






Author’s Note



Thank you for joining Grace and Noah on their journey. I hope that Summer Island’s magic has touched you as it has touched me. In its fog-swept coves and quiet streets friendship runs deep, and the love of a good yarn runs even deeper.

For a detailed look at the inspiration for Jilly’s amazing desserts, try Dorie Greenspan’s Paris Sweets: Great Desserts from the City’s Best Pastry Shops. Even if you don’t cook, the book will seduce you. You can almost taste the macarons and madeleines melting on your tongue. Grace would definitely approve.

To learn more about the arduous responsibilities of a bomb disposal expert, look for Bomb Squad: A Year Inside the Nation’s Most Exclusive Police Unit. Richard Esposito and Ted Gerstein offer an unforgettable glimpse into this small, select world.

I hope you will watch for more Summer Island books coming soon. One by one old friends will be pulled back home. And as seasons change, each one will face secrets and betrayals—along with the healing gift of love.

With warmest wishes,

Christina
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CHAPTER ONE



NOAH MCLEOD TOOK A DEEP BREATH. Wind gusted up the street, stabbing at his face. He hunched his shoulders, facing the icy gale. The cold air was actually a relief after the horrible day he’d just had.

It always took time to shrug off the work. You didn’t forget, but at least you managed to move on. If bad dreams and explosions haunted your sleep, then you shrugged those off, too.

Slowly Noah flipped up the collar of his leather coat. He focused on the cold, slipping into the moment and letting the hard edge of duty and responsibility fade, repeating the rule he had learned years before.

You have to move on. If you can’t leave the work behind, it will drive you over the edge and one day you’ll snap.

Noah had seen it happen too often. In a job where you fought mayhem and horror on a daily basis, balance was everything. He tried to remember that rule now.

After the savage day he’d just finished, he was entitled to bury his work deep and forget about responsibility. He’d been fielding emergency calls every night for a month now, and emergency calls came to his department for just one reason.

Because everyone else had failed.

His department was the place you called when you could smell the bitter edge of your own fear. You called Noah’s unit when you had an improvised explosive device or a nasty set of wires shoved into what could be a brick of Semtex. Noah was the man who always knew which wires to pull and when to back away.

Far, far away.

But tonight had been too close. He had nearly become a splatter on a concrete wall, thanks to a close encounter with a new device no one in D.C. had ever seen before. For thirty mind-blurring seconds he had looked death right between the eyes. Then he’d remembered seeing something similar in Afghanistan seven months earlier. Once Noah had seen the interior wiring, he’d made the connection. But it had been a close call.

He closed his eyes, feeling the wind pick up, rattling the windows behind him. The building where he worked was surrounded by high fences and concrete walls. For security reasons, there was no sign or business name posted. The black trucks parked outside didn’t have government plates. As far as outsiders could tell, they belonged to a civilian waste-disposal company.


But the disposal Noah did was far more dangerous.

A weight dug into his shoulders as he looked up at the top window of his lab. Inside that secure room, computers were updated nightly with data about every new model of explosive device made anywhere in the world. Each morning his team pored over that data and integrated the knowledge into their disposal procedures. No detail was ignored. His team trained hard, and Noah was proud that they were the best—and that they still had their lives to prove it.

His brother hadn’t been so lucky.

Frowning, Noah ran a hand through his dark hair.

You can’t go back. Matt is gone. The remote car bomb that took him is a footnote in your government training manuals now, and you all learned from it. But Matt didn’t have the resources you have. So he’s gone.

Pack it up and move on.

It was the same conversation Noah always had about this time of night after a long, demanding shift. But how did you forget a beloved brother whose generosity and laughter had touched everyone around him? The cold sense of loss had become Noah’s old friend, as familiar as his guilt. He hadn’t been able to reach his brother in time to help. There had been next to nothing left of the body after the explosion.

And Noah knew he should have been the one who died in that explosion.


He blew out an angry breath. A big storm was headed in that night. According to the weather reports, there could be a foot of snow. Maybe more. Good thing he didn’t have far to drive.

As he walked down the quiet street, Noah saw the brightly lit windows of the big townhouse on the opposite corner. He heard muted music and saw people moving inside, all diamonds and furs, dressed for a big night out. It felt odd and disconnected, like watching a movie.

Then Noah saw her.

She appeared within the frame of the window, calm and beautiful amid a throng of beautiful women. Her dark hair swung around her face and even at this distance Noah swore he could see the shimmer of her eyes. She stood right by the glass, and when she looked out light fell on the black dress she wore, brushing her high cheekbones and full mouth.

She wasn’t beautiful, Noah thought. Her nose was a little short and her chin a little too long. No, not beautiful. Yet he couldn’t look away.

Something about her touched him, made him feel as if his world was perfect and intact. Safe and stable, as if there was still decency and honor to be found if you looked for it.

He bit back a harsh laugh. His chosen work had stripped him of any such illusions. Any breath could be your last. Any friendly face could hold murderous deceit. He knew that cold truth from personal experience.

He felt something brush his neck. Snowflakes spiraled down in the dark.

He should be going.

But he couldn’t pull his gaze from that big window.

She smiled at a man in a dark suit that looked hand tailored. She toyed with her necklace and then shook her head when a waiter offered more champagne. Orchids gleamed on a pedestal beside her. The chandelier winked over her head.

She outshone everything, in nothing but a plain black dress and a necklace with one simple pearl.

A little curve of hair brushed her neck. Noah wondered how it would feel sliding against his fingers. How her skin would warm at his slow touch.

Would she—

He jammed his hands into his pockets, suddenly aware of the night and the snow. Was he off his head? He wasn’t a man to be easily distracted. He didn’t fantasize about strange women he saw through a distant window. Noah enjoyed his share of hot, uncomplicated sex, and he didn’t lack for willing partners in his bed. But he made sure that any woman in his arms knew that he was offering only a few hours of pleasure and laughter.

No strings. No future. No tears. He enjoyed a woman’s company—but he could walk away without a backward glance.


But this woman wouldn’t be easy to forget.

The knowledge made him go still. Something told Noah that this woman would trust and hope, offering her dreams and hopes in return. That trust would make her dangerous and impossible to forget. As it was, she distracted him, and she was barely visible through the window. What kind of distraction would she present if he actually met her and spoke with her?

If he touched her?

Snow brushed his neck, and Noah sighed. The storm was already pounding toward D.C. Why was he standing here, gawking like an idiot, wondering about a woman he was never going to meet?

Shift was over. He should be having a few drinks with his team by now. Maybe he’d find an easygoing woman who laughed just a little too much and wouldn’t mind that Noah almost never smiled. The potential for hot, reckless sex had seemed like an excellent idea two hours ago, when he had been staring down four red wires in a cheap metal box, on his way to becoming a dead man.

“Everything okay, McLeod? No problems with your shoulder after the blast today?”

Noah swung around at the unexpected interruption. Ed Merrill, his superior, was pushing forty and carried about twenty-five extra pounds. He had just given up smoking and his temper could be volatile. Now he was frowning as he pulled a set of car keys from the pocket of his parka.


“I’m fine, sir.”

The older man studied Noah intently, missing nothing. “You did all the right things. You took safe assessment and identified the device. Then you pulled back and waited for the backup team. Everything by the book.”

“Yes, I got it right, sir.” Noah’s voice hardened. “Except the timer went wacko and spontaneously detonated, throwing me twenty feet against that concrete wall. I should have been faster—and smarter. I should have taken more precautions. I expect it in my men, so I damned well better expect it in myself.” Noah cleared his throat. “Sir.”

“Noted. But this is a new category of device here. You responded as well as anyone could, and you made the connection before it was too late. Rest assured, we’ll do a thorough review on Monday, once forensics has gutted those components. Meanwhile, don’t grind yourself up about it. Go get a beer and relax.”

“Just what I was planning to do,” Noah said quietly.

His superior turned up his collar against the icy wind. “Good. There won’t be anything new until the tech people weigh in anyway. So go somewhere dark and smoky. Female companionship highly encouraged. It’s a good night to remember you’re still alive.” Merrill’s eyes narrowed. “Are you involved with someone?”

“No, sir.”


“Good. There’ll be plenty of time for commitment once your hot time is done.”

Hot time meant working with live explosive devices. Hot time took all you had, all you were. Everyone on Noah’s team knew the truth. You sweated and you prepared and then you did it all again the next day. Not much was left behind when you closed the door and headed home.

Without thinking, Noah turned slightly. His gaze slid back to the party in the big house across the street. The woman’s hair glinted amber as she turned under the chandelier. He could almost smell her perfume as she moved, trailing a hint of something sweet but subtle. He felt a kick of hunger. Lust mixed with sharpening curiosity.

He had to meet her, just once.

“Noah, did you hear me?”

“Sorry, sir. I was just thinking about finding someplace dark and smoky.”

“You keep looking at that party going on across the street. You know the owner?”

“No, sir.”

Merrill tossed his keys up and down. “I do. That house is owned by a very wealthy media executive. Six magazines, four radio networks and three cable channels, last time anyone counted. And the woman in the window—someone you know?”

“No, sir.”

“Someone you want to know? I could wrangle an introduction.” Merrill smiled slowly. “My wife did some legal work for the owner several months back. I could walk over and pull a few strings, if you’re interested in meeting her.”

“Who?” Noah tried to look bored.

“The woman you’ve been staring at. There’s snow all over your coat, in case you haven’t noticed. The storm is due to hit in the next two hours, and they’re saying we can expect a couple of feet. So you’re going to do one of two things. You’re going to get that beer or you’re going to let me get you an introduction. Make up your mind. I want to be home in time to tuck my kids into bed,” Merrill said gruffly.

Noah rubbed his neck. He was seriously tempted. He wanted to see her face up close and hear her laugh. Suddenly he wanted a dozen things….

Forget it, pal. There’s no place for a woman like that in your life. No room for complications or commitments. Hot time doesn’t leave you anything left to share. You knew that when you signed on.

“No need, sir. Donovan’s meeting me at Wily’s Place. He owes me two hundred now, after our last two games of darts. I figure I’ll double that tonight.” Noah managed to keep his gaze steady, away from the brightly lit house across the street. He was surprised at how hard it was.

“Fine. Go and clean up. You’re entitled. But if that shoulder starts acting up, I want you into medical for evaluation immediately. Is that understood?”

“Absolutely, sir.”


A sudden gust slammed over the street, hammering snow across the nearby cars.

“Good. Now get moving. Trust me, next week is going to be a three-ring circus.” Merrill slid into a mud-spattered SUV that had seen too many miles in the past year. You were never off duty in Noah’s unit. Explosive calls could take the team anywhere on the eastern seaboard at a moment’s notice.

With a wave Merrill drove away. As the lights faded, Noah decided to walk rather than take his car. It was only two short blocks north to the small bar where his friends were waiting for him.

He refused to turn around and look back. He didn’t want to see her face or the elegant line of her shoulders in that black dress. He was going to walk away and forget all about her. A woman like that could creep up on you without warning. With her calm focus and intelligence, she would keep you guessing, shaking up everything you thought was true.

And he wasn’t interested in having his world kicked out from under him, no matter how beautiful her eyes or how sweet her laugh. D.C. was a big town full of pretty women. Noah would find one tonight.

Because tonight he was going to celebrate the fact that he was alive instead of a splatter on a wall.

He shoved his hands into his pockets and turned north into the swirling snow.








CHAPTER TWO



GETTING DRUNK AND FINDING a pretty woman—that had been his plan.

But like a lot of things in Noah’s life, his plan didn’t work out the way he’d hoped. He’d gotten all the way to the bar when he realized his cell phone was locked in his car, parked on the street three blocks over. Noah never used his private cell phone at work. He carried his official pager at all times, but with the storm coming tonight he wanted his cell in good working order. If his family had problems, he needed to be able to contact them.

“Hey, Noah. Where are you going, buddy?” The door opened just as he was turning back, and light spilled over the thin layer of blowing snow. “First round is on the house. Second round is on me. So what are you waiting for?” Two more men from Noah’s explosives unit appeared, peering out. Laughter and smoke and low jazz spilled into the wind.

“I forgot something, Donovan. I’ll be back in ten. Make sure you keep my seat warm and my drink cold.”

The taller man nodded. “You got it.” But Joe Donovan’s eyes were troubled. He had worked with Noah since their select, top-level unit was put together, staffed by experts seconded from the FBI, the Secret Service and every branch of the military. Donovan was Noah’s closest friend and he wasn’t afraid to probe when the situation called for it. He moved down the stairs, speaking quietly. “That was one hell of a save today, buddy. How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” Noah said tightly.

“Glad to hear it. Next week we’ll have to figure out what to do when the next one appears. Because there’s always another one,” Donovan muttered.

“The bomb business is good these days. You know that, Joe.” Noah felt the cold trail over his face and thought about how close he’d come to dying that afternoon.

“But we’re good too. Yeah, we’re the best.” He clamped Noah on the shoulder. “And you’re gonna make us even better. Now get the lead out. Didn’t you hear there’s the mother of all storms headed our way?”

“I heard. I won’t be long.”

The door opened again. Someone shouted at Joe. He gave a wave and then vanished back inside. When Noah turned around, the street was covered by two inches of snow and more was coming down in big, fluffy flakes. Noah was glad his car had four-wheel drive.

He crossed two streets, thinking about what havoc the storm might cause. As he turned the corner, a slim figure appeared in front of the townhouse where the party looked to be in full swing. Noah’s hands tightened.

She was wearing a black wool coat now, fumbling in her pocket. No scarf. No hat. No boots. Delicate evening heels that were never meant to face snow or rain.

Noah saw her drop her gloves. She picked them up and then stopped, looking uncertainly down the street. Her face was toward the light and Noah could have sworn he saw something glinting on her cheeks. Tears?

His hands tightened again. Why was she crying? Had something happened at the party? Had that man—

Not your problem. You’re supposed to be having a nice, rowdy night in a smoke-filled room, remember? Forget about her.

Noah forced his feet on through the snow toward his old, reliable Jeep. He located his cell phone and locked up the car. Suddenly impatient, he jogged back across the street.

He turned his head. Through dancing snowflakes he saw her pass a small art gallery, open for an evening event. Then she stopped, scanning the parked cars and the nearby alley.

Noah didn’t see anything but a row of garbage cans and locked cars. What was she looking for? Had she dropped something?


He tracked her prints back to the townhouse, looking at the snow. Nothing on the ground. No scarf and no fallen purse. It didn’t make sense.

A snow truck growled past, wipers flapping, its big tires throwing up snow in sheets. When it passed, she was gone.

 

GRACE REFUSED TO FALL APART.

All she needed was one or two minutes. Time to calm down, pull herself together and take control. She was a pro at taking charge of her life, after all.

She’d pulled herself together when her mother had stopped caring about her or anything beyond the inside of a bottle. A few months later her grandmother had come down with lupus. She had died within the year. Through it all, Grace’s grandfather had done everything he could to shield her from the dark realities of her life, and Grace had gone along, putting up a brave front, always optimistic and enthusiastic.

Yes, she was famous for pulling herself together. People thought she was serene and unflappable. Grace worked hard to make them believe that be cause she wanted to be those things.

But now as snow dusted her face, she felt the knife twist and twist again, stabbing deep. She had lost the man she loved a year earlier. After the funeral she had managed to pull her life together, helped by friends and the complex research jobs she loved. She was actually starting to feel whole and happy again.

Then she had found the letter.

Then she’d had a call from an old friend, just bursting to give her the helpful news that the man she’d loved and lost had a wife in Thailand. And there had been more gossip about other women, scattered over his far-flung travels as a UN negotiator. He had quite a record as a lover, it turned out. Yes, it had been a nice call, just a helpful update from a concerned friend.

Grace was still trying to recover from the news, and the pain was raw. Did you ever really know a person, she wondered? Or was everything just bits and pieces of a performance?

She brushed away a tear as snow crept down her collar and in the process dropped her gloves in the swirling snow. When she bent to pick them up, she heard a low, muffled sound from the row of cars across the street.

A cry?

She crossed the street, wishing she had brought her boots. Ignoring her frozen toes, she stopped to listen.

Another sound, plaintive and soft.

The noise seemed to be coming from a small alley just beyond a nearby art gallery. A cardboard box tumbled toward her, carried by the wind. When Grace grabbed it, she saw that it was empty.

The sound came again, only this time the muted cry of pain and exhaustion tore at her heart. She plunged forward into the shadows, shivering as snow slid into her sling-back heels. Fumbling a little, she raised her small key-chain light and searched the alley.

A pair of eyes flashed against the darkness, bright in the sudden light. Grace saw a dark shape against a Dumpster near the alley’s far wall. Bending down slowly, she saw a cat half covered with snow and newspapers. As the papers moved, Grace realized there were at least three kittens huddled next to their mother, all of them half-frozen in the snow. If someone didn’t help them, they were going to die. She knew it without question.

Anger made her hands clench. Had someone dumped a pet here to avoid unwanted kittens? Had they hoped that the storm would solve their problem? In Oregon she had seen that kind of callousness too often. She knew the fear and pain of abandoned animals only too well.

But there was no time to be lost. The temperature was dropping and she needed something to hold the shivering animals. They wouldn’t survive the storm that was already pounding the outskirts of D.C.

The big cat’s eyes were dusted with snow and she seemed to struggle to move, nudging one of the kittens closer to the shelter of her body. When she saw Grace lean down, her eyes pricked forward. Then she purred softly.

Grace’s heart lurched at the sound of trust and hope. “I’ll find a warm home for you, sweetie. I promise. Let’s get you somewhere safe.” Grace scanned the Dumpster with her light, looking for a box. But most of the trash was gone; only newspapers remained in one corner. How was she going to bundle the strays back to her car, which was four blocks away?

Frustrated, she leaned down into the Dumpster and rooted through the papers inside.

“Hello?” Snow crunched behind her. “Are you okay, ma’am?”

Grace shot to her feet. A man stood at the mouth of the alley. He wore a black leather jacket and his dark hair was dotted with snow as he walked toward her.

She cleared her throat, suddenly aware of how isolated she was here surrounded by shadows. “I’m fine.” She turned around and headed toward the back door of the restaurant at the other end of the alley.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.” She didn’t look back. She wasn’t taking any chances on a stranger in a dark alley.

But the cat’s low cry made her stop short. It was so cold, so lost. How could she leave them out here, even temporarily?

“Is that a cat I just heard? Out here in the snow?” The man bent down and lifted the piled newspapers, frowning at the wriggling shapes underneath. “Hell. She’s got four kittens here. They’re going to freeze if we don’t get them inside.” The man stood up, frowning. “I’ll go get my car. I’ve got towels and a blanket in the trunk. I just hope it’s not too late.”

The concern in his voice was real. Grace knew she had to trust him. “If you can find a box, I’ll cover them with my coat. Please hurry. The mother cat looks very weak.”

“Keep your coat. I’ll use mine.” Carefully he shouldered off his leather jacket and added his thick wool sweater. Hand knit, Grace noted. Someone had taken great care in working those intricate cables and ribs.

She wondered if it was the work of a mother. A sister.

A wife?

Shivering, she watched him slip one leg over the Dumpster. “Do you have a box?” she asked.

“Just found one.” Leaning lower, he pulled his sweater over the pile of papers, not quite touching the cat. “That should help. Now I’m going for my car. It won’t take me more than a few minutes. Will you be—”

“I’ll be fine. But it’s getting very cold and those kittens are so small. Just hurry.”

 

AN ETERNITY SEEMED TO PASS as she waited.

Grace heard the distant sound of sirens and passing cars. Her feet were nearly numb as she hovered over the cat, talking in a reassuring tone through teeth that chattered.

Finally, car lights flared red at the front of the alley. Grace felt a wave of relief when the man appeared, carrying a big raincoat with a towel folded inside it.

“You okay, ma’am?”

“F-fine. Just a little c-cold. This mother cat is definitely used to people. She licked my hand. So brave.”

The man knelt beside her, studying her face. “You look frozen through. Why don’t you go wait in the car while I round up these guys?”

Grace hesitated. He had calm, nice eyes, but she didn’t know anything about him. Maybe this helpful behavior was just an act.

“Go on. It’s the green Jeep. I’ll drop you off on the way to the animal clinic. This snow is going to make driving slow.”

His calm, take-charge attitude made Grace feel less anxious. “I’d rather help you here. I can h-hold the light while you gather them up.” She held up her little key-chain light and watched approvingly. He was careful and patient as he cradled the small forms in his gloved hands and slid them under his coat. When the mother yowled, he scooped her up carefully and set her in the middle of the box, covering them all with the heavy towel, followed by his sweater and coat. “Mission accomplished. Let’s get this brood moving. Meanwhile, maybe you can shine that light in front of me. I don’t want to drop anyone.”

Grace walked slowly, guiding him around a mound of soggy boxes and two overturned garbage cans. Her feet were nearly numb and her hands began to shake, but she was too relieved at the rescue to care.

“Here we are. Why don’t you sit in front? I’ll set the whole crew on your lap while I drive.”

Grace closed her eyes on a prayer of thanks. For one night at least these animals would be safe. “F-fine. I don’t know who you are, but you couldn’t have picked a better time to come and save us.”

The man gave a low chuckle. “See if you’re still thankful after you see the inside of my Jeep, ma’am.”








CHAPTER THREE



“WHAT’S A LITTLE MESS between friends?” she said.

It was a mess all right. Noah cleared off an old sweatshirt from the seat so she could sit down. He had heard the faint disapproval in her tone. She wouldn’t know that he’d been working for eight days straight, and this was his first real break.

He scooped a fast-food bag off the floor beneath her feet and dumped it in a holder behind him. “Sorry about this stuff.”

“No problem. Everybody has to eat, Mr.—”

“McLeod. Noah.” He set the kittens and their box in her lap, then slid the towel gently around them. “And some people eat better than others,” he said ruefully.

“You’re good with your hands.”

Her voice was husky, raw with cold. Noah was certain that she was freezing. He also noted that she didn’t seem to notice the chill, refusing to take care of herself until she knew the cats were safe. Once they were settled in her lap, he leaned down to crank up the heat around her feet. “Is that better?”

“Pure heaven.”


He pulled out onto the deserted streets, peering through the sheeting snow. “They weren’t kidding. This storm is looking bad. We could be in for a wild ride.”

In the distance an ambulance whined, the sound swallowed by the gusting snow. The whole city seemed deserted, all activity stopped.

“Just as long as we’re warm.” She smiled, staring down at the pile of kittens, curled together warm and snug on her lap. Noah wondered if she realized that her expensive shoes were history and her elegant wool coat was streaked with mud from the Dumpster. If so, it didn’t seem to bother her.

“They look okay.” At least Noah hoped so.

“They’re moving. That’s a good sign. But we have to get them completely warm. Then we’ll work on hydration,” she said firmly.

Noah didn’t hide his surprise. “Are you a vet, ma’am?”

“No.” She smoothed one tiny, soft body, then pulled the towel back in place. “But my grandfather is. I’ve seen him handle abandoned animals about a thousand times, and that’s what he would do. I’m Grace, by the way.”

“Glad to meet you, Grace. And if anyone did the saving tonight, it was you. I’m surprised you saw them near that Dumpster.”

“Just luck. I was…walking slowly. Thinking.”

Her mouth tightened. She blew out a little breath.


A story there, Noah thought. But it wasn’t any of his business.

He drove with extra care, alert for sliding cars and patchy ice. The snow was getting deeper, and the streets were nearly deserted except for an occasional snow truck or ambulance.

He glanced over at Grace, who was holding the box protectively at her chest. Now they had the heat covered, but what were they supposed to do for fluids? Noah was fresh out of baby bottles or eyedroppers.

But he knew someone who wasn’t.

He pulled out his cell phone and hit speed dial. His older brother answered on the third ring, sounding breathless. “McLeod’s. Reed here.”

“Hey, big bro. I’ve got an emergency on my hands. Can you meet me at Dad’s shop in ten minutes? And bring baby blankets—or clean towels.”

There was a potent silence. Then Reed McLeod cleared his throat. “Baby blankets?”

“That’s what I said, big bro.”

“Do I want to know why?”

“Probably not. I don’t have time to explain anyway. There’s zero visibility out here and this storm is just starting. Gotta go. And be sure to bring the big car, will you? I’m not taking chances with these drifts that are forming.”

“This is an emergency?”

“Yeah, it is.” Noah glanced down at the kittens and frowned.


“I was just sitting down to Myra’s amazing dumplings, but I figure the story you’re going to tell me will be worth it. You’re usually good for a story.”

He hung up before Noah could give him an earful.

Noah was a careful driver, but he barely missed getting hit three times in the whiteout. A layer of ice had formed beneath the fresh snow, and by the time he reached the meeting point at his father’s shop, he was ten minutes behind schedule.

He knew that Grace was worrying about the animals, though she didn’t pester him with questions or complaints.

“How are your guys doing?”

“Two of them are moving around. I think they just started nursing, thank heavens. But the other two look very lethargic. The mother needs fluids. And I’m afraid that—” Her breath caught. “Wait. No way.”

“What?” Noah wanted to look over at the kittens, but he didn’t dare take his eyes from the road given the icy conditions. “What happened?”

“You are not going to believe this. I mean really not going to believe it.” Grace’s voice filled with a husky wave of tenderness.

The smoky sound did something odd to Noah’s pulse. “Tell me, Grace.”

“I thought there were four kittens. But now I can see that this cat has three kittens and one puppy.”

“A puppy?” Noah swerved to avoid a Volvo, skidding sideways over a patch of black ice. “Damn. Okay, now would you say that again? You can’t mean—”

“I’m sure of it. The mother is treating them all the same, grooming them in turn, but I know a puppy when I see one. This looks like maybe a collie-retriever mix. He’s licking my finger in search of food. At least I think it’s a he. You’re a big sweetie, aren’t you, honey? So soft.” Her face was radiant when she looked up. She reached over and squeezed Noah’s shoulder. “I couldn’t have managed this without you. How can I possibly repay you?”

As her hand skimmed his arm, Noah felt a stab of heat. He knew a few ways, but they didn’t bear thinking about. Head out of the gutter, pal.

“Let’s say you thank me by giving me at least one of these guys. Preferably two. I’d really like that puppy you’re holding to be one of them. But you found them, so that’s your call.”

“Oh, no. I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I’m only here in D.C. temporarily, so they’ll need homes. Best of all would be keeping them together, at least until the little ones are older.” Something crossed her face, and Noah saw worry darken her eyes. “I’ll be traveling a lot for the next six months. I won’t be able to take any of them with me. What am I going to do?”

“We’ll work something out. They won’t go back on the street.” He spared time for a quick glance and saw her biting her lip. “Are you going far?”

“Chicago. Oregon. Paris. Provence. Back to Paris. Then probably Romania.”


“Yep, I’d say that’s far. What kind of work do you do, anyway?”

“Food research.”

“Come again?” Noah slowed for a light and frowned when he felt his Jeep slide. The ice was getting worse, but he didn’t want to worry her. “Is that like food technology? Artificial fragrances and additives? Because I have to tell you, I hate people who tamper with what we eat. If God had meant us to eat Red Dye #4, hydrogenated fats and square tomatoes, he would have made them that way to begin with.”

Grace smiled faintly. “I’m with you. Basic is best. The kind of research I do is largely historical.”

“Historical food?” Now Noah was really confused. “How historical?”

