
        
            
                
            
        

    

 


  EF5


   


  Fate intervenes on behalf of love when characters are unexpectedly stuck together. With too much time and an irresistible attraction anything could happen.


   


  Wedding photographer Alyssa Bates is running late to a job she desperately needs when officer Katy Emerson pulls her over for speeding. She gets a warning from the sexy woman in uniform and the sirens alerting them to an approaching tornado. Their only option is to shelter in an abandoned diner where they must resist temptation and fight for their lives.


  




  

  



  Chapter One


  


  “You’re kidding me, right?” I knew Whitney wasn’t. The fact that bridezilla went over my head and contacted my boss directly pissed me off.


  “They want you there early because the weather is iffy. Looks like it’s supposed to storm this afternoon, so they want the photos done before the ceremony,” Whitney said, her emphasis on the word “before.”


  I took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I told her that a million times, but Mandy wanted to keep it traditional and do it after.” I breathed out. “When do they want me?”


  “They’ve bumped everything ninety minutes.”


  “Fuck.”


  “Are you ready?” she asked.


  I looked at my perfectly toasted bagel smothered in cream cheese and my mug of steaming black coffee and sighed. “Almost. At least the car’s packed. I need a few minutes to get ready, but I should be there in an hour or so.” If I drove at least ten miles above the limit.


  “I’ll let them know. Good luck.”


  I couldn’t believe the client went behind my back. She called me for every other little thing. “Can you take photos of the bridal shower? What about the bachelorette party? Isn’t it all included in the price? We’re paying you a fortune.” But she knew I’d push back, so that’s why she went directly to Whitney. I couldn’t wait for this day to be over. I slipped into my black suit and did a five-minute makeup job. My curly mop was easy to pull up in a bun. I did a quick equipment check and was on the road with my coffee in ten minutes. I packed the bagel for later. The last thing I needed was white cream cheese smeared on my black suit.


  My travel app put me in Hodges, Missouri, in one hour and twelve minutes. Most of the travel was on country roads and those were sometimes dicey. The one time I drove down early to scout the property, I had to slam on my brakes to keep from running over a dog chasing a family of skunks. Aside from almost wrecking my car, the trip was inspiration. Bridezilla came from money and the Luffs’ house was the perfect backdrop for a Midwestern wedding. Even though she was unbelievably entitled, I was looking forward to taking photos in a place that screamed rustic charm.


  The bride and groom were an attractive couple and very much into the country life. Most of the weddings I shot were traditional with tuxedos and long, gorgeous wedding dresses. Bridezilla was wearing white, but it was an asymmetrical chiffon lace gown that was tight in the places she wanted and open in the front so she could show off her turquoise and white cowgirl boots. The groom was wearing black jeans, a white and turquoise sawtooth snap pocket Western shirt, and white and turquoise boots similar to hers. Not my taste, but they were sickeningly cute enough to pull it off.


  I was turning onto the first of several country roads that would land me in Hodges when my phone rang. I hit the phone button on my steering wheel. “Hi, Mom. What’s going on?” My four-lane interstate luxury was reduced to two lanes. God help me if I got behind a tractor or combine harvester on the curvy roads.


  “Are you still shooting that wedding today?”


  “Yes, why?”


  “I just figured with the weather turning they would have rescheduled.”


  It’s like she knew nothing about the stress of planning a wedding. “No, a wedding isn’t easily rescheduled, but they did ask me to show up early before it hits. I’m headed there now.”


  “Honey, I don’t like this. The Weather Channel just elevated the storms to severe. It looks like they might be headed down south where you’re going.”


  My anxiety was already at a nine out of ten. I took a deep breath. “Mom, the weather is the least of my worries right now. I’m dealing with an incredibly selfish bride who is livid that I can’t be there right now.”


  “Well, she’s being ridiculous. She should have at least put you up for the night if she wanted so much done.”


  “Right? She picks the cheapest package but wants everything we offer in the big one at no additional charge.” My mom wasn’t happy that I became a wedding photographer because they were a dime a dozen, but she also knew I was good at my job and kept quiet when I complained about doing a big job for not enough money. I always gave her friends discounts when they wanted me to take birthday party photos or senior class photos. It was sweet that Mom thought she was doing me a favor by sending business my way, but I barely made a profit on her referrals.


  “Just be your normal charming self. You’ll get through this. I’ll let you go, but please be careful and call me when you’re done. You know I worry when you travel alone.”


  “Thanks, Mom, but I have roadside assistance and a fully charged phone.” I disconnected the call only for my loud, head-banging music to be interrupted by another call. I snarled when I saw Mandy Luff’s name.


  “This is Alyssa.” I switched to my professional voice.


  “Alyssa, where are you? You were supposed to be here by now.”


  “I told Whitney that I would be there in about an hour.” I looked at my estimated time of arrival. “I still show thirty minutes. I can’t go any faster.” A part of me wanted to slow down because she was so unlikeable, but her parents were cool and the ones paying me, so I kept it steady.


  “But we’re waiting on you.”


  I shrugged and flipped off the display knowing full well she couldn’t see me but felt better at releasing my immature rage. “I’m sorry, but I can’t get there any sooner. I know there’s a storm coming and I’m trying to get there as fast as I can.” She made a noise that could only be described as pure frustration and hung up. I should have been worried, but nobody else could get out there in the blink of an eye. Plus, I knew weddings were stressful. She wasn’t the first bride to completely lose her shit right before she walked down the aisle.


  I took a sip of coffee and tried hard to ignore the rumbling in my stomach. I checked my time. Twenty-two minutes. The speed limit was fifty-five, but I set the cruise at sixty-four. Less than ten was excusable. Over, I’d get a ticket. I steered with both hands because I wanted to be prepared if another woodland creature found its way to the asphalt in front of me. One close call was enough. My ringtone blasted through the speakers, startling me. It was bridezilla’s mom. I rolled my eyes.


  “Hi, Alyssa. It’s Peggy. I thought I would check in to see how close you are.”


  “Eighteen minutes. I jumped in the car as soon as my boss called.”


  “I know you’re doing the best you can. We’ll be patient,” she said.


  I could hear angry voices in the background even though Peggy muffled the phone. I looked in my rearview mirror. The world looked ominous behind me. “I’m in front of the storm so as soon as I get there, I’ll jump out and start photographing.” I had my Canon on the seat beside me ready to shoot. I always had a camera ready because you never knew when you were going to see the perfect shot.


  “Is there anywhere you want us to be?” Peggy asked, drawing me back into the conversation.


  “As long as the weather holds and doesn’t put you in any danger, I’d love to start at the barn.”


  “Sounds good. We’ll head there and see you in twenty. Be careful.”


  At least she was nice. I slowed as I was approaching the small town of Bayonet, one town away from Hodges. I smiled at the old gas station with pumps that had nozzles on the side and porcelain signs that lit up stating they had cold beer and the best chicken wings in Missouri. My stomach rumbled again at the thought of food, even gas station snacks, but I couldn’t stop. I would have to power through my hunger and make it through the next two hours before I could sneak away and eat. Maybe I could nab a roll or something from the kitchen before the reception.


  I rolled past the gas station and the antique store. There were three main streets in the town, and once I blew through the final street, I sped up. Nobody was out. The dark sky behind me was starting to gain ground. My peripheral vision picked up rain to the north, but I was turning south on Highway 57. That would afford me a few minutes. What I didn’t predict was the cop who swung out from behind a rickety, aged billboard advertising local honey who flipped on their red and blue lights signaling me to pull over.


  “Damn it!” I smacked the steering wheel and turned into a parking lot of an empty diner. My anxiety was now at a ten. I lowered my window and looked behind me.


  “Ma’am, stay in the car,” a feminine voice yelled from the police cruiser. So many thoughts crossed my mind. Maybe she would be sympathetic and give me an escort or maybe she would give me a warning and let me go so I would only be ten minutes late. Watching her lithe form saunter in the rearview kicked up the dust around my libido. My heart did a little shimmy and not just because I was nervous. She cocked her head and looked at me. I bit my lip for fear that I would trip over my words and say something ridiculous. She was beautiful. I couldn’t tell if I liked her copper brown eyes or her full red lips more. Her hair was pulled back in a long French braid that fell over one shoulder. Even the campaign hat perched on the top of her head gave her a sexy authoritative look. She looked at me expectantly and hitched her brow.


  “I’m sorry, Officer. I know I was speeding, but I was trying to beat the storm. I’m a photographer and I’m late to a wedding in Hodges. Can you please let me go? I promise to stay at the limit.”


  “I clocked you going fifty-four in a thirty-five zone. Can I see your license and registration?” Her voice rose only because the wind had picked up and thunder rumbled continuously above us. The rain would fall any moment.


  Fuck. There goes the job. “My purse is in the back seat. Can I get out of the car to get it?” I could tell she wasn’t happy about that, but fumbling behind me didn’t seem like a good idea either and I needed to get this over and done with now. She nodded and took a step back so I could get out of the car. Damn, she was tall. Gorgeous, serious, and wearing a uniform. If I wasn’t in such a hurry, I would have flirted and spent more time charming my way out of a ticket. Who knew the smallest blip of a town would have the hottest cop?


  “This doesn’t feel safe. The weather, I mean. I feel safe with you.” My words were awkward, so I clamped my mouth shut and handed her my information. The wind was even louder outside the car. The sudden shift in the weather was frightening. Leaves and dirt picked up and swirled around us. It smelled like earth and freshly mowed grass. Tiny pebbles hit my chest and all I could think was why did I wear a white shirt?


  She looked at the sky. “Oh, shit.” She grabbed my arm and pushed me toward the closed diner. “We need shelter right now.”


  I should have been concerned that she was touching me, but I knew something was wrong. If she was scared, then I should be, too. “What’s happening?” I shouted even though, deep down, I already knew the answer.


  






  Chapter Two


  


  Daisy, our office manager and dispatcher who retired from Hodges Elementary School before I graduated high school, sent out an “attention all units” about the weather. I studied my surroundings and frowned at the dark storm forming off in the distance. The last thing I needed was the wind to blow down the old billboard I was parked next to and damage my hand-me-down Dodge Durango from the Kansas City police department. It was our department’s newest vehicle. We lost two of our four cruisers in a flash flood three months ago, and since I was sheriff of the county, it was now my car.


  I radioed Daisy. “How big is this storm?”


  “It looks pretty rough, and Doppler has it closing in on all the counties from down in Arkansas all the way up to Jackson County in Missouri. I haven’t heard any sirens, but I’m going to lock up and head to the basement anyway,” she said. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for her. The station had a nice, secure basement with provisions and several cots set up for emergencies. Daisy cleaned it weekly even though nobody had been down there in months.


  “Be safe and take the radio with you.” It was the fire department’s job to sound the whistle if things got bad, followed up with a text message to everyone in the county who had a cell phone.


  A white flash of a car sped by, and I looked at my speed gun in amazement. Fifty-four and climbing. Maybe they were trying to beat the storm, but the town’s safety and theirs was more important than a storm. It was the weekend, and a warm one, so more kids were out playing, although hopefully they were safely inside at this moment. I flipped on my lights and peeled out onto the road behind the white car. A short burst of my siren made them quickly pull into the parking lot of my parents’ diner, the Lunch Box, that sat on the edge of town. It was being renovated so it was empty. Too bad because the entire town would have loved to see this ticket happen. I tried to run the plates, but I couldn’t get a solid connection on my laptop because of the storm. With Daisy already downstairs, I was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way. I grabbed my pen and notebook. A woman stuck her head out the driver’s window and yelled something I couldn’t hear.


  “Ma’am, stay in the car.” Keep your pants on, Karen. I’m getting there.


  I stepped out of the car and tamped down my hat when it threatened to fly away at the sudden upsweep of wind. We were in for a whopper of a storm. I had to be quick.


  She explained she was in a hurry and while I found her attractive, I had a job to do.


  “I clocked you going fifty-four in a thirty-five zone. Can I see your license and registration?”


  “My purse is in the back seat. Can I get out of the car to get it?” she asked.


  I nodded and waited not so patiently as she crawled out of the front seat and opened the back door to get her purse.


  “This doesn’t feel safe. The weather, I mean. I feel safe with you.” She handed me her license.


  The thunderstorm roared closer and the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention. I looked at the nearly black sky and the storm barreling toward us. “Oh, shit.” Out of instinct, I grabbed her arm and raced over to the diner. “We need shelter right now.”


  “What’s happening?” Even though she was yelling, it was hard to hear her, but I felt her panic in the way she grasped my arm.


  I fumbled with my keys. Fuck. Which one was it? My hands were shaking as the sky roared above us. The woman clung to me. I pushed the stubborn door open and slammed it behind us. From the glass doors we could see the storm lurching closer. I raced behind the counter and grabbed matches and a flashlight.


  “Get away from the window,” I shouted at her.


  “Is that the front of the storm? I’ve never seen one this close.”


  “That’s a tornado.” I bit my lip and nodded, trying hard to keep it together. I’d learned from the catastrophic Joplin tornado that they could be as wide as the eye could see.


  She looked at me with piercing blue eyes and covered her mouth with both hands in shock. “Holy fuck,” she said through shaking fingers.


  I grabbed her hand and quickly led her to the cooler. It was the safest place in the diner. We were sitting ducks in our cars, and trying to outrun a tornado this close was a horrible idea. This one was swallowing everything in its path.


  The cooler was off during renovations and a large deep freezer had been pushed in the corner for safekeeping. “Help me slide this over to the door. The door won’t lock from inside so we need to cover it in case it flies open.” The deep freezer was on wheels, but it was heavy and took all my strength and hers to get it in front of the door.


  We huddled in the now vacated corner of the cooler and held one another. The lights went out and she started crying. Fear gripped my throat, but I held back my tears. The roar above us, a runaway train gaining speed, was deafening. Even though we were inside the cooler, we could hear things crash above us, glass break, and steel moan.


  The woman clutched me and sobbed. “We’re going to die. We’re going to die.”


  My shirt was drenched with her tears. “Shh.” I tried to stroke her hair, but I ended up holding her close and shielding her from the noise. The diner was being shredded. I didn’t know if it had been minutes, seconds, or hours. The cooler shook as the thick steel twisted around us. Something smashed into the side of it and threw both of us forward. Out of instinct, I tucked the woman under me and covered our heads with my arms.


  The storm had stalled over us. Either that, or time had stopped and the storm was going to last forever. My ears popped and all the loud noises from earlier faded. I could still hear, but everything sounded far away. I felt something warm on my face and used my sleeve to wipe it away. I couldn’t see anything in the dark. I wiggled my arms and legs. All body parts seemed to be intact.


  “Are you okay?” I couldn’t tell if I was screaming or whispering to the woman. I felt her nod beneath me, but her breath was labored. I moved so that I wasn’t smashing her with my body. We stayed that way until the destructive twister moved on to rip apart everything else in its path.


  The silence was quickly replaced with sheets of rain. How we were still alive was a mystery. It was a massive tornado and if it was as big as it looked before we took shelter, we were in for nonstop days of rescue and months of cleanup. We were going to need help from other counties and cities. My heart ached for the towns who were going to be obliterated, including ours.


  “Are you okay? You’re scaring me,” I said.


  She sniffed a bit and reached for me. “Yes, I’m okay. A few scratches, but nothing broken.”


  “Same here, but I think I’m bleeding,” I said. Instantly, her hands ran up my arms and over my body.


  “Can you tell where?”


  “My head. I think something hit me.” Now that the adrenaline was leaving my body, the shakes set in. I winced when I felt a cut on my forehead.


  “Where’s the flashlight? Fuck, I don’t even have my phone. It’s back in the car.”


  I checked my duty belt for my tactical flashlight and clicked it on. We both winced at the brightness. She grabbed it and pointed it at my head.


  “Yep, you’re bleeding. And it looks bad. Is there a first aid kit around here? I mean, I know it’s a cooler, but maybe there are rags or something?”


  I ignored how soft her fingers felt on my face and how gingerly she inspected the cut near my hairline. “I doubt there’s anything in here. The kit is probably under the counter up front.” I shined the light around the cooler looking for anything my parents would have in here to help staunch the flow. The shelves had toppled over like a line of dominoes, pouring empty crates everywhere. We were under a vee of shelves that was being held up by the deep freezer on wheels. That wasn’t safe. “We need to move. This thing could come crashing down any second.”


