away toward the other girls.

“How you doing, David?”
“I may not sleep good for a while.”
“I’m proud of you for taking charge of the situation. You 

can tell the kids they can go. You want me to drop you off 
somewhere?”

“No, I’ve got mom’s car and the band’s got to set up.”
“Let her know you’re okay. Hey, have you ever seen this 

type of feather before?”
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“Those feathers are huge,” he said, shaking his head. 
“Um, dad, on the other side of the field we got a whiff of some 
funky odors coming from the woods. We were thinking maybe 
a meth lab.”

“We’ll check it out. I’ll see you tonight.”
Matt and four of his officers slowly approached the aban-

doned shack in the woods near the cornfield. The smell of cat 
urine lingered, a definite sign of meth production. With guns 
drawn, they quietly approached the open door. Someone had 
cleared out quickly. Looking up at the redheaded giant next to 
him, he holstered his gun. Officer Bobby Callahan had been his 
right hand since Matt became Chief of Police.

“Bobby, call the State Police Response Team. Let them 
know there’s toxic waste. The rest of you check the area. No-
body goes inside until the team arrives.”

“You got it, chief,” Bobby replied.
Breathing the fumes was dangerous, and the threat of an 

explosion increased from the cooking of the materials. He di-
aled the sheriff on his cell. Michigan had created a drug task 
force in the effort to fight the production of narcotics. Local 
law enforcement worked with county, state, and federal agen-
cies in a joint effort. 

Allenton County had the highest rate of methamphetamine 
addiction and production in Michigan. Area farms had the in-
gredients for making the substance and acres of state forest and 
fields to hide their labs. The crime rate had increased because 
of the theft of anhydrous ammonia from farmers who used it 
for their crops and because of the theft of Sudephed and other 
brands of pseudoephedrine from drug stores. 

When the response team arrived, Matt informed them of 
the body found in the field. In full Haz-Mat gear, they pro-
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cessed the biohazards and area soil, keeping a close eye on any 
other evidence pertaining to the body. 

 
 
 

“Madeline Allison Pierce, put on your shoes and get go-
ing,” Madeline told herself out loud in her second floor loft 
apartment in downtown Allenton.

With a sigh, she walked the first block to warm up. She 
hated every aspect of running. She fought that internal voice 
every single morning not to do it. It’s too hot, too cold, too 
rainy, too tired, early meetings. She had vast excuses in her 
Rolodex. But every morning she won the health battle and 
ran her set path around the outskirts of town. Three agonizing 
miles. She had been running that course for the last year and 
she still despised it.

She never felt the runner’s high, just the dread of the next 
time. The only thing that she remotely liked was being able to 
think clearly. The mental clash in her head ceased, at least until 
she finished. Today, she focused on one particular song on her 
iPod, the Hollies’ “King Midas in Reverse.” As she listened 
to the words, she waved at Chief Connor speeding by her. Re-
playing the song, she continued her pace past Abe’s Auction 
Barn for equipment and livestock.

Thinking of the banquet tonight made her nauseous and 
filled her with a different kind of dread. She needed to net-
work with many people until she could find the one person 
who would help her. She hoped he’d know what to do with the 
information, because she had no idea how to proceed. Since 
uncovering financial and chemical component errors at Ben-
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nTech’s Medical Research Facility, she had a hard time relax-
ing. Having to trust someone for guidance was definitely for-
eign to her. Self-reliance had been her motto since high school.

Holding her nose, she ran by Pete Adamczyk’s pig farm. 
She groaned as sweat dripped off her chin. Her golden brown 
ponytail stuck to her back. She needed a new cardio workout. 
Back in town, she jogged down the street to her aunt’s Bed 
and Breakfast. She bound up the steps to the kitchen’s back 
door. Pulling it open, she hit a wall of cold air. Her Aunt Sylvia 
smiled as she set her flour tin on the large table in her country 
kitchen.

“Water’s in the refrigerator, dear,” Sylvia said.
Madeline grabbed a bottle and leaned back on the counter. 

She rubbed at her tank top where sweat trickled between her 
breasts.

“Why do you keep torturing yourself?” Sylvia asked.
“To stay in shape,” she replied before drinking half the 

bottle.
“There are other activities besides running. You love to 

dance.”
“I loved dancing with Uncle Herbert,” she said with a 

sigh. “Dancing’s not the same without him around.”
“I miss him, too, but life goes on. You’ll have a chance to 

dance tonight. Eva Connor says the memorial banquet will be 
quite the to-do.”

Madeline frowned and lifted her shirt to wipe her face. “I 
don’t even know what to wear.”

Her aunt put her hands on her hips. “I have a guest coming 
and you’re dripping all over the floor.”

“Anybody I know?” she asked as someone pounded on the 
front door.
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“Just a minute!” Sylvia yelled. She shook her head and 
pointed at the kitchen door. “You can meet my guest at the 
banquet when you’re less sweaty.”

Madeline kissed her aunt’s cheek. “Save me some of your 
cookies.”

Sylvia swatted her with her dishtowel. “Go.”
Madeline jogged down the sidewalk and glanced back at 

the front door. Her aunt held the door open for a well-built guy 
with dark hair, a tight t-shirt, and a very nice butt. 

At her loft, she took a cool shower. In a pink tank top and 
matching boxers, she opened her wardrobe. After twenty min-
utes, she had all her dresses spread out on the bed. With the 
heat, she wanted something cool but professional, and maybe 
a bit sexy. She wanted to make the right impression, although 
she wasn’t sure exactly what that was. Deciding on a short 
bronze dress, she checked the clock and moaned. Five more 
hours of waiting. 