“About a thousand years. Herbs and storage skills to prevent disease. Medieval food preparation. Royal feasting rituals from Europe and Asia.” She gave a wry smile. “Are you asleep yet?”

“Hell, no. That’s fascinating stuff. My mom would pick your brains to learn about any of that.

She might even surprise you with what she knows.”

“Is she a nutritionist?”

“No. It’s just a hobby of hers. Or family tradition—maybe you’d call it an obsession. She grew up in Ukraine and her family was dirt-poor, so she was hungry a lot as a child. She was homeless when she came to this country. Pretty grim times. She has great respect for a good, nourishing meal and home cooking. She taught all of us to have that.”

“Your family? You cook together?”

Noah nodded. “Four brothers and one sister.” He swerved again, and this time his tires spun out on a patch of ice. He eased off the brake immediately, but noticed that Grace sucked in an anxious breath. Yet even then she didn’t complain.

Strong stomach.

Noah liked that in a woman.

“You can ask my mother for all the details when you meet her.”

“Meet her? But I don’t—”

Noah revved the motor, making the snow fly. The big wheels dug in hard, but they didn’t move. As Noah gunned the motor again, a silver Hummer pulled out of a side street and nosed parallel to the now seriously snowbound Jeep. Grace watched the doors open and two very big men jump out.

She leaned forward, clutching her bundle of babies protectively. “Who are those men?”

“It’s all right, Grace. You can relax.” Noah grinned at the older man, who was wearing a big Russian fur hat. “The cavalry has just arrived.”

 

THEY DIDN’T LOOK LIKE CAVALRY.

They didn’t look like anything Grace had seen before. The younger man was blond with striking cheekbones and a tan as if he worked outside. His face was unreadable as he pulled open Noah’s door. His wary expression deepened to alarm when he saw Grace hunching protectively over the neatly wrapped bundle on her lap. “Hospital, ASAP,” he snapped decisively. “Why didn’t you go straight to the E.R., Noah? You passed one—”

Grace shifted in her seat. “No. I mean, it’s not what you think—”

“No hospital needed. We’re going home,” Noah said firmly. “The women can handle it.” He nodded at Grace.

“Are you crazy? If you have a baby—” Noah’s brother leaned down and lifted a corner of the coat. A mewing sound filled the car. “Cats?” Reed McLeod straightened slowly, his mouth set in a wry grin. “You’ve got cats,” he repeated. Then he yanked Noah outside into a snowbank.

A big man, looking like a jolly commissar in his big hat and long coat, watched them mock-box, jumping and shoving each other through the drifts. He shook his head. “Just ignore them,” he said calmly, smiling at Grace. “They are hopeless, I am afraid. Always competing.”

“I noticed,” she said wryly. This had to be Noah’s father. He looked like a Celtic poet, with eyes the color of a clear highland sky. Grace picked up the hint of an accent in the soft roll of his vowels. “And you must be their father.”

“I must own up to that, yes. We came to help with your…babies.” He gave a dry laugh. “But we will take you and Noah home now. In a real car,” he added proudly.

Grace gathered the towel around her precious brood and rolled down the window a little more. “I could use some help. I’ve got a mother cat and four babies in this box and they’re all moving. Do you think you could—”

She hadn’t finished before the door opened and strong arms lifted her bundle carefully. “Wait for Noah to help you out. These drifts are already up to your knees.” The tall man turned. “Noah, stop fighting with your brother and make yourself useful. Otherwise I will teach you both how to fight for real.”

Ignoring his warning, Grace stepped out and hissed as her feet sank into an icy drift. “We’re taking your car? The Hummer?”

“No car is better. It could drive us to Everest if necessary, but fortunately we do not have to go so far.” The tall man glared sternly at his sons. “You two paper-brains, come here now. Help this nice lady before she freezes.”

Looking sheepish, Noah jumped over a drift and scooped Grace up in his arms. “Sorry. There’s just something about fresh snow.” He gave a crooked grin. “One flake and I have to rub my brother’s face in it. It’s a serious character flaw. But we’ll have you warm and dry shortly.” He frowned as he felt Grace shiver. “Dad will have the heat cranked up to the max, count on it. He may be from Scotland, but he hates the cold.”


“I don’t hate the cold,” Noah’s father said crisply. “I just prefer to be warm and dry. Now, the lady will go in the front. You two go in back with the animals. And have a care that you don’t crush any of them.”

Noah settled Grace in the Hummer’s front seat. Then he took the wrapped bundle from his father. “All here and accounted for.” He clipped the seat belt around Grace. “Are you feeling better now?”

“Much better, thanks. How many inches are we supposed to get tonight?”

“Twenty-six, last I heard. A real bruiser of a storm.” Noah’s father held out a hand. “I am Alex McLeod. A pleasure to meet you.”

“Grace Lindstrom. Thanks for rescuing us.”

“My pleasure. I’ll have us home before my Tatiana’s fried dumplings get cold. It is just over the bridge and a few minutes more.” He shot a measuring glance at his sons. “Mind the young ones. Turn that back heater up so they stay warm. Noah, stay in your Jeep and I will push you over to the curb where it is safe and then we will go home. Meanwhile, no more fighting, you two.”

Grace hid a smile at the murmured sounds of assent. Clearly Alex McLeod ran a tight ship, but the love between the men was equally clear.

“You’ve met Noah. My other son is Reed. Two years older, but not much wiser.” Alex nudged the Jeep carefully toward the curb, using the Hummer’s big front fender. When that task was done, he gave a thumbs-up to his son.


Noah slid into the backseat beside his brother. “Nice job on the Hummer, Dad.”

“Repaired under schedule and under budget,” Reed said proudly. “Our contract was extended for two years. Anytime you want me to look at your fleet vehicles and give your boss a service estimate, I’d be glad to oblige.”

Noah shot a glance at Grace. “I’ll pass that on. Money’s a little tight right now.”

“Where do you work?” Grace’s feet were finally starting to warm up. She tucked them under her and turned back to check on the kittens. Leaning over the seat, she folded down the edge of the towel and caught one wriggling form as it tried to escape beneath Noah’s arm.

“The building near the corner.”

“Down the street from the art gallery? The one with the big fence?”

He nodded.

Grace noticed he said nothing more. “I saw half a dozen trucks parked in the back. The windows were reinforced with steel bars. Are you in law enforcement?”

“I work for the government,” Noah said quietly. A look passed between the three men, and he said nothing more to clarify the statement. Grace realized that he wasn’t going to tell her anything else.

“Hey, get back inside here.” Noah looked down and caught another kitten making a bid for freedom. “These guys are going to be real escape artists. We may need a perimeter gate and security lights.”

“Mom won’t like it if they pee on her furniture, that’s for sure.” Noah’s older brother crossed his arms, smiling a little. “But that’s one scene I might like to see.”

“Not in this lifetime. Your mother will know how to handle them,” Alex McLeod murmured. “She raised all kinds of animals when she was a girl.” His voice warmed. “Here we are, Ms. Lindstrom.”

“Call me Grace, please.”

“Grace, then, and a warm welcome to our house. Wait, please, so that Reed can help you over the snow.”

“Reed will not,” Noah said curtly. “Reed will be a good little boy and take the babies inside while I carry Grace over the snow.”

“Boys. They are always boys,” Alex muttered. He parked the Hummer as easily as if it had been a Prius. At the front door his wife emerged in a hooded coat that looked four sizes too big. Snow dusted her face as she moved onto the front porch. “She was worrying. She always worries.” Alex’s voice filled with love.

The sound made something tug at Grace’s chest. There were deep emotions here. She could almost feel them tug at the air around her.

She smiled when Alex leaped out and grabbed his wife, lifting her as if she weighed nothing. “See. I brought them back safely, just as I said.”


“And if you’ll show some sense, you’ll put me down so we can all get in before we freeze.” His wife’s eyes shone as Alex kissed her. “Enough of that, you big pirate. Was that a cat I heard?”

“Four of them,” Noah said, scooping Grace up off the front seat. “Grace, meet my mother, Tatiana McLeod. Mom, this is Grace Lindstrom, and there are three kittens, a mother cat and a puppy inside that bundle Reed is carrying.”

Grace tried to smooth her hair and tug down the hem of her black dress, which was difficult considering she was still cradled in Noah’s arms. “I’m sorry to intrude on you like this, Mrs. McLeod.”

“Intrude? I love guests, and unexpected ones are the best. I heard this storm could go on throughout the night so I’ve been cooking all afternoon. Now we are ready to eat. You can tuck your babies in before the fire. I have some old sweaters we can use for blankets.”

As soon as they were inside, Tatiana bustled away, giving orders over her shoulder to her two sons.

The small house was neat as a pin, the living room filled with framed pictures. Folded afghans covered two big wing chairs and a faded chintz couch. Books sat in neat stacks on two end tables, with bookmarks inserted, and a pair of old felted wool slippers sat in front of the fireplace. All these details came to Grace as she heard the happy ring of jokes and questions swirl around her. Energy crackled everywhere, marking the bustle and arguments, measuring the depth of love and sharing in the house.

It was nothing like Grace’s family. Grace had known unerring love and generosity, but her grandfather always behaved with reticence and careful restraint. Over the years silence had become natural and soothing. People didn’t shove back chairs and run to the door in the Lindstrom house. Adults didn’t jostle and joke, pounding each other on the back in fun. In fact, all the bustle and laughter of Noah’s family made Grace keenly aware that she was an outsider.

She stared at Noah as he carried her through the living room. “You can put me down now, Noah.”

“Not yet.”

“Why?” Grace frowned as he carried her down a hallway covered with more family photos.

“Because I’m taking you to the kitchen. It’s the warmest room of the house, and my mom has dinner waiting for us. We never keep food waiting.” Noah strode into a big room with wide bay windows overlooking a small backyard. Snow had drifted up, half covering a red wooden fence and most of the branches of the apple trees ranged along one side of the yard. More snow was falling, but inside all was warmth and laughter, and the air was rich with the fragrance of caramelized onions and roasting tomatoes. Little dumplings gleamed, fat and golden, on the stove.


Grace’s mouth began to water. Fried dumplings were one of her favorite things. And something told her that Tatiana McLeod was an amazing cook. With some luck, Grace might even leave with a few old family recipes.

Noah set her down, and she moved toward a faded wing chair near the window. “Not there,” he said quietly. “It’s better for you to sit over here, closer to the fire.”

“Why? Is something wrong?”

For a moment he hesitated. The pain in his eyes confused Grace. Had she said the wrong thing? “Noah, I don’t want to bother your family. You probably have plans for tonight. Maybe I should go.”

“There is always room for one more chair at the table,” he said firmly. “A guest is never turned away.”

The firm tone of his voice made Grace realize this was unswerving ritual, not mere social lip service. This welcome came from old-world hospitality, faithfully preserved in this house. Even if she was an outsider, the knowledge left her feeling a little warmer, harbored against the wind that shook the windows and blanketed the yard with drifts.

This was a real family. The kind Grace used to dream about as an unhappy child. Here there would be laughter and arguments and cooking together around a big stove. Somewhere over the passing years Grace had forgotten about those childhood dreams.


“Are your feet cold?” Tatiana McLeod bustled over, drying her hands on a linen towel.

The woman’s gaze was keen, and Grace felt the force of that scrutiny. “They’re recovering a bit. I smell something wonderful, Mrs. McLeod.”

“Call me Tatiana, please. You are smelling my varenyky. Dumplings, that is. You maybe call them perogies.”

“I love fried dumplings. Do you use sauerkraut inside or turnips and onion? Or simply potatoes?”

“Ah, you know about making varenyky. I am most impressed.”

“I spent some time in Poland last year. I stayed at the University of Warsaw to study for a month.” Grace did not add that she had written a series of articles for a professional English cooking magazine and had won an award for her series.

“Really? You must tell me more.”

“After Poland I visited the Black Sea and was lucky enough to interview the senior chef at the Hotel Odessa. He was a very nice man. He taught me all about varieties of borscht.”

Noah’s mother looked at Grace with outright surprise. “Not many have the good sense to appreciate borscht or our dumplings.” Tatiana wiped her hands on her apron and smiled slowly. “It appears that you are one of the rare few.”

Without looking, Tatiana called to her older son, who was in the process of stealing a cookie from the plate near the window. “No snacking, Reed. You will show good manners before our honored guest, please. That is understood?”

“Yes, Mama.” Reed shook his head. “Although how you have eyes in the back of your head is a mystery to me.”

“Years of practice, my love. There were times I needed them to survive,” Tatiana said quietly. “But enough of that. The food is ready, so now we will eat.”








CHAPTER FOUR



IT WAS A SMALL ROOM, filled with the rich smells that came from slow, loving preparations. Noah’s brother sat beside a petite, animated woman who was sliding a toddler into a high chair. Laughter boomed as food was passed around to the accompaniment of praise and loud arguments. Clearly, everyone had an opinion and even the brothers seemed to know a good deal about cooking. Grace hid her surprise, swept up in the conversation swirling around her. This energetic, nonstop drama was nothing like dinner with her grandfather, though she instantly felt guilty for making comparisons.

Everyone was kind, offering food and including her in the conversation.

When she had eaten eight perogies and couldn’t eat one more mouthful, Grace excused herself to go check on the kittens in the adjacent den, asleep before the fire in a clean box lined with soft flannel sheets. As she stroked their warm fur, she heard Noah lean down beside her.

“Everything okay in here?”

“Just fine. The little ones are sleeping and Mom is getting a well-deserved rest.” Grace smiled as the tiny puppy looked up at Noah and thumped his tail in greeting. “I think he likes you.”

“Good. Because he’s definitely on my wish list. But that’s your call.” He picked up the puppy, his hands gentle. “You’re something special, aren’t you?”

Grace heard the rough tenderness in his voice. His words seemed to melt over her skin.

She pulled away from him, frowning. Angry at herself that she suddenly wanted to lean closer. “Of course you can have him. I couldn’t have got them to safety without you. And it’s clear that he loves you already.” She scratched the puppy gently under the chin. “What are you going to call him?”

“Ivan.” He saw Grace’s questioning look. “As in The Terrible. Since he looks as sweet as sin.” His long fingers skimmed the puppy’s head.

Grace couldn’t seem to look away. “Well. That’s…nice,” she said finally.

Noah shot her a look. “Something tells me that you aren’t used to this kind of chaos. My family gets a bit noisy. At the table you looked a little shell-shocked.”

“I’m not overwhelmed. And I’m not fragile.” Yet, because she felt fragile at that moment, watching Noah stroke the puppy with those careful hands, Grace took a quick breath and squared her shoulders. “I can take care of myself nicely, thank you.”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t. I said that you weren’t used to all our noise and bickering. Dad tells me it’s a Ukrainian thing. My mom, on the other hand, insists it’s a Scottish thing,” he added drily. “So do you have a big family?”

Grace shook her head. “My grandfather is all. He likes things calm and orderly. Everything in its place.”

Noah sat down beside her on the rug. “Sounds nice.” He put the puppy carefully back in the box. “You’re only staying here in D.C. temporarily, you said. What’s your next assignment?”

“I have a magazine article to finish in Chicago and two workshops to teach in Oregon. Then probably three months in Paris.”

Noah gave a low whistle. “Impressive. But all that travel is going to put a kink in my plan to take you out to dinner.” He gave her a steady, straightforward look. “You’re not involved with anyone, I hope.”

She wasn’t—and she didn’t want to become involved. But how was she going to extricate herself without being terribly rude?

Grace ran a hand through her hair, choosing her words carefully. “I…I was involved with someone. He was English. Wonderful. We were going to be married.” Her hands tightened, and she forced them to relax. “It didn’t work out.”

“Sorry to hear it. What happened?” Noah asked quietly.

“Isn’t that a little personal?”

“Probably. But as you can see, my family doesn’t stand on ceremony. So feel free to tell me to shut up and mind my own business.”

Grace looked out the window at the snow. “What happened was that his airplane was shot down while he was on a diplomatic mission in the Sudan. That was sixteen months ago.”

“I’m really sorry, Grace. Losing him like that—well, it must have been horrible.” Noah studied her face. “You two should have had a lot of happy years in front of you. Probably four or five kids in the works.”

In the works.

Grace closed her eyes tightly, imagining snow swirling against the window. She had wanted children badly. She had wanted a little house with roses at the front door and a knitted afghan on every armchair. She had wanted truth and laughter and trust.

Instead—there had been a thousand deceptions.

James had destroyed their chances when he’d had his first affair. And through each following affair another piece of their future had died. And through it all Grace hadn’t guessed a thing.

But she wouldn’t share those details with a stranger.

“I…I’m learning to deal with the loss. I keep trying to believe that everything happens for a reason.” She raised her chin, managing a smile. “Just call me Pollyanna.”

“Never. I’d call you strong. Focused. And very brave,” he said quietly.


He started to touch her hand, then cleared his throat and stood up quickly. A distance filled his face. Grace saw sadness drift through his eyes.

“Noah?”

He turned away as plates rattled in the kitchen. A chair slid out from the table.

“You two coming back to eat? Because I may have to finish these dumplings before they get cold,” Noah’s brother called out, smiling when his wife, small and gorgeous, chided him and dug her elbow into his ribs. He leaned down to kiss her, while Tatiana urged more food on both of them. Reed’s daughter toddled toward him, then crowed with laughter when he held up a long noodle and made it wriggle like a worm.

It was noisy, messy and achingly seductive.

This was what a big family felt like. Grace hadn’t realized there could be so much energy and emotion contained in one small room.

She felt a sudden sense of regret that she had not grown up in this kind of big, noisy family. Growing up, there had been no brothers to tease her and no sisters to confide in. There was no father to offer calm guidance and no mother to protect and steer her. After all, she had never known her father.
 
And her mother was mostly a string of bad memories.

Grace rubbed her forehead. None of that mattered. She was in control of her life now, perfectly content with her grandfather’s love and support. She had a wonderful job doing what she loved most.

There was no room in her life for regrets.

Noah leaned over and pulled an age-softened alpaca afghan around her shoulders. “Everything okay?”

“Just daydreaming. Sorry.”

“Did you like my mother’s dumplings?”

“They were heavenly. I notice she added a little bit of sour cream to her dough. That’s unusual, no?”

“You caught that?” Noah raised an eyebrow and leaned back against the arm of the couch. “It was a custom in her family. You really do know something about foreign food, don’t you?”

Grace didn’t tell him that she had traveled through ten cities in Eastern Europe, interviewing cooks all along the way. She didn’t add that she was planning to write a book on worldwide varieties of dumplings someday.

She looked up as Noah’s mother crossed the room, holding out a cup of hot tea. “You left this, so I made you another. It is nice and hot.” Her eyes were shining. It was clear that she was delighted by the presence of her family, happy to see everyone eating well, safe here within her house. “You are well, Grace? The little cats too?”

“Wonderful.”

“You must eat more! You only had one bowl of borscht and a few perogies. Even Reed’s little girl, in her highchair, can eat one bowl of borscht.”


“No more for me, I’m afraid. Your poppy-seed cake smells wonderful, so I have to save room for that.”

“You will have the first piece then.” Tatiana sat down beside her and held her hands out to the fire. “Did you enjoy your travels in that side of the world? Was there family to visit there?”

“I had a distant cousin from Slovenia. He was held to be quite a good cook. I was very little when I visited with my grandmother, so my memories are blurred. But I remember his borscht above everything. He labored over it, coaxed it and talked to it. When it was done, he served it from a big tureen in blue-and-white porcelain bowls and his finest silver. I think he would have been very happy with your version of the recipe.”

“I would like to have met him. It’s always good to talk about old times and recipes with someone who cares for the past. You have been back recently?”

“Three years ago. I visited Austria and Eastern Europe on a cooking internship. I didn’t get to stay long in one place, but it was fascinating. I learned the common threads that make any cuisine great.”

“I can tell you what those are.” Tatiana swept the table with a lingering glance. “Not salt. Not the best extra-virgin olive oil. It is love that melds the flavors and tenderizes the meat. It makes the thinnest of ingredients go down with wonderful flavor. Is it not so?”


“All true. Even fine ingredients can be ruined by an angry chef or a cook trying to cut corners.”

Tatiana McLeod squeezed her son’s shoulder and smiled slowly. “I like this young woman. You will bring her here to dinner often, Noah. I think she could teach me some things, and that I would enjoy very much.”

“It would be my pleasure, Mama, but that is for the lady to decide.”

Grace had been watching the box by the fire, and suddenly she saw the towel rise and begin to creep over the sides of the box, carried by two inquisitive kittens. The puppy was right behind them, awkward and stumbling on his small, wobbly legs. “Excuse me. I see trouble.”

Grace lunged to collect her charges. One of the kittens mewed and climbed up against her chest, purring loudly. Grace didn’t move, swept by a feeling of contentment so rich and heavy that all movement was beyond her.

Noah grinned as he slung one arm around his mother’s shoulder. “Hard to get irritated when they’re so cute. But that one could be trouble. He’s going to be a real explorer.”

“Just like you,” Tatiana said quietly. “Always moving. Always curious about every little thing. ‘Why does it rain, Mama? What makes the sunset, Mama? How do you make your best borscht, Mama?’”


Noah ran a hand through his hair. “I sound like a menace.”

“Not a menace. A normal and very wonderful child.”

“A menace,” Noah muttered, looking sheepish.

Someone called for Noah’s mother, and she returned, pulling on a fresh apron as she headed through the kitchen.

As three generations of McLeods laughed and joked and argued, Grace felt a sudden longing to be home with her grandfather, eating Swedish meatballs at the kitchen table, catching up on all the news at the animal shelter and the small population of Summer Island. Peter Lindstrom wasn’t growing any younger, and although he had always enjoyed perfect health, Grace knew that could change at any moment. And how could she bear that?

A hand touched Grace’s shoulder. “Hey. Is everything okay? Do you need some help with your little climber?”

“No, I’m fine. They’re all so incredibly cute.” The littlest one snuggled against her chest, rolled onto his back and heaved out a sigh of contentment.

“They definitely know a good thing when they see one. Smart, all of them.”

Noah reached down and rubbed the mother cat gently beneath the chin. She pushed at his hand, eyes slitted with pleasure, purring softly.

“They all like you, Noah. I think you make them feel safe.”


“We always had at least two pets running through the house when I was growing up. Controlled chaos, my father called it. What about you?”

“We didn’t have pets at home. There was no time. My grandfather was a vet, and when I was fourteen he took over the care of the county animal shelter. Then when the county’s finances became rocky, he took personal responsibility for the shelter.”

“He must be a very good man.” Noah leaned back, braced on one elbow. “How did he manage it? Food, rent, medicine—it had to cost an arm and a leg.”

“It’s been difficult. Lately I think he’s been drawing from his savings, but he refuses to discuss it with me or anyone else. The animal shelter is a labor of love. I help out as much as I can when I’m home, but it isn’t enough. In fact, I’ve been thinking lately that I should choose my workshops by location. That way I can be home with him more often.”

“It’s a hard call, but I’m sure you’ll do the right thing. Growing up with an animal shelter sounds great. How many dogs and cats did you take care of?”

“Every week was different. Some weeks we had five or six dogs and maybe a dozen cats. Some days we would have four times that many. That’s when it got rough. Luckily we had lots of volunteers from Summer Island to help out.”

“Summer Island? So you grew up at the beach?”

“Just a small one. The Oregon coast is very rocky there, with cliffs right up to the water. Growing up, I thought it was the most magical place on earth. Even now after I have traveled to all kinds of beautiful places, I still think Summer Island ranks in the top five. Of course, I’m biased.” She leaned back, cuddling the kitten closer to her chest. “You don’t need to keep me company, Noah. Go finish your dinner. I’ll be fine with my little friend here. And I really should get home before it’s too late. Tomorrow I have an important project to prepare for.”

Noah shook his head. “I’m afraid you aren’t going anywhere tonight. They’ve just issued a county-wide safety alert. No one should be out on the streets tonight except in an emergency. There are collisions all over the state from the whiteout, and the security personnel have their hands full.” He glanced at his watch. “My mother is making up a bed for you here in the den. Anytime you want to sleep, let me know.” He cleared his throat. “She was going to give you my old room, but Reed, his wife and their daughter are going to sleep up there. The temperature is supposed to drop and there have been intermittent power outages, but we’ll be fine. When my father built this house, my mother insisted on having two fireplaces so that we’d be prepared for all kinds of storms. That was another remnant of her tough childhood back in Ukraine. Things are different for her now, but I don’t think you ever forget.”

It was so tempting to relax. If she stayed, she would be drawn into all this bustle and warmth and generosity. And then there was Noah himself. Grace was honest enough to admit that he intrigued her. He was calm and casual, but she felt the weight of authority in his words. He handled problems without loud talk or fuss. Something told her he had a great deal of practice taking care of problems.

What kind, she didn’t know, but she wanted to. She wanted to know everything about him.

And that kind of curiosity was dangerous. She wasn’t going to get serious about another man until she healed from the first.

Yet Grace couldn’t ignore the sweet tug of temptation. If she wasn’t careful, she might forget all her good intentions. Here among this loud, close family, it would be so easy to relax.

She stood up, feeling a desperate need to be away from the warmth and belonging. “That’s very kind of you, but I can’t stay here. Maybe I can find a cab.”

“No cabs running. Everything is shut down tight. Sorry, Grace, but we’ll make you comfortable here. Plus I know my mom is itching to ask you more about your visits to Eastern Europe. She’s never been back, you see. All her family is gone now.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. But really, Noah, I need to go. I have a project to finish tonight. And I want to call my grandfather. If he hears about the storm, he’ll be worried about me.”


Wind hissed around the house, rattling the windows.

The lights flickered, and then the room plunged into darkness as the power went out.








CHAPTER FIVE



TATIANA BEGAN CALLING crisp orders from the kitchen. “Reed, please find the flashlight and batteries in the top drawer of the kitchen cabinet. Alex, my love, there are more blankets in the guest room closet. I have hot water already boiled, but we will need the Thermos bottles. I also have marshmallows and chocolate, to make those things you boys loved so much in Boy Scouts. Shores, you called them.”

“S’mores, Mom. And that sounds great.” Noah rubbed his hands together. “The power should go off more often.”

Reed appeared at the door, holding a flashlight. “So, bro, let’s go get the sticks and marshmallows.”

“You’re on.”

Twenty minutes later, Grace was downing her third heavenly mixture of perfectly roasted marshmallow, graham cracker and melted chocolate. She didn’t even have to move. With the kitten on her lap, Noah held up cooked morsels for her to eat from his fingers. She had to admit, the whole experience was more than a little hedonistic. The brush of his hands and rich tastes made her feel wonderfully decadent.


Noah tucked the blanket around her on the couch. Candles flickered in the kitchen and then footsteps moved away up the stairs. The house grew quiet as the snow swirled outside the window. With the power gone, Grace’s sense of being enclosed in a cocoon was complete. The flicker and snap of the fire lulled her to sleep, along with the warmth of the little kitten curled up on her lap. She yawned and smiled sheepishly. “I think the day has finally caught up with me.”

“Get some rest. I’ll keep an eye on these bad boys. Once the weather settles down in the morning, my dad and I will get you home in the Hummer.”

“I appreciate this generous hospitality.”

“I’m happy you’re here, Grace.” Noah studied her face in the firelight. “I feel calm when I’m around you. I can’t quite explain it.” He leaned back, scratching one of the kittens. “So how about dinner tomorrow, assuming that the roads are clear?”