  “We need to find something to stop that bleeding and get you cleaned up. And then figure out how to get out of here. Can you shine the light and try to find my shoe? I don’t want to step on glass or anything sharp when I’m barefoot.”


  I shined the light around us and found her shoe wedged under the freezer. I pulled it out and heard the metal shelves creak under my movement. She nodded thanks for her shoe and I shined the light so she could put it on. She was very attractive even under the extreme brightness of my flashlight and after our harrowing ordeal. Her hair was long and curly and falling out of her updo. Her blue eyes showed fright and anger. It occurred to me that I didn’t know this woman’s name. I had her license somewhere, but I wasn’t paying attention because of the storm.


  “I’m Katy,” I said.


  “I’m Alyssa. Now let’s get the fuck out of here,” she said.


  I checked my radio but it was dead. Whatever sliced my forehead, sliced the cord on my shoulder mic. I tried standing but slipped on the slick cooler floor. I felt her hand on my arm.


  “Stay here. You’re not in any condition to move. You’re bleeding all over and I bet you have a concussion,” she said.


  I hated feeling helpless. I was a sheriff of a small town. I was sworn to protect and serve these people. They needed me now more than ever and I was trapped in a twisted metal box. I couldn’t help them. I couldn’t even make a call to help them. I wanted to fight Alyssa, but she was probably right. My head was still tender. I couldn’t tell if the ringing in my ears was from the possible concussion or the echo of the tornado.


  “How long have we been in here?” Alyssa said.


  “I lost track of time. Maybe twenty minutes?” I said.


  She shined the flashlight on my wound again and winced at what she saw. “Let me crawl around and see what I can find to help your head.” She ripped off the rest of her suit jacket sleeve. “This isn’t cotton, but it’s something you can use to press against your head.” She flipped it inside out. “It’s cleaner on this side.”


  I held the flashlight while she scooted around in the small space until she found a spot where she could stand.


  “We’re going to have to move these shelves in order to move the freezer out of the way,” she said. She reached her hand out for the flashlight. “Honestly, the door is so twisted that I don’t think we’re going to get out that way.” She banged on the side of the cooler to no avail.


  “Nobody’s going to hear us. The diner was shut down for renovations so nobody’s going to think to look for us here,” I said. It was morbid, but it was the truth. We were on our own.


  “How did you know the diner was empty?” She moved around our small space, carefully, looking for anything to help me. “Wait. You had a key. Do you have keys for all the businesses in town?”


  “No. This is my parents’ diner.”


  “I guess we got lucky.” She reached into a mangled shelf. “Victory.” She held up a pack of tea towels. “Too bad I can’t find a first aid kit.”


  “As soon as we get out of here, I have some superglue in my first aid kit in the Durango,” I said and took one of the towels from her. That was assuming the Durango wasn’t swept away.


  “You’re going to use superglue? Isn’t that toxic?” Alyssa asked.


  “It’s not really superglue. It’s called Super Stitch or something like that and it works like superglue but it’s safe for skin. It’ll work for this cut.” I pulled the towel away and looked at the blood on it. “It seems to be slowing down.” I had a raging headache and wanted to throw up, but I didn’t want her to be concerned. We had enough to worry about.


  “Can you scooch over here so you’re not directly below the wobbly makeshift scaffolding that could fall and smash you? I’d kind of like to get to know the woman who saved me,” she said.


  “I didn’t save you,” I grumbled. Had I not stopped her, maybe she could have outrun the storm. Or got to where she was going and hid in a basement safer than a smashed-up cooler that was quickly becoming our tomb. While she was talking, I shined my flashlight around the ten by fourteen area. Even if we cleared the door, we wouldn’t be able to open it. It was twisted in the frame and even though I was strong, there was no way I could move a two-hundred-pound door. We needed another way out.


  “You definitely did. I probably would have parked my car and let it sweep me away,” she said.


  “Judging from the way you were driving, I highly doubt that.” I changed the subject. “You said you were going to a wedding. Was it Mandy and Jason’s?”


  “Do you know them? What am I saying, of course you do. There are only so many people around our age in this area, especially ones with a wedding today.”


  “That’s not entirely true,” I said. My head was throbbing, and I was trying hard not to panic. I shined the light on the ceiling, looking for a way out. A sliver of gray poked through the corner of the cooler. I shouldn’t have been able to see light that wasn’t artificial. That meant the diner was gone.


  “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant that everybody knows everybody in a small town. Are you from here? What town are we in?”


  “Bayonet. There are four small towns in our county and we’re the largest with a population of almost a thousand.”


  “Isn’t Hodges bigger than that?” she asked.


  “It is, but Hodges is in the next county over.” Most outsiders didn’t realize that Bayonet and Hodges were opposite sides of the county line.


  “I didn’t realize. I don’t know the area very well.”


  “Are you from Kansas City?”


  “Lee’s Summit, but the home office is downtown Kansas City. I work wherever they send me.”


  “Does your family know you’re here? I’m sure they’re going to be worried about you,” I said.


  “I talked to my mom about an hour ago and she told me the storm was bad and asked if the bride canceled. I told her I would call her when I was done. She’s probably worried sick.”


  “I’m going to check on my family once we get out of here. They don’t live too far from the diner. Just down the street.”


  “Are you married? Will your partner be worried about you?” she asked.


  “Nope. Still single. Only my parents, and I’m more worried about them.”


  “Single here, too.” She cleared her throat. “How bad do you think it is out there? I mean, it sounded horrific and look at what it did to the cooler. I’m so sorry your family’s diner got hit.”


  “I just hope people got to safety. I didn’t hear the sirens.” I swallowed the lump in my throat when I thought about my family and wondered if they got to the shelter in time. Chances were that the storm knocked down the cell phone towers so not everybody got the message. Going to the storm shelter was a challenge for my dad, who blew out his knee playing football in college. Hopefully, my mother got his stubborn ass out of his chair even though he was glued to it watching baseball on the weekends. “When we get out of here, I’m taking my dad to a Royals game,” I said.


  Alyssa stopped moving things from one side of the cooler to the other and sat beside me. She turned off the flashlight to preserve the batteries. Nothing was looming over us in this spot so it was safe for a bit. “Are you close with your family?” she asked.


  Her leg and shoulder were pressed against mine. It gave me comfort even though I was the one who should be comforting her and promising her I’d find a way out. I needed a few minutes to catch my breath and stop bleeding before we tried to move things. “I am. We have dinner every Sunday. It’s nice.” I felt her fingers on my hand.


  “I think that’s sweet. I see my mom once a week. Sometimes it’s a quick visit after work, or sometimes we’ll just grab a drink and an appetizer out.”


  “What about your dad? Is he still in the picture?”


  Her shoulder moved against mine when she shook her head. “No. He left when I was little. I haven’t heard from him since I was in middle school.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “It’s fine. My mom is wonderful.”


  “My parents are, too. They were always the parents who were around for any kids who needed help.” So many of my friends asked for help because my parents were trustworthy and gave sound advice.


  Alyssa squeezed my hand. “I’m sure they’re fine. If nothing else, most people know what to do when tornadoes are coming.”


  Every spring I went over the tornado drill with my parents. My dad waved me off saying he already knew what to do, but my mother humored me and listened as we stocked the cellar with fresh bottles of water, soups with expiration dates from a year out, new batteries, protein bars, peanut butter, and powdered milk. There was even a small duffel bag of clothes and shoes. Even though it was pitch-black inside the cooler, I closed my eyes and said a quick prayer that they were safe.


  “Have you been in a tornado before?” she asked.


  “I’ve seen plenty, but never this up close and personal. What about you?”


  “No and hopefully never again,” she said.


  The warmth of her body gave me comfort even though I was starting to sweat. The chill of the cooler was seeping out of the small gaps that formed in the bent corners when the tornado twisted overhead. It was still cooler in here than out there, but I hated being trapped in a metal box. We needed to get out. I pressed the towel harder against my forehead and hissed at the pain. There really wasn’t time for me to be hurt. I was thankful it wasn’t worse. How many people were trapped in toppled houses? How many people were hurt? How many died? I leaned my head back and sighed. This was the worst day ever and I couldn’t imagine it was going to improve.


  






  Chapter Three


  


  “The rain picked up,” I said.


  Katy shined the flashlight into the corner of the cooler. “Rain’s going to slide right into that crease. These floors are already slick enough. It’s going to make it into a Slip ’N Slide.”


  “I’m wearing the worst shoes, too. I will never drive anywhere in heels again.” My black nondescript shoes with chunky heels were practical, but not for a natural disaster.


  “Not meant for climbing out of coolers, but better than stilettos,” she said.


  “Do you hear that?”


  “I still hear ringing from when the tornado hit us.” She covered one ear and then the other. “What do you hear?”


  “It sounds like a hissing noise.” I jumped when I felt water hit my feet. “We have a water break somewhere. It’s too much water for just rain.”


  Katy shined her flashlight until she found an exposed water pipe that had cracked and was pouring cold water into the cooler. “This isn’t good. We need to get out now.”


  Full panic set in when the water reached my ankles. “How’s your cut?” I shined the flashlight at Katy’s forehead and waited for her to move the towel. It had stopped bleeding but still looked bad. She was in no position to help lift things. Any strain would open the wound again. I needed to get to the ceiling. It was only eight feet high, but I needed something stable to step on and all I had was wire shelving.


  “I feel like it’s getting better.”


  “Your head must be pounding,” I said. In any other situation, I would keep a wide berth from a bleeding person, but I was all Katy had. “I don’t want you to help move things or you’ll open your wound. What size shoe do you wear?” I could put on her shoes and get out of there a lot easier and run for help. Wearing mine, I’d probably twist an ankle or break my leg.


  “Ten.”


  Two sizes too big. My sensible shoes for anything but climbing would have to do. “Okay, here’s what I’m thinking. I want to upright the shelves and move the deep freezer back to where it was. I can stand on that and see how big the gap is. Maybe it’s our way out if we can’t push the door open.”


  “Why don’t we try the door first before you climb things?”


  I looked at the twisted frame knowing full well it wasn’t going to budge. “Okay, sounds like a plan.” I put my hand on her shoulder when she moved to help. “I really want you to stay here and let me at least empty the shelves first. Let me make them as light as possible.”


  I ignored the cold water that now hit my shins. It was going to be hard to move the shelves the higher the water climbed. I was going to need Katy’s strength later. Everything on the top shelves was already smashed on the floor. I heard glass crunch under my shoes and prayed they stayed on. I emptied the first shelf and Katy helped me right it. The second shelf had jars of shelf stable condiments, oils, and sauces. I transferred everything from the second shelf to the upright first shelf. I did this process until we reached the freezer. I was going to need her strength now more than ever.


  “How’s your head?” I shined the flashlight on it, ignoring her smooth skin and stunning eyes. “It looks like the bleeding’s stopped.”


  “It’s not throbbing anymore. And head wounds always bleed hard,” she said.


  “Let’s try to move this back.” I put my hands on the deep freeze and tried to push. The water was up to my knees. I was shaking from the chill of it and the fact that I hadn’t eaten all day.


  “Here comes the hard part,” Katy said. She turned so that her hips were against the side of the freezer. “I’m going to push like this.” It was a good thing I couldn’t see her long muscular legs in the dark. She had them up against the wall. “On the count of three?” Katy asked. At three, we pushed with all our might until the wheels gave a little under the water. It was encouraging.


  “Again?” I asked. She nodded. We pushed it away from the door, but as predicted, the door wouldn’t budge. My hope fizzled. I sat on top of the freezer to get my body out of the cold water. I wanted to get out. The water was rising, and we could only go up. Katy took the leg off one of the shelves and tried squeezing the rod in between the door and frame to crank it open. It remained twisted and stubborn.


  “Let’s try the ceiling,” she said.


  “Hopefully, we can push it up and get out that way.” I looked up and frowned at the rain pouring in. The crease in the ceiling funneled the rain straight inside.


  “I’m going to stand on the freezer and try to pry open the ceiling more.”


  I stood with her as though I could help in some way. Katy was so tall she had to bend over to fit on the freezer with me. We pushed at the ceiling. It gave a little, but it was obvious we weren’t going to be able to just shove it off. Katy threw her shoulders into it and lifted the corner about six inches. Water rushed in, but it also gave us hope.


  “I’m going to pry it open with the metal rod.” She braced herself and shoved the rod in the opening. The six inches spread to a solid foot. “Can you look out?”


  I could only see the gray sky because I was too short. “Why don’t you let me hold the rod and you look out? I promise I won’t let it go.” I tried to look determined.


  “Let’s see how strong you are first.”


  I grabbed the rod and pulled it down with all the strength I could muster. The gap opened at least the same amount as it did when she opened it. She looked at me with surprise.


  “Do you think you can hold that open for thirty seconds?”


  I nodded. “Go.” She stuck her head out and I pulled down as long as I could before my arms started shaking. “Okay.” I tapped her with my foot.


  She slipped back inside and sat on the freezer, dropping her head in her hands. I left the rod sandwiched between the pieces of metal and sat next to her. Even through the rain and thunder, I knew she was crying. I immediately pulled her to me and hugged her.


  “There’s nothing left.” Her voice was muffled as she leaned into me.


  I thought she was talking about the diner. “I’m sure your parents can rebuild. It’s just going to take time.”


  She looked at me. “No, you don’t understand. Everything is gone. The diner, the trees, the barn, the Millers’ house.” She wiped her eyes on her shirtsleeve. “We have to get out of here and help people. Alyssa, I can’t fit through the opening. Do you think you can slip through and get help?”


  Another round of fear rushed through my blood. What if I failed? What if I fell and broke my leg and Katy was stuck inside and drowned? “I don’t know.”


  She cupped my face in her hands and looked at me with vulnerability. “I need your help.”


  Even though we were in the middle of a natural disaster and I was scared shitless, a warmth spread low in my stomach and radiated in parts of my body that shouldn’t be at attention right now. “Okay, I’ll do it. Just don’t smash me. How are we going to do this?”


  “You’ll have to stand on my thighs and wiggle through the opening. I’ll need both hands to hold the rod in place. You’ve got this. You can do this.”


  Was she giving me the pep talk or herself? Either way, I gritted my teeth as determination set in. I took a deep breath. “I’m ready.” The water was up to the top of the deep freeze. I waited until she pulled the rod down and squatted so I could step on her thighs and twist my body through the opening.


  “Try to turn around so you can hold onto the top and you don’t have far to drop,” she yelled.


  Since the cooler was only eight feet tall, I was able to find footing on a counter that had smashed up against the side of the freezer. I slid down until my foot touched the ground. Even though the rain was blinding, I finally saw what Katy saw. Nothing. There was nothing around except jagged tree trunks, rubble from buildings and barns, and twisted metal from structures that were built somewhere else but landed close by. I covered my mouth and gave a loud sob. Katy yelled something, but I couldn’t hear her.


  “I’m okay,” I yelled shakily.


  Where was I supposed to go? Who was going to help us? Where was my car? Where was hers? Not that I could drive anywhere with this much debris everywhere, but I could at least get my phone and her first aid kit. I saw a white bumper sticking up out of a median about fifty yards away and prayed it was my car. I teared up when I recognized the twisted metal. I crawled down the hill and wiggled through the busted back windshield, careful to avoid broken glass. My phone was nowhere to be found, but I grabbed my gym bag and, out of pure instinct, my camera case. I couldn’t find the camera that had been next to me in the front seat, but the one I used for all my professional shoots was still undisturbed in its case.


  I searched the car for something to prop the cooler ceiling up. There was a jack somewhere in the trunk. I was sure of it. Wrestling the trunk open took longer than I wanted it to, but I found it. I was soaked to the bone and exhausted, but I was alive and Katy needed my help. Thankfully, the rain had let up. I forced myself to stay focused.


  “Katy, can you hear me?” I yelled. The top cranked open and I saw the top of her head. I held up the jack. “I’m going to get this to you. Hang on.” I stood on my tippy-toes and handed it to her. It was too dangerous to try to stand on anything. After three tries, she grabbed it and the jack handle.


  When I saw that it was working and the gap was opening, I dug into my gym bag and put on my athletic socks and shoes. I took off the suit jacket, the shirt, and put on my T-shirt and sweatshirt. I didn’t care if I was getting soaked again. Now I could move. I watched as Katy squeezed through the gap, careful not to jar the jack. It was tense watching her, but I couldn’t look away. I held my hands up and guided her down to a solid surface. I ignored her muscular calves and her tight ass.


  She hugged me when she reached the ground. “Thank you.”