She didn’t want to use that Hollies song as a secret code 
to meet the agent. How was she supposed to work it into every 
conversation? Knowing she wouldn’t be able to take a nap, 
she sat in her oversized chair and reached for her notepad. She 
started a list: King, King Midas, Midas, Golden Touch, and 
Midas Touch. She leaned back and sighed.

“What am I doing? I’m just a research scientist,” she 
mumbled as she stared at the list.

 
 
 

Joe Roberts smiled at the multicolored flowers surround-
ing the newly painted Sylvia’s Bed & Breakfast sign. Two huge 
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shade trees cooled his sweaty back from the long drive. For 
two weeks, he’d hoped to do some fishing and a lot of napping. 
He walked up the steps to the front porch and banged on the 
outside screen door. 

“Just a minute!” a voice yelled.
While he waited, he watched a woman in a tank top and 

tight biker shorts jog down the block. He admired her sexy long 
legs. A thin white-haired woman in her early sixties opened the 
doors for him. 

“Joseph, it’s so good to see you again. Come in, and wel-
come.”

“Mrs. Folkert, you’re looking mighty fine,” he said, hug-
ging her.

“Well, aren’t you sweet?” She laughed. “Your room is 
ready. You’ll be my only boarder until next week.” 

He picked up his bags and followed her into the parlor. 
His body welcomed her central air. In the living room to the 
left, he glanced at the baby grand. Her historical house had two 
other rooms and a small bathroom on the main floor next to her 
large kitchen. The second floor had four bedrooms, her living 
quarters, and another communal bathroom. 

She handed him a set of keys. “I know you like the Blue 
Room. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.” 

In the Blue Room down the hall, he set his suitcase on the 
bed and hung his garment bag in the closet. Each room at Syl-
via’s B & B had a color theme. This one was the most mascu-
line, but it still had blue flowers covering the walls, bedspread, 
and pillows. He’d stayed in the Yellow Room once. Even in the 
dark, the room glowed.

He didn’t mind the flowers. He liked the homey feel of her 
place. Mrs. Folkert went out of her way to make sure every-
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thing was just right. He appreciated her friendship and mother-
ing, something he didn’t get from his own. She reminded him 
of his best friend’s mom, who had created a safe haven for him 
in grade school.

He unzipped his suitcase and stuffed his clothes in the 
empty dresser. After setting his toiletry kit aside, he took out 
his dress shoes and handgun. The shoes he tossed on the floor 
and the gun he hid between his t-shirts. Before entering the 
bathroom, he peeked into the kitchen to see Mrs. Folkert stir-
ring a large bowl. After a quick shower and shave, he rolled his 
clothes into a ball and tucked them under his arm. With a towel 
around his waist, he stepped into the kitchen.

“Are those chocolate chip cookies for me? The smell’s 
making my mouth water,” he said, reaching for a hot one.

“No, they’re for the banquet tonight.”
“What time does that start, anyway? I told Eva I’d meet 

her there.” He stuffed the cookie into his mouth and moaned.
She smiled. “It starts at six and I’ll save you a few more if 

you help me carry them down there.”
“You bet I’ll help,” he said, grabbing another.
“Joseph, I may be old, but I’m not dead. Put some clothes 

on.” 
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied with his mouth full of warm 

heaven.
 

 
 

David backed into a parking space at the Hartford Audi-
torium. This huge three-story stone and brick building held al-
most every community event in town. Named after Allenton 
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founder Bill Bennett Senior’s wife, Ella Hartford, it had been 
a mainstay for over fifty years. The community theater group 
put on plays. The local dance instructors rented the building for 
their recitals. Businessmen used the main stage with floor seat-
ing and upper tier for their meetings and programs. Just about 
everyone’s wedding reception took place in the all-purpose 
room of the building’s basement.

The front auditorium doors faced the downtown main 
streets. Down the hill in the back, the lower level entrance 
opened to the river and the long boardwalk. The Kalamazoo 
River ran next to the Allenton buildings, so the backs of the 
stores were against the walkway. The townspeople enjoyed 
the heavy wood planks in every season. From the early spring 
buds to the fall leaves to the winter wonderland of ice, it was 
always beautiful. Summer flowers had taken over now with 
every color imaginable. 

Walking through the Hartford’s basement doorway, David 
saw his mom on the other side of the room. She gestured to 
delivery people, motioned for volunteers, and still managed to 
tie off silver and gold helium balloons. 

“David, are you okay? I heard they found a body.”
“Yeah, what’s left of one.”
“Oh, honey, what can I do?”
“Nothing, we want to focus on tonight’s gig.”
“Well, your stage is waiting for you.” She pointed to the 

corner area in the back. 
 

 
 

Matt met the local veterinarian at Hurley’s junkyard farm. 
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Dr. Jack Adams, a friend of Matt’s from Allenton High School, 
had rich parents that had set up his practice. He volunteered as 
a way of giving back to the community and used a bartering 
system with his patients. Matt knew him as odd in high school, 
but always a decent guy.

Matt shook his hand. “Thanks for meeting me here, Jack. 
Is this an Emu feather?” He showed him the plastic bag.

“Yeah, what’s going on?”
“Will you come with me to check on the birds? There was 

an incident and they may have been involved.”
As they neared the pen, Hurley came out of his workshop 

wiping his hands on his dirty overalls. Manure covered his 
knee-high boots. “I got a call that you was coming out, chief. 
What you want?”

“Have you had any problems with the emus, Hurley? Have 
they gotten out lately?”

“Nah, they don’t like leavin’ the pen. They get all the food 
they want in there to fatten ‘em up.”