“I…I don’t think I can.”

“Then what about Friday?” The other kittens stirred. A sleepy head rose and big dark eyes looked from Grace to Noah.

“I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“It’s just dinner. Everybody has to eat, remember? And since you brought these amazing animals into my life, now we’re both responsible. You’re going to need my help to take care of them.”

He was right. Grace had taken on more responsibility than she expected in that alley tonight. But she had to make the situation clear. “I’m feeling overwhelmed, Noah. I didn’t expect any of this. And just so you understand, I’m not considering a relationship.”

His eyebrows rose. “All I asked for was a simple meal together. No need to make it complicated.”
 
But it was complicated. She had spent eight years with a man she thought she adored. A man who seemed above reproach, dedicating his life to helping others find reconciliation under hostile circumstances. If you couldn’t trust a man like that, who could you trust?

Grace forced the bad memories down before they could swirl up. “I’m sorry, but no.”

“So our timing is wrong. At least agree to a snowball fight.” He raised his palms. “Nothing complicated in that.”

He made it so easy for her to feel safe and comfortable, but Grace refused to give in to that gorgeous smile. “Really? I’m not quite buying that.”

Noah lifted the restless kitten from her lap, tucking it back into the warm spot next to its mother, where it immediately began to nurse. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s the importance of taking opportunities when they’re offered. Life has its own timetable, and if we look away or hesitate or blink, a moment can pass. Things can change.” His voice hardened. “People can be lost forever.”

Grace heard the sadness again. This time it held something like remorse.


She was surprised at how much she wanted to ask him what he had lost and why. There she went, getting pulled in again. Questions could take her places she didn’t want to go.

Instead, she blurted out an answer that neither one of them expected.

“Fine. I accept your challenge. Tomorrow at 10:00 a.m. in the backyard. But we have to have some rules. Time limits and number of rounds per bout. I like things to be spelled out,” she said firmly.

He leaned back, smiling faintly. “Three rounds or the first one to declare defeat. Five minutes max per round.”

“Accepted.”

He looked more pleased than he should have as he pulled her blanket up around her shoulders. Side by side they watched snow dust the windows while the fire crackled. His shoulder was warm against hers and Grace felt strength radiate from his body. His presence seemed to anchor her.

She yawned and found herself wondering how his hands would feel on her bare skin. What if he turned and brushed his lips over hers?

Quickly, the flow of her imagination turned dangerous. She sat up straighter and forced her tangled thoughts away from hot images of Noah kissing her.

Touching her.

Impossible. Stiffly, she picked up a pillow and blanket and lay down on the couch. She wasn’t getting involved.


“Good night, Noah.”

She heard his soft laugh. “’Night, Grace. Sleep well.”

“I will.” She caught back a yawn. “And a friendly warning. This snowball fight of ours isn’t going three rounds. It will only go one.” Grace yawned again and closed her eyes. “I give it about three minutes. And then you are so going down, Noah McLeod,” she murmured.

As she pulled the blanket around her, Grace felt him slide a second pillow under her head. “Wanna bet?” he whispered.

 

SOMETHING WAS HAPPENING.

Noah stood in the doorway, frowning. He had told her it wasn’t complicated, but that was a lie.

The complications might have begun when he had seen her all but climb into that Dumpster, oblivious to her elegant evening heels and silk dress. They might have started when she had cradled the hungry kittens, looking fierce and protective. Then she had surveyed his crowded, noisy dining room, and he had seen her face fill with the ache of longing.

It didn’t make sense, but Noah felt he could read her emotions, even though she worked hard to hide them. To others she would appear cool and controlled, but he saw the way her fingers clenched and her shoulders tightened. She faced life head-on, strong and stubborn, and she loved what she did. He knew that much. But he wanted to know everything about her. And he wanted to share parts of himself he never shared.

He turned away, angry at the urge to sit across from her. Not to touch, but simply to watch her sleep.

And that kind of longing was dangerous. The work he did left no room for emotions that could confuse and distract him. When you had three seconds to make a life-or-death choice of half a dozen wires, you had to have a clear mind.

You had to be able to walk away. That had been Noah’s personal rule for as long as he could remember. It had never been a terrible sacrifice—until now.

He blew out a quiet breath, listening to the snow at the window. The wind was whining and the noise had disturbed the mother cat, who sat up alertly.

“It’s okay, Mom. You and the kids are gonna be fine.”

A sound from the couch made him turn. He caught Grace’s pillow as she shoved it free in her sleep. She was a restless sleeper, twisting under the covers. Several times her lips shaped words that Noah couldn’t understand. Clearly, she was fighting old battles in her sleep.

Carefully, he slid her pillow back in place, listening to the hiss and pop of the fire. He should have been sleepy, but he was fully alert, aware of every noise and movement in the quiet house. Most of all he was aware of Grace sleeping so close.

He smelled her faint perfume and heard every breath she took. And the force of his awareness left him irritated.

A shadow fell over the floor. Noah realized his mother was holding up a dish towel and looking at him from the doorway.

Quietly, he crossed to the kitchen and closed the door so their noise wouldn’t wake Grace. “Dish duty again?”

“I’ll dry. You will wash. You’re very good at that. I trained all my sons very well,” Tatiana said with calm pride. “She is nice, Noah. I like her very much. But there is pain in her eyes. What did you say her job was?”

“I’m still trying to figure that out. I think she writes magazine articles and does historical research on food, but we haven’t gotten that far. I only met her tonight, and that was completely by accident.”

His mother’s eyes narrowed. “A very wise man once told me there are no accidents. Only fate, my son. It is never wise to fight the touch of fate. But just the same, I hope you will be…safe.”

“Safe? I don’t understand.”

Tatiana frowned at him. “Probably not. But I see what I see. I hope you will find the right woman. One who makes your steps light with happiness.”

“Don’t worry about me. I take the days as they come. No attachments means no regrets.”

“For now. But not always. Someday I wish…” She touched his cheek and then rolled her eyes. “How like an interfering mother I sound. You will please ignore me.”

“You’re a hard person to ignore.”

“That is a very nice thing to say.” Tatiana hesitated. “I had a call from Matthew’s wife today.” She seemed to shape her words carefully. “They will not be coming for New Year’s. They will not be coming here for Valentine’s Day or Easter, either. She told me they’ve purchased a house.”

“Where? Virginia?”

“That’s what I thought. But no. Miranda is going to take my granddaughter across the country to Oregon. I had to look it up on a map. So far away. We will never see them.” Tatiana’s voice wavered.

Noah slid his arm around her trembling shoulders.

She had hidden her pain all during dinner, he realized. She had put on a good face. Now she could hide it no longer.

“You should have said something before this.”

“And ruin our first meal together in weeks? I’m not so weak. I will not let her steal our granddaughter out of our lives. Sophie has the right to know who her father was. How brave your brother was and how strong he was and how hard he worked. To serve and protect. He was so proud of his work,” Tatiana said with husky pride. “Sophie has the right to know her father’s family. And I will fight Miranda to make this so. I swear it with all my heart. She will not take her away and cut us off.” Her voice broke. “I have not told your father, my love. It will break his heart. He loves Sophie so much. His first grandchild,” she whispered.

“We all love Sophie,” Noah said gruffly. The sadness of losing his brother in the line of fire was still a fresh wound. Now were they to lose all contact with his young daughter? “What about her classes at school? Her friends?”

“Her mother insists she’ll have an equally good education in Oregon. She has already requested the transfer of Sophie’s files and enrolled her in a private school there. I think—I think that she has planned this for a long time, maybe right after Matthew’s death. But she never gave any clue. Such a woman, she is.” Tatiana took a harsh breath and forced a smile. “She thinks it is for the best perhaps. Maybe…maybe our family reminds her of all she has lost. I know that she did love Matthew once. Before the long hours made her bitter.” Noah’s mother looked at him and shook her head. “I think that Miranda is more worried about herself than anything else.” Tatiana looked away.

Noah realized that his mother looked tired and frail. The knowledge shocked him. He had always thought that her strength would never fail. She had been the toughest one of his family, steeled by a childhood of deprivation, war and loss.

But the day that she had lost her youngest son had been a nightmare that would walk with her always. A D.C. policeman, Matt had answered a midnight call and then received the full blast of a car bomb.


That explosion should have happened to him, Noah thought angrily. He was the one trained to deal with improvised explosive devices, not Matt. His team should have been dispatched to handle the device.

Due to a misreading of the situation, the wrong agency had been called in.

And gregarious, optimistic Matthew McLeod had been torn apart by a wall of destruction that hammered past at 26,000 feet per second. He had died instantly. The shadow of his loss would hang over them always.

“Mom, leave the dishes. I’ll finish them,” Noah said gruffly. “You should go and rest.”

“Nonsense. If I can’t dry a few pans and forks, what good am I? Now enough of this dark talk. Tell me about how you found this woman and her kit tens.”

Noah put another pan into the hot soapy water.

“She was rifling around in a Dumpster, ruining her evening clothes and not caring a bit. She looked—fearless,” he said thoughtfully. “As stubborn as she was frozen.”

“Stubborn? This would be good. And fearless, you say?” Tatiana picked up another wet plate, looking thoughtful. “I like very much that she rescued five creatures who had no one else to help them.”

She looked at her son.

Noah met her gaze. “It was just an accidental meeting, Mom. We aren’t—involved. I barely know her.”

“And yet you would like to know her, yes?”

“Liking doesn’t change anything. She’s just visiting D.C. and I don’t have time in my life now for anything that’s serious. End of story.”

Tatiana pulled a clean plate from his hands. “You can’t hide from feelings and attachments forever, Noah. We all lost something too precious to imagine when Matthew died.” Her eyes shimmered. “He would not want us to live in the shadows of pain and loss. That was not your brother’s way.”

“I know. But I can’t forget and I won’t forgive.”

Tatiana’s eyes glistened with tears. “He wants us to start.” She put her hands flat on the counter, closing her eyes. “He would want us all to look forward instead of back.” She took a long breath. “Somehow we must try. Now leave the last pan, my love. We will have some tea and the rest of the poppy-seed cake while you tell me what really happened to you today at that job you never discuss.” Her eyes narrowed. “Do you think I did not notice how your right shoulder hurts you or you rub your wrist? You did something brave and I think that you were hurt.”

Noah muttered under his breath. “I slipped on an icy step, Mom. Nothing brave or serious about that. My job is usually boring.” He shrugged. “It’s not like on TV. Mostly we sit and look at computers.”

“You are sure? You would not lie to me?” She stood very still.


Yet again Noah thought how fragile his mother had become in the year since his brother’s death. “Of course I’m sure. I was grabbing for my pager and I didn’t watch where I was walking. I landed on my arm, looking like a fool. End of story.” He carried his mother’s tea to the table and then went back for his own.

“I see. But next time you will be more careful, please, and watch where you walk.” She stared out at the snow, still falling hard. “And when you—look at your computers, you will also be careful. Promise me this,” she said fiercely.

“I will be. McLeod’s honor.”

“Good.” Tatiana squeezed Noah’s hand hard and took a deep breath. “Now finish that cake before your father comes looking for it. He always knows when there is one piece left, and I must help his willpower a little.”

 

WIND WHISPERED AGAINST the windows, driving snow against the glass. The house was quiet except for the hiss and pop of the fire that was still going in the room next door.

Tatiana McLeod was not afraid of silence or the dark. She welcomed the shadows as a friend. Only then would she see her lost son.

Matthew?

She stared at his old chair, empty near the window. Always empty.

The house was quiet yet full of small sounds. The settling of walls. Sleepy breaths that sounded against the snap of the fire. Even the restless kittens were finally asleep.

Tatiana stood in the dark kitchen, listening to all of it. This was hers, her oldest dream. This was the home that she had made by fierce effort, drawing her family around her, keeping them safe at all costs.

Except she had not kept her youngest son safe.

Matthew was gone, lost to the twisted fury of a man given over to hatred. He had graduated from the police academy at the top of his class and married two weeks later. His daughter, Sophie, was the light of his life and the joy of his parents. But his wife, society girl Miranda Dillon, had hated his job, hated the duty he took so seriously. Again and again she had tried to make him leave to work for her father in his huge plumbing fixtures business.

Matthew had always sidestepped the argument. On that one subject he would not bend.

Now his pampered widow was taking Sophie away with no concern for Matthew’s family or what it would do to the little girl.

Tatiana clenched her fists in anger. She had to hold back her fury and the pain of her losses. She wouldn’t let her family be torn apart. She would keep them safe, even if she had to…

Always so stubborn.

The words were soft, almost her imagination. But three times she had heard them in the haunting months since Matthew’s death.


“I’ve had to be stubborn.” To make a family was simple. To keep it together was the hard thing.

A breeze touched her cheek. There might have been a glimmer of light near the stove.

You work too hard, Mother. You always did.

She signed, closing her eyes as a sudden warmth filled the air around her. I miss you terribly, Matthew.

It will be better. You’ll see.

“Will it?” Her muscles clenched with anger that followed in the wake of sadness. “Why you? Why not someone evil? Or why not take me instead? You had your whole life to live.”

Her shoulders shook.

Shh.

Again she felt a current of wind on her face. Everything happens for a reason. Now I see this all so clearly.

“Well, I don’t! I can’t understand at all—and I can’t forgive, either. Now your wife, cunning and quiet, plans to take your little daughter away, too.” Tatiana’s voice broke. “Far away, Matthew. From us and your memory.”

She is doing what she thinks is best, Mother.

“Really? I thought she was doing what was easiest. She wants to make Sophie forget you. I hate her.”

As Tatiana’s fists clenched in terrible anger, she knew the mistake she had made. He was silent then. He was always silent when she said something bitter or angry. It was as if he was held in a gentler place and these darker emotions could not touch him there. So he simply slipped away.

Tatiana closed her eyes, hunched over the table. She leaned down to touch the chair where her son had always sat—until the night he was killed. “Stay, Matthew. I won’t—that is, I’ll try to find some affection for your widow. I’ll try to understand why she is doing this cruel thing. But I won’t let her cut Sophie off from you and us. We’re in her blood, too. Miranda and I will have to come to some kind of compromise.”

She felt a stirring of air touch her cheek. It might have been the movement of a hand passing in the darkness.

With her eyes closed, Tatiana heard her son’s beloved voice beside her. She’s caught in darkness right now. The words were a mere whisper. She has lost me and she’s lost her hope and she’s lost the world along with it. Give her time, Mama. You are so strong…and she is not.

The wind stirred again, like a gentle hand at her shoulder.

And then he was gone.

Tatiana knew in an instant, because the kitchen suddenly felt silent and cold. Now the darkness was only darkness.

She was alone. No spirits walked to ease her sadness.

Strong? Yes, she had always been the strong one. She had fought for her family since the icy morning when she had woken up in Ukraine huddled next to her grandmother and four sisters with one quilt between them. Tatiana had sworn she would make a better life. She had sworn to see that her family never went hungry. And she had vowed to pass on the memories and traditions of the homeland she loved, despite its years of war and unrest.

She had done all those things, through the blood and sweat of her body and her fierce will.

But she was strong no longer. The blow of losing her youngest son had bent her double like a birch tree in a spring storm, snapping her in two. Her family might believe she was strong. Her friends might marvel and offer compliments.

But inside, Tatiana’s tears gathered into silver rivers. And she was broken, bent by the weight of sadness just like the ruined trees she remembered from her girlhood.








CHAPTER SIX



Two weeks later

HE HAD CALLED HER TWICE. He had texted her once.

Grace hadn’t returned any messages. She told herself it was better this way. More practical for both of them.

After all, what could come of a few dates? Hesitant pauses. Awkward conversations. Groping in the dark and then an embarrassed refusal?

No. She had to have peace and order in her life, and her heart told her that Noah would upset her careful efforts at recovery. She had learned one thing over the past year: you had to be strong before you learned to be vulnerable.

Two weeks had passed since she had found the kittens—and met Noah. They had feinted through their snowball fight to the hilarity of Noah’s family. At first Noah had held back, but Grace wasn’t afraid to fight dirty, shoving snow down his collar, pulling his feet out from under him, rubbing snow in his face. With the noisy laughter of his family rolling in her ears, she had been declared the winner at the start of round three, by unanimous vote. Noah had taken his defeat well, but hours later, standing on the driveway after he had returned Grace to her townhouse, he had taken his consolation prize.

The long, slow kiss began as snow fell gently, brushing their faces. He had murmured her name while his hand rose, cupping her cheeks. Then he turned her face up to his and tasted her mouth slowly. The hunger had slammed over her instantly. Grace had thought she remembered how it felt to be kissed and know the swift heat of desire, but her experiences with James hadn’t really prepared her for Noah.

The rich, earthy feelings that followed his kiss had left Grace giddy and confused. They caught her when she least expected it, fogging all her senses and her normal caution.

And she needed to stay cautious and in control. She had been out of balance too long with James. She was getting her life back now. Once things had quieted down, she would call Noah.

Her computer, books and notebooks were stacked neatly on the table. She had an important meeting tomorrow, but she was well prepared. Yet the thought bothered her: Was that all she had in her life—work and meetings?

Suddenly restless, she grabbed her coat and gloves to take a walk. Maybe the brisk air would clear her tangled thoughts.

She closed and locked her door, then pulled on an old knitted scarf. It was a simple lace stitch, nothing complicated, but it would always be special because it was the first lace she had ever knitted. You remembered the first times most, she thought wryly.

A car raced past and slush sprayed around her boots, but Grace trudged on, glad to be outside. At least her preparations were done. All she had to do was sell her idea. That wouldn’t be easy because the competition for this particular project would be keen.

Lights flickered in the twilight. A car angled to the curb and stopped. A Jeep, Grace realized as the driver’s-side door opened.

“What does it take to get a call returned, an executive order?” Noah jumped out and shoved his hands in his pockets. “You must be busy these days.”

Grace took a deep breath. He looked good—even better than she remembered. Snow dusted his broad shoulders as he studied her without moving. “You forgot these the other night.”

He dug out a plastic bag with Grace’s favorite red fingerless gloves. “Mom wanted me to tell you. Since you didn’t return my calls, I decided to swing by.” His eyes were wary. “And since you haven’t asked, I’ll tell you that the mom and all the kittens are doing fine. Puppy, too.”

“Noah, I—” Grace flushed. “I’m sorry. I should have called. That was very rude of me. And you know that I can’t thank you enough for keeping the cats.”

“Hey, don’t apologize. You made it clear when you said you didn’t want to get involved. As for the cats, we love them. The puppy is great.” He shrugged. “So I’ll be getting back. It’s been a busy week.”

“Noah, wait. Please.” Grace put a hand on his arm and felt the muscles flex sharply. “Look at me.”

After a moment his dark eyes settled on her face, focused but completely unreadable. “I’m looking.

But what is there to say?”

She felt his muscles tense again and noticed there was a cut above his eyebrow that hadn’t been there before. “What happened to your face?” Without thinking, she touched the healing skin gently.

“Cut it shaving,” he said tightly. “So what did you want to tell me, Grace?”

She felt low and cravenly, embarrassed at her behavior. “Look, I’m just trying to do the right thing.

I didn’t plan to meet someone. I didn’t want to get involved when I’m still tangled up inside.” Grace looked down at her fingers, opened on his arm.

“And then I met you. I saw how gentle and careful you were with the kittens and how far you went to make me feel comfortable with your family. And suddenly—” She stopped, feeling heat fill her face.

But she owed him an explanation—and an apology.

“Suddenly you were there, and I was being pulled in, caught up in emotions I couldn’t understand or trust.

I couldn’t stay aloof or in control around you. So I chose not to call or have any contact. That was my decision, and it was very badly done. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Noah said tightly. “You were protecting yourself in the only way you could. You were being practical.”

“I wish it were that simple,” Grace said. “I should have explained and then trusted you to understand. I took the cowardly way out.”

Some of the wariness left his eyes. “Yes, you should have trusted me. Because I do understand.” His eyes darkened. “And I suppose if I ask you to go for a walk, you’ll say no.”

She didn’t want to say no.

Surely she could handle a few minutes in his company without coming unglued. “I’d say yes, actually.” She hesitated, then slid her arm through his. “And you can tell me about the cats. I miss them.” She took a breath. “After that you can explain what really happened to your face. I don’t believe your story for a second.”

 

THEY WALKED FOR FIFTEEN minutes, sometimes talking, sometimes silent. At first Grace felt uncomfortable and self-conscious, but slowly the silences grew more comfortable, like the kind between old friends. Feeling comfortable like this didn’t make sense.

But maybe not everything had to make sense.

“So I want to know all the details about the little guys. Are they healthy? Growing a lot?”

“My mother has been giving them a special mix of broth and egg yolks. She swears it will help them grow. All I know is it smells nauseating. Then yesterday my father took Ivan the Terrible for a short walk on the back patio.” He gave a dry laugh. “Don’t worry. It was only for a few minutes, just enough to give the little guy a chance to work on his muscles. He’s the most uncoordinated animal I’ve ever seen.”

As they walked it began to snow lightly. Grace watched car lights glow red in the twilight as commuters headed home or out to dinner or to the ballet and opera. It was all so different from the quiet harbor community where she’d grown up in Oregon. Back on Summer Island there were no secrets, no blessed anonymity. Everyone knew everyone else’s business.

She had been thrilled to escape to culinary school in New York and then head on to the Cordon Bleu in Paris. The world had called to her and her year of study at the Sorbonne had been heaven. When work brought her here to Washington, she found the same kind of anonymity, and she had felt right at home.

Except lately her trust level was at rock bottom. Since learning about James, she questioned every statement and every motive, her own as well as everyone else’s. She searched for odd nuances and tallied up whatever didn’t make sense.

That kind of negativity drained you fast, she had discovered. It left you only half alive.

As she studied the hard angles of Noah’s face captured in the light of passing cars, Grace realized that right now at this moment, one place felt safe. Noah had a knack for paying complete attention to those around him. When you talked, he listened as if no one else existed or mattered. It was a novel and very heady experience, she discovered.

Not that it changed anything. Tonight was a pleasant adventure, nothing more.

“You want to talk about him?” Noah was watching her, his eyes grave. “Him?”

“Your fiancé. You were thinking about him just now, weren’t you?”

“Yes, but how did you—”

“Your eyes. You looked like someone had kicked you in the chest and you were choking,” Noah said roughly.

Had he really seen all that in her face? If so, was her pain so visible to everyone around her?

Grace felt a wave of nausea. The truth was that all of James’s friends had known what he was doing. Only she had been blind to the scattered signs. They were apart for weeks while he was working, so it had been easy to miss the other demands on his time and emotions.

But over the long months Grace had stopped hating him. She had even stopped hating herself for missing the signs until he was dead. And now she was moving forward. She wasn’t going to let bad memories destroy her trust and hope. She wanted her life back.


She took a shaky breath, trying to smile. “That easy to read, am I?”

“Maybe not by others. But you’re doing it again,” Noah said quietly. “That struggle to breathe. The tension in your hands. Talk to me, Grace.”

Memories of loss made her throat tighten. She hadn’t talked about the dark details with anyone, not even her closest friends. Definitely not with her grandfather, who would have been horrified by James’s behavior. “I—I can’t.”

“Talking will help.”

“What does it matter? He’s gone. All the damage is done.” She felt tears burn suddenly. “Before he died he slept with half of my friends. Maybe all of them. What did I know?”

“The fool,” Noah’s voice was hard. “The cold-blooded idiot.” A muscle clenched at his jaw. “A man would have to be blind—and very sick to hurt you that way. He hurt himself, too, even if he couldn’t see it.” He took her hand, helping her climb over a mound of snow at the edge of a driveway. They walked for a while, neither speaking. “So how did you find out?” Noah finally asked.

“The first clue? I was going through some of his old clothes after he passed away, and I found a letter in the pocket. There was no stamp. He was always a little forgetful that way.” Grace stared down the street, reliving that moment of her searing disbelief. “I was certain it was a mistake, so certain that some friend of his had given him the letter to drop off. Just a favor, right? Then a mutual friend, who happened to be the woman he’d written the love letter to, called me in Paris.” Grace had to stop and concentrate on the words. “She was devastated. She let it slip that he had been with her the day before the crash. He had visited her at least once a month. She said she was…pregnant. She hadn’t told him yet.” Grace blew out a shaky breath. “I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t console her. I should have, but I couldn’t say a word of sympathy. I was still sure it was a mistake.” The street blurred suddenly. “It had to be some other James. Not my James. It just wasn’t possible.” Grace stumbled. Dimly, she felt Noah’s hand grip her waist. “Not the man I was going to marry as soon as his humanitarian missions in the Sudan were done.”

The bitterness rose and tried to take control, but she fought it back. It was getting easier every day. She was finally starting to move on.

If she could just let the memories go.

She rubbed her neck and glanced at Noah. His hand was still on her waist, offering silent support. “So there it is, the whole sad cliché.”

“You’re no cliché. And you’ll get through this.”

“I’m working on it, believe me.” She stood taller, feeling the cold wind bite against her wet cheeks. Some days she even thought she was over it. There had been too many tears, Grace thought. No more of them.

“You’re a very good listener, by the way.”


“I try.”

“And you certainly succeed. I haven’t told that to anyone.” She chewed on her lip and dug for a tissue in her pocket. “So now it’s your turn. Tell me what really happened to your face.”

“I told you. I—”

“Yeah, right. Like I believe that. You’re the steadiest, most coordinated man I’ve ever met.” Grace eyed him without blinking. “You said you work for the government.”

After a moment Noah nodded.

“And?”

“And nothing.”

“Because you can’t talk about it?”

Noah released her waist and studied the street. “That’s right.”

Grace blew out a little breath. More secrets. She’d had enough of them, thanks to James. But these secrets were different. They were meant to protect, not harm. That was important.

“So…did someone attack you? Was it dangerous?”

Noah said nothing.

“Did you have to kill someone?” she asked quietly.

His eyes cut to hers. She thought she saw wariness. “What if I did? Would you walk away?”

She heard his anger, but something told her he was baiting her. “Maybe I should. I don’t have a high threshold for secrets these days, Noah.”


After a long time some of his tension faded. “Understandable.” He rubbed his wrist, frowning.

Something made Grace reach over and push up his cuff. Before he could react, she saw a band of bluish bruises and a long cut along the top of his hand. “You fell,” she said quietly. “It must have hurt.”

Noah stepped back and smoothed his cuff down. “Not so bad.” He rolled one shoulder slowly. “As these things go.”

She had a thousand questions, a thousand frightening images of Noah lying bloody on a street, surrounded by ambulances. “So do you…fall…often? At this job you can’t discuss for an agency you can’t mention?”

“Does it matter?” His eyes were focused on her now, his body still and very controlled.

“Yes. It shouldn’t. I—don’t want it to matter. I don’t have any room in my life for a new set of secrets, Noah. But suddenly you’re here and you make me feel so…safe. As if things are fresh and I can actually think about starting over.” She leaned closer and brushed snow off his collar. Her hand rose, opening over his jaw. “That scares the hell out of me,” she said hoarsely.

His covered her hand with his. “Make that two of us.”

“You? I can’t see you being afraid of anything. You’re always so calm, so focused. Nothing gets past you.”


“You believe that? Only a fool or a dead man feels no fear. A healthy dose of worry can save your life in a bad place.”