  The smile on my face felt foreign, but also wonderful. I doubted I would smile for a long time in the days ahead. “I think I saw your car in the field over there. Mine’s in a ditch about fifty yards away.” She put her hands on her hips and surveyed the area. By her look of determination, I half expected her to twirl in rapid motion until a superhero with a red cape emerged.


  “I need to make sure my family is okay. Let’s get to my car and hope the radio works.” She checked her phone for a signal but shook her head. She walked in the direction of the field. It was easier to keep up with her because I was wearing sneakers, but her stride was almost twice the length of mine. I didn’t know how or when it happened, but she was holding my hand as we maneuvered over a tree that looked like somebody had blown it up with a grenade. Katy pulled me closer. “Walk where I walk.” Her SUV looked as if it had rolled several times but landed tires down.


  “Yours looks like it’s in better shape,” I said. She crawled in the smashed opening that was once the driver’s window and reached for the radio. I couldn’t help but take photos of what I saw. The mass destruction surrounding me, a giant ball of barbed wire that cut deep into the wet earth, and a sheriff who was squatting next to her banged-up car, blood all over her head and face, on her radio asking for help.


  






  Chapter Four


  


  “Six hundred to dispatch. Six hundred to dispatch.” Please, please, Daisy, be there. Please pick up. I waited ten seconds before signaling Daisy again. “Six hundred to dispatch. Come in. Daisy, are you okay?”


  “Dispatch, go ahead. I’m a bit shaken up, but I seem to be okay.” Her voice was shaky, but strong.


  “How is it by you?”


  “I can’t tell how things are, but it’s dark down here and something’s covering up the windows. Robert is on his way over to collect me. Where are you?”


  Robert was a deputy and Daisy’s nephew. “I’m on Phelps over by…” I paused to swallow the lump that was full of emotions I couldn’t handle. “Over by the Lunch Box. The tornado took everything including the Durango. I’m going over to the Millers’ house to check on them. If you can, radio everybody you know from surrounding areas and make sure they’re okay, find out if they need help, and ask for help. This thing took out everything on this side of town.”


  “Katy, I think it took everything on this side, too.”


  The news was a punch to the gut. I leaned against the black metal door to catch my breath. “My shoulder radio isn’t working, but I’ve got the walkie. Just know I’m going to the Millers’ first and then I’ll circle back down Main. I’ll be in touch.”


  “Be careful,” Daisy said.


  “You, too.” I was worried about her heart. She was in her seventies and cool as a cucumber, but this was an extreme situation and even my heartbeat was accelerating.


  “Okay, now will you sit for a minute so I can put this stuff on your cut?” Alyssa had found my first aid kit while I was summoning dispatch.


  “We have to be quick.” She held my chin in her hand and made me focus on her. I gasped and automatically pulled out of her grasp when the alcohol pad she used to clean the wound stung.


  She folded her arms in front of her. “Give me five minutes. If we don’t treat this now, you’re going to pass out or it’ll get infected. Then you’ll be no help to anybody. Okay?”


  True to her word, I was ready to go in five. She was thorough and quick. This wasn’t the same woman who sobbed in my arms thirty minutes ago. She was strong and determined. I hooked the walkie on my belt and grabbed my backpack. I shoved the first aid kit, a large flashlight, flares, a crowbar, and neon green spray paint. I checked to make sure the safe securing my shotgun was still engaged. The last thing I needed was looters getting ahold of my shotgun. I handed Alyssa an extra poncho and slipped into my safety orange one. “I could use your help, but if you aren’t comfortable with that, you can stay here and I can send somebody out to pick you up.”


  She touched my forearm. “I’m going with you.” She looked solemn and determined. And utterly beautiful in the natural light with rain-soaked hair and wet clothes that clung to her slight frame.


  “Thank you. Can you lose the case? I’m going to need both your hands.”


  “Of course.” She quickly transferred flashes and other peripherals into her gym bag and slung it over her shoulder. The camera stayed around her neck. “It’s okay that I have this, right?”


  Documentation was important even if I hated what she would record. I didn’t think she was prepared to see the devastation. I nodded. “I want to check the Millers and make sure they’re okay. It’s two thirty. We have about five hours of solid daylight.” I couldn’t believe we were in the cooler for over an hour.


  I kept my radio turned up so I could hear the calls. We had a staff of four and would need at least ten times that just to deal with lookie-loos, looters, and even town members who wanted to help, but would do more harm than good. Trained volunteers would eventually come, but time was of the essence. Alyssa and I could have drowned in the cooler. One of Robert’s friends drowned in their storm shelter because a tree had fallen across the storm door, preventing him from getting out. The air vents were built straight up to the sky and torrential rainfall filled the shelter within minutes. The lessons learned after disasters were devastating. Now air vents curved downward and some shelters had manual pumps if water seeped in. My parents’ shelter was well equipped and modified after that accidental death. I just hoped they got to it in time.


  “The Millers have three kids. Two teenagers and an eight-year-old. One of the grandmothers lives with them as well.” I stopped and waited until Alyssa was right in front of me. Her teeth chattered and her hair was plastered to her face, but she didn’t complain. I was strangely proud of her even though I barely knew her. “Please be careful of sharp things like metal and nails. Their storm shelter is by the shed and we have to get around the debris. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  “I don’t want to get hurt either. I’ll follow you,” she said.


  I heard her snap photos behind me, but she was right on my heels. “Bob! Christine! Kids! Can you hear me?” There were several sections of splintered wood and pink insulation across the yard. I moved a section of the roof that covered their storm door and banged my baton on it. “Are you down there?” Shouts erupted from beneath me and I helped lift the door that was now free but twisted and stuck. I used the crowbar and pried it open.


  “Damn, Sheriff. I’m so glad to see you,” Bob said.


  He clasped my hand in his and stood completely still as he surveyed his property. “Oh, my God. Oh, my God,” he repeated over and over.


  “Christine, come on out. The tornado is gone and the rain has stopped.” I reached for her and brought her up to the surface. She immediately started crying. I held her for a moment until the kids surrounded her, needing her strength. “The good news is that you all are okay.” Shit, I didn’t see the grandmother. “Where’s Ellen?”


  “She’s at the lodge playing bingo. Hopefully, she found shelter,” Bob said.


  My heart dropped. The lodge didn’t have a safe place. The church across the street did. Maybe Jim Rader, who ran afternoon bingo, got everyone over there. It was doubtful, but I needed hope right now. “Listen, I have to go help others. I’ll circle back and keep you updated. Bob, do you have a walkie?” He nodded. “I’m channel twelve. I’ll keep you posted if I see Ellen.”


  “Thank you, Sheriff,” Christine said.


  Bob nodded as he held his family close. I wanted to stay and help him, but I had to make sure other families were safe. I pulled out the spray paint and tagged his house so that volunteers and other first responders would know they were okay and accounted for. It broke my heart knowing they would spend the next several days picking up bits and pieces of their lives scattered all over the property.


  “I’ve never seen anything like this.” Alyssa was snapping photos left and right. “Will they be okay?”


  “It’ll take some time, but yes. This isn’t the first time Bayonet has been hit by a tornado but definitely looks like the worst.” I had a job to do, but it was hard to figure out what to do first. Daisy said help was on the way. I didn’t need her to tell me the town was decimated. I could see it with my own eyes. The buildings filled with small businesses down Main Street were flattened. It was surreal. The road was littered with bricks, glass, and debris. A group of young teenagers that I recognized from the high school hobbled over to us, but I only knew two of their names. “Darby, Ben. What are you doing here? Are you okay?” I could tell they were in shock. One of the boys had a cut on his arm. Another one was missing a shoe. I pointed to his bare foot. “You can’t walk around here like that. There are too many sharp, dangerous things on the road. Where did you come from?”


  “Darby’s house. We were in the basement playing games when we got the message on our phones. My mom’s working,” Ben said. He looked around stunned. “We had to climb out the basement window.”


  “I cut my arm on some glass.” One of the kids held up his arm. Alyssa quickly waved him over and grabbed my first aid kit.


  “Were you the only ones there?” At their nod, I continued. “Where do the rest of you live?” Ben lived one block over on Maple. I could see where his house once stood.


  “We live in Hodges. I don’t know how to get in touch with my mom. My phone doesn’t work.” The boy with a bare foot held out his phone as though I could do something about it. He was standing close to another kid with long, shaggy hair. They shared the same wide blue eyes and round faces.


  “The cell towers must’ve gotten hit. Don’t worry. They’re sending help. Right now, I need you to stay here. I can’t have you climbing over things. What’s your mom’s phone number? I’ll see if dispatch can reach your mom to tell her you guys are okay.” I called Daisy and gave her their info. She knew how to reach volunteers who did this very thing. The station was on the other side of town. I knew it was gone so it didn’t make sense to get the boys over there. “Listen, I have to keep moving, but I want you to stay here. That way when I hear from your parents, I know where to find you. Do you understand? It’s very important for you to stay right here.” I looked up at the now blue sky and hoped that the storms were gone. “Wait. I have an idea.” The hardware store had been smashed, but if I was careful, I could slip inside and find tools, foldable chairs, anything to start a gathering place for survivors. Daisy said Robert was headed my way with a tent after he got her set up in a safe space. I told Alyssa my plan.


  “Do you want me to go with you? We make a great team.”


  I needed her to stay with the boys because they were frightened and overwhelmed, but I selfishly wanted her close to me. “We do. But you have to be careful. Nothing is stable. I’m just going to peek inside and see what we can find.”


  “I’ll walk where you walk.”


  I crouched and shined my flashlight into the opening. Almost everything was toppled over but I could see things we needed like sledgehammers, saws, and flashlights. “I’m going to go in.” I looked over my shoulder at Alyssa. She balled her fists together and took a deep breath.


  “Please be careful. Give me your little flashlight so I can see where you are in case something happens,” she said.


  Before slipping inside, I kicked at the walls to see if they were sturdy enough. Nothing budged. I raised my eyebrows at Alyssa. “Wish me luck.” I worked my way through the opening.


  Her fingers pressed softly on my back. “You can hand me things and I can make a pile.”


  There was so much dust that I immediately started coughing. I found a rag and held it over my nose and mouth. I crawled down a shelf. “Is anyone here? Can anyone hear me?”


  My questions were greeted with silence. The hardware store shut down at one on Saturdays, so Chase and his grandfather were hopefully home and safe. I told Alyssa to stand back and tossed everything I could through the hole. Three sledgehammers, ten saws, flashlights, several quarts of paint and paintbrushes. It wasn’t safe to venture past the first two shelves, but I snagged a bag of dust masks, bags of rags, and anything cotton that could be used as a bandage or tourniquet. I found small collapsible camping chairs and several sweatshirts and T-shirts. I even found a pair of rubber boots. I wasn’t sure about the size but the kid missing a shoe could make these work. I started climbing out when I heard a four-wheeler outside.


  “Where is she?” Robert’s voice boomed and I saw Alyssa flinch.


  “I’m coming out,” I said.


  Robert poked his beet-red face into the opening and stared at me. I knew that if Alyssa wasn’t there, he would have given me quite the tongue-lashing. What I did was a no-no on all levels, but people were counting on me to help them and I didn’t have the tools to do so. He pulled me up and out of the hole as if I didn’t weigh a thing. I was six feet tall and one hundred and sixty-five pounds. I was sure the rush of anger and adrenaline from me doing something so stupid gave him the extra strength it took to get me out.


  “Tell me everything,” I said.


  He put his fists on his hips and looked at me. I could tell he was debating whether to chide me or give me a rundown of what he knew. “The station’s gone. I dug Daisy out, but she wanted to stay put to help. The door to the basement is cleared for people who want to go there.”


  “Did you bring the tent?” I asked.


  He nodded. “I couldn’t find the orange one, but I found the yellow one.”


  “That’ll work.” Even though we practiced what to do in a natural disaster, we were fortunate enough to not have one happen since I took office. “Have the boys set up the tent. It will be good for them to have a task. The three of us can look for survivors.” It was the first time I said survivors and the look on Alyssa’s face told me she hadn’t thought that far in advance. Hopefully, we’d find people alive, but if we didn’t hear the warning sirens, other people didn’t either.


   


  

   


  “Dispatch to six hundred. Do you copy?” We were at the church pulling debris away from the basement doors. We heard shouting so we knew people were stuck inside. I stepped away to answer the walkie.


  “Six hundred. Go ahead.”


  “Your parents have been found safe and sound.”


  I let out half a sob before I pulled it back and cleared my throat. “Thanks, Daisy. Glad to hear.” I didn’t need details, I just needed to know they were okay.


  “Teams are starting to set up. We have crews down from Warrensburg and up from Mount Ellis. I have a cruiser for you. Bart’s parked his north of Telly’s Bar. He couldn’t get any closer because of the debris, but it’s there if you need it. He’s rounding up volunteers to march down to the winery and check the houses along the way,” Daisy said.


  “Send some help to the church. It sounds like a lot of people are trapped here and we need manpower to get them out,” I said. It was overwhelming. I wanted to be everywhere at once, but I had to stay focused and approach this one place at a time until more people arrived and we could fan out. Alyssa had switched her wet sweatshirt for a dry one that was two sizes too big. Her hair was tied up and somebody had given her gloves to protect her hands. She was just as involved as everyone else. When we finally got one of the doors open, Alyssa stepped back with her camera.


  “Thank you, Sheriff.”


  I barely recognized clergyman Roger Thomas. He was covered in dust and had a head injury like mine. I put my hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?”


  He thumbed behind him. “I’m fine, but there are a few people who need tending to. Mrs. Wilson broke her arm, and Bud and Seymour have pretty deep cuts on their legs.”


  “How many people are down there?” I asked.


  “Thirty-two. We have the bingo players and a few from the insurance company next door.”


  “Is Ellen Miller with you?”


  “Yes, she’s fine.”


  “Okay, let’s get everyone who can climb out first, then we’ll go in and help those who need it. We don’t know how safe the structure is and I want everyone out. We have tents set up and volunteers ready.” I helped Roger up and reached inside for more survivors. Each one squeezed my hand and said a prayer that we found them. Once I had Ellen in the clear, I radioed Bob to let him know his mother was okay.


  “Thank you so much, Katy. I’ll come and get her.”


  “Bring a wheelchair. We have two at the station. She’s fine, but she won’t be able to walk back and you can’t drive all the way to the church.”


  Once we got all thirty-two people out, I spray-painted the door to signal that people were out and accounted for. Alyssa handed me water and a granola bar that one of the volunteers gave her. It was almost four in the afternoon, and I had only searched three buildings. It was a frustratingly slow process. Two ambulances had weaved their way through the rubble after Tyson Baker bulldozed several trees that had blocked Highway 57. EMTs were treating people who had minor injuries, and the ambulances were taking the seriously injured up to Lee’s Summit and Kansas City.


  “I want to take Bart’s cruiser and hit some of the houses outside of town.” I was exhausted and running on fumes.


  “I’ll go with you,” Alyssa said.


  Not going with me wasn’t an option. I was responsible for her, plus she was an extra set of eyes that I needed and, truthfully, wanted beside me.


  






  Chapter Five


  


  “Who knew a stale granola bar could be so tasty? I devoured two at the volunteer tent and downed a full bottle of water. “Thank you so much.” I wanted to cry. Not just because I had food, but because I was alive after witnessing and surviving something so gut-wrenching and frightening. I grabbed two more granola bars and a water and found Katy helping the last of the people out from the church’s basement. Even covered with dust and dried blood, she commanded attention. I understood why she was sheriff in a small town. I trusted her the moment I saw her.


  “I’ll go with you,” I said when she told a volunteer she was taking Bart’s cruiser to hit some of the houses just outside town.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  It was amazing how comforting those two sweet and smooth words sounded falling from her mouth. I grabbed my camera and followed her to where Bart’s cruiser was parked. Part of a steel silo and a giant tree blocked the road into town. Several cars were parked along the road behind the cruisers as volunteers began pouring in. Katy barked orders at them as we drove away from town.


  “How many houses do you think we’ll get to before it gets dark?”


  “As many as we can.” She checked her watch. “We have three and a half hours of daylight.”


  “What happens when it gets too dark?” I feared for the people still trapped in their blown-apart homes who were waiting for help.


  “We’ll still keep looking, but obviously it’ll be harder and we’ll have to keep looters away.”