Matt walked closer and saw traces of crusted blood around 
the emus’ beaks and legs. “Do you keep the gate locked?”

“No, I told you they don’t come out. What’s this all about?”
“A man was killed on Landford’s farm. Emu feathers were 

scattered around the area and the body had pecking marks.”
“Really chief? I just gave them their vaccination last 

week,” Doc Adams said. “They seemed pretty docile to me, 
but I can do a blood test and see if there are any abnormalities.”

“You do that, doc. In the meantime, Hurley, I want them 
quarantined. Keep the gate locked and away from the other 
animals.” 

Hurley ranted as he double-locked their pen. 
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After a long nap, Joe tugged on his bow tie, skewing it, 
then stepped into the kitchen. Mrs. Folkert, in an emerald green 
dress, apron, and fresh red lipstick, tightened the lid on the 
third Tupperware container.

“Rats, I was hoping for one more.” He took another when 
she lifted the lid.

“Joseph, you look very handsome in your tuxedo. You 
remind me of Herbert at our wedding years ago. We danced 
the night away. His tie was just as crooked.” After untying her 
apron, she fixed it for him. “I miss him. He’ll be one of the 
people remembered tonight.” 

With Joe carrying the containers, they strolled the four 
blocks to the Hartford. “Now, Joseph, there will be quite a few 
single ladies there tonight.”

“Oh, really?” He grinned as they continued down the side-
walk.

“I know most of them. Some are rather loose and will try 
to take advantage of you.”

“Oh, really?”
“You don’t need some twit without any ideas in her head.”
“Ideas are overrated,” he replied, trying not to laugh.
She gave him a harsh look. “You are a good-looking, intel-

ligent man who needs a beautiful, smart woman.”
“Are you going to point her out to me?”
“You’ll know her when you see her.” She smiled as they 

crossed the street to the auditorium.
“That’s what Taylor and Eva tell me.”
“Your sisters are right. Now, Joseph, I don’t want my 
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Blue Room turning into a bachelor’s buffet with girls coming 
through there,” she said, opening the side door.

“No, ma’am, not when I have you all to myself for the 
next few days.”

“You are the charmer, just like my Herbert,” she replied as 
they walked into the Hartford kitchen.

  
 
 

In a sleeveless, mint green dress and loose bun, Eva Con-
nor handed out booklets and greeted the community members 
in their suits and dresses. This was the big event of the year for 
Allenton.

She turned toward the door. “Jack, I haven’t seen you in 
a while.” 

In a tuxedo with a red tie and vest, Jack Adams introduced 
his female companion, who wore an excruciatingly tight bun. 
“This is Tricia Simko, my veterinary assistant. Hey, I saw Matt 
earlier. He said he’d be here. Tell him we’ll catch up later,” 
Jack replied. Without acknowledging Eva, Tricia urged him 
forward into the room.

Eva turned to her young coworker, Amanda Sturgis. “Her 
bun must be cutting off the area of her brain that’s polite.”

“Maybe she’s better with animals,” Amanda replied.
“Dr. Russell, thanks for coming tonight,” Eva said, hand-

ing him a program.
“Yes, well, why wouldn’t I be here?” he asked, unbutton-

ing his tuxedo jacket. As he walked away to flirt with every 
woman he met, she rolled her eyes.

“I’d love to run my fingers through that thick blond hair,” 
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Amanda said.
Shaking her head, Eva picked up another stack of pro-

grams. “Hello, Mayor Kilmer, good to see you. Where’s Bet-
sy?”

“She’s sick at home; I’m stag tonight. Since when do you 
call me mayor? The four of us played pool last week.”

She grinned. She and Matt dined with them frequently. 
“How mad is she, John? I know you’ve taken dance classes.”

“She’s ticked. This was our big chance to show off our 
Arthur Murray lessons. Save me a dance later.”

“Sure,” Eva said. As the mayor made his way into the 
room, his constituents surrounded him immediately.

“Looks like everyone’s here,” Madeline said, smoothing 
out her tight bronze dress. Like Eva, a loose bun seemed to be 
tonight’s style of choice against the heat. “There are quite a 
few people I don’t recognize.”

“Many are BennTech executives from around the country. 
The others are from Allenton County to support the benefit. 
We’ve counted over two hundred people so far.”

“Whoa, who is that?” Madeline gestured to the dark-haired 
guy towering over a crowd of women by the punch bowl. She 
recognized his butt from the B & B earlier.

“That’s my brother, Joe,” Eva replied.
“I didn’t know you had a brother.”
“He’s not really, but we grew up together. He and Taylor 

are more my family than my real family.” She watched her 
reaction. “Try ignoring him.” Smiling, Madeline swayed past 
Joe, not looking his way. On cue, he turned his head to check 
her out. 

With a hand full of programs, Amanda laughed. “How’d 
you know he’d do that?”
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“I know my brother,” she replied, watching Joe stare at 
Madeline from across the room.

“Where’s that sexy husband of yours, Eva?” Dr. Vandeen 
asked, playing with her new pixie-style haircut. The premature 
gray matched her shapeless dress and flats.

“I haven’t seen you around lately,” she replied, ignoring 
her question.

“I have projects in the works at BennTech.”
“You’re splitting your time between patients and re-

search?”
“Yeah, the research is more rewarding. Patients are a pain. 

They’re so needy.”
After Dr. Vandeen left, Amanda shook her head. “Do you 

think they’re needy because they’re in pain?”
As she and Amanda greeted more guests, Matt walked 

in wearing his tuxedo but carrying his bow tie. “Boy, you’re 
handsome in uniform but in a tux, wow,” Eva said.

“Well, these shoes hurt my feet and I can’t get my tie 
straight.”