“And you know about bad places? Because your life has been in danger?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.” Grace swallowed. “Noah, exactly what kind of work—”

“I can’t tell you, Grace. I can’t tell you or my family or my friends. That’s the bottom line. And if that bothers you too much—”

“It does.” She looked up at him. “But I can live with it.”

Noah’s eyebrow rose. “Don’t look now, but we might actually be making some progress.”

Grace couldn’t help smiling as Noah reached behind her and turned up her collar. Snow drifted down and swirled around them and somehow the normal, average night felt a little magical.

“Could be,” she whispered.








CHAPTER SEVEN



WITHOUT A WORD Noah took her hand and tugged her down the street. He stopped at a window filled with cupcakes, pastry, ice cream and brightly colored gelato. Grace was mortified when her stomach growled loudly. “Here? For dessert? But I haven’t eaten dinner yet.”

“Tonight, why not live dangerously? Have dessert first. I take you for a pistachio with chocolate sprinkles kind of girl.” One eyebrow rose. “Am I right?”

It ruffled Grace’s feathers that he had pegged her perfectly. “Why?”

“Pistachios because they are rich but subtle and have an unusual color. Chocolate—well, because you’re alive and it’s there.”

She couldn’t let him be smug. “Maybe. But not tonight. I’ll try cappuccino fudge raisin. Or maybe a lemon gelato.”

“Sounds tempting.” Noah frowned as she shivered. “Is it too cold out here?”

“No. I love this. I’ve missed snow. Come to think of it, I really miss the water, too.” She felt a little tug at her heart, remembering foggy dawns gathering driftwood with her grandmother and sunset campfires roasting marshmallows on the beach. Growing up in Oregon, there were things she had hated about Summer Island. But now, as an adult, Grace saw just how special her childhood had been, perched on a quiet island beside the ocean. Not that it was perfect. Not given the mother who usually had no clue that Grace existed, drifting from bar to bar in an alcoholic haze.

But Grace had found a home on Summer Island and an extended family of close-knit friends there. Grace wouldn’t trade that childhood for any other. Suddenly, she missed it all, missed it so fiercely that longing backed up in her throat until she couldn’t breathe.

“What’s wrong?”

“I was just thinking about the town in Oregon where I grew up. It’s nothing like Washington. It’s very small and everybody knows everyone else’s business. But the sun burns over the water every afternoon and at dawn the fog creeps in with a gray hush off the ocean…?.” She shook her head, sighing. “I just realized how much I miss it.”

“How long since you’ve been back to visit?”

Frowning, Grace replayed her hectic schedule of the past twelve months. “Over a year. I didn’t even realize it.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I’ve seen my grandfather during that time, of course. We try to meet up every six months, sometimes in Portland or maybe Seattle or San Francisco. He adores San Francisco. And it’s important for him to get away from his work. He never wants to take time off, but running an animal shelter—doing it with very little money and a mostly volunteer staff—can be draining. Someone has to keep an eye on him. I need to go home before long and do just that.”

She made a promise to herself. After she finished in Chicago, she had workshops scheduled in Portland. Then she would drive to Summer Island before leaving for Paris.

She shivered, feeling a sense of premonition. Life had taught her it was a bad idea to take anything for granted.

“You’re freezing.” Noah pulled her scarf up higher at her neck.

Grace felt the warmth of his hands wrap around her, as real and substantial as he was. “A little.”

“Let’s go get that ice cream.”

“Not yet.” She turned, studying the lines of his face. “I have a confession to make. I wasn’t entirely honest earlier. Since that night at your house, I’ve been thinking about my future. About a serious relationship. But…I don’t want to mess up again, Noah.

I know there’s chemistry here. I can feel the sparks.”

He nodded slowly, then turned her palm up, kissing the tender curve of her wrist. “And?”

“I don’t know. Or maybe I don’t want to know.”

His tongue touched the center of her palm. Grace shivered.


She closed her eyes. “Noah, I can’t think when you do that.”

“No kidding. When you touched my arm, I forgot my middle name.”

“What is it?”

“Never mind. Something tells me that you’ll make a little sound right before I kiss you.” A muscle worked at his jaw.

Grace’s heart pounded. Frustration gnawed. “Noah—where is this going?”

“Don’t know,” he said huskily. “But it sure feels good.”

He pulled her slowly closer. His body was warm against hers.

Then he kissed her, slow and deep, and Grace thought she was lifted right off the ground, floating in a haze of hunger.

He made her remember all her sunny, young dreams of heroes, and all of her grown-up fantasies of dark seduction. She wanted to trust him completely. She wanted to feel alive, entirely free in his arms.

It had been so long since she could trust that way.

Noah’s thumb slid across her lips and her heart drummed in sharp answer.

“What are you thinking about, right this moment?”

Her head slanted back. “About things I thought I’d forgotten. About heroes.”

About trust, she thought.


“Not James?”

“Not even a little.” Grace was surprised to realize it was true. Right now…that was just a name. But before she could explain that to Noah, Grace heard a child’s sudden, rising laughter. Two figures crossed the street, and the little girl pointed at the ice-cream shop. When she turned, her face was to the light and Grace heard Noah mutter sharply.

With an excited laugh, the little girl rocketed over the sidewalk and launched her small body into Noah’s arms. “Uncle Noah! It’s snowing. My feet are wet. I love the snow. Are you cold? Where’s your hat? Do you want some ice cream? I missed you.”

In a burst of questions, the dark-haired little beauty looked up at Noah, hugging him tight.

Grace felt something squeeze in her chest as Noah’s big hand slid over the girl’s hair. The look on his face was a study in love and contained conflict. “You bet. I love the snow, honey. And we’re just going to get some ice cream. We were going to have our dessert first tonight. What do you think of that?”

“Dessert first?” The girl’s eyes lit with excitement. “Really?” She glanced at her mother, who was striding toward her with a grim look.

Grace noticed long blond hair and an expensive cashmere coat. High heels and supple leather gloves. There was no mistaking the woman’s anger.

“Sophie, I’ve told you never to run away from me like that. It is very, very bad.”


“I know, Mommy. But it was just Uncle Noah. I can see him, can’t I?” The child gave Noah another hug and laid her head against his waist. “I haven’t seen him in days!”

“Now Sophie, that’s hardly true. You saw him just last month,” her mother said tightly. “But if we don’t hurry, we won’t be home in time to read that new book you got.”

“Oh.” The girl’s eyes darkened. She was caught by indecision. “But maybe we could have dessert first, too. Just like Uncle Noah,” she said wistfully.

“Absolutely not. We’ll eat when we get home. I was going to get a cake to take back, but now there isn’t time.” Her mother glanced at Noah and then looked away, turning up her collar. “Most people eat dessert in its proper order,” she said curtly. She reached out for the girl’s hand. “Let Uncle Noah get on with his plans for the evening. You don’t want to be a bother, do you?”

“Sophie’s never a bother.” Noah’s voice was very controlled and precise. “Sophie is a treasure, right, honey?” He smiled down at the little girl who was holding his arm so tightly. “And I’m in no rush. Why don’t I treat the two of you to a milkshake, Miranda?

Then I can introduce you to my friend Grace.”

“We haven’t time.” The tall blonde gathered up her child, glaring up as more snow fell. “We are already running late.” She looked at Grace, and then back at Noah, summoning a thin smile. “But of course, thank you for asking. Maybe some other time.”

“When?” Noah’s voice grew more harsh. “Next week?” he murmured, so that only Miranda heard. “Next month? Oh, I forgot. You won’t be here next month. You’ll be on the West Coast, won’t you, Miranda?”

The tall woman glanced at her daughter, all effort at politeness forgotten. “Noah, stop it. I—I’ll call you this week and talk. I know that Sophie would like to come for ice cream.” Her voice wavered a little, then hardened. “Yes, this week.” Her voice rose. “So we’ll call you then, Noah. Right, honey?”

The little girl’s forehead creased. She looked at her mother in confusion. “But we’re here now, Mommy. Why can’t we go inside with Uncle Noah now? I don’t understand.”

“Because I don’t—because it’s almost your bedtime, Sophie. And you know that your stomach hurts if you eat sweets too late at night.” Miranda buttoned the top button of her daughter’s coat and took her arm firmly. “Lovely to see you, Noah. And you, Grace. I’ll…call.” As she pulled Sophie away, the little girl’s lips quivered.

She began to cry, rigid in the snow. “I want to see Uncle Noah. I want to stay, Mommy. I don’t want to go home. Daddy won’t be there,” she said on a soft, strangled sob. “It’s been so long and I miss him.”

Grace caught a sharp breath, feeling the girl’s raw pain.


“Hey, don’t cry, Sophie. It’s going to be fine.

Really. I’ll get you tomorrow and we’ll come back here for ice cream. Then I can read to you from that new book you like. How about that?” Noah knelt in the snow, drying Sophie’s eyes with a tissue. “It will be a date.”

“Really? Can I go, Mommy? Please?”

“I don’t think—” Miranda looked at her daughter’s pleading, tearstained face and sighed. “Oh, very well. If Noah calls first and you aren’t too tired.” She stared at Noah, her mouth flat. “Because his schedule may change, darling. He’s a very busy man,” she said coldly.

“I’ll be there, Miranda,” he said.

“Will you? Or will you get a call someplace that needs you?”

Grace saw Noah flinch and realized they were in very deep waters.

“I’ll be there. Count on it, Sophie.”

“Yay! And I won’t be tired! I’ll take a long nap and be all dressed and ready to go!” The girl danced in a little circle. “I can’t wait!”

“Sophie, you’re going to fall if you don’t stop that.” Miranda gripped her daughter’s hand. “And we’ll all freeze if we stand out here in the snow much longer.” With a little nod at Noah, Miranda turned Sophie and nudged her down the sidewalk.

“We’ll see you soon.”

She didn’t look back.


But Sophie kept turning to wave all the way up the street until they vanished around the corner.

 

NOAH DIDN’T MOVE, his shoulders tense as he stared up the street. Finally he ran a hand through his hair. “You probably don’t want to ask about that.” He looked at Grace, his face set in bleak lines. “That was my brother’s wife. There have been problems with her lately. You see…my brother is dead. We’re all trying to sort things out, and it’s not going well.”

“I’m sorry, Noah.” Grace slid her hand into his. “I’m so sorry…?. She seems like a lovely little girl.”

“Yeah, she is. Smart as a whip, but very vulnerable right now.” He stared into the dancing snowflakes, watching a black Volvo pull away from the curb, vanishing into the night. “Sophie is great. But her mother…”

“You don’t have to talk about this.”

“Talking is good. Aren’t you going to toss that suggestion back in my face?” he said. He shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “But talking doesn’t help you forget. Or forgive.” He shook his head. “No more about Miranda. I promised you some ice cream, and I always keep my promises.”

But the lightness between them was gone now. Noah listened, but there were lines in his forehead. Even when he smiled, Grace thought there was something distant in his eyes. By the time they walked outside, he had barely touched his double espresso cone.


“Maybe I should go back now,” Grace said quietly.

He looked at the melting ice cream and tossed it into a nearby garbage can. “Give me a few minutes, okay? We’re all taking my brother’s death hard. He was the youngest, the one who saw the good in everyone. He never complained, just gave you his total support.” Noah ran a hand across his face. “Now he’s gone and his wife wants to take his daughter all the way across the country to live. We’ll never see Sophie then. It’s as if Miranda wants to erase everything about us—and make sure that Sophie does, too.”

“It’s…heartbreaking.” Grace’s voice was husky. “I can’t begin to imagine how that must hurt you.”

“Yeah, it hurts plenty. But we’ll work it out. My parents were very involved in raising Sophie while Miranda developed her real estate business. Now that Matt is gone—” Noah’s voice hardened. “Now everything is changed, but she can’t just cut our family out of Sophie’s life. We’ll take her to court if it comes to that. I hope it won’t.”

He stopped. “And I’m talking about it again. Kick me, will you?” He managed a wisp of a smile. “I promised you a nice night. So what can I do for penance?”

“None required. Really, Noah.” Grace was glad to distract him. It looked as if he needed some serious distraction after that awful encounter. “But I don’t want to go home yet, either. Maybe we can find a bookstore. I’ve been looking for a gift for my friend’s birthday.”

“You got it. What kind of book?”

Grace cleared her throat. “A knitting book. She’s amazingly talented. I think she’d like a book of traditional lace patterns.”

She waited for the yawn. The blank look.

Instead, Noah nodded thoughtfully. “Sounds like a great gift. And I think you’re in luck.” He took her arm. “Two blocks over. My mom used to shop there. Come on.”








CHAPTER EIGHT



NOAH PULLED HER through the snow, working from memory. Up ahead he saw the decorated windows of a small shop, as beautiful as an art gallery. Bright balls of yarn gleamed inside as he read the hand-painted letters on the picture window.

Eat. Drink. Knit.

“Found it.”

Grace didn’t answer. He realized that she was digging in her pocket and staring at a pair of intricately patterned gloves.

“Something wrong?”

“I thought of another project. I was going to make a pair of these for a friend back in Summer Island. She’s a middling knitter, too, but she never makes anything for herself, and I know she would like them. Then I ran out of yarn. Look—there in the right side of the window. The exact yarn I need.” She glanced up at him and gnawed at her bottom lip, sounding resigned. “So that would make two things to look for. Would you mind?”

An alarm bell went off in Noah’s head. She was too serious for a simple request like this. So what if she had two things to look for?

The English Creep, Noah thought grimly. Grace had asked him to stop for something and he had been surly.

Noah hated the man even more now, if that was possible. And if he had dared to lay a hand on Grace, mocking or threatening her, Noah would—

What could he do? The man was dead, and there was nothing anyone on earth could do to punish him now. As his anger cooled, Noah realized that Grace had too much self-respect and intelligence to stick around someone who abused her. He decided it was probably a pattern of condescending jokes and careless derision. And that was still bad enough to make his temper rise.

Grace was staring at him uncertainly. The wariness in her eyes made him bite down a curse.

One thing was certain. Tonight Noah was going to smooth away every negative memory that James had left behind.

“Not a problem. I’m very curious about this dark hobby of yours. My mother used to do a lot of knitting and crocheting and I’ve been thinking it would be good for her to start again. Maybe you can help me pick out some yarn and a project, something fairly easy. They make patterns for things, right?”

Instantly, Grace’s face lit up. Noah had to draw a sharp breath at the radiance and energy that filled her eyes. She wasn’t jaw-dropping gorgeous. You felt her presence and her intelligence, not her beauty. Noah had definitely dated more beautiful women. And yet right now, with the snow dusting her hair and color swirling through her cheeks, she was the most striking woman in the world.

She gave a husky laugh. “Patterns? Oh, they make patterns, my friend. Thousands of them. You’re in very good hands with me. Let’s go.” She took his arm and pulled him toward the door into the elegant, welcoming store. “Get ready to take a walk on the wild side.”

 

HER EXCITEMENT WAS INFECTIOUS. Noah was caught up in her laughter and her pure joy in helping him find absolutely the right project for his mother. But she really wasn’t kidding about it being wild. As he walked along aisles jammed full of little balls in a thousand colors, he felt as if he’d entered a strange, alternate universe. This wasn’t yarn the way he thought of it.

He flipped over the tag on a ball of eye-popping coral yarn. “Soy? And angora? That’s rabbit fur, right? They mix soy and rabbit fur? How do they do that?”

He was totally confused now.

“Sustainability and choices are what people want today. You name it, they’ve tried it. Sugar, banana leaf, bamboo, even milk.”

“No kidding. What happened to good old wool?”

“Still here. But now it can be mixed with cotton or bamboo or silk. Let me show you.” Grace moved quickly, a woman with a mission. Noah liked the thoughtful way she ran her hand over a rainbow display of yarns and then settled on three balls of blushing peach. “This is what I need for those gloves. They’re alpaca mixed with silk. Feel how smooth.”

There was a shine in her eyes. She radiated like a kid at Christmas.

“Very nice. But I don’t know if she would like this.”

“This project for your mother.” She hesitated. “It might be expensive…” Her voice trailed off. “Good yarn will be more than you expect. I just thought you should know, in case you want to change your mind.”

There it was again. The uncertainty and wariness. Noah watched her gnaw her lip and was sure that the English Creep was to blame.

“So there may be sticker shock? I’m game, but I don’t have a clue.” He peered around him. “Where do we start?”

Grace smiled slowly. “Well, does she knit or crochet?”

“Both,” he answered easily. Grace stared up at him, looking surprised by his certainty.

“I know the difference,” he said with a lift of his brows. “You knit with sticks. You crochet with that short kind of hook.”

“Two needles, long and straight like this, for knitting.” Grace held up a pair made of dark, polished wood. “For crochet a hook, shorter and curved at the end like this.” She pointed to a nearby display.

“Needles,” Noah said with a nod. He had seen his mother use metal ones.

“Okay, so she’s a knitter. Now what kind of things does she like to make? Clothing? A blanket or an afghan? Socks or slippers? Or maybe a nice scarf?”

Noah rubbed the back of his neck. As a boy, he remembered his mother kicking off her shoes after dinner, settling down in a big wing chair, and pulling yarn from the basket near her feet. He remembered handmade socks at Christmas and sweaters at birthdays. Funny, his mother hadn’t gone for anything tame or sedate. Everything she made had been a riot of color and texture. She was as fearless in her hobby as she was in her life, he realized now with the eyes of an adult.

“She always made us socks at Christmas, but the last thing I saw her working on was a blanket. It was sky-blue with squares. Lots of texture. Sorry, but I can’t tell you much beyond than that.”

“No, that’s good. So she liked that color of blue?”

“She likes anything with deep, rich colors. One year we all got lime-green socks. The next year it was purple hats.” Noah frowned at a sudden rush of memories. Every Christmas his family gathered together, joking and jostling and catching up on news while they opened presents. One year their socks were all dyed with Kool-Aid, his mother had explained proudly. His younger brother, Matt, had pulled his sock onto the dog’s tail, and they had tumbled over laughing as their big Lab raced through the house, tail high, sock waving. Matt had said—

Sadness hit Noah like a body blow.

Matt was gone. They’d never laugh together again. There would be no more pranks, no more snowball fights.

No more anything.

Grace cleared her throat. “Is something wrong?”

He summoned a smile. The only way to deal with loss was to get on with living. His job helped. Noah knew that every day he had a chance to save someone else from dying the way Matt had died.

“I’m good. Let’s go for the bright colors. She likes deep blue and sky-blue. Maybe some paler greens. Almost silver—whatever that’s called.”

“You’ve got an excellent eye. That will make a wonderful mix. Now for a pattern.” Grace twined her fingers through his, leading him down one aisle and up another. She stopped in front of a bookcase that was jammed with yarn, sorted in shades from light to dark. “Let’s choose three or four colors to take with us. That will help when we look at patterns.”

Noah saw a perfect color of blue. He knew his mother would like this one because it was on her favorite set of china. Idly, he flipped over the tag—and whistled. “Twelve dollars? That’s the price for one of these? So how many does it take to make a blanket? Five or six maybe?”


“More than that.” Grace glanced at the printed tag wrapped around the ball of yarn. “At this yardage, even a small blanket would take a dozen.”

Noah did a quick calculation and whistled again. “So this is going to get expensive. You were right. Well, if you can’t splurge on your mother, what kind of son are you? Let’s go for it. Twelve it is.”

Grace squeezed his arm. Something came and went in her eyes. “I think she’s going to love this yarn. Now for a pattern.” She picked up a book, flipped through the pages and then held it out. “What do you think of this one?”

“I don’t know. It looks pretty complicated.”

“Actually, each block is knit separately. You sew them together at the end. The sewing is probably the worst part.”

Noah looked at the different textures and wavy squares. “She’d like this. It reminds me of something she made a long time ago. I think her mother and sister had started work on a marriage quilt. They were collecting squares like these. Then she told me the soldiers came. All their blocks got left behind. She’s always regretted that.” He nodded. “Yes, this is the one. But why don’t I get just two sample colors. I’ll buy her a gift card so that she can choose other colors if she doesn’t like mine.”

“We can give you a gift card in any amount.” Footsteps tapped closer. A tall woman in a striking lace shawl nodded approvingly at the pattern Noah was holding. “I couldn’t help but overhear, and I think your mother is a very lucky person. Does she need knitting needles, too?”

“Beats me.”

The owner chuckled. “You can wait on that. She may prefer metal or wood, or she may have a set stashed away.” The woman studied Grace. “I’ve seen you here before, I think.”

Grace nodded. “I’ve been in a few times. You have a lovely store.”

The owner beamed. “Why don’t you drop by on Wednesday night? Our knitting group meets upstairs. I provide tea and coffee. Everyone brings a different dessert.” The owner raised an eyebrow at Noah. “Maybe your mother would like to come, too.”

“I’ll ask her. Thanks.”

“Fine. Now, I’ll get this all rung up for you. What I need to know is the amount of the gift card, sir.”

Noah thought of the pain and loss he had seen in his mother’s eyes. Maybe this would help. In fact, he should have thought of it sooner. “Make it an even hundred.”

Grace raised an eyebrow. “Be still, my beating heart,” she murmured.

Noah made a mental note to remember the name of the yarn shop. It was a nice place and well organized, but who knew that a few balls of yarn could make a woman go dreamy-eyed like this? In a smooth movement he took the yarn Grace was holding and handed it to the store owner. “Add this in, too.”


“Noah, you don’t have to—”

“That’s right, I don’t. Now be quiet and let me make you smile.”

She started to say something else. Then she shook her head. “You’re a dangerous man, you know that?”

More dangerous than she knew, Noah thought. He was fighting a losing battle. If he didn’t touch her in the next five minutes, he might not survive.

 

SNOW STILL DRIFTED down gently as Noah took the bag of yarn and tugged Grace outside.

Grace felt oddly giddy as the door closed behind them. Noah hadn’t laughed at her request to visit the yarn shop. In fact, she was fairly certain he had enjoyed himself.

She was intensely aware of his broad shoulders as they brushed hers on the narrow sidewalk. With out any warning all that restless awareness turned sharp and focused. She hadn’t expected to feel this race of yearning. She could tell by the tension in his face that Noah felt it, too.

She felt his hand open and press into her back.

Silently, Noah drew her closer. She heard the drum of her heart.

He didn’t push her, sliding one hand slowly through her hair. Grace felt that touch all the way to her toes. Her cheeks were hot and she took a sharp breath, trying to be sane and in control, all the things she prided herself on.


His mouth brushed the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheek. Suddenly, control fled.

Their bodies were close, and she wasn’t quite ready when his mouth came down on hers, searching and open. He didn’t take. He didn’t demand. He simply offered her the promise of pleasure and belonging.

She closed her eyes, feeling his mouth skim hers. His body was hard, but his hands were very gentle, and Grace wanted to pull him closer until she found the warm muscles beneath his clothes.

Here in the darkness she felt the strangest mix of safety and danger. To touch him was dangerous, challenging her need for balance and order. Yet on some deep level, Grace knew that she could trust this man completely.

The problem was whether she could trust herself—or her very vulnerable heart.

She opened her hands on his chest. Instantly, Noah went still. A muscle clenched at his jaw.

Grace felt the taut line of his body. He was very aroused. But he didn’t move, didn’t push her response.

She wasn’t confused now, only maddened by the need to feel his mouth again. Breathlessly, she pulled his head down to hers and whispered his name. When his mouth opened on hers, slow and hungry, Grace let herself fall into a sheer dive of pleasure.

Her fingers opened, sliding beneath his jacket. She heard his breath catch. Blindly, she rose, brushing the corners of his mouth as she tasted him slowly. She hadn’t expected the heat or the need.

She had never been reckless or blinded by hunger in a man’s arms like this.

Now Grace was all those things. She wanted to laugh, but she could barely breathe as Noah wrapped his arms around her. She was crushed against him on a public street, her heart slamming and her knees shaking, and she didn’t care a bit. She didn’t have a word for the storm of emotions whirling through her. When he kissed her again, Grace gave up looking for one.

She touched his face, feeling breathless and strong and impossibly alive, as if everything else in her life had been no more than a pale rehearsal for this moment.

“Noah, I—” She stopped as a shrill beep came from his pocket.

Noah frowned, digging in his pocket. “Sorry.”

He slid out a pager, flipped it open on his palm and glanced at the screen. For long seconds he didn’t move, his face unreadable. Grace felt the intensity of his focus, swept off to whatever world was waiting on the other end of that message.

She saw the moment that the smile left his eyes. He took a deep breath. “Damn.” He touched her face. “I have to go. I’m sorry, Grace, but it’s—important.” He stabbed a hand through his hair. “Why don’t I call my father and have him take you home? I’ll walk you back to the yarn store. You can wait for him there.”

He was distant. Grace could see that he was al ready immersed in whatever work had summoned him. And she was certain there was danger involved.

She thought of the bruises on his hand. The long welt. “You’ll be careful?” She didn’t ask for details.

She wasn’t sure she wanted any.

“Always.”

She nodded slowly. “There’s no need to bother your father. I’ll just catch a cab. If I walk over two blocks, there’s always a line at the hotel.”

“Out of the question. You’re not walking any where alone tonight,” Noah said flatly. “And I won’t have you taking a cab. If I had more time, I’d drop you off myself.” His eyes narrowed as the pager rang again.

He scanned the text screen while he pulled out his cell phone. “Dad? Yeah, it’s Noah. Look, I’ve got a favor to ask. Grace is here. We were just taking a walk, but I have to go.”

Noah listened for a moment. “You would?

Thanks, Dad. That would be great. I’ll tell her.”

Noah slid his phone back into his pocket. “He should be here in fifteen minutes. I’ll walk you back to the store.”

 

NOAH CRANKED UP the heat and took a long drink from the water bottle he always kept in the front seat of his Jeep. His first page had read four-one-four. Level-four risk. Level-four explosives involved.

Very dangerous.

He stared at the traffic racing past and thought about Grace’s eyes, so bright with life and humor. She had stunned him with the tentative force of her kiss and the trembling pressure of her hands on his chest.

He had seen the joy die when he got the page to leave.

Their first kiss had changed things, Noah thought wryly. Where the night would have led them, he hadn’t a clue. Now he’d never know.

He glared out at the snow. No point in getting angry. The job came first.

When the light changed, he plunged into the stream of evening traffic headed east. Downtown.

No regrets. Regrets were cold stones in an empty cup.

This was what he was. This was what he did. And at least tonight the right man was going out to handle the explosives. A man who knew the risks and accepted them.

Not like Matt.

It was the one thing Noah could be grateful for as his pager beeped again and the threat level shot up to a six.








CHAPTER NINE



AFTER NOAH LEFT, Grace wandered aimlessly.

Shelves of soft yarn offered no distraction now. She kept thinking where he might be, telling herself there was no reason to worry. She didn’t know what he did, beyond being called out on short notice. He worked for the government, but that description could apply to any number of jobs.

Grace massaged a knot of tension in her forehead. Noah would tell her when he was ready—if he could. She respected the need for secrecy.

But waiting for news left her jumpy. She would have gone to find a cab except that she had told Noah she would stay and wait for his father.

She leafed through a knitting book, pretending to look at the pages. Every few minutes she checked her watch. At least Noah’s mother would soon have his gift. Losing a son had to be unimaginable, but she prayed that the knitting project would distract and comfort her. Grace remembered her own bad times, when the slide of smooth wool and the click of wooden needles had brought her solace, along with happy memories of quiet afternoons knitting with her grandmother.