  “People do that? Even out here? I thought small town life was quaint and nice.” My faith in humanity was a roller coaster today. Seeing people help others so selflessly was amazing, but just like that, knowing that they had to protect what was left of their belongings made me angry.


  “Not necessarily our own. We catch a lot of people who sneak in from other places and take what they want. I bet the National Guard will be here late tonight or tomorrow morning at the latest. They can help with relief efforts, and we can use our resources for policing,” Katy said.


  Swirls of dust kicked up when she turned off the highway onto a partially gravel road. I stared out the window and took pictures of war-like devastation of destroyed barns, outbuildings, and gnarled fences. “Where are the animals? I remember seeing a bunch of cows on my way in.”


  She blew out a deep breath. “I’d say they are somewhere safe, but there’s a good chance they didn’t make it.”


  That didn’t make sense. “What do you mean, they didn’t make it? What happened? Where’d they go?”


  “The tornado took them.”


  She shrugged as though it was normal, but I saw how white her knuckles were on the steering wheel. What did I agree to? I should have called my mom or someone from the office to pick me up. I wasn’t prepared to see this kind of devastation, but at the same time, I felt obligated to record it. “Stop the car! Stop the car!”


  Katy slammed on the brakes. “What’s the matter?”


  I rolled down the window as she pulled over. “There’s something in the field.” I zoomed in on my lens. “Katy, it’s a child and a dog.” She threw the car in park and we ran at top speed until we got within twenty feet of them. It was a small boy who was covered in dirt. His pants and short-sleeved shirt were torn. I could see tiny cuts on his arms and face. He reached out to us, but Katy stopped me.


  “That dog is protecting him. We need to show him we mean no harm.”


  She squatted and spoke in a soothing voice. “It’s okay, boy. We’re here to help you.” The dog circled the toddler and growled at us. I stood a few feet behind her trying to say encouraging words to the child, who only wanted to be held. He was breaking my heart. I grabbed the last granola bar and held it out to the dog. Maybe food would help warm him up to us.


  “Come here, sweetie. It’s okay.” I tossed a piece at him. He gobbled it up and circled the child again but didn’t growl. “You want more? Come here.” He moved closer and took a piece of the bar from my hand. I spoke in a soothing voice. “It’s okay. You’re okay now. We’re going to help.” I carefully reached out and touched his head while giving him the rest of the granola bar. He wagged his tail and didn’t mind when Katy picked up the child and held him close.


  “We need to check him out. Let’s get them both to the car and I can call it in.”


  I didn’t have to tell the dog to come with us as he pranced around her legs. She opened the back door and he jumped into the seat. She was very gentle when she put the little boy next to the dog.


  “I know, baby. We’re going to find your mommy. Does it hurt anywhere? Do you have an ouchie?” She gently felt his head, smoothing down the soft locks that were caked with dirt. She ran her hands over his tiny little arms and legs, careful to avoid any scratches or obvious bruises. Where did he come from? Was he a year old? Two years? He pointed to his knee where his thin pants were ripped. Katy turned to me slowly so not to frighten either the boy or the dog. “Can you hand me the first aid kit? Or better yet, can you see if there’s one in the trunk? We’re going to need both. You should be able to pop it open from the driver’s side near the floorboard.”


  I needed something to do besides take photos. I felt worthless. I found the first aid kit, anxious to help. The toddler had finally stopped crying and was focusing hard on what she was doing.


  “Can you hand me the speaker on the radio and crank up the air?” she asked very quietly.


  The car was still idling. I stretched the mic and cord through the clear partition and got the boy’s attention while Katy called it in. I played peekaboo, and while he didn’t laugh, it kept his interest.


  “Six hundred to dispatch.”


  “Dispatch, go ahead.”


  I didn’t recognize the voice. Daisy must’ve gone home or was resting.


  “You’re not going to believe this, but I have a child, approximately eighteen months old, and a dog in the squad car. We found them in a field off Highway 57 south by Sinclair Road. He has cuts and bruises, but I don’t know who he is or where he came from. I need an ambulance sent ASAP. Has anybody called in missing a child and or a pit bull mix?”


  I bit my lip and waited anxiously for dispatch’s answer. I was sure there were a ton of calls about missing people, but a toddler? My heart ached for his parents, and I said a little prayer that they were okay.


  “Negative. Nothing yet, but I’ll send a message out and get an ambulance headed to you.”


  “Ten-four.”


  She handed the radio to me through the partition and knelt so that she was eye level with him. “Let’s get you cleaned up a little.”


  I dampened a few fast-food napkins I found in the glove compartment with a bottle of water. Katy carefully wiped the dirt off his face.


  “Look at how brave you are. All alone in the big field.” She turned her attention to the dog. “And you’re a brave boy, too, for watching over him.” Katy was rewarded with a slobbery kiss. She held a water bottle to the boy’s lips while he drank thirstily.


  “Should I give the dog something to drink? Do you have anything in here that would work as a bowl or cup?” I asked. I looked in the trunk, under the seat, and again in the glove compartment hoping for better results. This was the cleanest car I’d ever been in.


  “See if the cupholder pulls out,” Katy said.


  I smiled for the first time all day when the plastic cup popped up. The dog lapped up the entire bottle. “Are there any houses around here? Could he have wandered away?” I refused to think the unthinkable.


  “There are, but I don’t want to leave since dispatch is sending an ambulance,” Katy said. She took out her phone and took a photo of the boy and the dog. “When they take him to the hospital, we’ll head down the road and see if anybody knows him.”


  He lifted his tiny arms and she scooped him up without hesitation. She was a hot mess covered in dirt, dust, and dried blood, but neither of them cared. He snuggled in her arms and rested his head on her shoulder.


  I’d been taking photos for so much of my life that the only time I realized I had a camera up to my eye was when I knew I’d taken the perfect shot. I felt it when I pressed the button and heard the click of the shutter. It was beautiful and strong and gave me chills. We turned when we heard the sirens. The baby covered his ears and Katy made the signal to cut the sound.


  “Sweetie, I want you to go with this nice woman. She’s okay,” Katy said.


  The transfer was too fast. He clutched Katy and wailed. When she moved closer to the ambulance, he reached out for me. I was so worried that I would hurt him, but I held him anyway. He was so small and so scared. “Why don’t I go with the ambulance? And just hang around until you find his parents.”


  “Are you sure?” At my nod, she agreed. We both knew she had a long week ahead of her and she was going to worry about the boy until he was home safe. She trusted me.


  “You keep Fido. He might help you. Oh, check to see if he’s chipped,” I said.


  “Great idea. I’ll keep in touch with the ambulance.” She handed me her business card and scribbled her phone number on the back. “If we ever get service back, here’s my number. And when I find his parents, I’ll bring them up. Either way, I’ll see you soon.”


  I sat in the back on the gurney and held him on my lap while they cleaned him up. We were both in desperate need of a bath. “What hospital are we going to?”


  “Golden Valley Memorial in Clinton. They weren’t hit by a tornado. A lot of injured are going there. Maybe we’ll find his parents.” Jessica, the EMT, pulled up a video of her new puppy and gave him her phone while she tended to the small nicks and cuts on his arm and cheek. He smiled for the first time. She took off his pants and made a makeshift diaper with an adult diaper she cut up.


  “I hope they are okay.” I heard the pleading in my own voice.


  She looked at me. “A lot of these stories don’t end well, but I hope so, too.” She pulled off his tattered T-shirt and wrapped him in a warm blanket.


  I held him against my chest during the twenty-five-minute drive. This area wasn’t affected by the tornado. The trees were upright, the soybeans and corn stalks were budding in straight rows. Everything just looked wet. Houses were still standing, water splashed up on cars as we sped to the hospital. It was amazing that just twenty miles south, small towns were annihilated by a huge tornado. I saw weather trucks and news vans headed south. My camera was slung behind me with photos I knew wouldn’t show the true devastation of what happened but would give people an idea of how awful it was.


  The baby was asleep when we pulled into the driveway near the emergency room.


  “We’re going to check you in and then head back down,” Jessica said.


  I followed her into the emergency room where people in the waiting room stared. We were escorted through doors that locked behind us and taken to the pediatric ward on the second floor. He smiled at the cartoon jungle animals painted on bright yellow walls.


  “You’re in room fourteen.” A nurse pointed down the hallway. “I’ll send Dr. Lindsey in to evaluate him. I’ll bring in some fresh clothes, food, and a better diaper.”


  “Good luck,” Jessica said.


  She disappeared before I had a chance to say thank you. I sat in a chair in his room and turned him so that he faced me. Katy guessed he was about eighteen months. “How are you doing, little guy?” I was extremely awkward around children, but with him, I felt responsible. He had the prettiest blue eyes and softest red hair.


  I heard a soft knock at the door.


  “Hi, there. I’m Dr. Lindsey. Look at this adorable boy.” Dr. Lindsey was very attractive. Hazel eyes that looked more green than blue, and shoulder-length brown hair that was pulled back with a clip at her neckline. She wore the cutest kid-friendly coat covered in teddy bears. “I understand you and Katy found him alone in a field down in Willow County?”


  I immediately zoned in on her casual reference to the sheriff as Katy. “Yes. Since volunteers and other emergency personnel showed up to help in town, Katy wanted to check on neighbors outside of town. We were driving along and we saw him and a dog in a field. I couldn’t believe it.”


  She let him play with a toy stethoscope while she listened to his vitals. “He sounds good.” She checked his eyes, ears, nose, and the rest of him. “He needs a bath and a diaper that fits him, but otherwise this is one lucky boy.” He turned his head back into my chest when she reached for him. “I’ll have Nurse Cara bring in a portable bathtub and we’ll bathe him here with you close.”


  He fell asleep against me and didn’t wake up until the little bathtub was filled and ready for him in the bathroom. Without hesitating, I sat next to the tub and gently lowered him into the water. Cara told me it was the right temperature and he seemed unfazed. We changed the water once because it was so muddy from the dirt that had clumped in his hair. While she put medicine on his scrapes and dressed him with fresh hospital pajamas, I took a fast shower and slipped into scrubs she found for me. He crawled back on my lap and held a sippy cup of Pedialyte while Cara fed him oatmeal. My stomach rumbled and I smiled with embarrassment.


  “It’s been a long day.” The granola bar from earlier gave me a burst of energy, but that disappeared hours ago.


  “I can order you something from the cafeteria,” she said.


  “I lost my purse, my wallet, my phone, even my car in the tornado.”


  She patted my knee. “My treat. You stay here and keep him comfortable and I’ll get you something.”


  I squeezed her hand. “Thank you.”


  “Any allergies? Foods you don’t eat?”


  “No allergies and I can and will eat anything.”


  “I’ll be back in a flash.”


  The door quietly closing behind her was the last thing I remembered before drifting off to sleep with the little boy tucked safely in my arms.


   


  

   


  “Alyssa?”


  I heard my name echo in my head but ignored it. I was tired and warm. Really warm. My chest felt heavy. Where was I? I cracked my eyes open to find Cara softly shaking my shoulder and the sweet boy still in my arms.


  “Alyssa. Katy is on her way with the little boy’s family.”


  I opened my eyes in shock. “She found them? Oh my God. That’s wonderful! Are they okay?”


  “The mom has a broken arm and the dad needed stitches, but they are well enough to come up here.” She pointed to the tray of food next to me on the table. “I didn’t want to wake you, but try to get a few bites down.”


  “Thank you so much.” The cheeseburger was plain and the french fries were cold, but I didn’t care. Hospital food was notoriously bad, but this was the best meal. It was hard to eat over a sleeping boy in my arms, but I wasn’t going to let him or my food go. I was his safety net until his parents arrived.


  “Liam!” A couple walked into the room and the mother rushed over to me.


  I smiled when I saw Katy walk in behind them. “He’s safe, warm, and healthy except for a few scratches.” I carefully handed him to his father, who looked like he’d been through hell and back. Liam woke up and smiled.


  “Dada.”


  That was the proof I needed. Liam was theirs.


  “Thank you so much for finding him.” Liam’s mother was wearing a removable cast that dug into my back when she hugged me.


  Samantha and Brian Shoreman were from Mt. Sterling, Illinois, visiting relatives in Bayonet when the tornado hit. Katy found them from the identification chip between Pongo’s shoulder blades. The station had a chip reader because so many residents let their animals run free and if the department found them, they read their chip information and either called the owner to pick them up or dropped the dog off with a stern warning.


  The Shoremans were trying to find shelter after going on a short walk and getting turned around when the tornado hit. Brian was knocked unconscious, and Liam was ripped from Samantha’s arms as they lay flat in a median hoping to survive the tornado. We found Liam almost a mile away, but we weren’t sure if the tornado dropped him in the field or if he and Pongo walked there.


  “He’s a wonderful child. Strong and brave. And looks a lot better than he did when we found him.” I grabbed my camera and showed them the photos of Liam that I had taken.


  Samantha covered the sob with her hand. “My poor baby.” She kissed him all over his face while his dad nuzzled the top of his head. Tears sprang to my eyes at the emotional reunion.


  “Are you a journalist?” she asked.


  “Photographer. I was on my way to take photos of a wedding when I got caught.” I debated on whether or not I should ask, but it couldn’t hurt. “Do you mind if I send a few of these photos to the news? His is such a wonderful story, and that’s what we need right now after that much devastation.”


  “You can do anything you want. We owe you both so much.”


  “Thank you. I’ll protect your privacy.”


  “We don’t deserve all the credit. Pongo was amazing and wouldn’t let us get near until he trusted us,” Katy said.


  “He’s such a good dog and he really loves Liam.”


  My heart broke a little when I had to say good-bye. The hospital was keeping him now that his parents were available to sign off on additional testing. “What about Pongo?”


  “He’s staying with the family at the motel down the street,” Katy said. She reached inside her bag and pulled out my phone.


  “Oh, my God. You found it. Where was it?” I punched in my code and frowned when it was apparent my texts weren’t working and only missed calls showed up. I had several from the same people.


  “It was about fifteen feet from your car. I cleaned it up the best I could. It looks like it’s somewhat working. Also, you should probably call your mother.” She looked at her watch. “Do you need me to take you home? You’re about a half an hour away, right?”


  I knew she was itching to get back to the search and rescue. I was surprised she left to come up here. “I can catch a ride. My mom isn’t far away.” I paused when I realized I wasn’t done with Katy or the town of Bayonet. I still wanted to help. “But if you need another volunteer, I’m here. I ate and I had a quick nap. I’m good to go.”


  “Are you serious about the help?”


  “Definitely.” I touched Katy’s arm. “How are you? Do you need a quick break?” I didn’t know her well, but I could tell she was tense.


  “I’ll be fine. I’ll probably catch a nap at the station if there’s an open cot.”


  “I can drive us back down there if you want while you get a little shut-eye.”


  She smirked at me. “Thanks, but no. I’ve seen the way you drive.”


  






  Chapter Six


  


  I was impressed with the photos Alyssa showed the Shoremans even though I was looking at my town in shambles. Today felt like the longest day and it was only seven. I don’t know why I said yes when Alyssa offered to help. Her instincts had been good so far, but she wasn’t a trained professional. She would probably get in the way and I would worry about her the whole time, but I wanted her with me.


  “So, I have your permission to send photos to my friend at the Associated Press? I promise they are good,” she said. From what I could tell, they were more than good. Her photos were incredible.


  “Yes, you have my permission.” I couldn’t imagine she had any decent ones of me and for a split second, I wavered. But it didn’t matter if I looked good. This would raise awareness so we could get some help.


  “My camera has Wi-Fi and since we’re still in a relatively populated area with working cell phone towers, I can send them to my phone and email them. It’ll only take me a few minutes.”


  “Technology is wonderful.” I watched as her fingers flew across her phone. I didn’t use my phone a lot since I had the radio, but people who ran their business from a smartphone always amazed me.


  “Done. That was fast, right?”


  Her smile warmed me and I realized I wanted her with me because I wanted to get to know her better. My awareness of her was heightened by our horrible ordeal. She made me feel alive, and knowing that death was so close, I wasn’t ready to give up the security she gave me. She was attractive and feisty and a city girl. My opposite and I was totally into her. “Amazingly fast.”


  “And just in time.” She waved her phone at me. “No service. But we’re not close to Bayonet yet are we?”


  “The tornado was on the ground for several miles and the destruction was more than just Bayonet and Hodges.”


  “Is anything left?”


  “Not much of downtown Bayonet. Hodges was hit hard, too, but the tornado slid between several farms so a lot of houses were spared.” I didn’t tell her that we’d found eight bodies so far. I expected the count to go up.