Reaching up, she put his tie under his collar and made a 
bow. “I have a surprise for you. After your speech, your black 
tennis shoes are by my chair.”

Matt kissed her hand. “Bless you, my lady. I plan on 
sweeping you off your feet.”

“I don’t think so, Matt,” Amanda said. “Mayor Kilmer al-
ready asked Eva to dance with him.” 

He laughed. “We’ll just see about that. I don’t care if he is 
the mayor and my boss. Where’s that bastard?” He mockingly 
stormed off as Eva grinned. Her husband rarely showed his 
humorous side in public.
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From the band’s table, David watched Joe lean over to 
say hello to Madeline at their table. Eva shushed Joe while his 
dad walked to the stage. His dad waited for the crowd to quiet 
down. 

David whispered to his father, “Focus on mom and say 
your speech as if only to her.” 

He knew his dad hated public speaking. Cool and calm in 
any dangerous situation, his father sweated in the formal scene. 
His dad told him that in school he’d failed his public speaking 
class; he hyperventilated every single time. 

Nodding, his dad took a deep breath and stepped onto the 
stage. “Ladies and gentleman, thank you for coming tonight. 
I have lived in Allenton all my life. As a police officer for the 
past ten years and your Chief of Police for the last two, I’ve 
seen our community come together after fires and floods. See-
ing us regroup again makes me proud to serve my hometown.

“We all lost someone to last year’s flu epidemic. Having 
lost both parents myself, I am here to remember and celebrate 
their lives. The program honors all twenty-three community 
members who have died. To raise money for a waterfront me-
morial, a silent auction has been set up in the front corner. The 
committee would welcome any size donation. As we remem-
ber the ones we’ve lost, we must appreciate those with us now. 
They are the ones who make life worth living.” The crowd 
applauded as he took another deep breath, stepped down, then 
leaned toward David. “Thanks, Son.” 
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Joe moved next to Madeline so Matt could sit by his wife. 
Eva reached under the table and slid out his black tennis shoes. 

“Nice speech, that should generate donations,” Joe said. 
“The committee did want the women to open their pocket-

books and husbands’ wallets,” he replied, changing his shoes.
Madeline looked around the room. “I’ll open mine, but it 

makes me angry.”
“Angry?” Eva asked.
Watching the door, she continued. “I’m a scientist. It 

makes me angry that we can’t prevent deaths like these yet.” 
“You can directly prevent this?” Joe asked, trying to get 

her attention.
“I work in research and that’s my goal. Excuse me.” She 

abruptly stood and walked toward a crowd by the display table.
“Boy, Joe, you really have a way with the ladies,” Matt 

said. “She couldn’t wait to get away from you.”
With an open mouth, Joe stared at Madeline. “What did I 

do?”
“You can’t charm everyone,” Eva replied, shrugging her 

shoulders.
“I’m hungry.” Joe left for the buffet table where three 

women instantly surrounded him.
Eva laughed. “That will be fun to watch,” she said to Matt.
“What just happened?”
“I told Madeline that if she wants a shot with Joe, ignore 

him. Look at him. He can’t stand it.”
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Waiting in the long buffet line, Eva watched the people 
around her. Joe ate at their table. Madeline joined him but sat 
with an empty chair between them. Amanda worked by the 
auction table with many doctors wandering over. BennTech’s 
CEO talked to a group of men she didn’t recognize. Bill Ben-
nett, Jr. had been appointed CEO after his father died seven 
years ago. His dad founded the hospital and BennTech as a 
young man. Dr. Ben Russell and Dr. Marsha Vandeen talked 
away from the main group of physicians. They had their heads 
together and it looked rather intimate. Eva had thought Ben 
Russell liked hitting on young, idolizing women, not an equal 
like Marsha who squeezed his hand and walked away.

As she and Matt picked up their plates at the start of the 
buffet table, David worked his way over. This was his first per-
formance since starting the band. 

“Honey, what’s wrong?”
Out of breath, he yanked on his t-shirt collar. “I don’t 

know what to do. Nelson can’t make it until later. Our first set 
starts in twenty minutes and we have no drummer.”

“Where is he?” Matt asked.
“He’s helping his dad bale hay. They’re finished, but he 

can’t get here until our second set.” 
“Honey, your uncle played in a band in college. Ask him 

if he’ll fill in. He just moved to the seat next to Madeline.” She 
turned to her husband after David left. “Joe will jump at the 
chance to impress Madeline. Want to bet me?”

Matt piled chicken and dumplings on his plate and grinned. 
“My money’s on Joe. They’ll kiss before the night is over.”

“You’re on. Loser does the dishes after tomorrow’s bar-
beque?”
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Matt nodded and added mashed potatoes to his plate.
 

 
 

Sitting next to Madeline, Joe asked, “How long have you 
been a scientist?”

“Five years at BennTech. I started after college. What do 
you do?”

David interrupted. “Uncle Joe, can I talk to you for a min-
ute?”

“Sure, have a seat.” 
“I need a huge favor. Our drummer can’t get here until the 

second set. Can you fill in for a few songs?”
“I don’t know, David. I haven’t played in a while.”
“Come on, Joe. I’m sure you remember some simple 

rhythms from way back when,” Madeline said. Biting his lip, 
David looked at him.

“I’ll do it if Madeline dances with me later.” He grinned as 
David pleaded with her.

“Fine, let’s see what you got.” She sighed as a relieved 
David thanked her.

Eva and Matt sat down with their full plates while Joe and 
David walked on stage. She smiled at her husband as he shook 
his head. “Joe’s filling in?” Eva asked Madeline.