The big Hummer appeared exactly when predicted, and Alex McLeod jumped over the snow, scooping up her bags like a man half his age.

“I’m sorry to trouble you, but Noah insisted.”

“And well he should. I’m happy to drive you back. I hope we can make a stop at home on the way.” Noah’s father helped her inside and glanced down at her bags. “Nice things in there?”

“Yarn for a project. They had the exact color I needed. Several magazines, too.”

Alex nodded slowly. “Tatiana used to knit. She hasn’t picked up anything lately.” He frowned at the crowded streets, nudging the big Hummer around snowdrifts from the recent storm. “Frankly, I wish she’d start up again. She needs it now. She still broods about our son.”

“Noah told me about him,” Grace said quietly. “I’m so sorry. It’s such a loss.”

“A loss no father should ever know,” Alex said tightly. “I still hear his laugh and turn around, expecting to see him behind me.” His hand tightened on the wheel. “But Tatiana feels it worst of all. She won’t talk about it, though. Frankly, I don’t think she should be alone tonight. Not to brood and remember.” He glanced at Grace, choosing his words carefully. “She likes you, Grace. If you would come and spend a few hours with us, you would be doing me—and Noah—a great favor.”


“I’d love to come. Your wife is a wonderful cook and I warn you, I’m going to pry out all her secrets. In fact, that’s what I love about food and cooking. There’s always more to learn. Even the best recipe is never finished, but always waiting for a new touch from a master’s hand.”

“With that kind of energy you must be very good at your job. Maybe on the way you can tell me a little more about this work you do. It’s some kind of research?”

“Mostly, I write about historical cooking, how breads were made and foods were preserved. Traditional kinds of herb use and fermentation.” Grace was describing her next project when her cell phone rang. She saw the Oregon area code but didn’t recognize the number.

“Sorry. I should take this.” Grace hurriedly dug out her cell phone, wondering who was calling.

A deep voice boomed out. “You’re a hard person to track down, Grace. I’ve called you three times, twice at your apartment. No luck.”

“Gage! Sorry to miss your calls. Are you in D.C. now?”

“Stopping over on the way home. I lost your cell number, then tried Caro, but they’re expecting a big storm. The reception has been rotten. It took me an hour to get through.”

Lieutenant Gage Grayson was married to Grace’s closest friend back on Summer Island. The girls had been inseparable growing up, supporters during bad times and a general cheering section over the years. Gage was finishing a tour of duty in Afghanistan and due home shortly. “So you’re headed home? That’s wonderful. Caro will be wild. I wish I could be there.”

“Still working too hard, are you? Caro says she hasn’t seen you for months.”

“Guilty, I’m afraid. So much food, so little time. But I’m planning to be back in Oregon in two weeks. Will you be there?” Grace heard the sound of voices and airport gate numbers being announced in the background.

“I’m not sure. But I know I’ve got my first night planned. Caro beside me, Casablanca on the tube and a fire at full blaze. Wait—hold on Grace. They just made a flight change.”

She heard the phone shift, and then more muffled announcements. When Gage came back, the line was filled with voices. “I was hoping to meet you for coffee, but I’ll be boarding in twenty minutes. I was able to hop an earlier connection. Sorry.”

“Hey, don’t apologize. Just jump in your seat and get home. I know a woman who can’t wait to see you. A dog and cat, too.”

“Yeah, I miss them all. So—everything’s really okay with you? I mean, I was sorry to hear about your fiancé’s death. I hope things are going better now.”

“Yes.” Grace took a deep breath. “It was…rocky for a while. But it’s better.” It finally felt better, she realized. She could talk about James without flinching. “Now go get that flight, Marine. And give all my love to Caro. Plus check in on my grandfather, would you? Remind him I’ll be there before the end of the month.”

“Will do, Grace. There’s nothing wrong with Peter, is there? He’s not sick, I hope.”

“No, he’s fine. He just doesn’t know how to slow down. I worry about him.”

“Understood. I’ll do a full reconnoiter and have Caro call you with the details. We’ll be putting in some time helping out at the shelter, too. How does that sound?”

“Just wonderful. Thanks so much, Gage. And—just take care, okay? Everyone on Summer Island has you in their thoughts.”

“Thanks.” Emotion tightened his voice. “I appreciate all your help and support. It means a lot, to me and my men. Those knitted helmet liners were snatched up faster than ammo, by the way. Now I really should go. Don’t want to lose my flight after coming halfway around the world.”

“Go. Be safe.” Grace heard more bustle and then the line went dead. She continued to hold the phone, thinking of Caro and the wonderful reunion she would have with her husband. If any two people deserved happiness, they did.

Alex glanced over at her. “Everything okay?”

“It was the husband of my best friend. He’s on his way home from Afghanistan. The Marines.”


“Glad to hear he’s got some leave coming. Sounds like everyone is close where you live. Summer Island, was it?”

“That’s the place—and yes, we are close. I just wish I could get back there more often.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Lately, all I seem to do is travel. Still, I can’t complain. I have my dream job and I savor every second of it.”

Alex gave her a searching look. “But you miss your friends back in Oregon. And you worry about your grandfather.”

“He’s always been healthy as an ox, but he’s get ting on in years. Yes, I worry about him. He works way too hard.” Grace watched the slow, snarled traffic crawl. “But he won’t stop.”

“Men are like that. My suggestion—if you’ll pardon an interfering man—is to tell him you worry about him. That might just slow him down. He’ll care about how you feel, Grace.”

“Maybe. But I know how much he loves those animals of his.” She smiled at Alex. “Probably as much as you love your cars. I imagine you work twelve-hour days.”

“I suppose I’m just as guilty. I’m trying to give more work to Reed. Since losing Matt, I want to be home with Tatiana. She worries about all of us.” He hesitated. “About Noah, especially.”

Grace watched Alex’s hands tighten on the wheel. “Is it…very dangerous, this work of his?” She knew she shouldn’t ask, but somehow the words slipped out.

“Dangerous? I guess that depends on who you ask.”

“I’m asking you, Mr. McLeod.”

“Alex,” he corrected. “I’ll tell you what I know. Mind you, it isn’t a whole lot.” His eyes narrowed. “His work is hard and the hours are long. He has a great deal of responsibility.” He took a slow breath. “And yes…it can be dangerous. But most of the time it’s routine and it’s tedious, nothing more than that. So we are going to pray hard that tonight is one of the routine nights.” He forced a smile. “Since I can’t say more than that, why don’t we talk about you? I have an ulterior motive, you see.” He rubbed his neck. “My wife is feeling restless lately. I admit, I goaded her to ask for the recipe for that whole-grain bread you mentioned, but she was too proud to ask.”

“Of course I can show her. We could make some this weekend, if you like.”

“Actually, I had a better idea.” Alex gave a guilty smile. “I hoped you might start tonight. My wife should have everything you need at the house.”

“You are tricky, aren’t you? You planned for me to come. But that’s fine. It will keep our thoughts off…other things.”

Like Noah.

They would all be thinking about Noah—and whether he was safe.


“Just turn here, could you? I’ll run in and get some things from my apartment first.”

While Alex turned around, Grace ran inside for her notes on the newest bread recipe she was testing. When she came out, a man stepped out from between two cars, blocking her way. He lifted a big camera and moved in on her face, the camera whirring loudly.

“Wh—what are you doing?” Grace blinked, frozen in the glare of his powerful flash. “Who are you?” She heard Alex call her name. The door of the Hummer opened.

The man with the camera moved back to include Alex in the photo as he emerged from the car. “I’m nobody.”

“Back off,” Alex growled.

The man sidestepped as Alex moved protectively in front of Grace. “Free country, pal.” But he wasn’t prepared for the powerful hand that gripped his shoulder or the quick way Alex covered the lens of the camera with his palm.

“Hey—you can’t do that.”

“Do what?” Alex said calmly. “I tripped on some ice. You just happened to be in the way.”

“Like hell, you b—”

The camera went flying as Alex spun the man around and pushed him against a parked truck. “The lady asked you a question. Who are you?”

Muttering, the man took a swing at Alex but missed.


“Name,” Alex said, his voice hard and cold.

“W-Wilson. Henry.”

“Who do you work for?”

“No one, damn it. I’m strictly freelance.”

Alex frowned, “Why are you interested in the lady? Who were you going to sell these photos to?”

“None of your f—”

“Language.” In one deft move Alex lifted the man up over the Hummer’s hood, feet dangling. “Answer the question politely.”

The man named the largest newspaper chain in the country, spitting out each word.

“Now isn’t that interesting?”

“But why me?” Grace demanded. “No one cares where I go or what I do.”

The man on the hood snorted. “They damned well care about James Marfield though. Someone at the paper is doing an in-depth exposé about failures of world diplomacy. Whatever the hell that means,” the man snarled. “Your James is number one on the list.”

Grace took in a strangled breath. Not more of James’s shadows.

“Forget this job,” Alex said curtly. “If the lady tells me you’ve been bothering her again, I will find you and make these suggestions in a more concrete way. Do we understand each other?”

“Y-yes.” The man fell back with a curse when Alex released him. He grabbed his camera from the snow and scowled. “Thanks for ruining my new Nikon.”


“Anytime,” Alex said pleasantly. “Call it a professional hazard. Freelancing can be dangerous.”

“Yeah, be a smart-ass now. But I won’t be the only one who’s following her. There’s a big contract for photos on this story. They want info about Marfield.” He glared at Grace and laughed harshly. “About his private life, too. Get ready for life in the fishbowl, honey,” he called as he ran across the street.

Grace stood stiffly. Anger choked her at this invasion of her privacy. “I—I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s not your fault, Grace. I’m just glad to help.”

“You’re pretty tough, aren’t you? I see where Noah gets it.”

“I don’t allow my family or friends to be harassed, if that’s what you mean.” Alex picked up the gloves that Grace had dropped and knocked snow off the soft pink merino.

“You’re—not going to ask me what he meant?”

“No. You’ll tell me if you want to. And if not, there’s no point in asking you anyway.”

Grace took the gloves he was holding out to her. “The strong, silent type. Another trait that Noah inherited.” She shoved her hands in her pocket and looked down at the outline of the camera where it had dropped in the snow. “James Marfield was my fiancé. He died in a plane crash. One year, four months and nineteen days ago,” she said quietly. “He was smart, funny, intense and generous. He had traveled everywhere. I thought he was the best thing that ever happened to me. How wrong can a person be?” she said softly.

Alex held open the door to the Hummer. “Let’s go home.”

As they drove through the darkness, she told Noah’s father all the rest, about James’s lies and lovers. About a probable baby. When she finished she felt drained.

“Noah knows about all this, but not about the reporter. I’d like to tell him that myself, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.”

“I was…so naive. I believed all that traveling James did was for his humanitarian causes. And he really did so much good. People simply trusted him.” She ran a trembling hand across her eyes. “Even now his memory…hurts.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Alex said sternly. “It’s never wrong to trust. He’s the one to blame, and only him.”

“On some level I believe that. And truly it’s getting better. Some days I don’t think about him at all.”

“This reporter may make life very uncomfortable. These people will dig and dig until they find something sensational enough to sell papers and books.”

“Then I see a lot of big hats and sunglasses in my future.” Grace laughed tightly. “Luckily I won’t be in D.C. much longer.”

“We’ll miss you.” Alex reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “In the little time we’ve known you, you’ve touched our lives, Grace. I thought you should know that. But I hope you won’t be gone forever.” He smiled cockily. “Otherwise I might have to mount a research expedition of my own.”

Emotion tightened her throat as Grace studied that tough, honest face. “No, I won’t disappear forever.”

“Promise?”

“I promise you.”

“Good. Because friends and family are all that really matter in life. Age has taught me that.” His lips curved. “And now get ready for a bread inquisition. If I know my Tatiana, she will be waiting at the door right now with apron in hand.”

Port of Baltimore, 8:35 p.m.

IT WASN’T LIKE TV. There were no sirens, no throngs of police cars or bustling SWAT teams. When Noah’s unit was dispatched, they moved with a low profile and unmarked vehicles. The sleek chopper that had brought him from D.C. looked like an ordinary commercial issue.

But it wasn’t. As Noah pulled on his Kevlar suit, he watched the grim, determined faces around him. Each person was totally focused on a specific threat assessment. The sense of danger was tangible. His target lay somewhere in the big shipping crates just inside the doors of the anonymous warehouse ahead.

Noah’s boss strode up, secure cell phone glued to his ear, gathering updated intelligence about the shipper, source location and probable explosive devices sealed inside.

“Robot inoperative. There’s some kind of lead lining on the crates. No X-rays available. But we’re definitely picking up explosive vapor. Ten minutes ago the bomb dogs signaled for Semtex vapor signatures and ammonium nitrate.” The big man’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you’re up for this, McLeod? Your hands took a beating yesterday during that circuit fire. I can pull Kelly in to handle this.”

Thomas Kelly had a wife and two kids, with a third on the way. He had good hands but only half the experience Noah did.

“Negative, sir. I’m suited and ready. Time may be critical here.”

After a moment Noah’s superior nodded. “It’s all yours then. Keep your eye on the ball.”

Noah nodded and stared down the empty vista of cement in front of the warehouse door. Sounds seemed to recede until all he heard was the heavy thump of his heartbeat inside his protective suit. He shook his head, shoving down errant thoughts of Grace, his parents and all the things he wanted to do before he died.

Sweat trickled into his eyes beneath the heavy helmet. Already the 100-pound bomb suit weighed on his shoulders. He felt a rush of adrenaline.


No one moved as he started the long walk toward the warehouse.

“I’m here, Matt,” he whispered. “Take a little walk with me, bro. This one feels bad.”








CHAPTER TEN



TATIANA OPENED THE FRONT DOOR, her hair in disarray and flour streaking her cheek. “You talked her into coming, Alex. I’m so glad. Please come in, Grace.”

Alex smiled at his wife. “That’s not all I talked her into, my love.” He walked past her, looking smug.

Tatiana glanced at the bag Grace carried. “She is going to knit?”

“No, she is going to teach us how to make that wonderful peasant bread from France. And then she is going to knit while the dough is rising.”

“Really?” Tatiana clapped her hands in delight. “I have tried many ways, with all kinds of flour and all kinds of starter. It is always nice but not special. No chewy center. I am about to give up, and then you mention knowing the recipe, and I am so happy. I have a pot of tea ready and I have just finished a fresh poppy-seed cake.”

“Perfect. You can trade me your cake recipe for my bread recipe.” As Grace set down her purse, a pair of knitting needles poked out. “But first I’d like to see the kittens and Ivan. I miss them all. And after that, if you do feel like knitting…”

Tatiana gnawed at her lip. “I was thinking to start again, just a simple scarf. I have forgotten so much. I don’t remember how to make the first stitches. Me, who knitted my first hat when I was four!”

“I can show you all that. I have a feeling you’ll be flying through the rows inside an hour.” Grace smiled as Alex took out beige cooking aprons for all three of them.

He rolled up his sleeves. “So I should get the package of yeast, right?”

“Actually, no.” Grace held up her bag. “Trade secret. This is a natural fruit-based starter. Not sourdough or commercial yeast. This is the special sauce.” Grace took off her coat. “Ready to rock and roll?”

 

FORTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER Tatiana had three pages of notes, and her first loaves of bread dough curing. The bread was French, but based on an old Italian recipe Grace had learned in Florence. She had noticed Tatiana’s growing tension, and her darting glances at the wall clock. When that happened, Grace launched into a new detail of bread making.

They were about to stop for tea when the phone rang. Tatiana shot out of her chair, dropping the big wooden spoon from her hands. Her face was stark white.

“Answer it.” She took a hard breath. “Something is wrong. Alex, I can feel the weight. Too many shadows.” Her hands shook. She closed her eyes, leaning rigidly against the counter. “Please, God,” she whispered. “No more bad news…”

Alex pulled her against his chest and squeezed her. He murmured something in her ear, a look of unspeakable tenderness in his eyes. But Grace saw the tension in his shoulders and knew that Alex was fighting his own battle with fear as he turned to pick up the phone.

Without thinking, Grace moved beside Tatiana while Alex answered.

Tatiana’s fingers locked on Grace’s arm. If it was bad news…

Instead of fear, Grace summoned an image of Noah laughing as he ground snow down her collar. Then another memory of Noah tucking the puppy under his jacket.

Nothing can happen to him, she thought fiercely. Please.

Noah’s father cleared his throat. “Yes? He told you to call? I see. He will be busy then. Yes, I understand.”

Grace leaned forward, straining to catch every syllable.

“When he is done, yes. Thank you for calling. It is…good to have news,” he finished gruffly.

Alex put down the phone and looked at the two women. By now, Grace had her arm around Tatiana’s shoulders, while Tatiana’s hands opened and closed on Grace’s other arm.

“He is safe?” The words were a hoarse whisper. “Noah—he is not hurt?”

“He’s fine, Tatiana. It was busy for a while. Now they’re clearing up the last odds and ends. He will call when he can. For now he wanted us to know that all is well.”

It wasn’t a routine night, Grace thought, shivering. Alex’s face registered that clearly.

How did they bear this terrible waiting and uncertainty? How did they go on, week after week, knowing that one night he could leave and never come back? Grace thought about how much courage that took.

She wasn’t sure she had it.

Silence fell. Then Tatiana’s shoulders squared. “Now we will have tea. We will eat cake and watch our dough rise and we will not think of shadows.” She smiled slowly at Alex. “Tonight we will use our best china, too. We will celebrate life and family.” A bit of her old spirit returned and she flashed an impish glance at Grace. “And excellent crusty bread too, I think.”

 

THEY DID JUST AS TATIANA wished. They had tea and cake and talked about dumplings. They argued about travel and politics and olive oil. With encouragement from Grace, Tatiana started to knit again, muttering when the stitches were crooked and tight. “Bah, it is terrible, this. Once my needles would fly. I could make a whole sock in a night.” She shook her head. “But I will work hard. It helps to have a good teacher.”

“It will come back. In a week you’ll be burning through a set of socks again.”

“Not in a week, I think. But soon.” Tatiana took a long breath and rolled her shoulders, looking down at her old metal needles. “I forgot how the wool feels in my fingers. How the needles glide. So calm it makes me. Thank you for this gift of helping me remember.” She patted Grace’s hand and stood up. “Time to check on the bread.”

Time seemed to slip into a pleasant blur. Grace gave Tatiana instructions while she continued to knit. All of them laughed when Alex appeared with a puppy under one arm and three wriggling kittens under the other.

“Now everyone is here. Come and visit with Grace, you unruly lot.”

Grace hugged the warm, furry bodies one by one, caught in almost tangible sense of calm and belonging.

But she didn’t really belong here. It would be dangerous to become too attached to this brave, stubborn family. She barely knew Noah. Who knew what the future would bring? Grace tried to stay polite but detached even though her heart demanded that she listen and trust.

Not yet.


Love didn’t grow in a day, she thought tiredly. She was asking for heartache if she believed that.

The phone rang again. Tatiana flew to the desk, scattering flour in her path. “Yes?” She gripped the phone, staring out into the falling snow. “You are fine? Yes? Thank heaven. And you will be done before long? No?” Her eyes clouded. “All night.” But she forced a smile. “My son, the important man. Yes, Grace is here with us. We are making bread from her recipe. Very clever it is, too. So you must finish and come home while it is hot from the oven.” She listened for a few minutes, then nodded and said something in Ukrainian. After that she held out the phone to Grace. “He wishes to speak with you.” With a quick smile Tatiana whisked Alex out of the room, leaving Grace alone.

“Noah?”

“Right here. Thanks for sharing your recipe. My mom is over the moon.”

“She’s a wonderful student.” Grace hesitated. “Is it— Are you very busy?” She wanted to say safe, but she refused to give voice to cold possibilities.

“Things are a little tight. Several people are away at a conference, so the rest of us are playing catch-up. And it’s snowing again. How about a snowball fight when I’m done here?”

“You’re on, pal.”

Grace heard the deep growl of a truck motor. Noah covered the phone, answering a question she couldn’t hear. When he was done, he sounded rushed. “I’d better go. But tell my mom and dad I’ll be in touch. And tell them not to worry,” he added firmly. There were more voices nearby. He spoke to someone, then returned. “Gotta go. I’ll be thinking about our snowball fight,” he said quietly. “About how your mouth tastes in the snow.”

Heat swirled through her body. Grace swallowed hard. “Finish up there. Then come find out,” she whispered.

But the line was already dead.

 

SOME HOW, BETWEEN TENDING dough and helping Tatiana rediscover the intricacies of casting on stitches and pattern reading, the night flew past. It was almost one o’clock when Alex caught her yawning.

“Sorry. But I think I’d better go. The rest of your dough will be fine in the refrigerator until morning.”

Tatiana took her hands. “Why don’t you stay here tonight? You could sleep in Noah’s old bed.” She glanced shrewdly at Grace. “I think you must be a little curious, no?”

Grace blushed, which made both Alex and Tatiana laugh. “It’s too much trouble. And I have to be up very early,” she said quickly.

“No problem. Alex and I are always early to wake. Alex can drop you wherever you like. Can’t you, my love?”

“Of course.” He refilled Grace’s plate. “Have more cake.”


Grace looked from one to the other. “You aren’t going to let me talk my way out, are you?”

“No,” the two said together.

“And think how you will have more time with the kittens,” Tatiana said quickly.

“Low blow,” Grace muttered. But she had to admit that she was curious about Noah’s old bed room. “I’ll stay. Thank you for the invitation and for a wonderful evening.”

“So polite.” Tatiana smiled broadly at her husband. “Yes, always perfect manners. I wish I could have seen her digging in that Dumpster to save her kittens, Alex. Noah called her unforgettable.” Tatiana picked up her knitting needles and chuckled. “I believe only someone very special could take our son’s breath away,” she added wisely.

Grace had the clear feeling that she had been out-manned and outgunned by a champion. When Tatiana brought in one of the kittens to sleep in Grace’s lap while she knitted, Grace was sure of it.

 

THE HOUSE WAS QUIET.

The fire had died down and everyone was asleep. Grace stared up at the ceiling, warm and cocooned beneath a down quilt in the upstairs bedroom that had once belonged to Noah.

It felt odd and impossibly intimate to be curled up beneath the soft blankets where Noah once slept. She thought of Noah here in these sheets, dreaming.


I’ll be thinking about how your mouth tastes in the snow.

Through the window she watched a single star winking above the trees. She wondered if Noah had seen the same star, bright and glinting, as a young boy. There were so many things she didn’t know about him, so many puzzles to be solved. But Grace dimly realized one thing.

Her feelings for him were nothing like what she had felt for James. This emotion between them was deep and unpredictably complex. It didn’t require words or need constant confirmation. She didn’t know where their relationship would go. She couldn’t see how they would make anything work with their busy lives set so far apart.

What if it wasn’t meant to be serious? What if her heart ended up tied in knots, torn painfully in two again?

Maybe, a quiet voice whispered, getting hurt was the price you paid to know you were alive.

 

AFTER ALEX MCLEOD finished checking the house and putting out the fire, he walked slowly up to bed. He found his wife where she usually was, reading or working in her big wing chair. Her back was turned to the door while she muttered over her knitting, but when he came closer, Alex saw that her fingers were tense.

Cold tears slid in streams down her cheeks.

“Tatiana, what’s wrong?”


She jumped a little, then leaned forward, trying to hide her face. “I couldn’t sleep. Just restless. You know how I am.”

“Yes, I do know.” Alex sat down beside her, turning her face up gently. “You were crying. Why didn’t you come to me?”

“Because it’s my fault. Because it’s me who can’t forget. Why should I keep bothering you again and again?”

“Why? Because I love you. Because I want to know when you’re in pain. Because years ago we promised to share everything, the pain and fear just as much as the happiness and laughter.”

“I know. And I should have come to you tonight. But I hate to be helpless, caught up in these constant, helpless feelings that never stop. I was never weak before. How much everything is changed after Matt.”

“Come to me. Two people can share the pain better than one. Promise me you will not sit like this and cry alone.”

“I promise.” She managed the ghost of a smile. “Really. Now let’s go to bed. It’s cold and I need to feel your arms around me.”

“Not yet. I want to see something first.”

“Now? What is it?”

He shook his head, wrapping a well-loved afghan around her shoulders. Then he took her hand, guiding her quietly down the long hallway. They stopped outside Noah’s old room, where Grace was sound asleep.

Smiling, Alex stepped back and pointed inside. Tatiana peeked around the door into the room, lit only by the dim hall light.

But the light was enough to make out the bed.

Tatiana covered her mouth, biting back a laugh at the sight before her.

The mother cat was stretched out across Grace’s feet, drowsy and contented. Around her the three kittens lay curled into tight balls, purring happily. Each one was tucked into another, all three strung together like fluffy commas.

Nearby, the puppy had burrowed under the covers, with his body stretched full length and his feet in the air. His head was nestled on Grace’s shoulder.

Tatiana gave a quiet sigh of contentment, sliding an arm around her husband’s waist. The two stood, listening to the sounds of the house shifting and the soft purring of the kittens and the gentle panting of the puppy.

In the silence they walked back to their room, hand in hand.

“Animals know who to trust.” Tatiana studied her husband’s strong face. “It is hard to fool them. They find the place they feel most safe.” She gripped Alex’s hand. “She is the one for Noah. I feel it, Alex. And yet…she could hurt him in a terrible way.”

“I see that, too.” He brushed the hair off his wife’s cheek. “But that must be his choice to make. And hers. When did young people ever listen to advice, anyway?”

Then he caught her up and carried her to bed. Neither one spoke after that. Their hearts were full and their bodies met with the warm knowledge of long experience in a place where desire burned fresh, never dimmed.








CHAPTER ELEVEN



Four in the morning

AT LEAST TONIGHT there was a happy ending, Noah thought.

He looked across at his personal war zone.

Hardware, timers and wires covered every inch of his desk, carefully removed from their crates. The team around him was working frantically to isolate and categorize every detail of these new weapons that had hit American soil. The crates had been tracked from a container ship inbound from Malaysia in the successful conclusion of a yearlong sting operation by combined U.S. and British intelligence. Thanks to faulty construction, one of the devices had leaked during transit. The circuits had been dangerously unstable by the time Noah opened the crate. But he had isolated the power source, rendering the device safe before it discharged.

His boss opened the door at the far end of the lab. “Roll it up, everybody. We’re off as of tonight.”

“But I still have two more devices to examine, sir.” The voice came from behind Noah.


“Not now you don’t. It’s no longer our assignment. Everything is going over to Quantico. Pack it up.”

Despite low muttering, the tired group complied. No one was surprised. Here in the lab Noah and his team provided initial assessment of hazardous materials, along with best methods of containment and control. But within twenty-four hours forensic materials and hardware were turned over to the FBI labs for full analysis.

It was over.

Noah pushed back from the crowded desk and rubbed the cramped muscles in his shoulder, watching people tag the last of their work and then file out. In the past seven hours he had downed five cups of bad coffee, one dry tuna sandwich and a cardboard corn muffin, courtesy of the vending machines down the hall. The memory wasn’t pleasant.

He thought about the fresh bread Grace and his mother were making and his stomach growled.

“Yeah, me, too.” His boss grabbed his coat and gloves and glanced at the now-deserted room. “Someday they won’t need us. Someday men will stop trying to butcher and maim each other in every way possible.” The graying security expert sighed and flipped off the lights. “At least that’s what I keep telling myself.”