  “I’m so glad you found Liam’s parents and that they are alive.”


  “You saved me tons of time by suggesting that I see if Pongo was chipped. You’re good to have in an emergency.” She blushed at my words. The navy blue scrubs weren’t sexy at all, but cleaned up, she looked even more beautiful. I remembered she caught my eye when I pulled her over. I couldn’t believe it was just a few short hours ago. I felt like I knew Alyssa longer than an afternoon.


  “You’re the only person to ever say that to me. I don’t do well when things are falling apart around me.”


  “Whoever told you that you’re bad in a crisis was wrong,” I said.


  She put her hand on my forearm. “Oh, my God. Katy. How’s your house? Was it hit?”


  “I have very minimal damage. My parents are there now since their house was smashed. I’ll help them once the National Guard arrives. Right now, we’re doing our best to find people still stuck and keep outsiders out. We’re not even letting the news in because the place isn’t secure. Your photos will probably be some of the first ones that people see.”


  She shivered. “Not the way I want people to know my photography, that’s for sure.”


  I flipped on my lights when traffic started thickening up around the exit we needed to take to get to Bayonet. Most people moved out of our way, but a few sat in the fast lane until I popped short bursts of my siren.


  “People are so rude,” Alyssa said.


  “It’s like this all the time now.” I didn’t have to go into details, and she didn’t have to ask. “Now we have people who want to come down and see the destruction the tornado left. While I understand it, I wish they would see that we have a job to do and their presence hinders our progress.”


  “But sometimes exposure is good. People in Minnesota or Idaho or Ohio will see the devastation here and send money, supplies, volunteers.”


  She had a point, but I was still raw and angry over the whole thing. I needed Liam as an excuse to step away from the overwhelming pull in every direction. Once the fire departments from nearby towns and FEMA showed up, I took a step back. They were the experts and I was too emotional to take charge. “You’re right. It can be helpful as long as they stay out of the way.” I don’t know why I was arguing. My anxiety was ramping up the closer we got to Bayonet.


  “I can’t believe we survived this. I’m so sorry for you and everyone in town.” Alyssa’s face was pressed against the window as though seeing it for the first time. She lowered the window and took photos of crushed silos surrounded by mounds of grains that they once held. A trail of grain followed the path of the tornado until it thinned out. “What got damaged at your place?” she asked.


  I waited to answer until we were through the roadblock. I didn’t have to flash any credentials. I was in a squad car and still dusty from pulling people out of the rubble. “My garage, part of my shed, my personal car, but the house is solid. The tornado clipped my property, but all of that stuff can be replaced.” I parked the car near the center of town and gave Alyssa a headlamp and gloves. “The temperature is going to drop soon. Take my raincoat so that you’re warm and we can still see you.”


  She slipped into the safety orange coat that was too big and put the headlamp around her forehead. Without makeup and fresh from a shower, she looked so much younger than thirty-two. I always noticed driver’s licenses when they had the same birth year as me. I didn’t even want to think what I looked like. I changed into a long-sleeved shirt I found in the basement of the station when I checked Pongo’s chip, but my pants were still covered in dust. I was self-conscious around Alyssa because she was so pretty and I was a hot mess.


  “Where do you want me to look?” she asked.


  “Let’s check in and see where we are needed.”


  “They already have bulldozers here. How do they know it’s safe?”


  “They will push debris out of the way until the structural integrity of the buildings can be evaluated. They’re just clearing paths for emergency vehicles and a place for FEMA to set up. We have so many farms and asphalt plants around so equipment is easy to find.” I hated that I sounded so small-town to Alyssa. She probably moved to the Midwest because of a job. She didn’t have an accent and seemed more refined than most of my friends.


  A sharp whistle got my attention. Deputy Cameron waved his hand and shouted. “Sheriff, we’re getting some people together to cover Gus’s. It’s not heavily damaged, but there’s a lot of interest.”


  “We’ll head there,” I yelled back.


  “Gus’s? What’s that?” Alyssa asked.


  “It’s a liquor store.”


  “Why would we need to go there when so much help is needed here?”


  She was so innocent.


  “We’re stopping the looters. Liquor and gas are the first things people steal. We have people stationed at the businesses. This town might be leveled, but there are still things of value. Look at what I found in the hardware store in just the ten minutes I was there.” I knew insurance would cover the inventory in Chance’s store, but guilt still pressed on my chest for jumping in and taking things that I didn’t buy.


  “This is so incredibly eye-opening. Not just from a photographer’s standpoint, but from a human. I would think people would come together to help, not loot.”


  “Some people take because they can and some people take because they need. I’m just glad FEMA’s here now and I can help people instead of arresting or detaining them for stupid shit like stealing ceramic cats or air fresheners at the gas station. Who does that? Who needs that? They take because they can. It’s ridiculous.” I felt Alyssa’s fingers on my arm.


  “I have a feeling you’re a great sheriff and you really love this town.”


  My skin jumped when her fingers brushed my arm. “I was born here. This is my home. I went to Kansas State but came back after I graduated.” She looked surprised and I didn’t know if it was because I had a degree or I returned to Bayonet.


  “What’s your degree in?”


  “Sociology with criminology concentration. We don’t get a lot of crime here, but it’s nice to have my finger on the pulse of this town. I know people. I know their successes and heartaches.”


  “I think it’s great. That means you have character and love putting down roots,” she said.


  “What about you? Are you from Kansas City?” I asked. She smiled and the little jolt kickstarted my heart.


  “Believe it or not, I, too, am a small-town girl. I grew up in Peony, Illinois. Went to school in Kansas City and never left,” she said.


  “Did your mom follow you?”


  “She did. There was more opportunity in the big city.” She air-quoted big city.


  The generator outside powered the strong lights that shined on the station. The broken bricks, glass, and concrete had been bulldozed away from the steps leading to the basement, which now served as the sheriff’s station entrance.


  “What’s the latest?” I asked Mac Arnold, the sheriff from the next county over. His entire crew was here. I surveyed the room. Even though we had twenty cots set up, they were all full. Fans were circulating the oppressive, stale air in the room, but it was better than the thick, dusty, humid air outside. Three EMTs were checking out people who had bumps and scrapes.


  “Over fifty people were taken to area hospitals and the death count has risen to fourteen.” Mac’s voice was low enough for only me.


  Our town’s population was just over a thousand. Fourteen people were going to make a difference in the town’s dynamic. How many people would move now that they’d lost everything? I reviewed the list Mac had compiled about injuries and what hospitals people were taken to.


  I hoped Alyssa didn’t hear Mac’s news. “It’s getting dark. How many people are still unaccounted for?”


  “Well, we’re not sure who was in town. And we’re still combing some of the houses on the east side. We have over eighty-five percent accounted for.”


  That sounded positive. This was the weekend of graduations and end-of-school parties, so chances the unaccounted were out of town were high. “Is FEMA still digging?”


  “They’ll stop if we get any phone calls from people who we haven’t reached,” he said.


  “I’ll leave you to it.”


   


  

   


  “You’re falling asleep standing up.”


  Alyssa looked at me with hooded eyes and stifled a yawn. “I’m here for you, Sheriff.”


  I touched her face to wipe off dust, but my fingers lingered on her cheek. Her skin was smooth and soft, and for a moment, I forgot about the atrocities of the day. “It’s midnight. We both need rest.”


  “Are we sleeping at the station?”


  “No, I’m taking you to my house.” She leaned against my shoulder as I walked her to the squad car. The normally five-minute drive was pushed to ten as I drove slowly around piles of bricks, tree limbs, and dumpsters.


  I hadn’t seen my family yet. The house was eerily dark. I didn’t have a generator. When I lost power, I always went to my parents’ house. This was a sad reminder that I needed to get one.


  “Hey, Alyssa, wake up.” I shook her gently. She snuggled against me and made a cute little sighing noise. I smiled and turned off the car. A part of me wanted to lean my head back and fall asleep with Alyssa in my arms, but we both needed solid sleep on a bed.


  “What? Where are we?” Alyssa asked. She rubbed her eyes and stretched. It took her about five seconds before her eyes flew open and she slid away from me. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you. I’m just so exhausted.”


  “Come on. Let’s go inside. We have a long day ahead.” I turned on my flashlight and grabbed her hand. “Watch where you step.”


  “You have a nice place,” she said.


  “I can’t tell you how happy I am that it’s still standing. Come on. The bedroom is upstairs.” I showed Alyssa the bathroom and my bedroom and pulled out a T-shirt and a pair of sweats even though it was warm and stuffy inside. “Get comfortable. I’m going to check on my parents.” I made my way back downstairs and knocked on the guest room door before I opened it. My mom slipped out of bed and hugged me. I don’t know who started crying first, but we woke up my dad.


  “If you keep that up, I’m going to start crying and you know then we’ll never stop.” His voice was gruff, but I knew he was a softie. My mom lit the candle on the nightstand.


  “Dad, I’m really sorry you all lost the house and the diner.” I sat on the bed and reached for him.


  He held me close. “Insurance will cover the house and our things. I just know it’s going to be a hard month ahead for you. We’re thankful your house is still standing.”


  “You can stay here as long as you want.”


  “I know, kiddo. Thank you. I can finally get around to some of the projects here like fixing the basement door and installing an attic fan.”


  “You worry about getting a fair deal from your insurance company. That’s first. My stuff can wait.” I shifted off the bed and kissed them both good night. “Get some sleep. We all have an early start tomorrow.” I closed the door behind me and locked up before I headed upstairs.


  The full moonlight was a blessing since the entire town was out of power. Alyssa was fully dressed and asleep in my bed. I took off her damp shoes and peeled off her socks. She had small feet with manicured toes. I opened both windows for air. The night was silent. No crickets, no frogs, no humming of the outside lights on my property. It was eerie and a somber reminder that the tornado disrupted everything, including nature.


  I grabbed fresh clothes and slipped into the bathroom to clean up the best I could with two gallons of water. I didn’t trust the water in the lines. I wasn’t nearly as clean as I wanted to be, but it was good to be out of dirty, torn clothes. I stretched out on the couch and thought about the longest day of my life. Bayonet, Missouri, had a real struggle ahead. We were a strong town, but this was surreal. I drifted off to sleep hoping today was just a bad dream and tomorrow everything would be back to normal except somehow I still wanted Alyssa around.


  






  Chapter Seven


  


  I heard people whispering but I was too tired and sore to realize I wasn’t still asleep. I rolled over and reached for my pillow but came up empty-handed.


  “Who are you?”


  I popped open one eye when I realized they were asking me. I winced at the early morning sunlight. Where the hell was I?


  “Who are you?” they asked again. It was an older couple, about my mom’s age.


  I moved up in the bed until my back was pressed against the headboard. I kept the anger out of my voice because for a few moments, I had no idea where I was. “I’m Alyssa. I came here with the sheriff.”


  Both of them instantly relaxed. “We thought you were a squatter. We’re Katy’s parents. I’m Stacy and this is Grant. We’re the Emersons.”


  I squeezed Stacy’s hand. “I’m so sorry to hear about your house. And the diner.”


  “We’re just thankful Katy’s house wasn’t hit. It’s probably one of the few in the area still standing. Are you Katy’s new girlfriend?”


  My heart beat a little faster at their question. I was kind of getting a lesbian vibe from her, but their confirmation gave me hope. Worst timing ever for a possible date, but it was nice to have that information tucked away. “I’m a volunteer. She pulled me over for speeding. We ended up in your diner’s parking lot.”


  “She gave you a ticket during a tornado?”


  “The tornado came up out of nowhere. We didn’t have time. She pulled me into the diner and we hid in the cooler.” I didn’t want to talk about our ordeal because I didn’t know how much Katy wanted her family to know.


  “It’s a good thing it was bolted into the floor,” Grant said.


  Katy poked her head in after knocking. “Did my parents wake you up?” She stood in the doorway wearing a tight khaki T-shirt that showed off her curves and khaki cargo pants. She was wearing a different pair of boots and her hair cascaded over her shoulders and down her back. I swallowed hard. She was magnificent and powerful.


  “They thought I was a squatter.”


  “Like who’s been sleeping in my bed from Goldilocks?” she asked. She turned to her parents. “I’m headed out in about five. Dad, do you want a ride over to the house or do you want the Gator?”


  “We’ll take the Gator and check out the house and the diner,” he said.


  Katy handed him a radio. “Check in with me and be careful.”


  I jumped up because I was the only one not ready to start the day. I stifled my groan and straightened out the scrubs. “Just give me a few minutes to get ready.”


  “I put a new toothbrush and some clothes that might fit you in the bathroom. Your shoes are dry. I put them out last night after you fell asleep.”


  I patted down my unruly curls, fully aware of how awful I must look. “Thank you for the hospitality. Yesterday was the longest day. I don’t know how you are going to do this for the months to come.”


  “It’ll be hard, but we’ll get a lot of help. Do you want to come into town with me today? I can take you to your car. I don’t know when we’ll have a tow truck for it, but maybe you can get some of your personal items out of it.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and waited for my answer.


  I bit my lip at her intensity when our eyes met. Now was not the time to hit on her. “I would love a ride. Give me five minutes.”


  “Don’t use the water from the faucet. We don’t know if it’s been contaminated. Use the bottled water instead. I’ll see you downstairs.”


  I slipped into the bathroom, thankful for the clean clothes. I splashed water on my face and brushed my teeth. I ignored the dark circles under my eyes and pinched color into my cheeks. Five minutes later, I entered the kitchen and put on my sneakers that Katy had left by the stairs. She greeted me with a Gatorade that was still somewhat cold from her refrigerator.


  “Our options for breakfast are Clif Bars, apples, or dry cereal.” Her hair was brushed back in a no-nonsense bun at the back of her neck. Her duty belt was low on her hips. She twirled a sheriff’s ball cap in her hand and looked at me expectantly. She was antsy.


  I grabbed both a Clif Bar and an apple. “I’m ready.”


  “Great. Let’s go.” She grabbed another ball cap that said Willow County Sheriff’s Dept. and locked the door behind us. “Here, this will help keep the dust out of your hair and the sun from your eyes.”


  “And it will keep people from trying to run me off. I’ll just say ‘I’m with the sheriff.’” I watched as Katy blushed and slipped on a pair of sunglasses before looking at me.


  “That’ll work, too. Let’s swing by your car and see if they have that road cleared.”


  There were about ten times the number of cars and people as last night. “Are all these people here to help or gawk?”


  “If they are this far in, probably to help.” Katy parked near the tangled metal mess that once was my car.


  My heart still hurt seeing it totaled. That car and I had been through so much. “Is it weird that I’m sad to see my car like this? I mean, it’s just a car.”


  “I get it. I once wrecked a 1969 Camaro and I still tear up thinking about it,” she said.


  I laughed and it sounded foreign coming out of my mouth. I felt guilty at the sound given that I was standing in a town that wasn’t much of anything anymore. I could see the volunteer tents lined down Main Street where, before the tornado, I wouldn’t have been able to see. “You know what I mean. People get attached to their cars.”


  “She was midnight black and smoking hot. My first true love.”


  I felt her smile all the way down to my toes. “I would say I’m surprised, but I’m not.”


  She put her hand on her heart. “What? Are you making fun of me?” She was so damn charming. “Come on. Let’s see what we can salvage here. Be careful and don’t cut yourself.”


  With her strong arm out to steady me, I climbed through the front windshield. My nose wrinkled at the smell of wet and muddy upholstery. It took a crowbar to get the glove compartment opened. Most of the paperwork was dripping wet. There wasn’t anything worth salvaging. I had a small victory when I found my purse wedged under the back seat. Everything else was destroyed. I was glad to have most of my camera equipment. I’d hated paying five hundred dollars for the case, but not so much now that everything was safe and had survived the tornado.


  “I’m sorry about your car.”


  I waved it off like it wasn’t a big deal. “I’m sorry about your town. A car can be replaced in a week.”


  She huffed out a big sigh. “I wish it was that easy here.”


  “Put me to work and let’s see what we can do.” I wished I had a pain reliever because my arms felt like wet noodles and my knees felt wobbly. I wasn’t cut out to lift concrete blocks and drag large branches long distances. But I wanted to help and I had the sheriff’s blessing to be here.


  I snapped photos of the volunteers and workers throwing bricks into the back of dump trucks, people making piles of salvageable items from stores, and Willow’s Power and Light utility trucks lined up to fix downed power lines. It was hard to believe that less than twenty-four hours ago, it was a scene out of a war-torn town.