“If I dance with him later. I’ll be back. I need to chat with 
a few people before the music starts.”
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Sitting at the band’s table, Joe looked over the first set’s 
play list. He remembered the nervousness of his first gig. These 
guys looked green.

“Are you sure you can play?” Jimmy Ready asked again. 
He continually pressed his fingers on the edge of the table to 
practice his keyboard part.

“I’ve played on and off in a band for the last fifteen years. 
The question is, can you keep up with me?”

“Uncle Joe, you said you hadn’t played in a while.”
“David, you were my in with Madeline.”
“You would have played even if she said no?”
“Of course. I wouldn’t let my favorite nephew down. Now, 

she has to dance with me thanks to you.” He chuckled. “Okay, 
guys, let’s start with this song.” He pointed to the sheet. “It’ll 
get the crowd revved up.”

“I shouldn’t have eaten that peach pie,” Tyler Sutton said, 
rubbing his stomach. “There are a lot of people out there.”

Joe took off his jacket and absently placed it over the chair. 
“Hey, this is supposed to be fun. I saw a lot of hot ladies out 
there. Chicks love musicians. Let’s impress them by rocking 
their world. Ready?”

“Yeah!” they said in unison.
Back Roads took their place on stage as the mayor intro-

duced them. David played bass. Tyler Sutton played lead guitar 
while Jimmy Ready played keyboard. They would sing backup 
to David’s lead. Sitting behind the drums, Joe took off his tie 
and loosened a few buttons on his shirt. Waiting for the may-
or to finish, he twirled the drumsticks to flex his fingers and 
smiled at Madeline. The band started its set with the Safari’s 
“Wipeout.”
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“I’m going to enjoy dirtying every dish in the house to-
morrow,” Matt said over the music.

Eva laughed and looked around the room. Top executives, 
physicians, and farmers mimicked the drum’s beat with vari-
ous utensils on the table. Matt even joined in, getting into the 
groove of the night. Madeline grinned and rolled her eyes. Eva 
watched Joe laugh with David and the band. 

It had surprised Eva when Joe called last week about com-
ing for a visit. He had a few weeks off and needed some down 
time. Of course, she agreed, telling him the guest room was his. 
He said he liked staying at Sylvia’s house. She hoped he could 
have some fun while here. He seemed to be off to a good start.

 
 
 

As the crowd applauded, Joe laughed. “See, this is fun, 
right? Those chicks are definitely into you guys.” 

Wanting to keep an up-tempo, they continued with the 
Hollies’ “Long Cool Woman.” Looking over the crowd, he 
spotted Mrs. Folkert with her friends. She kept the beat with 
her foot and waved. Young women danced in the designated 
area in front of the band. With an arm around Eva, Matt tapped 
his other hand on the table. Even though he and Matt got along, 
Joe suspected that Matt might not be too happy by the end 
of his stay. As the band continued with their set, he watched 
Madeline continue her circuit around the room, chatting briefly 
with various groups. 
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After a few more songs, while Eva was filling two cups 
at the punch bowl, she heard a commotion in the kitchen. Two 
rednecks in jackets were shoving around a shorter guy. She 
recognized the bullied man as Matt’s former classmate. Simon 
Baker lived with his mom, picking up odd jobs around town. 
Tonight, he was helping with the clean up.

“What’s going on in here?” Eva demanded.
“None of your business,” the guy in a worn brown suit 

with a paisley dress shirt replied.
“Simon, are you okay?”
“I said it’s none of your business,” the man repeated, step-

ping toward her.
She stood her ground. “And I asked Simon if he’s okay.”
As the guy reached for her arm, Simon stammered. “Don’t 

touch her.” The men turned and Simon backed away. 
“I want you both to leave this building now,” she said, 

folding her arms.
“I wouldn’t make my wife mad if I were you,” Matt said 

from the doorway. “Corey, you and your friend had better leave 
now or you’ll enjoy a nice stay in my jail.” 

“No problem, Chief Connor,” Corey said as they headed 
for the kitchen exit.

“Simon, what’s going on?” Matt asked, standing next to 
her.

“Hi Matt, I liked your speech. It make me sad. I give my 
ten dollar.”

“Did those guys hurt you?”Eva asked, moving closer to 
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check on him. “Thank you for standing up for me. That was 
very brave.”

“I like you and Matt. You are nice to me and my mama.” 
 “Simon, if those guys bother you again, you tell me and 

I’ll take care of it,” Matt said, escorting her out of the kitchen.
“Okay, Matt. Bye, Mrs. Matt, you look pretty tonight.”
“Thank you, Simon,” she replied over her shoulder.
“You need to be careful,” Matt said.
“All I had to do was raise my voice and there you were. 

I won’t be bullied by those ruffians,” she said, looking around 
for Madeline, who was chatting with coworkers at the dessert 
table. Nearby, Dr. Russell was staring at her backside, talking 
to Bill Bennett whose thin ear-to-ear comb-over had started to 
slip, giving his bald head a sweaty shine.

“Evie, are you causing trouble?” Joe asked, slipping on his 
tuxedo jacket. He stuffed his bow tie in his pocket and left the 
top two buttons on his shirt undone.

“Never, thanks for helping David out,” she replied.
“Those guys were so nervous. I think they’ll enjoy the 

next two sets.”
As they talked, a young woman approached Joe. While 

talking to him, she tugged on his finger with one hand and 
flipped her hair from her face with the other. Matt grabbed 
Eva’s hand to lead her back to their seats. “Is he teaching our 
son how to pick up women?” He gestured to the stage. Two 
teenage girls chatted with David as he sipped his bottle of wa-
ter. 