Noah didn’t hold out a lot of hope in that area. Men always seemed to find new tools of destruction. He grabbed his jacket and followed his boss down the hall. Through the narrow window at the end of the corridor a gray sky bloomed, tinged with pink. Almost dawn.

He pulled out his cell phone and typed a quick text message. All clear. Tell Mom.

Noah knew that Alex always slept with his phone nearby, in case one of his sons called. Within seconds his father replied.

 

Thx. Get some rest. BTW Grace is here. She’s asleep in your bed….

 

And then his father typed in a smiley emoticon.

Noah shook his head. The world was changing way too fast when your father texted you with a smiley face, he thought wryly.

Outside he headed straight to his Jeep. First stop—his apartment for a hot shower. He would be at his parents’ place in an hour. With luck he could weasel some of that bread and a mound of scrambled eggs along with freshly brewed coffee. No one made hair-straightening black coffee like his dad did.

Noah smiled slowly.

The coffee could wait. First he wanted a long, hot kiss as he coaxed Grace awake slowly in his bed.

 

SOMETHING TOUCHED GRACE’S cheek. She stretched lazily, muttering. Something skimmed her nose. A warm, searching mouth slid over hers until she ached. She felt her brain fog.


What a perfect dream.

It had to be a dream, she told herself.

How else to explain this unfamiliar heat and need that flashed up like starlight, just on the edge of control.

No, not unfamiliar. Noah…

She rolled over and breathed the word in a rough sigh, twisting in the warm quilt.

Then she shivered. Warm breath on her cheek. Callused hands on her hair.

“Richard? Or is it you, Tony?”

“Neither.” Noah pulled back the covers, sliding down beside her.

Grace had to laugh when she saw the irritated glint in his eyes. “A joke. Of course I knew. Even asleep, I knew,” she whispered breathlessly.

Warm hands slid down her arms and under her knit shirt. Slowly, expertly, they opened on her breasts. Grace sucked in a sharp breath, hit by a wave of pleasure.

“Noah, what are you—”

“Temporary insanity. I plead guilty. Want me to go?”

She closed her eyes, feeling his hands still. She tried to clear her head. “I can’t think straight,” she rasped. “What if your parents—”

“Both of them are downstairs starting breakfast. They won’t be up for at least thirty minutes. My mother’s determined to get another loaf of bread baked just right for you.” He was watching her intently. “I probably shouldn’t be here.”

Her heart pounded. “Probably not.”

“I can’t seem to stay away,” he said roughly. “I’ve never felt like this.”

Grace knew just what he meant.

When had she ached like this? When had she ever felt this giddy rush of freedom?

Never.

She closed her eyes on a sigh. Her whole body hummed, intensely alive. She had never realized what it felt like to ache, trembling beneath careful hands while she simply…let go.

Was this really happening? Was she actually in Noah’s house, in his bed, while his parents made breakfast one floor away?

“Wait,” she whispered. She sat up slowly, feeling the attraction tighten between them. So easy to fall, she thought. But she took a deep breath and tried to focus. “I want this. It should be so simple to touch and trust. But it’s not. I care too much to pretend with you, Noah.” Her fingers opened and twined through his. “I don’t want halfway or maybe or close enough. If we do this, it will change everything.” She felt her heart stabbed by the understanding in his eyes. “You see?”

“I do. And you’re right. There’s nothing safe about feeling this much.” Awareness snapped between them as he looked at their linked fingers. Something came and went in his face. “It wouldn’t be simple to touch you. I’m sure of that.” He sounded tired. Slowly he brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her palm. “I wish we were different. I wish…a lot of things.”

She felt his arms tighten.

Then Grace felt him pull the covers around her and stand up. He kissed her forehead.

He cleared his throat. The room felt unbearably cold when he closed the door behind him.

Grace heard Noah tell his father that she was asleep and he didn’t want to wake her. Their foot steps moved away toward the stairs.

She pulled the quilt over her head, feeling her face flame. What had nearly happened? She lay rigid, listening to the slam of her heart. She was never reckless like this. She made careful choices after calm deliberation. Growing up in the wreckage of a childhood littered by the memories of her mother’s drinking and irresponsibility, Grace knew just how much pain bad choices could bring.

And they had been on the edge of something terribly reckless. Noah’s father had been right in the hallway. What if he or Tatiana had walked in on them? She stifled a groan at the thought.

She had to go. She had to walk out of Noah’s house and start being calm and sensible again. She was going to clear her head and stop acting like…

Like a woman opening her heart, too long in shadows.


Her eyes closed. Her fingers gripped the quilt. It was the right thing to do.

But like most of the right things you did in life, this one was going to hurt very badly.

 

HE CAUGHT HER AT THE FRONT door while she tugged on her coat.

“Hey. I’m just about to cut you a slice of that bread my mother’s been fussing over for the last hour.” His eyes narrowed when Grace didn’t answer him. “What’s wrong?”

“Wrong? Where do I start? That—the thing that just happened upstairs was wrong,” she breathed. “And next time it might not stop. You’re worth more than that, Noah. We both are.”

His eyes never left her face. “Don’t run away, Grace. You’re smarter and tougher than that.”

“Am I?” She rubbed the painful knot burning over her heart. “If I were as smart as you think, things would never have gotten this complicated. You confuse me, Noah. You awe me, too. The way you make me feel…it’s too much. I have a lot of okay in my life, not reckless and wonderful.”

He smiled at that. The tenderness in his eyes hit her like pure sunlight. It almost made her reconsider. But she couldn’t back away from what was right. They’d both regret it later.

“Fine. We’ll take some time, slow things down. I’ll give you a day or month to get used to reckless and wonderful. I can be patient, but…”


“There had to be a but.”

He cupped her cheeks gently. “But I’m not letting you vanish. Not until we know exactly what we have here.” His arms slid around her waist. He pulled her closer. “And I’m not going to make it easy for you to forget me.”

He kissed her, slow and thorough with aching tenderness. Grace felt her heart dive straight to the bottom of her chest. “You don’t give an inch, do you?”

“So I’m told.”

“And you also like to bend the rules, I see.”

“When it’s necessary, yes. Because I plan to win, Grace. I plan for us to win together. The way I see it, life is about being strong enough—maybe stubborn enough—to open a door and take a gift when it’s offered. Too often you don’t get a second chance,” he said fiercely.

With a sigh she slanted her forehead against his. She could feel his heart pounding where their bodies met. “You make this sound so easy. But it’s not. I’m not spontaneous or casual. I think. I worry. My friends say, ‘I worry, therefore I am.’”

“You think I don’t? You think this is casual for me? Honey, nobody said it was going to be easy or casual.” His voice was harsh. “Exactly the opposite. But what happens when I touch you is a gift, and right now a voice is telling me that we’re just getting started. Do you trust me enough to believe that?”

“It’s life I don’t trust,” she whispered. “Things like this don’t happen to me. I live a sane, organized, predictable life. I like it that way,” she insisted breathlessly. “At least I thought I did.”

Noah lifted her hand, studying their entwined fingers. “It’s good to be a little reckless. Sometimes you need to eat dessert first,” he whispered.

Behind them dishes rattled in the kitchen.

“Stay. Have breakfast.” His eyes were grave. “It would mean a lot to my mother. To all of us. Even you can be reckless for forty-five minutes, right?”

Grace closed her eyes, feeling all her good intentions drift out the window. “Okay. But no playing dirty. Give me one week to sort things out. And while I do, hands off.”

“It’s a deal.” He started to kiss her and then raised his palms in the air. “Your rules. For now, hands off.” His eyes darkened. “You have exactly one week.”

 

THE BREAD WAS A MARVEL, rich and chewy with a golden crust. Tatiana glowed at Grace’s praise. Not surprisingly, the men finished off every chewy crumb within minutes.

It was clear that Noah’s parents were curious about their developing relationship, but they were far too polite to ask questions. Their good-natured joking with Noah only made Grace realize what family meant and how much she would give up if she stuck to her plan.

Before she had finished her first cup of tea, her cell phone alarm chimed loudly. She blanched. “Oh, no—I forgot my big appointment and I can’t be late. Not today.” She shot to her feet. “I—forgive me for being so rude. I really have to go.”

Alex stood up. “I can drop you on my way to work.”

“Thanks, Dad, but I have it.” Noah gulped down his coffee and followed Grace to the door. “I’m off today.”

“Noah, I need to stop at home and change. Do my hair. Makeup.” She shrugged. “I can’t believe I forgot.” What kind of effect did the man have on her? She shouldn’t have stayed the night before, but the evening had been so wonderful.

She shook her head in irritation. “This is definitely a panty hose day. I’ll be rushed so you don’t need to wait.”

“Not a problem. I’ll take you wherever.” Noah grabbed his gloves—and a loaf of warm bread for the road. “Let’s move. You can give me directions in the car.”

 

AS THEY DROVE, Grace told him where she was going.

He blinked. “There? The White House? That’s your appointment?”

“Right. Now you see why I can’t be late.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“It’s not a done deal. The competition is major so I didn’t want to talk about it.”

“Are you kidding? You’ll get it.” Noah drummed his fingers on the wheel. “But explain it again. What’s a digital, collaborative cookbook?”

“The French cultural attaché will be there along with the head White House chef. This is the final interview,” Grace said tensely. “The project is to create a huge cooking reference offered for the English-speaking market. It will have full recipes, videos of cooking techniques, interviews with key chefs in France who have visited here. There will be history, travel advice, food-shopping tips. Everything! The White House Cooking Series.” She caught a breath. “This is so big, Noah. The biggest thing I’ve ever done.” Grace looked at her hands and saw that they were trembling. “And with the White House chef involved, we’ll have access to just about anyone. Look at me. I’m a wreck. How am I going to be any good? And I barely have an hour to get ready,” she rasped.

“You’ll do it, honey.” Noah’s voice was utterly calm. “Practice your pitch on me while we drive. And don’t worry, I’ll get you there in time.” His mouth curved. “I know the back routes.”

 

SHE FINISHED DRYING her hair while her cell phone and computer charged. Her best black suit steamed in the bathroom while the shower ran. As Noah made a pot of strong coffee, Grace added her final makeup.

“Don’t I get to see the panty hose?” he murmured. “Lingerie would be nice, too.”

“Out.” Laughing, Grace shooed him from the sunny bedroom of the apartment she was renting during her D.C. stay. She stepped into discreet black pumps and eyed her reflection in the mirror.

Slowly, her confidence began to return. The White House Cooking Series was a huge project, but she had prepped for almost a year. She had researched all the major French cookbooks and followed every important French cooking blog. She had researched historic state dinners back to the American Revolution. She knew five of the seven chefs in France who would be interviewed for the project.

The project would be a key cultural collaboration.

She straightened the small strand of pearls at her neck and opened the door.

Noah let out a low breath. “Nice before, but now you’re amazing. You look calm and smart and absolutely gorgeous.” He glanced at his watch. “Finish your coffee. I’ve got your computer at the door. It’s charged and packed.”

“Thank you for this, Noah.” Just seeing him grin gave her a new wave of confidence.

He held open the door. “Better move.”

 

HE SPED HER DOWN BACK ALLEYS and across warehouse lots that Grace didn’t know existed. He cut through parks and around a university loading dock. They made it to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue with ten minutes to spare.

Noah parked and held open her door, radiating pride. “Go knock them dead, honey.”








CHAPTER TWELVE



Three hours later

GRACE STOOD ON THE STREET corner.

Dazed, she watched traffic stream past. Her hands shook. She took a hard breath, pulled out her cell phone and dialed Noah.

He answered on the first ring. “All done?”

She felt dizzy. Truck horns blasted and she tried to focus.

“Grace? Talk to me. How did the meeting go?”

She couldn’t answer, watching the unending snarl of traffic but not really seeing any of it. The interviews had been long and grueling, details upon details. They had probed her training, career background and personal goals, even her private life. She hadn’t realized exactly how high-profile this project was going to be.

She rubbed her face, jittery from too many questions and too much coffee. Jittery from having her life poked and analyzed for three long hours. “Intense. Very intense.”

“Where are you?”


“Near 18th Street.”

“I’ll come pick you up.”

She cleared her throat. “I—I can’t, Noah.”

“Why? I’ll just be ten minutes. Wait for me.”

“No.” She said the word slowly. A taxi slammed on its brakes and Grace winced. “I can’t because… I got it.” She whispered the words, still not able to process the news. “Noah?”

“I couldn’t hear you, Grace. Say that again.”

“I—I got it. I’ll be working on the series!”

“That’s great! Congratulations. I knew you were brilliant and this seals it. So when do we celebrate?”

“Tonight. My place. I’ll supply the champagne and you supply…the heat.”

She wanted to shout. She wanted to cry and dance a crazy jig in the snow. Most of all she wanted to grab Noah and kiss him speechless. But she didn’t have time for any of it.

“Noah, they want to start immediately. The hours will be killing, and now I have to leave for France in five days. I want to go see my grandfather first and then visit two libraries while I’m back in Oregon. I’m not sure when I’ll be back after that.”

This time it was Noah who didn’t answer.

“Noah, are you there?”

“I’m here, Grace. This sounds like a huge project. An opportunity like this doesn’t come every day. I completely get that. But we can still find time somehow. Hold on.” Grace heard muffled sounds, and then he was back. “What time tonight?”


“Seven. No, make it seven-thirty.”

“Got it.”

Another car horn sounded, just to her right. Grace looked over and caught a breath when Noah stopped in front of her. She ran to the car and slid inside. “How did you get here so fast?”

“I was doing an errand around the corner.” He leaned across the seat, kissed her hard, then pulled back into traffic. “I’m pretty damned proud of you, Grace Lindstrom. Just for the record.”

She sat back with a sigh. For long seconds she simply squeezed Noah’s hand. It was a massive project and there would be at least a dozen people looking over her shoulder, checking details and questioning her recipes every step of the way. The time frame was a killer, but it would be the most exciting thing she had ever done. She had to carry it off—not because of money or ego, but because she could really showcase the rich history of cooking here at the White House—and even before the country’s formal founding. She couldn’t wait to start.

Grace leaned over and kissed Noah’s cheek, then smoothed away the lipstick mark. “Just for the record, big guy? I highly doubt that you were ‘doing an errand around the corner.’ But we’ll let that pass because I’m so glad to see you.” She looked down and smiled. “I’m still jittery. But it’s going to be amazing, Noah. They have access to all kinds of archives, both here and in France. There will be complete digital footage made of every recipe, with great tips and techniques that will be posted online, available exclusively to those who buy the book and DVD. We’re going back as far as General Lafayette and the American Revolution, including the first contacts between our countries. The research is going to be fascinating. Nothing watered down, either.”

He nodded, his eyes on the snarled traffic. “Just the kind of thing you can do in your sleep. They chose the right person.”

“But it’s scary.” Grace pressed a hand to her chest. “I keep telling myself that I can handle all this. Book, DVD and audio. It’s the new world, a cooking revolution. I can’t believe I’m going to be watching it happen.”

“Not watching. Making it happen,” Noah said. You’re going to knock this one out of the park. Mark my words.” He reached over and pulled her hand to his mouth, kissing her palm. “And I am going to tell everyone that I knew you when.”

“Don’t talk that way. This won’t change me or my life beyond making for a crazy twelve months. And…we’ll find time, if you can just be flexible.” It took courage for Grace to ask, to open herself to rejection. “My life is going to be crazy when this gets rolling. Will you wait for me? Not for a week, but months while I travel.”

He bit the soft skin at the base of her thumb. “I can wait,” he murmured. “Not forever, but a few months should be fine.” His beeper chimed as he eased his car into a parking spot.

Grace looked up, surprised to see that she was back at her apartment. How did he do that so well? She had never liked to drive in city traffic, and D.C. was known to drive grown men to tears at rush hour. “I—I don’t know what to say, Noah. Thank you. Just—thank you.”

“Thanks not needed or wanted. Now get going. You’ve got important work to do. Vive la Révolution,” he quipped. He walked around the car and held open her door. “But remember we’ve got a date tonight.” He skimmed one finger along her cheek, waited a moment and pulled her into his arms. “I’m bending our rules,” he murmured, kissing her slowly with a focused intensity that sent little warnings through her body. “Tonight, I’m bringing all the heat we can handle. We’ll see where it takes us and then reconsider your rules.”

He would always affect her this way, Grace thought. He would make her feel beautiful and desirable, but he didn’t pressure her for a response. He didn’t need to push because he took her as she was, not as an extension of some image he wanted to project about himself. He didn’t need that kind of shallow ego boost.

He was strong, not like James. Never like James.

At her door, Grace looked back. Noah gave her a nod and a little wave.

Some instinct made Grace turn back and reach through the open window. She pulled him down, kissing him with sudden urgency, struck with a harsh sense of passing time. In a second everything could change. She didn’t let go, not even when her heart began to pound and his breath thickened. “Noah, be careful. Whatever you do, please be careful. And I’ll be thinking about tonight,” she whispered.

“So will I. Now get moving. The food revolution is about to start, and you don’t want to be late.”

 

FIVE O’CLOCK CAME AND WENT.

Six, too.

When Grace glanced at her watch, she was stunned to see that it was almost seven. She closed her research folders with a snap and stretched. Her muscles ached from sitting too long and a headache hammered from too much coffee. As a further complication, she had dropped her cell phone in the snow that afternoon, and by the time she dug it out, it was ruined. Tomorrow she had to get a replacement. Grace didn’t know how she’d fit that errand into her jammed schedule.

Meanwhile, she had twenty-two new emails waiting, all of them connected to the new project. She had met the two editors and had a rough outline of the variety of dishes to be included. In a stroke of luck she had located a handwritten note from George Washington praising General Lafayette’s chef.

She needed a break.


Rubbing the tense muscles at her neck, she went to check her refrigerator.

Baby organic lettuce. Sundried tomatoes. Two grapefruits.

Hardly fare to feed a hungry man. Where was Alton Brown when you needed him? Gnawing at her lip, she checked her pantry and made some quick calculations. There was a small Greek grocery at the corner, where she could buy what she needed for a rich, chipotle-flavored chili. While that was simmering, she would make double chocolate brownies with Grand Marnier icing. Definitely whipped cream for the top.

Feeling better, she skimmed her emails and signed off.

Twenty minutes to go. Time to switch gears.

Grace ran a hand through her tumbled hair and grabbed her coat. Cowboy chili to the rescue. What red-blooded man didn’t like steamy layers of chipotle and roasted tomatoes, with a hint of espresso at the base?

 

IT WAS A RACE, BUT THE CHILI was nearly done and the brownies were just going into the oven when her doorbell chimed. Grace took a step back and pressed a hand to her chest at the sight of Noah, lean and dangerous in thigh-hugging worn blue jeans and a black turtleneck that fit his muscular chest like a dream.

Her heart turned over as he handed her a bunch of scarlet roses and then a bunch of white ones. “I couldn’t decide so I got both.” He leaned down to nibble the curve of her ear. “You look wonderful.”

“Actually, I look tired. And I’ve got food in the oven. Don’t distract me, you hunk.”

“I can smell it. Something smoky and hot. It almost smells like…” He sniffed. “Is that coffee?”

“Chili simmered with coffee, chocolate and three kinds of beans. An old family recipe. Not exactly Swedish, but it was my grandmother’s best creation. Chocolate brownies for desert.”

“How did you manage all of that?”

“Lindstrom’s rules—always have a Plan B. Thank heavens there’s a little grocery around the corner, and I knew they stocked just what I needed.” She took his coat and found a glass pitcher for the roses.

“That smells incredible.” He walked to the kitchen, watching her stir the chili. “I guess it won’t make your White House series.”

“Not too much cowboy chili at the Cordon Bleu,” she murmured.

“They don’t know what they’re missing. So what does your family think of this new job?”

“There’s just me and my grandfather now. My grandmother died six years ago. Lupus complications. I called him earlier, but he was out. I’ll try again later.”

“And your mother?” Noah asked quietly.

It was the first time he’d asked for details about her family. Grace sensed the reason—that they were moving to something deeper. He wanted her to know that. He was giving her a chance to agree to the implications.

Or not.

“My mother is dead. She died in a car accident a long time ago.” Grace took a deep breath, methodically arranging the roses in a vase. She thought of the flowers at the church that rainy winter day so many years before.

The roses she had tossed into her mother’s grave.

She had been dry-eyed, not filled with sorrow or loss. Just relieved that her mother was gone. There would be no more drunken phone calls, no pleas for money or angry shouting at her grandparents.

Grace took a sudden wrenching breath. “The truth is, I hated her. Even the day she was buried, I hated her. That makes me a very twisted daughter,” she whispered.

Noah touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Grace. We don’t have to discuss this.”

“Yes, we do. It’s time I told you the things I never mention. Whatever happens, I want this thing between us to be real and strong, Noah. That means with warts and shadows included.” Her shoulders hunched and she looked him straight in the eyes. “My parents were both alcoholics. My father left when I was seven. My mother wasn’t so bad then, but after he left she fell apart. By the time I was eleven she’d been in and out of rehab half a dozen times. My grandparents kept hoping it would stick, but it never did. Then one day she left. Just walked out for coffee and cigarettes and never came back. I was alone in Portland and I had no money or food. I called my grandfather and he came for me. He didn’t say a word against her and didn’t ask any questions, just took me out to the car. We went straight to a restaurant and I remember how good my sandwich tasted. Ketchup was a miracle. Onions were a prayer. I…I hadn’t eaten in three days. She hadn’t left any money.” Grace rubbed her eyes slowly. “He told me to pack what I wanted and then he drove me home to Summer Island. I never went back to her.” She paced the room restlessly. “Summer Island was the first place I’d lived where I didn’t have to worry that she’d come out to the school bus with a can of beer in her hand or answer the door with her blouse all unbuttoned and nothing on underneath. I didn’t have to worry where she was drinking or who she was with.”

“And in spite of all that, you still loved her,” Noah said quietly.

“What makes you say that?”

“It’s what children do. It’s what makes us human. It’s the warts and the shadows, honey. Like it or not, family’s in the blood.”

After a long time Grace sighed. “I did love her. I still have faint memories of her laughing as she pulled me in some kind of red wagon. We had a little dog then, called Buster. I loved that dog, but never knew what happened to him. Maybe he went to a friend or maybe he ran away. All I knew is that I cried every night for weeks, asking God for an other dog, but I never got one. I asked for a different mother, too.” Grace rubbed her eyes. “Why am I telling you all this? We’re supposed to be having a romantic dinner.”

“It’s important. Family is always with us. While we breathe, we remember.”

“I guess you’re right.” Grace frowned at the bleak memories. “But my real life began on Summer Island. For the first time I had friends and a room of my own. My grandparents helped me start over, and I can’t ever repay them for that. They always told me that whatever I wanted to do, I would succeed. I never heard the word no growing up with them. I love them so much.”

Noah nodded. “I know the type. That makes us both very lucky.”

“I want the kind of love my grandparents had, Noah. I’ve seen the mistakes and how badly life can go wrong. I don’t want that,” Grace said slowly.

“It’s a journey, honey. Thing can go wrong. People can be weak and make mistakes. You just move ahead.”

A timer chimed in the kitchen. “That’s the brownies.” Grace ran a hand through her hair and then pointed to a chilled bottle. “No more sad family history. Let’s have some champagne.”’

When Noah saw the label, he whistled.


“You’re worth it. Whatever happens, this has been amazing.”

He pulled her into his arms. “It’s not nearly over yet, Grace.” His mouth skimmed her ear, her cheek. Against all her intentions Grace felt her heart turn over. Would it be so dangerous to trust him, to follow her heart down this crazy, wonderful path?

Boots echoed outside in the hallway. The doorbell chimed. Frowning, Grace peeked out the security hole. “Yes?”

“FS Express. I’ve got a delivery for Grace Lindstrom.”

“From whom?”

“Paragon Productions. I need a signature.”

The man carried in three boxes, waiting while Grace signed for each one. When she was done, he sniffed the air. “Man, those brownies smell good. Too bad I’m on a diet.”

When he was gone, Grace opened the boxes, which were filled with files, old documents and photographs. The letter from her new editor noted possible directions for the first part of the book, as well as questions about each section. All sensible and helpful.

Except that Grace was supposed to go through three boxes of material in twenty-four hours. She sat down slowly and blew out a breath, the letter in her lap.

“Not good?”

“Not good. They want me to dig through all of this in twenty-four hours. How can I do that?” She looked at Noah, feeling her joy fade. “I wanted this night to be special.”

“Hey, you still have to eat. We can do that. Then you can attack these boxes. We’ll see how the rest works out.”

“I don’t think—”

The doorbell chimed again. Grace shook her head. “Please not another box,” she muttered.

But a different man stood outside. Grace recognized the manager of her building.

“Sorry to bother you, Ms. Lindstrom.” The man looked worried. “I just got a call from someone named Carolina Grayson. She says she’s been trying to reach your cell phone all day.”

“It’s broken. I have to—” Grace stopped. “What’s wrong? Why did she call? It’s not Gage or my grandfather, is it?”

He held out a sheet of paper. “She said to give you this number and tell you to call her as soon as possible. That’s all I know.”

Grace felt Noah behind her, his strong grip on her shoulder. “There’s a calling code for long distance somewhere.” Grace tried to think, her mind racing. “I have to call my friend Caro. I need the calling code. It’s here somewhere.”

“Use my cell.” Noah pressed his phone into her hand. “Don’t waste time looking.”

Grace’s hands shook so much she almost dropped the phone. She tried to dial, then felt Noah ease the phone from her fingers. “Give me the number. I’ll do this while you drink some of that champagne and try to relax.”

Grace took the phone, waiting impatiently, relieved when she heard her friend’s voice. “Caro, it’s Grace. I just got your message. Sorry, but my cell phone is broken. What’s happened?”

“Thank heaven I found you, Grace. They finally located this number at your grandfather’s office. I didn’t want to bother you, but Gage is with him now.”

“With my grandfather? I don’t understand.” Grace felt dizzy. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“He’s been hurt, Grace. He and Gage are on the way to the hospital. I’m leaving in a few minutes, but I had to find you first. I—I think you need to come home right away. Your grandfather is—he’s in bad shape.”








CHAPTER THIRTEEN



GRACE’S TRIP TO OREGON was a nightmare, blurred by worry and exhaustion. Because of her last-minute arrangements she had to change planes twice. By the time she reached the Portland airport, she was dead on her feet.

She had left a message for Noah, then left a message at her new job, explaining that she would be gone for at least five days because of a family emergency. Until she got a new cell, she was forced to use a pay-as-you go phone as her contact number, along with her grandfather’s home number. From what she had learned from her friend Caro, Grace knew she would be spending most of her time at the hospital.

The medical report had left her chilled. Broken ribs. Possible punctured lung. Lacerations on the left hand and leg and trauma to the head.

No one knew what had happened. Her grandfather frequently worked late at the animal shelter, doing whatever tasks needed to be tackled. Given their lack of staff, it wasn’t surprising that he had been alone the night before. Caro said it looked as if a heavy supply bookshelf had overturned, knocking him down and pinning him to the floor. When one of his volunteers showed up at ten the next morning, the elderly vet was delirious from cold, trauma and blood loss. At the hospital one resident speculated that he might have had a stroke and knocked the shelf over as he fell.