  “Is everyone accounted for? What about Hodges? Was it wiped out, too?” When I switched out my camera battery, I thought of the Luffs and wondered if their ranch was hit by the tornado. I visualized bridezilla shaking her fist at the twister yelling “not today!” I hoped they were safe even though Mandy was awful.


  “We’ll find out,” Katy said.


  I followed her down the stairs to the basement of the station where it was standing room only. All beds were taken as workers who worked through the night caught a few hours of sleep. The room smelled of dust, sweat, and burnt coffee. The generator outside was running power to large fans, but with so many people inside, it was hard to get a good flow around the entire room. I stood by Katy and listened as she was briefed by a soft-spoken young man with a crew cut and a slight lisp.


  “We’ve heard from everyone except the Booker place and the two farms on 10.”


  “I’ll grab Robert and head that way.”


  “Channel 15 got through,” he said.


  Katy shook her head. “I’ll handle them. Where are they?”


  “Down at the winery.”


  She flipped her wrist and looked at her watch. It was the kind you wound up by turning the tiny knob back and forth until the tension couldn’t stand another twist. It was probably a family heirloom. “It’s seven oh five now. I’ll check in every hour. How long are you at this station?”


  “Until eight. Then I’m rotating out with someone down from Clinton.”


  “Stay connected.”


  He nodded at her. “Will do, boss.”


  “Let’s take care of the reporters and then grab Robert on our way out to the Booker place,” Katy said to me.


  I followed her down the street until we saw a sign that said Martha’s Vines with an arrow pointing east. “What did you do this weekend, Alyssa? Well, I visited Martha’s Vineyard.”


  Katy laughed. “The owner’s name really is Martha. And she brings a lot of tourism to the area, believe it or not.”


  We sobered up the closer we got to the winery. The only thing standing was a stone firepit. The rows of budding grapes were swept away. There was one thing left standing in the field, and I made it my mission to find out what it was.


  “I’ll talk to the news crew. Be careful where you walk.”


  It was hard not watching her do her job. Her demeanor screamed authority. I could hear her bark at them for driving through a roadblock and on private property just to sneak into town. I walked over to see what was still standing in the field and found a stake with two of the smallest grapes still clinging to it. It amazed me what was still standing after a tornado. I took several pictures of them with the leveled town in the background. I met Katy halfway through the vineyard and she didn’t look happy.


  “What’s going on?” I asked.


  “They want to talk to you.” Her full lips were pressed in a tight, straight line.


  “Me? Why? What did I do?” I quickened my step. “Can I help you?”


  “Are you Alyssa Bates? I’m Tamryn Swan from News 15 out of Clinton. I wanted to congratulate you on your photos from the tornado.”


  The reporter looked clean and fresh. I envied everything about her from her pressed clothes to her styled hair and perfect makeup. It reminded me of how dusty and crusty I felt. My confidence was shot standing in front of her. “What are you talking about?”


  “You don’t know?”


  “Uh, no. We’re kind of dealing with a natural disaster right now so things outside this town haven’t been too important.”


  “Here, take a look at this.”


  She handed me her iPad and on the front page of the Associated Press’s website were four of my photos. One was Katy with blood on her shirt and the side of her face, crouching down radioing for help; one of her holding Liam; one of a deputy helping somebody out from the church basement; and one of the high school aged boys covered in dust climbing over the debris, his bare foot dirty and cut.


  “You also made the Weather Channel, CNN, and a few other major news channels. I’d like to interview you.”


  “Are you kidding me? Look at this place. Look at me. Now isn’t the time.”


  “It’s the perfect time. We’ll showcase your photos and tell your story on tonight’s news. You were on the front lines. Once we have a quick chat, we’ll leave per the sheriff’s request.”


  I suddenly hated reporters. But telling the story of this horrible ordeal was something I wanted, so I found myself nodding in agreement. They wasted no time hooking up a microphone to my dirty scrubs. The old classic Don Henley song “Dirty Laundry” cued up in my head as I spent too much time staring at Tamryn. How she could smile at a time like this seemed surreal. She stood next to me and nodded after the cameraman nodded to her.


  “I’m standing in the small town of Bayonet that was literally wiped out by a tornado yesterday. With me is photographer Alyssa Bates, who captured a lot of the early rescue efforts. Thank you, Alyssa, for speaking with us today. What was the ordeal like?”


  “It was the worst thing I’d ever experienced. I’m still in shock.”


  “Do you live here?”


  “No, I’m from Lee’s Summit. I was on my way to a wedding when I got pulled over by the sheriff. We were close to a diner and hid inside the cooler right before the tornado hit.”


  “That must have been frightening.”


  I nodded and tried to block out the moment it hit us and how I thought we were going to die. “The tornado pretty much took this entire town. It’s going to take a lot of time and money to rebuild.”


  “You could have gone home yesterday, but you stayed to help and document the event,” she said. I must have given her a look of disbelief at the question, because she backpedaled. “It was very nice of you to stay and volunteer to help. From what I can see, there is so much to do. Thankfully, the National Guard is here to help organize. What has been the most rewarding part?”


  I was glad she revamped the question. “Helping people. I can’t imagine what losing everything feels like. I’ve met some wonderful people under the worst circumstances, and I feel like I’ll always have a connection here.” I quickly looked at Katy, who was standing by waiting for me. Her arms were crossed and she looked irritated at them, but she gave me a quick, small smile.


  “You took some incredible photos, which we are putting up on the screen for our viewers to see. What’s one thing you want people to know about what happened here?”


  I looked into the camera. “The people of Bayonet and Hodges and every other town this massive tornado hit are going to need everything. There is nothing left here. Houses and businesses are going to need to start from scratch, so whatever money you can donate to these towns would be greatly appreciated.”


  “Thank you, Alyssa, for your time and your photos that really show the horrors of what happened here in Bayonet.”


  She turned back to the cameraman and closed out the interview. I handed the mic clipped to the neckline of my shirt back to the sound guy and walked over to Katy. “The photo looked better than I thought it did. Also, I hate that they have internet and the rest of us don’t. How is that even possible?”


  “Swanky news truck. I predict we’ll have sketchy service before too long. Are you ready to hit some farms and see if anybody needs us?”


  “Definitely. Are they going to leave?” I thumbed back at the news crew, who were taking their sweet time packing up.


  “Probably not, but I have more important things to do, and I don’t need to waste it chasing after them,” Katy said.


  






  Chapter Eight


  


  I didn’t like the quiet. We pulled up in the driveway and I immediately regretted bringing Alyssa. I should have left her in town so she could help there. I gave Robert a look and he gave me a curt nod. He moved ahead of us.


  “What’s he doing?” she asked.


  I pretended to tighten the laces on my boots and pulled my cap down a little tighter. “He’s headed to the house, and we’ll head over to the barn.” The horses in the field probably belonged to the Bookers. After seeing the house split and the barn completely gone, I wasn’t sure how that was possible.


  “We should probably go with Robert. I don’t know if I can stand to see a hurt animal. I mean, people we know how to help, but I don’t know the first thing about administering first aid to a cow or goat or horse.” Alyssa pointed to the three horses we could see in the distance.


  “You’re not wrong, but just be prepared,” I said. She knew about the fourteen deaths. It was all everyone was talking about. I was surprised the news crew didn’t ask her if she knew the victims. I handed her a flashlight and a fresh pair of gloves.


  “Boss, I’m going to need you over by the south side of the house. We have a survivor.” Robert’s excited voice boomed over the walkie. I grabbed Alyssa’s hand and ran to where he was.


  “What’s happening?” I asked.


  Robert was moving sections of wood and drywall. “There’s somebody down here.”


  Both Alyssa and I started digging. The sections were too heavy for the three of us to lift so Robert went back to the SUV and returned with two sledgehammers. I grabbed one and started smashing everything. “You’re going to have to back up. I don’t want anything to hit you.” Alyssa stood to the side and watched. She took photos but I knew the second we needed her, she would abandon her job of photographer and slip into volunteer. We peeled back layers of roof and ceilings until we uncovered a clawfoot bathtub that had overturned.


  “There’s somebody underneath,” Robert said. He looked at Alyssa. “Run back to the car and get the jack and crowbar. It’s got to be hard to breathe like this.”


  Alyssa ran to the car while we continued digging through the pile. My heart was ready to explode at the heavy lifting and twisting and turning as we threw debris behind us. “Hello? Can you hear us?” Robert and I stopped for a moment. We heard tapping against the metal tub. As much as I hated how heavy the old-fashioned tub was, it probably saved this person’s life. Robert and I climbed down and tried to lift the tub up, but there was still too much weight pressing it down.


  “Maybe you can pull some of the heavy stuff off by using the SUV? Don’t they come with towing equipment?” Alyssa asked.


  “Great idea!” I ran back to the SUV and drove it to a spot Robert pointed to.


  “This is part of the frame. If we can move this back a few feet, we should be able to get enough weight off.”


  I parked and shimmied under the bumper to find the winch. The steel braided cord looked thin, but I knew it could do the job. I gave the hook to Robert, who looped it under a beam and gave me a thumbs-up. Alyssa had backed up out of harm’s way, and I cranked the power slowly and steadily until the frame slid off the top with several other layers. Once he yelled “clear” I joined him on the ground and slid the jack into place as he lifted up one of the sides with the crowbar. “This is Sheriff Emerson and Deputy Williams. We’re here to help. Can you hear us?” I shined my flashlight and saw an older man curled up inside. He moaned. I grabbed my walkie. “Six hundred to dispatch.”


  “Dispatch, go ahead.”


  “I need an ambulance at the Booker place as soon as possible. We have a survivor who needs medical attention.” I clipped my walkie back on my belt and grabbed several pieces of wood to stack next to the jack if it failed. By the time we had the tub jacked high enough to see who was under it, the ambulance pulled up beside us. I stood. “Bring the stretcher. We’re going to have to slip it underneath him. We can’t risk the weight of the debris shifting and knocking the tub over.” Robert and I stood back to give the EMTs room. Alyssa stood next to me and grabbed my hand.


  “Is there anybody else? Do we need to keep looking?” she asked.


  “Eugene. Eugene. Is there anybody else we need to look for?” Robert said.


  He moaned something, but we couldn’t understand him.


  “Eugene, don’t try to talk. Can you nod if there’s somebody else or shake your head no?”


  When he shook his head, the three of us visibly relaxed. While he wasn’t in the best shape, he was alive. It took the EMTs five minutes to get him strapped to the gurney and wiggle him away from the tub. His left ankle was crushed, and his foot was bent in an unnatural way. Alyssa walked away from us. One EMT immediately tended to his ankle while the other checked his stats. “Let’s get him out of here.”


  It had taken us over an hour to dig Eugene out. The other two farms on this road had moderate damage but both families were okay. I called dispatch to inform FEMA. I was sore and tired and it wasn’t even noon. We headed back into town to check in.


  “Hey, I have service.”


  Alyssa held up her phone victoriously. Robert checked his and shook his head.


  “Nothing here.”


  “Oh, wait. It’s gone again.” She frowned and shrugged.


  I parked the SUV as close as I could to the controlled chaos that was now the center of my town. There were a lot of people here to help. I knew it was a matter of time before more news trucks made their way to the frontlines because people wanted to talk. They needed to share their feelings and experiences.


  “What’s going on?” I asked Daisy when we found her.


  Daisy was sitting at a table, passing out waters as people filed in and out of the makeshift station. “People are trying to get their insurance agents in and the whole town is overwhelmed.”


  I turned to Alyssa. “Why don’t you hang out here and help Daisy for a bit? I’m going to check in.” She looked bone tired after the heavy lifting at Eugene’s. It was only a matter of time before I had to send her home. She had a life that didn’t involve Bayonet’s problems. I leaned closer. “Daisy looks tired, but she won’t go home. I need eyes on her.”


  She looked relieved to have a moment to sit. “Sure. Whatever you need.” I smiled and headed to the FEMA tents. People were able to make calls to family and friends to let them know they were okay. FEMA said they had restored some cell service, but it would be another day before the towers were fixed. I got more hugs and tears than ever before.


  “Sheriff, what are we going to do?” Brenda Mitchell, who owned the Craft & Candle store, hugged me and cried on my shoulder. She and my mother graduated high school the same year. I’d known Brenda my entire life.


  “We’re going to rebuild, Ms. Mitchell. It might take time, but we’ll do it. And I’ll be here every step of the way.”


  She pulled away. “How are your parents? Are they okay?”


  I nodded. “They’re at my house. Their house was hit. So was the Lunch Box. But they are healthy and safe and we were very fortunate.”


  Brenda made it over to the church in time because she was working and not home, but her neighbor was one of the fourteen who didn’t survive. Most of the victims lived on her street.


  “I just don’t know what to do.” She pointed behind us to the pile of bricks and mortar that was once her business. It was obvious she didn’t have a clue on where to start.


  “First of all, do you have a place to stay?” I knew that her son had moved to Columbia, Missouri. She was a widow and never remarried when her husband died.


  “I’m staying with Linda and Nick Combs.” Their house was one of the few still standing. I couldn’t imagine Brenda staying in a FEMA tent. Her son was a lawyer and would probably help her deal with the insurance claims, but she hadn’t been able to reach him. It had been twenty-four hours since the tornado struck, and it had been nationwide news ever since.


  “I’m sure Noah will show up soon. You left a message, right?”


  “Yes. On his cell phone and his office voice mail.”


  “I’m sure it’s just a matter of time before he reaches out.” Hopefully, sooner rather than later.


  I looked at the graying sky. The rain would hinder the cleanup efforts. One of the guardsmen informed me that more dump trucks were arriving in about an hour along with more security. We had three pieces of heavy equipment on site to help remove debris. The shower truck and laundry truck, services offered in Kansas City for the homeless population, were parked near the Lunch Box to give people a chance to clean up. It amazed me how quick the response was to our disaster. At this point, my job was to make people feel safe. We’d get through this, one house at a time, one business at a time.


  “Why don’t you head to the station and get off your feet for a bit? We’ll let you know when we hear from your son.”


  “Tell your parents I’m glad they’re okay,” Brenda said.


  My parents’ house was a brisk five-minute walk from downtown. I wanted to see the damage for myself. Plus, I didn’t trust my dad to not do anything stupid. He was notorious for bad decisions, and with a knee that buckled, I worried about him digging through the destruction. I radioed dispatch to let them know what I was doing.


  “Sheriff, we have a woman over here who wants to speak with you.” A deputy stopped me. I recognized him from previous events, but he wasn’t from my county and I couldn’t remember his name.


  “What can I do for you?” The woman was in her mid-fifties, very well put together, and clean. It was obvious she just arrived. Great. The last thing I needed was somebody wanting an interview.


  “Hi, Sheriff. My name is Dena Bates. I think my daughter is with you.”


  “You’re Alyssa’s mom. Yes, she’s at the station now. Well, in the basement.” At her puzzled look, I continued explaining. “It’s the only thing left so we’ve moved down there. She’s volunteering.” I looked at her shoes, which were about as practical as her daughter’s original pair. “It’s pretty uneven around here. Why don’t I get her?” She clutched my arm.


  “Is she okay?”


  I smiled and patted her hand. “She’s wonderful.” I grabbed the walkie. “Six hundred to dispatch.”


  “Go ahead.”


  Hearing Daisy’s voice gave me a sense of belonging. Even through this horrible ordeal, I knew we were going to be okay. “Daisy, can you ask Alyssa if she can meet me over by the church?”


  There was a slight pause before I heard my answer. “She’s on her way.”


  “Ten-four.”


  “What happened? How did she end up here?” Dena put her hands on her hips, and a part of me felt like she was scolding me, but I wasn’t sure she knew the whole story.


  “I think it’s best that she tells you what happened. She’ll be here in just a minute.” The last thing I wanted was to start off on the wrong foot with Alyssa’s mother. First impressions were everything, and I was usually impressive to parents. I watched as she scanned the town square.


  “I’m so sorry this happened. How many miles was the tornado on the ground?”


  “We don’t know for sure, but I’ve heard that the destruction goes from just west of us to past Hodges, so at least eighteen miles.”


  “Was it an EF5?” she asked.


  “We won’t know for sure until the professionals rate it, but I believe it to be either an EF4 or EF5.”


  “Mom? What are you doing here?” Alyssa whizzed past me and headed straight for her mother’s arms.