“Women love musicians,” Eva replied.
“Should I dig my guitar out of the garage?”
“Ooh, would you?” Eva squeezed Matt’s hand. “I’ll be 

your groupie.”
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“Hey, you two,” Madeline said from behind them. “I for-
got how exhausting it is to network for project funding. Doc-
tors are boring and executives are even worse.”

Matt groaned. “I hate mingling. Trying to be civil to peo-
ple you can’t stand is like being shot in the leg. I don’t know 
how you and Eva can do it,” he said as Joe joined them. “What 
kind of pep talk did you give those boys?”

“I just told them to have fun and that women love musi-
cians.”  

Matt looked at Eva. “You really are related to him, aren’t 
you?”

“Madeline, how’d you like the music?” Joe asked.
“I thought the boys played great, but the drummer had a 

hard time keeping a steady tempo.” Madeline smiled while 
Matt laughed.

“What? I did not.”
“You’re right. You’ve developed quite the following.” 

Madeline casually pointed to a group of young giggling wom-
en staring at Joe. “Eva, have you put in your bids for the silent 
auction yet?”

“I have, but let’s go anyway.” She kissed her husband’s 
cheek.

 
 
 

Madeline wrote a check while Eva visited with a few phy-
sicians.

“How much are you donating?” Alan Shaw asked, stand-
ing behind her.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” Madeline re-
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plied, looking down at him. His heeled shoes didn’t help.
He glanced at her check for five hundred dollars. “I think 

we’re paying you too much.”
“As BennTech’s CFO, I’m sure you can afford to triple 

that amount,” she stated loud enough for the table to hear.
“I’ve already donated,” Alan replied.
“Oh, I don’t think so.” Amanda smiled. “I’ve been work-

ing here all night.”
Bill Bennett chuckled from the end of the table. “Get out 

your checkbook, Alan. It’s for a good cause and you know it.”
Madeline smiled and walked away. That turd wasn’t even 

going to donate. She scanned the crowd and visited with a few 
small groups before joining her aunt for another break.

“You haven’t danced at all, dear,” Sylvia said.
“I’m not up to it.”
“I’m sure there are a few nice men who’d dance with you.”
“Most of the men here are old and stuffy.”
“What about him?” Sylvia gestured. “He’s handsome.”
 

 
 

Joe watched Madeline leave with his sister. “What’s her 
story?” he asked Matt.

“Don’t take it personal. She has a stressful job. Eva said 
she’s been jumpy lately.” 

He considered Matt’s analysis and watched Madeline 
move from one small group to another. She finally sat next 
to Mrs. Folkert and her lady friends. The band returned to the 
stage with Nelson Packert on drums. They seemed more re-
laxed this set. David nodded. He smiled and saluted. The band 
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started the set with their first slow song of the night. Joe ex-
cused himself and walked over to Madeline’s table. An old guy 
with a walrus mustache eyed Sylvia and stood from the next 
table. Joe beat him to her.

“Sylvia, may I have this dance?” he asked, holding out his 
hand. He held her in his arms as they danced slowly around the 
room. 

“I’d much rather dance with you than with Earl.”
“That guy’s glaring at me. Is he sweet on you?”
“Earl? I hope not.”
He spun her and smiled directly at Earl. “He’s jealous,” 

he said, leading her into a few complicated steps. She followed 
easily while he continued to smile at Earl.

“And you’re making it worse.”
“Can I dip you right in front of his table?” he asked as the 

song ended.
“Don’t you dare, and thank you, Joseph. You’ve brought 

back some wonderful memories.”
He kissed her hand. “When you’re ready to leave, let me 

know so I can walk you home.” 
She patted his cheek. “Stay away from those two blondes 

by the auction table. You deserve better.”
He laughed. “I won’t pursue anyone unless I get the 

thumbs up from you. Okay?” 
She nodded and returned to her table. He wandered around 

the room and stopped at the punch bowl. One woman made 
him blush with a marriage proposal. She wanted to skip the 
ceremony and start the honeymoon. Smiling, he turned to Syl-
via, who sternly shook her head. He spotted Madeline talking 
to a group of men. Standing outside the circle, he listened to 
the conversation.
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“I really believe BennTech has the King Midas touch,” 
Madeline said. The men agreed.

Joe interrupted. “As a curse or in reverse?” Her mouth 
dropped as he grinned. “I believe you owe me a dance. Excuse 
us, gentlemen.”

“You?” 
Taking her hand, he tugged her toward the dance floor. 

“You just became my girlfriend.” He looked at David while the 
band finished their song. On cue, they played “Something” by 
the Beatles. He took Madeline in his arms.

She glanced at David, who smiled as he sang. “The band 
is doing your bidding now?”

“Yup.” He raised his eyebrows to Sylvia, who nodded like 
a bobble-head doll.

“What kind of code word was that anyway?” Madeline 
asked as he slowly moved her around the dance floor, avoid-
ing other dancers. “When the agent on the phone gave me the 
words ‘King Midas,’ he said you liked using oddball songs like 
that.”

“You don’t like that Hollies’ song?” he asked.
“I’m partial to ‘Bus Stop.’ Do you know how long it took 

me to think of a way to work it into every conversation?”
“I was curious to see how you’d manage. Not bad.”
“Gee thanks, now what?” 
“For now, we dance and let everyone think you’re falling 

in love with me.”
“What? Why not the other way around?” 
He grinned. “Because I’m already falling for you.”
“Oh, brother, does that line actually work on women?”
“Seriously, I’m in charge of keeping you safe. I know you 

have sensitive information on BennTech. We’ll discuss the 
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specifics in private later,” he said, eyeing the dancers around 
them. “You’ll have to trust that I know what I’m doing. We 
need to work together.”