They were currently doing a battery of tests, and only the thought that Caro and her husband were at the hospital kept Grace calm during the last leg of her journey. She couldn’t bear to imagine her grandfather waking up alone, in pain and confused.

As she drove her rental car from the airport though midnight streets, Grace felt guilt wash over her. Staring into the darkness, she prayed for her grandfather. He was all that mattered now.

 

GRACE WAS FIGHTING exhaustion when she finally reached the hospital. Stiff and disoriented, she was searching for the intensive care unit when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

Deep mahogany eyes probed her face. “You look like you’re going to crash any second, Grace. Sit down while I get you something to drink.”

Lt. Gage Grayson was as handsome as ever. Grace had seen him twice since he had married her best friend. He looked thinner since the last time she had visited, and there were deeper lines on his sunburned forehead. Grace felt awful that he had spent his precious leave time here at the hospital instead of at home with Caro.


“Thank you for being here, Gage. I was so worried. Am so worried,” she finished. She sat down, then stood up almost immediately, pacing the narrow hall. “Where is he?”

“Just down there. He’s asleep now.” Gage bought her a bottle of cold juice and sat down beside her. “Better?”

She managed to nod even though it wasn’t better and it wouldn’t be remotely better until she knew every detail of her grandfather’s condition. “How is he, Gage?”

“He’s come around twice, but only for a few minutes. No visitors allowed until morning. The doctor came by at eight and said he’d be back early tomorrow. We’ll get more information then. There isn’t a lot you can do here tonight, Grace. Caro and I have a room in the motel across the street. Why don’t you go over and get some rest? I’ll be here if he wakes up.”

“That’s—” Grace swallowed a lump in her throat. “That’s so generous of you.” Her eyes burned with sudden tears. “You go. I want to stay here tonight.” She squeezed Gage’s hand. “And thank you again for all that you and Caro have done. I hate taking up your precious time together while you’re on leave.”

“Forget about that. I owe your grandfather more than I can ever repay. He took in my pets when I had nowhere to turn. He’s a good man.” He crossed his arms, frowning. “You should rest. You’ll be no good to him if you’re run-down and exhausted.”


“I can’t leave,” she said hoarsely. “I need to be close in case…” She didn’t finish. She couldn’t bear to say the words aloud.

“There won’t be any ‘in case.’ Your grandfather is going to be fine,” Gage said gruffly. “He’s got more strength and willpower than any man I know.”

“He can definitely be stubborn. I’m very glad for that now. But I still don’t understand what happened. Was it a stroke?”

“Hard to say until the test results are back. We’ll know soon.”

She nodded, trying to relax, but her mind kept whirling from possibility to possibility. “What about the animal shelter?”

“We’ve got volunteers lined up. Everyone in town wants to pitch in. You don’t need to worry about that.”

“That’s the first thing my grandfather will ask me. You know how devoted he is to his animals.”

Gage smiled. “Yeah, I got that message loud and clear. And I know it weighs on him. But he didn’t want you to worry about any of this.” Gage shook his head. “In fact, he made us promise not to call you. He didn’t want you upset.”

“Upset?” Grace shot to her feet, pacing again. “That’s just crazy. Of course I had to know.”

“That’s what we thought. Caro called as soon as she could. But Caro says he was too proud to admit he needed help. In the last months the shelter has been understaffed and work has been piling up. It might have become more than he could handle.”

“He should have told me,” Grace said. “I would have come home to help. All he had to do was tell me.” More waves of guilt hit. If she had come home sooner none of this would have happened.

Her fault.

She sank into a lumpy chair next to Gage, staring down the hall. “I should have been here to check on things. I should have seen what was going on.”

“Hey.” Gage gripped her shoulder. “Don’t start guilting about this. He’s a tough old bird, and the last thing he would have wanted was you hovering around, fussing over him. You were right where he wanted you, off in D.C. carrying on with your life and making a success. Do you know how often he bragged about you to Caro and the staff at the shelter?”

Grace closed her eyes. “I should have called him more often. I should have heard how tired he was when he called me.”

“No one here saw anything. I doubt that you could have, either. But what’s done is done. No point making yourself sick over what you can’t change.” Gage looked up as footsteps rapped down the hall.

A tall woman sprinted toward them, her dark hair flying and her purse swinging from side to side. She wore plain black clogs and a long gray sweater over leggings that hugged her slender curves. Her deep blue eyes widened when she saw Grace.


“You made it. I’m so glad Caro tracked you down.”

“Jilly.” Grace whispered her friend’s name and then reached out for the physical comfort that came from someone who felt like family, someone who knew your oldest secrets and deepest fears. They had been friends since the age of twelve, when Jilly had first moved to Summer Island with her foster family. Like Grace, Jilly had worked hard to find stability in her life. She had followed her dreams. Now she was an up-and-coming chef in Arizona.

“Honey, you need to eat something. You look terrible.” Jilly shot a look at Gage. “Is anything open? Maybe a sandwich, do you think?”

He gave a little two-finger salute. “I’ll go reconnoiter.”

Grace closed her eyes, leaning on Jilly’s shoulder. “He’s been so good to do all this. But he and Caro should be at home. His leave won’t last much longer, will it?”

“Don’t bother to argue, because I’ve tried. They would rather be here helping. Just like I would. Now close your eyes and lie down here on the couch. I’m going to find you a blanket.”

“But I—”

Jilly simply ignored her, striding around the corner.

When she returned, she was carrying a big crocheted afghan and a plate with a sugar doughnut. “First you eat. Then you’re going to rest. I knew you’d refuse to leave until you saw your grandfather, but at least you’re going to sleep. I’ll be here. And don’t argue with me on this,” Jilly said fiercely. “I can take you in a fight, Lindstrom. Just remember that.”

Grace yawned, overwhelmed with worry. But there was comfort in her friend’s brisk energy. Jilly had always been the doer, filled with a thousand ideas and the energy to try all of them. Clearly, she still raced through life, taking every corner on two wheels. “Okay, but just for an hour. It feels as if I’ve been traveling for days.”

“Eat the doughnut. It’s crappy, but it will fill you up.”

Grace forced down the sweet, sticky pastry and then drank from the water bottle Jilly produced from her big leather tote. She blinked back tears as Jilly smoothed the afghan over her. “It’s so good to see you again. I’ve missed all of you.”

“As if I wouldn’t come,” her friend snapped. “I love your grandfather. He’s as cool as they get.” Jilly smiled crookedly. “You, I’m not so sure about, gadding all over Europe and never coming home to see us. And I’m still waiting for that French macaron recipe you promised me. Now quit talking, stretch out and close your eyes. Stat,” she said firmly. “I’ll come get you if there is any news.”

Grace curled up on the long couch. “Just an hour…?.” she whispered.

And then she gave in to the dark grip of exhaustion.

 


GAGE WALKED DOWN the hall from the elevator carrying two tuna sandwiches and a hard-boiled egg.

“Asleep yet?”

“Finally,” Jilly whispered.

“She’s as tough as her grandfather.”

“Tell me about it.”

Gage put the food down on the table next to Grace, for when she woke up. Then he followed Jilly down the hall, where their voices wouldn’t wake Grace. “She can’t see him until morning. Make her go rest.”

“Not happening. She’s too stubborn. But I’ll take over here. I’ve got a thermos of coffee in my bag and a new romantic suspense. I’ll be fine. You need to go across the street and take care of your wife.”

Gage looked undecided. “Are you sure that—”

“I’ll be fine. Get going. Caro needs you now. And you should get some sleep, too. You have to be feeling a bit of jet lag.”

Gage glanced back at Grace. “You’re sure you can do this, Jilly? With the hours you’ve been keeping down at the café…”

“I slept this afternoon. I’m just fine. Now go.” She smiled, giving him a little shove toward the elevator. “And give Caro my love. Then tell her to get ready, because I’ve got a lot of things to discuss with the two of you tomorrow.”

Gage ran a hand across his neck. “About that thing?”

“Yeah.” Jilly smiled. “About that thing.”

 


NOISES CAME AND NOISES WENT.

Shoes squeaked and tapped. Carts clattered.

Grace slept through it all, caught in cold, blurred dreams of bad things she couldn’t quite see. The old memories of childhood crept out, mocking and shrill. Warning her that everything could be stripped away in a second.

Beside her, Jilly stood watch, a silent and unyielding guardian.

 

BY TWO IN THE MORNING the floor was quiet. Families had gone home and the late medications had been dispensed. Hall lights were dimmed outside rooms with patients caught in fitful dreams.

Down the hall from the ICU, Jilly kept her vigil near Grace. She glared at anyone talking loudly, making them move away so that Grace could sleep. As the hours ticked past, she drank her way through four cups of single-origin organic dark-roast coffee and two hundred pages of the newest release from her favorite author. Her energy level had always been off the charts, so an all-nighter was no problem. Jilly wasn’t much of a knitter. Unlike her friends, she didn’t pull out needles for solace. She had never gotten the hang of string and points, though she had tried hard. She would never admit it, but her friends’ skill at needlework completely amazed and intimidated her.

Jilly simply wasn’t the crafty type. Not that it was a loss. She would have been laughable in lace or soft, clingy angora. She generally gave up makeup and hair products to make time for an extra fifteen minutes of sleep and an early-morning run.

She had a rangy, athletic body that usually stayed hidden beneath the crisp jacket and comfy knit tank tops that she wore as a busy chef. She didn’t inspire overblown love poems or romance in the men she dated. It was more likely that they treated her like a comfortable old friend. And Jilly liked that just fine. Why complicate life by adding grand passions or sloppy emotional entanglements? Her single goal in life was to become the best chef west of New York City. With that prize achieved, she intended to bank a few million dollars with a restaurant and a branded food franchise based on organic Southwestern specialty foods. In the eight years since she had enrolled in cooking school in Arizona, Jilly had set her feet firmly on the path to that goal. She already had a gourmet salsa line sold in several high-end Scottsdale resorts, with more due soon. And with a new restaurant in the works, sleep had become a limited commodity.

But loyalty outweighed ambition. Friends would always come first.

When Caro had called her with the news about Peter Lindstrom, Jilly had cut short an important business meeting and flown home to Oregon. She was here for the duration, determined to help Grace and the tall, quiet man who had done so much for Summer Island without ever asking anything in return. Dr. Lindstrom was a hero to Jilly—and to most of the people in the close-knit town. He had given Jilly her first pet rabbit. Then he had let her work after school as a volunteer at the animal shelter. A few months later he had appeared at her door carrying an abandoned golden retriever pup.

It was love at first sight. The two had gone everywhere, best friends and companions. Samson had eased Jilly’s rough road through adolescence, when everything Jilly did seemed to be the wrong thing. She had never been part of the popular crowd, and she had never had many dates. She preferred to spend her spare time helping at the animal shelter and reading up on cooking at the Summer Island Library.

When she had lost Samson, all the joy had been sucked out of her life. For weeks the world seemed to close in on her, and even her friends couldn’t cut through her depression. Then Dr. Lindstrom had rescued her again.

This time her solace had come in a tiny package of white fur, wet nose and big clumsy feet. The Samoyed puppy had been hit by a car and left behind on an isolated road. The vet had operated and set a fractured bone, and after a slow recovery, the restless white ball could totter around awkwardly. But he was still badly frightened of people, and Dr. Lindstrom had warned her that the puppy would be a challenge.


Jilly never turned down a challenge. She kept her new friend active and trained him carefully. She had made him part of her busy life while she scouted locations for her future restaurant and products for her line of organic food. They had traveled up and down the coast by car a dozen times, and now her friend Duffy knew an impressive set of commands.

The puppy was outside in Jilly’s SUV at that moment, chewing on his favorite rope toy while Jilly stood hospital duty. Every hour she snuck outside and took him for a wild run, crossing the road and sprinting along the beach to his delighted barking.

She stood up, stretching. Two interns walked by and eyed her tall, slim body.

Jilly was oblivious. Tough and cynical, she had no time for sex and she didn’t believe in romance, which in her eyes pretty much covered all the possibilities. She wasn’t elegant and smart like her friend Grace; she wasn’t brilliant and dedicated like her friend Caro. Growing up as a foster child had left Jilly with few illusions. She was glad that she had found a foster home on Summer Island and happier still when she reached her majority so she could be off on her own. The only people that really mattered in her life were her friends, Dr. Lindstrom and the brilliant local chef who had been her career mentor during high school. Sally McGill could work magic with French pastry and had a thriving career teaching expensive retreats at her cliff-side estate over looking the harbor. Throughout high school Jilly had helped at those weekend retreats and in Sally’s big kitchen Jilly had found her first real glimpse of a family.

Sally didn’t coddle her. She was rude, red-haired and had a razor edge to her wit. Her temper kept most people at bay, but she and Jilly had sized each other up as friends within minutes of meeting. Now they could work side by side for hours, never talking yet perfectly happy.

Sally had pushed Jilly to go to culinary school, and Sally had become her first investor, though Jilly had found half a dozen more, thanks to her contacts from cooking school. She pinched herself every morning, unable to believe that her oldest dreams were actually starting to take shape.

Jilly finished her thermos of coffee and pushed away thoughts of all the work that was building up in her absence. For one wild minute she actually thought about digging up the unfinished scarf she had been trying to knit for the past year.

Instead, she stood up and stretched. Her clumsy efforts would only leave her muttering in frustration.

Pacing the hall, she thought about the future. Grace was what counted now. Caro and Grace and their oldest friend Olivia had gotten Jilly through an awful adolescence and a high school experience that rated somewhere between traumatic and agonizing.

Jilly could never repay them for that.

Friends always came first.








CHAPTER FOURTEEN



HER MOUTH BURNED.

Someone was banging a pan near her head.

Grace sat up with a start, squinting at a bank of fluorescent lights. She was disoriented as an orderly pushed a cart of bedpans down the hall.

A hospital hall.

Her grandfather was here.

The memories fell like stones. She shoved off a pink afghan and looked around for Gage or her friend Jilly. Suddenly she saw the swing of long arms and the gleam of wild black hair.

Jilly waved at her, carrying a huge leather tote bag and a worn piece of rope. “My puppy is out in the car. We take a nice brisk run every hour.” Jilly ran a hand through her hair and gave up trying to smooth down its chaotic waves. “You look better after your nap. I think you’ll survive.”

“Thanks to you.” Grace bit into a protein bar that Jilly had pulled out of her bag. “Has the doctor come by yet?”

“Not for another hour. And you won’t be able to see your grandfather until he clears it, so you may as well relax. We could go up to the cafeteria for coffee.”

“No, I’ll wait. Thanks again for coming, Jilly. And for staying.”

They sat together, silent, remembering other times of loss and worry. Then Jilly turned, frowning at her friend. “Wait a minute. What happened with that big project you told me about? It was a digital cookbook, something to do with the White House, right?”

Grace nodded.

“Well, did you get it?”

“I’m not sure.” Grace hesitated. She didn’t want to answer questions now, when her grandfather’s illness changed everything.

“I thought you had a big interview coming up.”

“I did.” The lie came before Grace could think. “I…haven’t heard yet.”

“Well, you’ve got my vote.”

Grace shrugged. “It will be very hands-on, and you know I like lots of freedom to follow my research.” She studied her friend critically, noting the circles under Jilly’s eyes. “You’ve been working too hard. You’re not smoking again, are you?”

“That’s one bad habit I finally kicked. But things are hectic. I’m finally looking for restaurant space and it’s a pretty heady experience. I warn you, I’m going to pick your brain clean about layout, suppliers and overhead models.”

“Pick away. I’ll help you any way that I can. And congratulations on making the big leap.” Grace squeezed her friend’s hand. “You always wanted to have a restaurant, ever since that day in fourth grade when you made us all line up, put on aprons, and copy you while you made pretend chocolate chip cookies.”

Jilly rolled her eyes. “What a little ass I was. How could you three stand me ordering you around?”

“Because we were friends. Always and ever, remember? The girls of Summer Island.”

“I remember. It’s the one good memory I have of growing up.” Jilly frowned. “Are you really okay—I mean about James?”

“It’s getting easier.” Grace didn’t want to talk about that, either. Anxiously, she glanced at the wall clock, calculating how long until the doctor made his morning rounds. She needed answers.

“Stop worrying. Gage said your grandfather looked good last night. He recognized Gage, too. That’s a great sign.”

“I can’t relax until I’ve seen him. I want him to know I’m here, that he’s not alone.”

“He won’t ever be alone. Too many people on Summer Island love your grandfather.” Jilly handed Grace a bottle of orange juice from the nearby vending machine. “Drink that. All of it,” she ordered.

“Still giving orders,” Grace muttered. They both looked up as Gage stepped out of the elevator, hand some in a denim shirt and worn jeans with scuffed cowboy boots.


“That is one seriously handsome chunk of manhood,” Jilly said appraisingly. “Great biceps.”

Grace bit back a laugh. “Shh. Don’t embarrass the man.” Then her breath caught as Gage’s wife stepped off the elevator, pregnant and glowing.

“Caro, you didn’t tell me!”

“I wanted it to be a surprise.” Caro leaned against her husband, then slid one hand gently over her rounded stomach. “I’m eating everything in sight that isn’t nailed down. Last night I actually got a craving for capers and chocolate milk.” She shook her head. “I get tired at the strangest times now. But Gage has a tight rein on my nesting urges at the new house.”

“What new house?”

Caro smiled. “We bought the Dragon Cottage. We got an amazing deal or we couldn’t have swung it. Unfortunately, it’s in pretty bad shape.”

“You always loved that old cottage,” Grace mused. “I’m so glad for you. Can I come visit while I’m here?”

“Absolutely. I may assign you some paint scraping, I warn you.” Abruptly, Caro cleared her throat. I’m so sorry about your grandfather, Grace. He hasn’t been sick a day before this. None of us saw this coming.”

The words helped to heal Grace’s guilt just a little.

She turned as the elevator chimed again. A doctor moved past, speaking quietly on a cell phone. Caro nodded to Grace and they followed him down the hall toward the intensive care unit.

 

“YOU’RE HIS GRANDDAUGHTER, correct?”

Grace nodded, gripping Jilly’s arm.

“I’m glad you’re here. I’m afraid you can only have five minutes with him. He may not be conscious.”

“I understand. But my grandfather didn’t have a history of high blood pressure or heart disease. I don’t understand what happened.”

“We’re still doing tests to see if there is evidence of a stroke. Meanwhile, he has a punctured lung and two broken ribs. They have to heal completely before he is mobile again.”

“How long will that take?”

“Time predictions are always tricky, Ms. Lindstrom. If everything goes well and if he responds to our treatment, it could be a month or it could be three months. That will be up to his body and his will to recover.”

Grace nodded slowly. It was going to be a long process. This changes everything, she thought. He needs me right here beside him.

She waited impatiently for the nurse to finish inside. “Remember. Five minutes and no more,” the doctor reminded her. “We can talk when you’re done.” Then he strode off to answer a page.

Grace took a breath and walked inside the small room.


Equipment beeped. An IV line hung from a pole near the bed. Her heart squeezed when she saw her grandfather. He had always been the healthiest man she knew, tall and tanned, outdoors every moment he could find.

Now Peter Lindstrom was pale, his eyes closed, and Grace realized she had never seen him at rest. Her grandfather had always been busy working at the shelter or tending the roses that he loved or helping a neighbor in need.

Never like this, spread out beneath white sheets, motionless and pale.

Another nurse gave her an encouraging smile and then moved outside, pulling the curtain closed behind her to give them some privacy.

“Grandpa, it’s Grace. I’m here. Caro called me in D.C. and told me you were hurt.”

There was no answering sound. No flutter of his eyelids.

No sign of life.

Grace sat down slowly beside the bed and took his cool hand in hers. She stroked the callused fingers, fighting tears. “I’m not going away. I’ll keep an eye on the clinic, so don’t worry about anything. Just rest. All you have to do is get well again. You have to get well.” Her voice broke, despite all efforts to stay calm. “We—we all need you, Grandpa.”








CHAPTER FIFTEEN



OVER THE NEXT TWO DAYS, Grace haunted and paced, roamed and stalked. She got to know the unit nurses, the orderlies and the night cafeteria workers. Old friends from Summer Island came to offer their heartfelt wishes for her grandfather, assuring her that the shelter would stay running, the animals cared for by staff, as well as volunteers, until her grandfather returned.

Peter Lindstrom still had not regained clarity. He slept on, connected to beeping meters and IV lines that were constantly monitored. New tests confirmed that two of his ribs had been broken, but there were no signs of a stroke or cardiac arrest.

His attending physician assured Grace that this was excellent news. Ribs could and would heal. She tried to be happy with the news, but all she could think of was that he hadn’t awakened. All she could see was his pale, gaunt face against the sheets of his hospital bed.

Restless, she roamed the halls, dozing for several hours on the nearby couch when she had to. Around midnight on the second night, Caro came to keep her company, ignoring Grace’s protests. Later that night Jilly returned, sending Caro off to be with Gage.

After Caro left, Jilly pulled a sample-size bottle of her newest chipotle-mango salsa creation out of her big leather tote bag.

Grace had to admit, the combination was a knockout, sweet and spicy, with layers of roasted pepper and big chunks of ripe fruit. “I think that you’re going to make a mint with this,” Grace muttered, scooping more sweet crushed fruit onto the blue corn chips that Jilly had produced. “What does Sally think?”

“She’s backing the rollout. We’re going fifty-fifty.”

“You always knew what you wanted in life. Even back in high school all you thought about was food and recipes and cooking tools.” Grace took another mouthful of salsa and whistled softly. “You’re definitely on your way.”

“So are you,” Jilly said firmly. “Three highly praised food books in five years and a profitable restaurant consulting business.” Jilly’s eyes narrowed. “It is profitable, isn’t it?”

“Good enough.”

“And you still have the apartment in Paris, right?”

Grace shook her head. “I let it go last year, right after James…” She stared down the shadowed corridor. “It felt like the right time.”

“You had your own bank account and your own cash, right? When James died, it didn’t leave you tangled up or in debt?”

Leave it to Jilly to stab right to the bottom line, Grace thought. “My accounts are fine. We were going to make all those decisions after we were married.” Grace rubbed her shoulders. “I only wish I had spent more time here in Oregon. I might have prevented this from happening to my grandfather,” she said quietly.

Jilly rounded on her with a stormy frown. “Would have, could have, my ass. Don’t turn into a martyr here, Grace. Your grandfather is the most stubborn person I know, and that includes me. You couldn’t have changed one thing by being here.”

“But maybe—”

“No buts, Lindstrom. He’s a tough customer. The man will keep working eighty-hour weeks until his walker breaks,” Jilly said. “And he’ll be happy as a lark doing it. So suck it in and stop trying to blame yourself.”

“Don’t soft-pedal this. I should have been here more often. I should have paid more attention, no matter how stubborn he was.”

Jilly made an exasperated sound. “Maybe you should have. But you did everything you could without stepping on his toes. In hindsight everyone sees 20/20, remember?” Now it was Jilly’s turn to pace. “You’re here right now. That’s what matters. You’ll stand by him until he’s well. We all will. Even if he hates the help.”


Tears burned at Grace’s eyes as she looked at her friend’s flushed, determined face. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I forgot how much I counted on all of you.”

“Well, start remembering,” Jilly snapped. “And if I hear any more talk about you being at fault in all this, I’m going to work you over with the heavy-duty spatula I keep in my tote.”

Grace forced a smile.

“Do you really have a spatula in there?”

“Damned right I do.”

“Anyone ever tell you you’re a bully?”

“Not to my face,” Jilly shot back. “Turn around.”

“Why?”

“Because that nurse down the hall is waving at you, and it looks important.”

Grace immediately headed toward the nurse. “Is my grandfather awake?”

“No, I’m afraid not, Ms. Lindstrom. But there’s a delivery for you at the main reception desk downstairs. A cell phone, I think. You need to sign for it.”

Grace fought a wave a disappointment. “Mine was broken, and the replacement was delayed. Thanks for letting me know.”

“No more long faces.” Jilly ran her arm around Grace’s shoulders and guided her toward the elevator. “I’ll go with you.”

“Your puppy isn’t out in your car, is he? It can’t be comfortable out there.”

“Nope, he’s with Sally tonight. She pretends not to care, but deep down she loves him.” Jilly soon had Grace laughing at some of the more outrageous objects that the puppy had chewed on or consumed in the last month. They were laughing as Grace picked up her package, signed the papers and opened the box.

The unit was partially charged, and as soon as Grace hit the power button, a string of unread text messages flashed onto the screen. Three were from her publisher. The rest were from Noah.

A wave of heat filled Grace’s cheeks as she scanned the messages.

 

Hope your flight was good and your grandfather is doing better. Call me once your cell is working. At least give me a number where I can reach you.

 

Two hours later:

 

Snowing again. Lucky you, there at the ocean. Call me.

 

Five hours later:

 

Hope you are there. How is he?

 

At the bottom of the screen was another message.

 

Hello?

 


Grace had to smile, feeling a little giddy as she scanned the final lines.

 

Don’t make me come out there and find you, Lindstrom… Because I will. You know I will. We have some unfinished business, you and I.

 

“Whoa.” Jilly leaned over Grace’s shoulder, trying to read the messages. “Who sent all of those text messages?”

“Just a friend.”

“Sure. And that’s why your face is the color of an heirloom tomato right now.” Jilly’s eyes narrowed. “You’re seeing someone, aren’t you?”

“What if I am?”

“I’ll dance a jig, that’s what.” Jilly made a little snort. “Maybe it’s bad to speak ill of the dead, but I never liked James. He was a stuffy little arse, holding forth about the only right way to drink Bordeaux and the only right way to cook an oyster. Blah, blah, blah. You let him walk all over you. The time I visited you in Paris, you wouldn’t even go to the yarn store there because James considered it a waste of time.”

“That’s not true,” Grace said hotly. “I went twice.”

“After James left for Malaysia,” Jilly pointed out. “You love to knit, Grace. You should have told him where to go jump.”

Grace had a sudden, uncomfortable memory of Jilly’s visit and James’s lukewarm reception of her friend. It had angered her at the time, but somehow over the succeeding months she had forgotten. “He was edgy then. He seemed anxious to get away. But maybe you’re right…?.” She ran a hand through her hair, wondering if James had had an inkling that his deceptions were about to become public. The last day before he left, he had been more short-tempered than Grace had ever seen him. Strange. Why had she buried that memory?

Not that it mattered now.

But it was important that she not repeat her mistake. Would that ever happen with Noah?

Impossible, a voice whispered. Because Noah was different. And because she and Noah had no chance of a future anyway.

“Aren’t you going to answer that?”

“What?”

Jilly gestured to the phone, where a new text message had just appeared. “From Mr. Can’t-Get-Enough-of-You,” she muttered. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a big, torrid love affair going on?”

“Because I don’t.” Grace cradled the phone, shielding the screen from Jilly, who tried to push in closer. “Back off.”

“Whatever. Unless it’s phone sex, I’m not interested.” Jilly’s eyebrow rose. “It isn’t phone sex, is it?”

“Idiot. Just go away.”

“You’re blushing, Lindstrom. Direct hit.”

“Go away.” Grace felt her cheeks flush even more.


“It is a torrid love affair,” Jilly whispered. “Why didn’t you tell me right away? Dish, Lindstrom.”