  “Honey, I wanted to make sure you were okay. I hadn’t heard from you since yesterday and I was worried.”


  I was used to dealing with tragedy. It came with the job. When Alyssa sobbed in her mother’s arms, I realized that the last twenty-four hours was a lot for anyone to take. Even though she still had a place to go home to and would get a car sooner than later, surviving a tornado like this was a lot.


  “She’s been a real help.” I didn’t know what else to say.


  “How did you end up here, baby?” Dena cupped Alyssa’s face in her hands.


  Alyssa sniffed and cleared her throat. “Sheriff pulled me over for speeding. The tornado kicked up out of nowhere so we ran into a diner and hid in the cooler.”


  I kept my face as stoic as I could when Dena looked at me.


  “It’s probably a good thing she pulled you over. They always say it’s never good to try to outrun a tornado. Where’s your car now?”


  “There’s nothing left of it. It’s stuck in a ditch down the road. You probably passed it on the way in.” She pointed behind her mother. “When things slow down here, we can get a tow truck in and have it towed back to Lee’s Summit. Right now, the sheriff and almost the entire town is picking up small pieces.”


  “It’s out of the way so whenever you want the tow truck to get it, let me know and I’ll ensure they don’t have a problem,” I said.


  “Let’s get out of here so the sheriff can get back to work.” Dena touched my arm. “Thank you for taking care of my daughter.”


  “She saved us. She’s a good woman.” I felt the heat on my cheeks and saw a slight flush on Alyssa’s neck at my compliment. “Thank you for getting me out of the cooler. And thank you for sticking around and helping us find survivors.”


  She hugged me, and even though it felt awkward because it was happening in front of her mother, it felt right, too. “I’ll never forget this weekend. I’m so sorry this happened to your town. If you need me for anything at all, let me know,” she said.


  “You have my phone number still, right?” I remembered giving her my business card yesterday even though it felt like months ago.


  “Yes. Hopefully, you get phone service soon. I’ll reach out.”


  I smiled at her softly. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad I pulled you over.” She looked at her feet and back up at me.


  “So am I.”


  






  Chapter Nine


  


  “Your photographs are everywhere. Look, honey. You’re even on ABC World News.”


  Wrapped in a giant robe after taking the longest, hottest shower I could stand, I plopped down on the couch, my sleepiness suddenly replaced with an adrenaline rush I’d never felt before. “Oh, my God.” I grabbed my laptop and pulled up my emails. “Mom. They want more photos. And there’s a bidding war on them. My boss has been trying to reach me. Can I borrow your phone?” Mine wasn’t charging. I’d have to take it in tomorrow and get it replaced. She gave me her phone. I had to look up my boss’s number. “Whitney. It’s Alyssa. What’s going on?”


  “Are you okay? You’ve been tough to reach. It looks like you were in hell.”


  “I’m a little sore, but I’m fine. I can’t say that about the town or the hundreds of people who lost everything.”


  “I’m sorry you had to go through that, but I’m glad you’re fine. I hate to make this about business, but I’ve had a lot of people reaching out about your photos. The ones you sent to AP are amazing. How many more do you have?”


  I grabbed my camera and looked at the SD card. “Over two thousand.” Had I gone to the Luff wedding, I would have about the same. Candid photos were the best, and the last twenty-four hours were nothing but candid. Shit. The wedding. “Did the Luffs ever call you about their wedding photographer not showing up?” I cringed as I waited for her answer. I knew Hodges got hit, too, but I didn’t know to what extent.


  “Not a word from them,” she said.


  “I hope they’re okay.”


  “I hope so, too. As far as your photos, can you watermark them and put them on the website? We can send outlets the link.” I knew she was excited because this was big, but I felt dirty about making money from this horrific ordeal.


  “I want to donate all the proceeds to Bayonet or Willow County. Is that possible?”


  I heard a sharp intake of breath. Whitney wasn’t happy with that. “This is your big break. Your photos are phenom. You’re always looking for the breakaway job.”


  “I mean, you’ll still get the company cut,” I said.


  “Why? You weren’t on assignment. The photos are yours. Only donate a portion. You deserve to get paid for this. Everybody wins. You’ll get exposure and money and so will the town.”


  “I don’t feel right profiting from someone else’s tragedy.”


  “That’s understandable. Were you able to get any releases?”


  Nothing was bigger than releases. “I got verbals from the little boy’s family, the sheriff, the deputies, and the first wave of volunteers. Most of my photos were in public places, so I’m not worried about anybody suing. I mean, especially if the money goes directly to the town. I’ll start a GoFundMe page today.”


  “Get on the photos. I’ll send emails to everyone telling them one hundred percent of the money will go to rebuilding the town. You’ve got an hour.”


  “On it, boss.” I hung up and downloaded my photos to my laptop. My mom sat beside me and pointed to the ones she thought were good, which was almost every one. “It was awful. I never want to be in another tornado again.” My ears still popped when I swallowed or yawned.


  I narrowed the list down to two hundred photos at five hundred dollars per picture. It felt outrageous, but I had the only first-on-the-scene photos. If people wanted to help, this was the way. Across the top in big, bold letters I stated that all money would go directly to the towns in Willow County for rebuilding purposes.


  “You could always write a book about your story and publish your photos that way. I’m sure somebody would help you.” My mother had the best ideas. While I wasn’t a writer, I did know people in the business.


  “That’s a brilliant idea. I have a lot to say about what I went through. What Katy and I went through.”


  “Who’s Katy?”


  I shook my head. “I mean Sheriff Emerson. You go through something like that and you’re on a first-name basis.” I didn’t tell her about how many times we held hands or how often I leaned into her for strength.


  “What happens now?”


  I stared at the screen intently. “Now we wait and watch the website and see how many people jump on and order photos.”


  “Is that normal? I mean, don’t most people just send in photos and cross their fingers? I remember you said that once,” she said.


  “This is completely not normal, and I don’t even know if it’s going to work. I’m going to start the GoFundMe page and link it on the photograph site.” I started explaining it, but I saw her eyes gloss over the more I tried explaining, so I gave up.


  “Are you hungry? Do you want me to fix something to eat?”


  One could not live on Clif Bars alone. I needed something savory. “I can DoorDash something,” I said.


  “How about breakfast for dinner? Pancakes, bacon, eggs.”


  “That sounds even better.” By the time I got the GoFundMe set up and used a photo of the decimated town square, I had sold three photos. “We have fifteen hundred already!” My mom raced over to see which photos sold.


  “Those are good ones.”


  “Oh, another four just sold.” I couldn’t believe it. In the span of five minutes, I sold seven photos at five hundred a pop. It was unheard of. I knew of a few lucky photographers who got thousands of dollars for celebrity photos, but this was Middle America. These were photos of a town nobody knew with people who lived small town lives.


  “I’m so proud of you.”


  She kissed my cheek and slid a plate of food under my nose. I pushed my laptop away so I could eat. I was famished. “I need to get to the Apple store and get a new phone. Or get this one checked out.” I held up my iPhone. “I’m carrying around a brick in my pocket.”


  “It’s Sunday evening. Everything is already closed.”


  “Shit. Okay. I’ll try in the morning.” I ate while posting the GoFundMe page to all my social media platforms. Whitney shared my post and within minutes, money started trickling in. “This is amazing. I never thought people would be so generous.” Fifty dollars here, one hundred dollars there, and an anonymous person donated five hundred within an hour of the page going up. I had set a goal of ten thousand dollars, but quickly changed it to fifty thousand since it was obvious people wanted to help. “Mom, look at this. Can you believe it?”


  “It’s amazing what a photo can do. Good job, baby.”


  She kissed the top of my head and excused herself. She got about as much sleep as I did last night. Tomorrow was a busy day. I emailed my insurance company photos of the car. I hoped they would agree it was totaled and pay me a fair price, but I knew I wasn’t going to get as much as I thought the car was worth. By the time I crawled into bed, over half my photos sold and I had over twenty thousand in the GoFundMe account.


   


  

   


  “What’s taking so long?”


  The salesclerk at Apple was transferring data to my new phone. I had walked the store twice and played with the new iPad. Life up here was business as usual while people eighty miles away were trying to salvage keepsakes from rubble. I was anxious to get back to Bayonet and tell Katy the news. I knew she was busy, but I couldn’t stay away. It was the first organic relationship I’d had in a long time.


  “Your messages are coming through and you have a lot. How long has it been since you’ve read them?”


  “Almost two days.”


  He looked surprised. “You get this many messages a day?”


  I didn’t even want to explain what happened. I just wanted my phone and wanted to get out of there. “Not normally. The last two days have been crazy.” After a few more minutes, he finally handed me my phone.


  “Let me know if you need anything else.”


  I waved it at him. “Thanks. Have a nice day.” I raced out of the store only to be momentarily confused because I couldn’t find my car. I clicked the unlock button and realized the green Jeep right in front of me was my ride. The insurance company had instructed me to get a rental, and this seemed like the best option for driving back into a tornado disaster zone.


  I slipped inside and pulled up my messages. I had over two hundred texts and direct messages on Insta and Twitter. Immediately, I pulled up bridezilla’s texts. Several angry messages followed by a final text in all caps that read YOU’RE FIRED! That message came in right after the tornado hit and I was trapped in the cooler. Peggy had texted me, too. I didn’t bother with the voice mails because I knew they were hateful.


  I answered several Are you okay? texts and others who had congratulated me on my photographs that were now worldwide. I wanted to get on the road so I answered the important messages and headed to Bayonet to give Katy the good news.


   


  

   


  “Miss Alyssa. What brings you back down here? Are you taking care of your car today?”


  I was so relieved to see Robert at the roadblock. “I’m here to talk to the sheriff. I have Gatorade in the cooler and snacks in back if you all are thirsty.” I popped the trunk and he and two guardsmen grabbed apples and Gatorade.


  “Thank you so much. Go on in. Sheriff is somewhere in there barking at people.” He winked at me and waved me through.


  I parked not far from Main Street. My heart dropped to my stomach when I found her in the crowd. Her stance was unmistakable. Today she was wearing khaki pants and a short-sleeved button-down state-issued shirt. Her hair was pulled back and she was engrossed in a conversation with somebody in a darker uniform. She did a double take when she saw me. Our eyes met across the street and the look she shot me gave me chills. There was no mistaking it. She was into me. Hunger and desire were delivered in one look that made my knees weak and chills explode down my body. I stifled the shiver. I gave her a soft smile and a shrug. I pointed to the cooler I was wheeling behind me. She held her finger up to the man she was speaking with and walked over to me and pulled me into her arms.


  “What are you doing here? I mean, I’m glad you’re here, but I thought I wouldn’t see you for a long time.”


  Her fingers lingered on my arm and I tried not to smile so hard because of the monumental mess we were standing in, but it was difficult. “I had some news to share with you and I wanted to do it in person.”


  “Do you want to go to the station?” Her voice rose as a dump truck rolled past us.


  “Too many people. Can we sit somewhere quiet?”


  She nodded and gave a short, piercing whistle to the man she was talking to. He turned and she held up ten fingers. He nodded.


  “Ten minutes, huh?”


  “That’s just for starters.” She looked around and pointed at a tent with folding chairs. “Let’s pull some chairs out.” I followed her and waited as she grabbed two chairs and moved them away from the noise and the hustle and bustle of the tents. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”


  Her eyes roamed up and down and I blushed at her attention. “Thanks. It’s nice to be clean and in fresh clothes.”


  She smoothed her hair back and nodded. “I took a shower in the portable truck, and while I couldn’t shave or deep condition my hair, the hot water felt amazing.” She put her hand on my knee. “What’s going on?”


  I handed her a cold Gatorade and pulled up my phone, praying they had service.


  “Look for Wi-Fi and you’ll see FEMA. The password is Bayonet.”


  “Got it. Okay. Hear me out.” I held up my hands as though she might get upset.


  She took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m listening.”


  “I sold photographs online from the destruction and damage of the tornado to news outlets.” Her eyebrows twitched and she frowned but remained quiet. “Five hundred dollars each. I’ve sold one hundred and thirty-six as of right now. The money is yours to help rebuild the town. I also started a GoFundMe that right now is at eighty-eight thousand dollars. That’s over one hundred and fifty thousand dollars for the county and it’s only been a day. I know it’ll taper off, but I can see this blowing up over the next few weeks.”


  She stared at me and looked away. I thought she was going to be mad at me, but she turned to face me again, cupped my face, and brought her lips to mine. My first reaction was to pull her closer to me. I hadn’t been reading the signs wrong. Her full lips pressed against mine and desire ignited every cell in my body. I was hyperaware of her touch and how soft her hands were on my face. Her mouth was warm and demanding and when our tongues touched, I knew this was meant to be. We broke apart only because we heard giggling and realized we were in public.


  “That’s incredible. I don’t even know what to say. I mean, that can be used for so much.” She clutched my hands.


  “There’s more. I’m thinking of doing a photo journal book of when it hit, the aftermath, the cleanup, and the rebuilding of Bayonet. I’m sure you all have photos of what it looked like before the tornado. A large portion of the book could be donated as well.”


  “I can’t believe you did all of this. Why? I mean, Bayonet is just a town people pass through.”


  “I tried to pass through it, but the town sheriff stopped me and wanted to get locked in a cooler with me. I mean, I’ve been picked up before, but never by a tornado and a woman at the same time.” I smiled at my corny line.


  “When all of this gets to a manageable level, I want to take you out. Obviously, where you live because the best food in this town, the Lunch Box, is under construction,” she said.


  I grew serious for a moment. “How are your parents doing?”


  She blew out a big sigh. “Surprisingly well given they lost everything. My dad brought the generator over so we have power at my house now. It was a little banged up, but still works.”


  “Good. How are the insurance companies responding?”


  “It’s been two days but we’re seeing more of them.”


  Her radio crackled and she was needed somewhere. “I have to go, but whatever you need, let me know. I’m sure the people here will sign releases once they know what’s happening. Take photos but be careful.” She pointed at my boots. “I’m glad you’re wearing good shoes.”


  “Lesson learned. Thank you. I’ll find you later.”


  I wanted to skip and dance around with excitement. I was right about Katy. We had chemistry and it wasn’t because we were trapped in a metal box together thinking we were going to die.


  I grabbed my cooler after offering the people in the tents the rest of the cold Gatorades and apples. I took photos of the workers and the townspeople who stopped in to charge their phones, grab a snack, and rest for a few minutes. I spent ten minutes listening to three old men who were at Telly’s Bar and Grill and survived. The only thing standing was the counter that they were hiding behind. After the tornado passed through, one of them reached up and poured beers for the people who were crouched down with them. I wanted to believe them because we all needed something fun. I snapped a picture of them and continued my trek through town.


  I saw Katy several times, and every time our eyes met, my heart fluttered. Now wasn’t the time or the place, but soon. I could wait. I left with an additional seven hundred photos that I could put under the cleaning up phase. My goal over the next few days was finding a publishing company that would be interested in a photo book of the Bayonet tornado or find somebody who knew how to set one up on a self-publishing site.


  Saying good-bye to Katy was awkward because she was in the middle of something, but she stopped and hugged me quickly. She brushed her thumb on the side of my face. “I’ll talk to you soon.”


  I thought I was going to drive home, but guilt and uncertainty made me turn on Highway 57. It wasn’t littered with debris, but one could tell a tornado tore across the road. My heart sank when I pulled onto the Luff property. Their beautiful house was mostly destroyed. The only thing standing was the barn. It looked solid. I was happy to see cattle still on their property. They didn’t lose everything. People stopped working when they saw my car. I parked far enough away from the cleanup efforts.


  A worker walked up to me. “Can I help you?”


  “I’m looking for Peggy or Mandy Luff. Are either of them around?” I asked.


  “Head on over to the barn. You’ll find her there, ma’am.” He nodded and tipped his Stetson at me. I loathed being called ma’am, but that’s what they did down here. It wasn’t as insulting as being called that at a perfume counter in Saks.


  “Thank you. Is it okay that I’m parked here?” I pointed to the Jeep. The last thing I needed was another claim on my insurance.


  “You’re far enough away. It’s fine.”


  I walked over to the barn and peeked inside. I had to know for myself that the Luffs were okay. “Hi, is Peggy or Mandy here?”


  “Oh, my goodness. Alyssa, you’re okay!” Peggy greeted me with a hug and tears.