“Don’t make decisions for me,” she replied, following his 
lead on the dance floor.

Joe smiled. For now, he’d enjoy their dancing. Not letting 
Madeline step away, he guided her into an East Coast Swing. 
As he moved her around the dance floor, he remembered his 
first dance lesson. In middle school, he was nervous about the 
spring dance. Taylor’s mom showed him some steps. She con-
fided that most women couldn’t resist a man who knew how to 
lead in the dance. He took private lessons in high school and 
became popular soon after.

 
 
 

Joe would investigate her suspicions into the company, 
which would pair them together for the next few days. She 
smiled. Playing hard to get didn’t seem the way to go any-
more. It didn’t surprise her that Joe knew how to dance. She 
supposed it was another way of impressing the women. He 
moved her so quickly that her bun began to unravel. He spun 
her around and the song ended. As he dipped her low, her long 
brown hair brushed the floor. With his face a few inches from 
hers, she was panting. She liked this kind of workout. Lost in 
his vibrant green eyes, she lifted her head and kissed him. She 
barely touched his lips, but the nerve ending in hers sent an 
electrical shock throughout her body. A wave of heat followed. 
Her body lit up with awareness as if a bolt of lightning shot out 
from her toes.
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 Stunned, he blinked twice and slowly stood her up. 
“Ready for some punch?” he whispered.

“Yeah.” 
She couldn’t believe she’d just done that. What was she 

thinking? She wanted to try it again. He held her hand as they 
walked to the side table for drinks. She reached up with her 
other hand and removed the rest of the bobby pins. She smiled 
at the women shooting daggers at her. She couldn’t remember 
the last time she had acted so boldly. That kiss woke her from 
a deep sleep.

 
 
 

“Damn,” Eva said as they watched Joe and Madeline leave 
the dance floor. 

Matt laughed. “I really need to find that guitar.”
“I thought she was going to play hard to get.”
“I don’t know what happened, but all these women don’t 

look happy. They know they’ve lost their shot with him. How 
about a dance? We haven’t been out there much.”

They stuck to the slow songs. Matt’s leg still ached from 
overuse. Having been in rehab at the same time years ago, Eva 
knew Matt’s pain. As they danced, she scanned the crowd and 
saw Joe by Madeline’s side. She had invited them to the bar-
beque tomorrow. She figured they would probably come to-
gether now. She wanted to grill Madeline about that kiss. She 
saw Joe’s expression and knew the kiss had hit him hard. She 
and Sylvia got it right. Chemistry is an amazing science. After 
the set, David laughed as he joined them at their table.

“What’s so funny?” Matt asked.
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“The guys are impressed with Uncle Joe’s skills with 
women. They’re taking notes.”

“Son, we need to talk about your Uncle Joe,” Matt said.
“I’m going to check in with Amanda at the auction table,” 

Eva said. “David, there are downsides to Joe’s skills. He’s too 
much of a player.” 

Matt turned to his son. “But I think he just met his match.”
Eva approached the table as Amanda finished chatting 

with Dr. Russell. In her early twenties, Amanda usually wore 
scrubs as a medical assistant at the hospital. Tonight, she had 
glammed herself up and her coworkers were checking her out.

“He’s single now. While I flirted, he donated five hundred 
dollars. I think I’ll be seeing him around our department next 
week,” Amanda said.

“Sounds like you’re working hard. Do you want me to 
take over?” Eva asked.

“No way, I haven’t been hit on like this in a while. I’m 
having a blast.”

 “Hello ladies, I really don’t need this golf package or sea-
son passes to the Whitecaps. How about I just write a check?” 
Jack Adams asked.

Amanda handed him her pen. “That would be great.”
“Did you find Matt?” Eva asked.
“I’ll call him on Monday with some test results,” he re-

plied, handing Amanda his check. 
“I’m curious, Jack … are you seeing Tricia?” 
“Heaven’s no, but she’s a big help around the clinic,” he 

replied, leaving the area. 
“Wow, this will definitely help our cause.” Amanda held 

up the five-thousand-dollar check.
“Wow is right, but he’s always generous with the com-
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munity.”
“What’s going on with Joe and Madeline? I saw her kiss 

him. I wouldn’t have been able to hold out either. Can she tame 
him?” Amanda asked.

Eva chuckled. “We’ll see.” She returned to their table as 
David left to start the last set. 

Joe and Madeline were chatting. “I’ll be right back. Will 
you save me another dance?” Joe asked.

Madeline smiled. “Sure.”
 

 
 

Joe joined Mrs. Folkert by the door while she said good-
bye to her friends. “Did you have fun, ladies?” he asked, offer-
ing his arm to Sylvia.

“Oh, yes,” a heavyset, gray-haired woman replied, “it was 
all very exciting.”

“Joseph, you stay and have fun,” Sylvia said.
“Oh no, that’ll never do. I always leave with the same 

woman I came with.” 
As her four friends stared, Mrs. Folkert grinned and took 

his arm. They walked out the door and into a night that offered 
relief from the steamy day.

“Did you have a good time?” he asked.
“I will have sweet dreams of dancing with Herbert thanks 

to you. My friends were so jealous.”
“How long have you planned on setting me up with your 

niece?”
“What ever do you mean?”
“Madeline’s your niece, isn’t she?”
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“She told you?”
“No, I see the resemblance and you both added an extra 

step in your foxtrot.”
Sylvia laughed. “That’s Herbert’s doing. Did the set-up 

work?”
“She’s as beautiful as you are. Is it okay if I see her while 

I’m here?”
“She has a mind of her own,” Sylvia replied as they walked 

to the porch.
He chuckled as he unlocked the door for her. “I grew up 

with Eva and Taylor. I know all about strong-headed women.”
“You run along back to the party and charm my niece. She 

works too hard.”
“I’m getting up early to go fishing, so I’ll see you in the 

afternoon.”
 