  “I’m so sorry I didn’t make it. I tried.” I couldn’t believe I was tearing up in her arms. Her daughter was hateful and officially fired me, but I was still invested in their well-being.


  “It’s okay. Because of you, we were all in the barn. When the tornado rolled through, we were able to get to the storm shelter.” She pointed to the north corner of the barn. “You saved us.”


  Relief washed over me as tears fell. “I got pulled over for speeding and then got stuck in a cooler during the tornado. I lost my phone in the whole ordeal. I was really hoping you all made it to safety. Is everybody okay?”


  “Jason had to get stitches in his leg and one of the groomsmen broke his ankle falling down the shelter stairs, but we’re all good.” She squeezed my hands. “You really saved us. Thank you.”


  “Well, you finally made it.” Mandy showed up with her hands on her hips.


  I dropped Peggy’s hands. “Really? You already fired me. I just came here to make sure you were okay. I’m sorry I got stuck in a tornado and couldn’t make it to your wedding.” I wanted to say more, but I pressed my lips together and put my hands on my hips, too.


  “We’re still paying you,” Peggy said and immediately put up her hand when Mandy’s face screwed up into a hateful scowl. “It’s the least we can do since we were all here at the barn per your instruction. I don’t know how many of us would’ve survived if we weren’t already here.”


  “I didn’t do the job, so you don’t have to pay me,” I said.


  “At least we’ll compensate you for your time.”


  Maybe that would cover the deductible. I nodded because I wasn’t stupid and I was only there because of them. “Thank you. Just so you know, I started a GoFundMe account for Willow County and am selling my photographs of the destruction to raise money as well. All the money goes to the town.”


  “That’s amazing, Alyssa. Thank you. I haven’t left the ranch. Is it just as bad everywhere else?” Peggy asked.


  “Bayonet was decimated.”


  She covered her mouth with both hands. “Oh, no. I heard it was bad, but I didn’t know just how bad. We haven’t had time or energy to look at the news. We’ve been trying hard to round up cattle and sheep and stay safe.”


  “It’s a mess. I just came from there. Here, let me show you some photos.” I handed her my camera and showed her how to forward to the next photo.


  “This is horrible. Did everyone survive?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know names, but there were fourteen fatalities in Bayonet. I don’t know if Hodges had any, but you could probably get into town if you wanted to.” Maybe Peggy could send one of the farmhands into town.


  “Thank you for stopping by and checking on us. We’ll be sure to reach out when things get better and we have a new date for the wedding,” Peggy said.


  “We fired her, remember?” Mandy said.


  Once a bridezilla, always a bridezilla. Peggy gritted her teeth and turned to her daughter. “You’re lucky Alyssa is still interested. How many people have you fired during this wedding?”


  Mandy looked guilty and backed down.


  “As long as I’m paying, I get final say and if Alyssa wants the job, it’s hers,” Peggy said.


  “Thank you, Peggy. Let’s see where things are when you’re ready to try again. In the meantime, do you mind if I take a few photos of the ranch?”


  “That’s fine. Just be careful and don’t get hurt.”


  “Thank you. I’ll reach out again.” I walked around the ranch and took photos of cattle roaming the property, the smashed-in roof, a photo through the kitchen window of a vase of dying flowers on the table that had somehow survived the two-hundred-mile winds, the obvious path the tornado took, and the barn that still stood. It was an emotional day, and I was anxious to get back to the comfort and safety of my house. I was fortunate, but the sadness of what people lost finally got to me and I cried most of the way home.


  






  Chapter Ten


  


  It was almost a month to the day the tornado hit that I finally took a weekend off. I slept hard from Friday night until Saturday afternoon. I wanted to sleep longer, but my mother reminded me that I had a wonderful woman waiting for me to take her to dinner.


  Water and electricity were restored to the places that could handle it. I was floored by how fast houses and businesses were going up. A few families packed up and left, but most stayed. Alyssa had visited every weekend taking photos and volunteering her services where they were needed. She and her mother baked dozens of cookies, and when she pulled into town on Saturday mornings, people lined up for them. She was fast becoming the hero of the EF5 Willow County tornado. Her GoFundMe raised over two hundred thousand dollars and she sold every single photo on the site, which added an additional hundred thousand. The rest of her photos she was saving for the book she was writing. She’d found a small, local publishing company who provided an editor and layout artist. We texted daily and talked on the phone every couple of days. Starting a relationship while managing a natural disaster wasn’t easy, but Alyssa was worth the wait. Tonight was my first night away from Bayonet, away from my parents, and away from the stresses of my job. I was officially off until Monday morning.


  “What are you wearing?” Mom asked.


  I’d forgotten what it was like to have my parents meddle in my life. Living with them again had been a blessing and a curse. I was glad they survived the tornado, but my mother needed something to do besides focus on me. According to her, I wasn’t eating enough, drinking enough, or sleeping enough. I needed to cut loose but answer every call because I had a very important job.


  “I don’t know, but I’ll find something.” I knew exactly what I was going to wear, but I didn’t feel like arguing with her. It was almost July and that meant the humidity and the heat were oppressive. I never felt comfortable in shorts because I thought my legs were too long, so I slipped into a pale blue summer dress and flat sandals. Heels were out of the question. I was already six feet tall. I pulled my hair back only for the drive. I planned on letting it down when I got to Alyssa’s. “What do you think?”


  My mom teared up. “Oh, honey. You look so beautiful. I’m so happy you are taking the weekend for yourself.”


  “I can’t tell you how nice it is to be clean and wearing anything besides my uniform.”


  “You look beautiful. It doesn’t matter what you wear.” We both knew she was lying. She hated my uniform. It was practical and part of the job. More than anything else, it was a symbol. People trusted me when I wore it, but she thought the drab color washed me out.


  “Well, don’t stay up. I don’t know when I’ll be home.”


  “You should just stay there because I don’t want you to drive at night. Your dad and I will be fine.”


  I smiled. “We’ll see. I slept for almost fourteen hours. I’ll be awake for a bit.”


  “Just be careful. Tell Alyssa we said hello.”


  I took a deep breath when I stepped outside. I’d ordered a basic sedan online after my personal car was a total loss. It was silver with less than twenty thousand miles on it. With everything going on, I didn’t have time to think about what I really wanted. I just needed something to drive.


  On my way. I sent Alyssa a quick text. The plan tonight was to eat a nice dinner out and relax at her place. I was ready for normalcy. The closer I got to Lee’s Summit, the lighter my shoulders felt. The last month had aged me. My new-to-me car announced I had a new text message. I liked how everything was hands free. Maybe I’d keep this car.


  Can’t wait to see you finally.


  I smiled when my car said the words “heart emoji.” I was lucky that Alyssa was so understanding and knew I had to put any sort of dating life on hold until I had a handle on fixing the town. It was a slow process, but I was fast approaching burnout and my mental health was important. Daisy was pushing me to “take that lovely girl out on a proper date.”


  Alyssa and I both knew that time alone was the next level in our relationship, and I was ready for it. I wanted to lose myself in her for just one night. My heart raced when I turned onto her street. I let my hair down and pulled into her driveway. She lived in a townhouse, and I smiled when I saw a curtain flutter upstairs. I grabbed the flowers I’d impulsively stopped to buy and walked up to her door. She opened it before I even knocked and gaped at me.


  “You look…I mean…” She waved her hand up and down. “You look amazing.” She gave me the nicest hug. “Thank you for giving me tonight.”


  “I needed to get away and couldn’t think of a better way to spend it than with you.” I kissed her softly. I knew we had all night, but I missed her warm, full lips. Kissing her was worth the drive. It was exciting and gave me a different purpose than worrying about everything else. She made me forget about the bad and focus only on the good. “You look incredible.” I let my gaze roam her body. Her taupe skirt hit right above her knee and the rose-colored sleeveless blouse showed off her toned arms. Her sandals had a slight heel so even though I towered over her, it was easier to kiss her.


  She stepped away from me. “Please come in. Let me give you a quick tour. It’s not much, but it’s mine.”


  “I think it’s warm and cozy,” I said. She once told me that photography wasn’t a profitable profession, but she had nice things and her place was inviting. It was small, but tastefully decorated. I picked up a photo on the mantel and smiled when I recognized her and her mother. “How old were you here?”


  She slid next to me and took the frame from my hand. “Eighteen. Right after high school graduation. I was so young then.”


  I tipped her chin up so I could look into her eyes. “You’re even more beautiful now.” Then I kissed her. It started off as a smooth brush of my lips over hers but ignited into a feathery warmth that spread throughout my body and made me deepen the kiss. She tasted like iced tea and sugar. It was refreshing against the heat of my mouth. Her low moans mimicked my own and I had to pull back for fear of us not making it to dinner. I tucked a curl behind her ear. “We should leave now. I could use a decent meal and good company.” I was running off cold fast food, energy bars, and casseroles people dropped off at the station. I also didn’t want to fuck things up with Alyssa by moving too fast. Technically, this was our first date.


  “I’m hungry. I could eat anything.” She bit her bottom lip and looked me in the eyes. Double entendre noted.


  I rubbed my thumb on her cheek and smiled softly. I was going to enjoy getting to know Alyssa. “Let’s go before it’s too late.”


  Her exhale was audible and I vowed to be worth the wait. To take my time with her, make her feel special because she was.


   


  

   


  “It’s late. Why don’t you stay the night?” Alyssa locked her fingers with mine and gently pulled me to the front door. I raised my eyebrows at her suggestion, and she laughed nervously.


  We’d just had an amazing dinner where we talked about everything from our childhoods, the awkward teenage years where she tried to convince me she was quiet and shy with only a few friends, to the tornado that brought our lives together. Alyssa had written her account of our story and interviewed several families around town. She said she wasn’t a journalist, but from what I’d read, she really captured the emotions of the moment. She interviewed people who were rebuilding and some who had scraped up what they could of their belongings and left. I was excited to see it finished. I kept her updated on the town’s progress. Most of Main Street was cleared and new construction started. With the help from the world, I guessed we’d be up and running before Christmas.


  “I mean, it’s dark, you have to be exhausted from working nonstop for a month. You can have my bed and I will sleep on the couch,” she said.


  Secretly, I hoped she’d ask because I was still tired. Had I not had this date, I would be at home, in bed, listening to my mother rant about color schemes and whether she should go with white or stainless steel on all appliances.


  “I think that sounds wonderful. It’s nice to have a conversation without getting interrupted by people left and right.” The incessant dinging of new messages from my staff disrupted our private calls in the evenings. Tonight, my phone was on silent. I wasn’t risking it. Bayonet and Willow County could live without me for a night.


  “Can I pour you a glass of wine?” she asked. She ran her fingertips down my arm when she walked by me.


  I nodded and tried not to let her touch affect me so much. We hadn’t kissed since I picked her up several hours ago, and it was the only thing on my mind every time she spoke. I stared at her lips knowing how soft they were. How perfectly they fit against mine. “Thank you.” I accepted the glass and sat next to her on the couch.


  “What are you thinking about?”


  I played with one of her curls and smiled at her. “You.”


  “What about me?”


  “Just our story. Pulling you over.”


  “During a tornado,” she quickly added.


  I smiled. “At the start of a tornado.”


  She shrugged. “Semantics.”


  I locked her fingers with mine. “How many couples can say they have a beginning like ours?”


  She cocked her head at me and gave me a sexy, confident smile. “So, we’re a couple?”


  Busted. She was the only woman who occupied my waking thoughts since I pulled her over a month ago. “A bit premature, but I have to say, you’re the only person I’m talking to.” She leaned forward and kissed me softly. The tang of fresh strawberries from dessert still lingered on her full lips. Everything about her was delightful. I didn’t want the night to end. She put her glass on the table and draped her wrists over my shoulders.


  “I like everything about this. Well, not the tornado part, but I’m glad that I met you, Katy Emerson. You’re exciting and I’m looking forward to being a…” She paused for effect. “To being a couple with you.” She ran her fingertip along my bottom lip.


  My exhaustion vanished and was quickly replaced with a jolt of excitement at the realization of being here, with her, alone without the hustle of what had recently become my life. “I’m happy I’m here. Thank you for agreeing to this date,” I said.


  “All because you wanted to pull me over because I’m cute,” she said.


  “How could I know that? You were driving so fast that I couldn’t even see your face.” I kissed her again playfully and quickly stood. “That reminds me. I have something for you.” I went to my purse by the door.


  “You, dinner, and flowers. What more could a girl want?” She looked at me with a smile that both melted my heart and hardened parts of my body I had ignored far too long.


  I sat closer to her and handed her a piece of paper. “I forgot to give this to you.”


  She looked at it and howled with laughter. She rewarded me by straddling me on the sofa. “You’re kidding me, right?”


  I put my hands on her thighs. Her warm skin under my fingertips made me very aware that only a few pieces of thin clothing separated our bodies. “I mean, just because you’re dating the sheriff doesn’t mean you get special privileges.”


  “But nine thousand, nine-hundred and ninety-nine miles per hour in a thirty-five?”


  She smiled harder the more she read the ticket. There was a lightness in my chest that wasn’t there before I met Alyssa. I watched her cobalt blue eyes scan the ticket I’d handwritten for her before the date.


  “I’m pretty sure you pulled me over in Bayonet, Missouri, not Stranded Hearts, Missouri.”


  “Since I’m sheriff, I officially changed the name.” It was hard to keep a straight face. “Also, technically, I could haul you into jail. That kind of speeding is quite the offense.”


  Her eyes widened playfully. “Will there be handcuffs?”


  I shook my head and frowned at her. “We don’t use those that much anymore. Now we use flex-cuffs, like zip ties.”


  She frowned. “That’s too bad.” Her frown was followed by a wiggle of her right eyebrow.


  “Oh, I still have my standard-issue ones.”


  “Oh, I like that.”


  I gave her thighs a playful squeeze. “If you prefer, you can pay the ticket now.” I pointed to the bottom of it. “The fee is right there.”


  “In red ink? I don’t think this is valid.”


  “It’s definitely legit.”


  “A kiss for every mile over? Hmm. The fine seems pretty steep.”


  I was rewarded with a hot, passionate kiss that left me breathless. “I think it sounds wonderful,” I said between kisses. Our bodies were finding a rhythm and it was getting harder to keep my hands to myself. Alyssa’s hips were moving against mine in a way that was difficult to ignore. I pulled back and ran my fingers down her arms. Goose bumps popped up on her skin. “Are you sure about this?”


  “I know this has been a whirlwind kind of romance, but I’m ready to take our relationship to the next level.” She crawled off me and reached for my hand. “Let’s go back to my room.”


  I didn’t hesitate. “This is one whirlwind I don’t mind getting trapped in with you.”
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  The Art of Love by Ali Vali. When Mimi and Bianca both set their sights on Jolly, sparks fly, loyalties are tested, and hearts collide as they navigate the unpredictable nature of their hearts (978-1-63679-719-9)



  The Other Side of Forever by Kel McCord. Will Kenzie and Rachel be able to make love work when Rachel’s cozy suburban dream feels like Kenzie’s worst nightmare? (978-1-63679-812-7)



  The Secrets of Rhydian Hill by Ronica Black. A doctor in need of a new start. A woman running from a killer. A love story that could end in tragedy. (978-1-63679-880-6)



  Feeling Lucky by Krystina Rivers. What happens when, despite suddenly having enough money to buy almost anything, Lucy and Tanner start to discover that maybe all they need is each other? (978-1-63679-876-9)



  Iceberg by Gun Brooke. When Lady Arabella hires Zandra, she never expects to find love, especially not as a disaster looms on the horizon. (978-1-63679-908-7)



  It Happened One Semester by Aurora Rey. After a Pride night hookup, can eager new Assistant Professor Hudson Greene and Dean of Advising Callie Shaw overcome the odds and ace falling in love? (978-1-63679-814-1)



  It’s Kind of a Bad Idea by Sarah G. Levine. What happens when an emotionally unavailable serial dater meets the one woman she can’t help but fall for—who happens to be the one woman who told her not to? (978-1-63679-920-9)



  Thankful for You by Tagan Shepard. Everyone deserves to find their person, maybe Karen has finally found hers? (978-1-63679-884-4)



  What Happens on Location by Nan Campbell. How can Helen produce a successful movie when its director is the woman responsible for the demise of her marriage? (978-1-63679-904-9)


  When Love Comes Around by Radclyffe and Ronica Black. Can Maya Sanchez and Nolan Wright trust each other enough to build something real, or will the past tear them apart? (978-1-63679-930-8)
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