 
 

At their table, Eva smiled while Madeline watched Joe 
leave with Sylvia. Eva hadn’t liked her at first. Five years ago, 
they had met at a BennTech function. Madeline had seemed 
guarded and all business. But two weeks later, while she and 
Matt strolled along the downtown area, they had spotted a 
mattress sticking out of a doorway. They peeked inside and 
found Madeline, who smiled and gave them a little wave. She 
had wedged herself between the stairs and her mattress. Matt 
quickly pulled it off her, and they helped her carry it up the 
narrow staircase to her apartment. She told them that the at-
tendants across the street at the Shell gas station had come over 
an hour before and taken bets on how many people would walk 
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by before someone helped her. She had placed her own bet and 
won with lucky number eighteen. With the fifty dollars, she 
bought them dinner, and they became fast friends.

“Okay, spill,” Eva demanded.
“What?” Madeline asked, smoothing out the tablecloth. 
“Why did you give in so quickly?”
“I think I’d rather mingle.” Matt stood and walked away.
“Something came over me. I couldn’t resist. You’ve got to 

admit he does have a way about him and, wow, what a kiss.” 
Madeline sipped her punch to cool herself.

“Be careful, Maddy. I love my brother, but—”
“I know he’s a player. I’ve been watching. He seems like 

he’d be fun to be around.”
“He’s fun all right,” she replied, putting her elbows on the 

table.
“And I’m a bored scientist,” Madeline said, mangling the 

paper napkin on her lap.
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Eva said as the 

mayor approached her.
 

 
 

Madeline blew out a breath as Eva left to dance. The may-
or showed off a few of his dance moves while Matt sat back 
down and smiled. “The first time I leave my wife alone and he 
grabs her.”

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about. She’s 
getting her feet stepped on.” She sighed. “Would Eva have a 
problem with me seeing Joe?”

“No, she wouldn’t. Joe’s sisters are his only family. 
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They’re just protective.”
 

 
 

Joe strolled back to the Hartford thinking about his next 
course of action. He held strong loyalties to his job. The FBI 
had given him consideration early in his law enforcement ca-
reer. He had a knack with people, which helped in volatile situ-
ations. Keeping it strictly professional with Madeline would 
make this assignment tougher. 

He saw her on the other side of the parking lot by the 
wooden pathway, her arms wrapped around herself as protec-
tion from the cool breeze off the water. He slipped his jacket 
over her shoulders.

She jumped. “Do you always sneak up on people like 
that?”

“We need to discuss your problem and establish our pre-
tend relationship. I’ll want access to your research building 
and that cover would make it easier,” he said, trying not to take 
in her lilac scent.

“Having a boyfriend visiting me at work would attract less 
attention. When do we start?”

He leaned his forearms on the metal railing next to her. 
“Tomorrow morning, I thought I’d come down here to fish. 
Will you meet me?”

“Sure. I assume we’ll be spending the day together to set 
us up throughout town.”

“Yeah, especially around my sister and Matt, then we can 
work on a plan.”

As a group of people gathered in the parking lot, Madeline 
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put her arms around his neck and kissed him again. He pulled 
her closer briefly then slowly stepped back. Damn, if it didn’t 
happen again. The zap from her lips jolted him awake again. 
That electrical charge caused his heart to beat stronger as if for 
the first time. God, he wanted her.

“Do you think they bought it?” she asked, calming her 
breathing.

He groaned and escorted her down the boardwalk. Mad-
eline pulled his jacket tighter and smiled. Did she feel it, too? 
He sighed as they followed the path the two blocks to her 
apartment. She said hers was on the top floor of one of the 
downtown buildings. A chiropractor used the middle level fac-
ing the main streets. The basement level along the river was an 
ice cream shop. Once on Main Street next to the door leading 
up to her loft, he said good night and walked away. One of the 
hardest things he’d had to do in a long while.

 
 
 

Eva and Matt left before David’s set was over. Saying 
goodbye to various friends and colleagues as they went, they 
spotted Dr. Russell talking to Simon. Simon nodded his blond 
head vigorously. They finally reached the door just in time to 
see Joe and Madeline by the river. 

“Does that mean you’re doing dishes two days in a row?” 
he asked.

“Jeez, so much for holding out.” She held his hand as they 
walked to his patrol car.

“I’m looking for my guitar first thing in the morning,” he 
said, helping her into the front seat. “I also remember an agree-
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ment that if I gave my speech we would continue certain activi-
ties.”

“How fast can you get us home?” 
Eva slipped off her shoes and slid down her nylons. Matt 

moaned and pulled quickly out of the parking lot. She looked 
around the deserted street and unzipped her dress. With Eva 
already down to her black bra and panties, he turned onto the 
empty Main Street. Crouching down in her seat, she tossed her 
bra at him. With Eva’s bra hanging off his ear, he sped past Joe 
walking back to the B & B. He checked his rearview mirror to 
see Joe laughing with both thumbs up. 

Naked, she tugged at his bow tie. He growled and searched 
for the garage door opener. Inside the two-stall garage, he hit 
the trashcan and pressed the remote again to lower the door.

“Now you’ve done it,” he said, pulling her onto his lap. Af-
ter kissing her, he slid her out with him and kicked in the screen 
door. He carried her into their room and tossed her on the bed. 
He quickly undressed and then reached for his laughing wife. 