“It isn’t serious and there will not be any phone sex happening today.” She swallowed as two orderlies walked past, giving her quick, appraising looks. They looked back at her and then gestured in her direction to another orderly, who crossed toward Grace.

“Ms. Lindstrom?”

“Yes?”

“There’s a package for you down at the first-floor information desk.” His lips curved. “Flowers. A whole box of them. I’d say that someone is thinking about you a lot right now.”

 

"FLOWERS? A WHOLE boxful?” Jilly snorted. “Not serious? Yeah, right.”

“Shut up,” Grace hissed, trying to ignore Jilly’s laughter. “It isn’t serious. I only met him a few days ago. We barely know each other.”

“Yeah, just keep saying that.” Jilly caught a breath as she saw the big florist’s box perched on the information desk. “A whole box.” Four colors of roses spilled in mounds against green florist paper, filling the air with perfume. Jilly whistled. “Probably six dozen roses in there. That’s even better than phone sex.”

Grace shot her an irritated look. “How would you know?”

Jilly gave a smug smile. “Life holds more than cooking, my friend. I keep busy in Arizona. In fact, there’s one firefighter who—”

“I don’t want to know the details. TMI.”

Jilly laughed and pushed Grace toward the desk.

“She’s the one for the flower delivery,” Jilly announced. “I’d say it’s serious, wouldn’t you?”

The petite, gray-haired attendant at the desk nodded. “Only one piece of advice. Scoop him up and marry him fast.” She grinned. “But if you are going to throw him back, then please give me his phone number first.”

 

GRACE SENT JILLY off for whatever passed for hot food in the cafeteria between meals, and once her friend was safely gone, she settled down to answer Noah’s messages.

 

Just received my new phone a few minutes ago. Things are pretty hectic, but I’m glad to be here.

 

Grace stood up, stretched and walked the shadowed hallway. Moments later her new cell phone chimed an incoming message.

 

Glad you got the phone. How’s your grandfather doing?

 

Pale. On a lot of machines. Didn’t have a stroke. Not a heart attack, it appears. Dr. says that is all good news.

 

It is. Give it some time. How are you holding up?

 

Grace considered for long moments, then typed an answer.

 

Okay. My friends are here. Sad to be at hospital, but great to see them. Should have come home sooner.

 

No point in regrets. Take care of him. Take care of yourself too.

 

Grace smiled, gnawed at her lip and then typed an answer.

 

BTW I just got a package. A very big package. I must have a secret admirer somewhere. Whoever he is, the man has excellent taste. All the nurses are swooning. My friend wants to know when the phone sex is starting.

 

Flushing a little, Grace reread the message. Then she hit the send button. She paced restlessly, watching the phone.

But no answer appeared.

Deeply embarrassed, she closed her eyes, rubbing her face. Why had she written that? Maybe it was exhaustion—and the heady perfume spilling from the roses on the table beside her.

Abruptly, her cell phone chimed.

 

All the phone sex you want, honey. Day or night. Glad you liked the roses. But I still wish you were here. Remember, you have one week….

 

Grace’s heart took a giddy little whirl as she read the words. Despite the giddiness, she forced herself to stay calm and focused.

 

He’s going to require a lot of care and recuperating time.

 

What about the book project?

 

I don’t know. The animal shelter will need someone to manage it while he’s gone. So many responsibilities that he handled without help or even thanks. And I’m all he’s got. It’s going to be on me now. So…

 

Grace paced some more, watching the phone. Seconds passed. Then the return message came back.

 

So…I’ll be here. Remember that.

 


Grace looked up as Jilly turned the corner, holding a tray loaded with plates and cartons. “Any phone sex yet? What did I miss?”

“Yeah, we’ve been burning up the wires here. Too bad you missed all of it.”

“Let me see—” Jilly made a lunge for the phone, and the two swung around, giddy with laughter. Jilly barely managed to get the tray down safely. “Go on. Do all the hot texting you want. I’ll check out which of this stuff is edible.” With a last, knowing glance at her friend, she moved off to the little table next to the vending machines.

Grace’s phone chimed again.

 

R u still there?

 

Yes, at the hospital. Are you at work?

 

Yeah.

 

Grace glanced at her watch and frowned.

 

It’s late. Why aren’t you home with your feet up, nursing a cup of Irish coffee? Rolling Stones on the stereo. Or maybe Gipsy Kings…

 

One or two ends to tie up. Just boring stuff. But I’ll go soon. And I’ll be thinking of you when the music starts.

 


Grace closed her eyes, put a hand to her heart. She felt strange, both solid and weightless at the same time. Alive was the word. Amazingly alive, connected to Noah by odd, humming threads of awareness.

Her blood seemed to zing with little electric sparks as she read his message again. She smiled, then typed.

 

Please do. ‘Night.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN



BACK IN D.C., Noah read Grace’s message again. He took a hard breath and then closed his phone. He hadn’t expected to miss her this way, like a slow, dull ache in his chest. He hadn’t expected anything like this low, raw edge of need that didn’t let up.

But she missed him, too. That meant something. The thought put a stupid grin on his face, which he quickly wiped away. No point in stirring up nosy questions from his coworkers.

Besides, there was no point in making plans. Grace had a full plate in Oregon, and…

Noah rubbed his gritty eyes. He was just finishing his first break in six hours, swilling down a cup of bad coffee with a soggy pastry, and he wouldn’t be going home anytime soon.

He looked up as his best tech analyst trotted over with the disemboweled digital circuits and wires of a new improvised explosive device, fresh from the lab. With another shipment uncovered at the Baltimore docks, law enforcement manpower was going into deep overtime.

This assignment would probably take most of a month, Noah estimated. Right now everyone was praying that only two ships were involved.

He studied the carefully labeled wires. “So what have we got, Anna?”

The tech expert ran her fingers over the tangle of bright colors. Something about her movement made Noah think about the order and beauty of the yarns in the shop that he and Grace had visited. But this device belonged to a different world, he thought grimly. Whoever had made this IED had left a similar one in a crowded Kabul street outside a hospital with dozens of sick children inside. That cold mind had left any concept of order and beauty behind long ago.

His twentysomething tech assistant pulled out two green wires and brandished them with a look of glee. “Nothing too technical, boss. Strictly low-brow wiring. We’ve seen this kind of layout before. But they’ve done something different with this one. See the blue wire near my thumb?”

Noah looked. In a handful of years, explosives had graduated from basic mechanics to a constantly evolving science requiring highly trained technicians in a number of fields. Every report could save a life out in the field. “Tell it to me straight up, Anna. Make it in words of two syllables,” he added drily.

“Redundancy.”

“Four syllables.”

“Just checking that you were paying attention, boss. You look a little tired. Yesterday might—”


“I’m fine, Anna.” Noah rubbed his shoulder. He’d been called out again the night before.

The tech flipped out the two green wires and then turned the device, showing a similar set of couplings in three different colors. “Four sets. Multiple redundancies. If one doesn’t work, the circuit triggers the next through gravity pulls. And they didn’t stop with wiring redundancy. Look under the cheap plastic they used for the housing. That’s one very nasty gyroscope.”

Noah leaned closer. “So if anyone lifts this baby once it’s armed—or even sneezes while they’re touching it—kaboom.”

“You got it.” But his tech’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Bad juju here. Oh, it’s not beyond our technical abilities. The problem is that the container ship was full. There could be a thousand of these little nasties stuck in hundreds of corners. And there’s always the possibility…”

Her voice trailed away.

“That more than one ship was sent to more than one dock.” Noah ran a hand over his face. “Yeah. I’ve been thinking about that possibility.”

“It’s one thing to deal with a device like this in one city once a year, boss. If we get flooded with them…” She blew out a breath and shook her head.

Noah could do the math. It would be a very, very bad year for the home team if they didn’t nail down some protocol fast. They needed training updates for all military and law enforcement who might come in contact with these devices. Not sophisticated, but still deadly.

He had already drafted an alert to port and border personnel across the country. If anything similar turned up, Noah wanted his team to hear about it first.

Meanwhile, his job was to try to figure out how to solve problems, and his people were the best.

Period.

Given the mountain of analysis and field time in front of him, sleep was going to be a luxury. So was a normal life.

“Good job, Anna. Give me twenty minutes to wrap up here, and then I’d like to talk about the plastic used in these devices, along with any chemical signatures that can help pinpoint locations. We need to alert border personnel what to look for and how to handle it once they find something.”

“The last part’s easy. They just call us,” she said smugly.

“We can’t be everywhere. We need to check fastest disposal techniques. Laser, simple heat? Water disruption? I need tests and answers.” He stared at the gutted device, cursing softly. “We’re not going to have a whole lot of time to get up to speed on these things. The FBI is going to need whatever we have, and I want our answers to be solid.”

“You’ve got it, boss.”

Noah winced as Anna moved away, cradling her device. He was only thirty-seven. He hated when these young bright types treated him like an old man. On the other hand, he wasn’t getting any younger.

Right now he felt like he was about two hundred and nine.

He pulled out his cell phone and read Grace’s last message. Some of his tension lifted.

“Doing a lot of texting today, boss.” Anna studied him, one hand on her hip. “What’s her name?”

“None of your business.”

She nodded slowly. “So it’s serious. I’m glad. I hope she knows how lucky she is.”

Noah didn’t have a clue how to answer that.

 

“WHO IS HE?” Jilly pushed a carton of hot noodle soup toward Grace. “What did he say? Is he coming to visit?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you thank him for the roses?”

“I did.”

“Did you tell him how you feel about him?”

“I don’t know how I feel about him.” Grace sighed, knowing her friend could turn into a real bulldog if she thought it was important. She felt a momentary ache of loss. How had he left her so muddled? A month ago she had been totally determined to concentrate on her career and avoid any kind of entanglements.

“No, I didn’t tell him how I feel. I told you that it’s too soon. No matter how I try, there’s still the shadow of James blurring my future.”

“Forget about James. The man was never right for you anyway.” Jilly shook her head. “You still can’t see that, can you?” Muttering, she grabbed her coat and stalked toward the elevator.

Grace wondered at the sudden anger in her friend’s voice. Why was Jilly so upset?

There was no way to ask. The elevator doors were closing. Frowning, Grace glanced at her watch. She needed to go see if there was any change in her grandfather’s condition. After that she would try to get some rest on the couch.

She heard a small chime on her phone, shoved in her pocket. When she pulled it out, a new line of text glowed on the screen.

 

So we change the game plan. One month from tomorrow. 7:00 p.m. My place. I’ll bring the champagne. You bring the heat.

 

Grace took a deep breath, feeling anxious and off balance—but achingly alive.

 

You’re totally on.

 

BUT AS SHE SETTLED on the couch down the hall half an hour later, Grace had a cold memory of her grandfather’s face, still asleep, still without any sign of recognition. A month might be just the beginning of his recovery. It could be six months or a year before he was mobile or able to take care of himself.

Her life was going to change in ways she couldn’t see or understand. Her old dreams had to give way to hard new realities.

She pulled up the knitted blanket that Jilly had brought and closed her eyes. Her grandfather had been strong before this accident, and Grace told herself that he would be strong again. But her dreams were restless, filled with darkness and the sad cry of the wind through lonely grass.

Three in the morning

SOMETHING CLATTERED LOUDLY down the hall. A voice rose, querulous and afraid. Grace shot up, disoriented by the sound of beeping machines and an alarm.

Two nurses ran past her down the hall.

The frightened voice grew louder. Grace realized it was her grandfather, but he wasn’t making any sense. In a quavering voice he called a name over and over.

The name was Marta, his dead wife.

Grace’s grandmother, dead for years now.

Two nurses were already inside the room when Grace got there. Together the nurses strained to push the struggling man back into bed. Grace was shocked to see his wild eyes, completely without recognition. “I want Marta. Where is Marta?” he demanded hoarsely. His hands dug at his hospital gown in confusion. “Where am I?”

“You will be fine, Dr. Lindstrom.” One of the nurses pressed the call button while she tried to push him back onto the bed.

He shook his head, fighting to stand up. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”

Grace’s heart pounded as she came closer, hoping that she could help calm her grandfather.

But his eyes ran over her face with no sign of recognition. “Where am I?” he demanded. This time his voice wavered in a broken sound of panic. “I want Marta.”

“You’re in the hospital, Dr. Lindstrom. You were hurt. You are here to recover. Do you remember anything?”

His eyes clouded. “Hurt? Where?” He looked down at his hospital gown and pulled at it with trembling fingers, tracing the heavy bandages around his ribs. Then he looked at the IV line in his arm. “I don’t remember being hurt.”

He stood, rigid, and his gaze fell on Grace. “I want to call the animal shelter,” he said very carefully. He gestured to Grace. “Nurse, could you get me a phone?”

Grace realized he was looking at her. He thought she was a nurse, a stranger.

She forced a smile. “Dr. Lindstrom, please get back into bed. Then I’ll get the phone, and you can call anyone you want.”


He blinked at her, as if trying to figure out something about her voice. And then he sat down on the bed, slowly and very carefully. He folded his hands on his lap. “I just want Marta,” he repeated, sounding sad and very lost. “I’ve lost her.”

Grace forced herself not to cry. She lifted the quilt from the floor where it had fallen and stepped back as the nurses hurried to check on the IV that her grandfather had fought to pull out in his frenzy. When he was settled under the covers, he looked at her again. “I need a phone. Marta will be worrying about me.”

Grace leaned down and patted his hand. The skin felt cold and terribly thin beneath her touch. “I’ll get the phone for you, Dr. Lindstrom. You can call in a few minutes. Why don’t you just rest for a moment?”

His eyes fluttered. “Marta,” he repeated thickly. His gaunt fingers dug into the hospital blanket as he kept repeating the name, a lifeline to his past. To security and the only person that he remembered, though she had been dead for years.

Grace felt a hand on her shoulder. One of the nurses was guiding her toward the door. “You should wait outside. We’ll take care of him now.”

Blinded by tears, Grace found her way back into the corridor while the nurses talked to her grand father, who kept repeating his dead wife’s name. Grace sank back against the wall, her knees weak. She couldn’t stop trembling. What if he never came back from this? What if the trauma had damaged part of his brain permanently?

Footsteps echoed up the hall. “What happened?” Jilly ran toward her.

“He woke up. He didn’t recognize me. He doesn’t remember anything,” Grace said hoarsely. “He keeps calling for my grandmother, and she’s been dead for years.”

Grace felt Jilly tug a shawl around her, pulling her back down the hall to the nearest chair. Without a word Jilly pressed a cup of hot chocolate into her hands. “Drink that. You’re freezing.”

“I don’t want anything, Jilly.”

Her friend made a sharp sound and lifted the paper cup to Grace’s mouth. “Just do it, Lindstrom. Don’t even try to argue with me.”

Closing her eyes, she choked down some of the hot chocolate. But nothing would make this cold, clammy fear go away. “Jilly, what if he—what if he’s always like this?”

“Stop it.” Grace heard the fierce determination in her friend’s voice. “He’s going to recover. You wake up in a hospital alone, in pain and disoriented. You’re on medications and you haven’t eaten. Of course you’re confused. He’ll be better as soon as he gets stronger. You need to believe that.” Jilly’s voice was rough. “He needs you to believe that, Grace.”

“I’m trying.” Grace’s fingers twisted in the shawl that Jilly had draped over her shoulders. “I’m trying so hard. But if you had seen him, how thin he is now, Jilly. How sad and frightened he was, trying to find my grandmother.”

“It’s awful. I wish you hadn’t seen him that way.” Jilly’s voice hardened. She slid out of her coat and pulled it around Grace’s shoulders over the thin shawl she wore. “He’ll be asleep now for a while. They probably gave him medicine. You don’t need to be here, Grace. You should go and rest.”

“I can’t—”

“You can. You’re getting out of this hospital now.” Grim and determined, Jilly stood up, tugging her toward the elevator.

Grace couldn’t seem to concentrate. Her friend pulled her along to the front door. The cold sea wind hit her face and made Grace blink, looking around her. “I can’t leave him, Jilly.”

“If you stay there any longer, you’ll turn into a basket case. Now be quiet. My car is right over here.”

Jilly pushed her into a dusty red Wrangler. They shot out through the parking lot and onto the coast road that wound south to Summer Island.

Grace was too dazed to talk, too filled with sadness and worry for her grandfather. To her right she saw the dark outline of the ocean. She seemed caught in a nightmare, just like the dream she had had earlier. Where was she supposed to go? Where was home?

She was glad that Jilly didn’t try to cheer her up with empty optimism. They both knew it was bad, and they both knew it could get worse.


Grace studied Jilly’s face in the dim light. “Why were you so angry about James? Why now?”

“Because he—” Jilly hesitated. “Because the last time I visited you he tried to talk me into bed. You were at an all-day cooking workshop. He kept saying he liked my energy and my laugh. Shmuck,” she hissed.

Grace just stared. “Your energy? What a lame pickup line.” She swallowed, digging her nails into the seat.

“Do you believe me?” Jilly’s face was pale.

“Of course I do. You wouldn’t make that up.” Grace stared out at the water. “At least now I know why you disliked him so much.” Strangely, this punch hurt less than the others. Grace was only sorry that Jilly had been involved in the ugly mess. “But why didn’t you tell me?”

“I took the easy way out because I was afraid.” Jilly sighed. “I hated myself, but I couldn’t take the chance that you would cut me off over it. I didn’t want to lose you as a friend.”

What could Grace say?

All she did was reach over and squeeze Jilly’s arm. “I wish you’d told me. I’m sorry you had to wait and worry about it all this time. But we’re friends forever. Remember that,” Grace said fiercely.

They drove in silence. Grace finally dozed a little, lulled to sleep by the sound of the ocean and the rhythm of the motor. She sat up with a start at the sound of a car door opening.


She recognized a tall building with an ornate Victorian front porch. The library. Around the darkened street was the town office building.

They walked around a corner, climbed a little rise overlooking the harbor, past a garden that would be full of roses in the summer. Jilly hooked her arm around Grace’s. “Come on. There’s something you need to see.”

The sea wind was sharp and familiar, a breath of home. Grace drank in the cold air, caught up in memories. She was anchored by the harbor, surrounded by the powerful force of family. She blinked as Jilly pulled her up a set of steps and then south along the pier, past a stone wall and a pair of intricately carved Chinese lions.

Jilly seemed tense and excited as she turned up a little cobblestone drive. Then she stopped, pointing straight ahead.

It was a tall building, three floors and an attic, with a steep gabled roof. A single lamp was lit in the big picture window on the first floor. “Harbor House?” Grace remembered this building. There had been a high-end gift shop here for several years and after that a wine store. Now there was nothing, and the building looked sadly derelict.

She frowned as Jilly fumbled in her pocket and pulled out keys. Hinges screeched as Jilly pushed open the door and motioned Grace inside.

“Why are we here? I don’t understand.”

“You’ll see.” Jilly pulled her inside. Caro appeared with dust on her cheeks and her hair wild on her shoulders. Gage was right behind her, carrying a broom and mop.

“What are you two doing here?”

They stopped, stunned to see Grace. Jilly rushed right past them, tugging Grace toward the room’s only chair.

Grace’s eyebrows rose at the peeling wallpaper and the scuffed wood floors. “What’s going on?”

“Let’s get a fire going,” Jilly said quickly. “I have some hot chocolate in the back. There’s a Crock-Pot with chili.”

“We had some of it.” Caro looked worriedly at Grace. “I’ll go get some. I think there’s bread left, too.”

“I’ll get it, honey. You stay here with Grace.” Gage disappeared through the back room.

Nothing made any sense to Grace. She looked from Jilly to Caro and then around her at the empty room. “Why are you all here? It’s just an empty shop. There’s not even any heat.”

“We’re working on that,” Jilly said, pacing nervously. “At least the fireplace is functional.” She reached out, straightening a chintz curtain, the only decoration in the room. Then Jilly shrugged. “You tell her, Caro.”

Caro blew out a breath. “No, you.”

“Tell me what?” Grace demanded.

Jilly gave a low, reckless laugh. “We bought it.” Her voice was hoarse. “It’s been for sale for a year. They finally came down to rock bottom and we bought it.”

Jilly crossed her arms, staring around the room. She was silent for long moments. Her head turned as she imagined chairs and tables, rugs and curtains and paintings of the harbor. She cleared her throat.

“It’s going to be a yarn store, Grace. Caro has it all planned. I’m going to make a café on the other side. We’re calling it the Harbor House Yarn Café.” She moved to stand next to Caro. Both of them were looking at Grace, half guilty, half defiant.

“Here?” Grace looked around her, forcing her thoughts away from her worries about her grandfather. “There’s never been a yarn shop on Summer Island. Never a good pastry or coffee shop, either. Everyone drives over to the mainland. It’s a ridiculous risk. But…”

“But what?” Jilly said hoarsely.

“On the other hand your espresso chocolate muffins could make a stone weep.” She nodded slowly. “It might actually work.”

Jilly turned to give Caro a high-five, then put her hands on her hips. “So here it is. If you’re staying, we want you to be part of it with us. Sure it’s a risk, and I know the timing is rotten, but what do you say, Grace? Are you in?”








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



“YOU’RE…CRAZY.”

There was dust everywhere. A broken wooden chair leaned against the far wall, one leg in fragments. A painting hung next to the front window, tattered and water stained.

Grace sneezed. “This place is a nightmare.”

Jilly raced past her, waving her hands in excitement. “That’s why we got it so cheap. Because it was a nightmare. But the space is good and the structure is sound, and you can’t beat its access to the water. Think about all that lovely tourist traffic in the summer.”

“The summer is five months away,” Grace said drily.

“And it will take all of five months to get this place cleaned up and decked out. I have a friend coming in tomorrow to give me an estimate on a new wooden floor. Then we’re going to scrape the walls and put up new wallpaper. Something wonderful and atmospheric, a vintage print with flowers and birds. I see sage-green with nice little pops of rose-red.”


“I see mildew and serious repair costs,” Grace murmured.

“There’s no mold and the foundation is excellent.” Jilly moved on, her fingers trailing lovingly over the faded walls. She wasn’t seeing the dirt and the mess. She was five months in the future, seeing new lights, fresh wallpaper and tourists who couldn’t wait to spend their money on expensive pastries and luscious yarn.

Grace looked over her shoulder, back into the shadows where Gage had vanished. “What about the kitchen? This building is at least eighty years old. What about wiring?” She stood up slowly, shoved her hair out of her face and started toward the back.

Jilly blocked her way, looking uncomfortable. “You’re right, it’s old. I don’t think you should go back there right now.”

Grace snorted. “That bad, is it? Well, you wanted to pick my brain. This is what I do, so you’d better step aside and let me deliver the bad news.”

After a moment Jilly sighed and turned, letting Grace walk into the dim kitchen. The walls were chipped, but not as bad as the public rooms. The counters sagged, but the wood was heavy and the bad spots could be replaced. There was only one small window at the back of the kitchen, so there would be little natural light. Grace looked up to the ceiling. An ugly fluorescent fixture hung from an old, rusted industrial bracket.

She rolled her eyes. “Are you nuts? This place wouldn’t pass a building code in Botswana. Not without about a year’s work.” Frowning, she made rough calculations, assessing the customer volume, food preparation speed, and what kind of equipment would be required. Since cooking school she had supplemented her income with restaurant start-up work, but she had never expected to crunch numbers for her own business.

It was more exciting than she had expected. More frightening, too.

“You have a contractor?”

Jilly nodded.

Grace did a few more calculations.

“You’re going to need a commercial dishwasher. Something with good Energy Star compliance. You can save over a thousand dollars a year on electricity and water usage. You won’t have that much volume, so you don’t need anything huge. A nice walk-in refrigerator, too. I can get you a deal on that in Portland,” Grace mused. “Over in this corner a high-efficiency pre-rinse spray valve to speed up your dishwashing process. That makes a huge bump in your water energy savings.” She turned around, saw Caro, Jilly and now Gage staring at her.

“Well, what did you want me to say? It’s not all organic produce and dreamy spices. What goes on back here sets the pace for everything else. You can’t throw away money on energy, and you sure as heck don’t want a customer getting sick because your dishwasher isn’t heating at the right temperature.”


Jilly burst out laughing. She slid one arm around Caro’s shoulders and the other around Gage. “I told you,” she said hoarsely, trying to stifle another laugh. “I told you she’d be grumpy and she’d complain. She’d find a thousand things that were wrong. But then she’d be hooked. You couldn’t keep her out of this if you wanted to.”

Grace looked at the three of them, saw them grinning back at her. “Oh, you said that, did you, Jilly? You knew exactly what I’d say, certain that I’d be enthusiastic.” She blew a curve of hair out of her face and stared critically at the room, taking in the grimy window, the pitted wooden counters and the peeling walls. Yet even through the grime and old paint she sensed the bones of a lost beauty.

She shook her head. “It’s a wreck. It will take weeks just to bring your kitchen wiring up to code, and that big front porch looks like it could collapse any minute.”

But what a lovely place for knitters to sit and relax, comparing the yarns they had purchased inside…or for tables where tourists could enjoy lunch and savor the curve of the harbor and whales passing off the coast.

She crossed her arms. “The harbor view is amazing. There will be roses everywhere, spilling from the garden next door. We could put in a flagstone patio for more tables—”

We?

Why was she thinking in terms of we? The risk was terrible. The amount of work required was daunting. And yet…

Grace realized this could be the answer she needed.

She rolled her eyes and sighed. “So when do we get started?”

 

THEY PUSHED THEIR CHAIRS together in the front room near the fireplace, drinking hot chocolate and arguing over appliance costs and opening menus. Jilly had a flare for creative organic produce and mixing unusual tastes, Grace couldn’t deny it. Some of her recipes were drop-dead brilliant.

But there were a thousand details that would have to be taken care of before that first plate of pastry was set down in front of the café’s first customer. And that was where Grace shone. She outlined a plan, making notes of suppliers and architects. She sketched out what would be required for building code approval and food safety inspections.

When she was done she leaned back, smiling. “I have to hand it to you, you can’t beat the location. Jilly, you’re right. In summer this strip of waterfront is always thronged, and the only other place to eat is the diner on the far side of the harbor. If you do this right, you could rake in money. The yarn shop idea is brilliant though it may have to be small at first. How about including a few other crafts, too, just to gauge the traffic and see what kind of things people want? And classes, too. It wouldn’t hurt to have samples knitted up on display, available for sale. Not everyone can knit, as you know.”

Caro nodded in excitement. “I thought about open craft nights and inviting some celebrity pattern designers. They did that when I was in Chicago and it was a huge draw. We’re not that far from Portland, and I could call some yarn stores there to schedule visiting teachers to come out here.”

“Good idea.” Grace tapped the end of her pencil on the wobbly table that she was using to write on. “How much did they want for the building?” she asked abruptly.

Jilly named a figure that left Grace breathless. “Don’t look that way. Sally and I are going in together. Caro and Gage have a partial share now. They’ll come in fully later, once Caro’s had the baby and can go back to work here.”

“How much do you need from me?”

Jilly gave another number, smaller but still enough to make Grace blink. It would take up all her savings, almost every penny. But what was life for if it wasn’t to put your body and soul into realizing a dream?

She sat back and crossed her arms, determined to be blunt. “You need to understand that my future is a big muddle now. My grandfather could get better—or he could get worse. Whatever happens, he’s going to come first. I have to take care of the animal shelter, too. I can’t give up on his dream, not when he’s kept it alive for so many years.”


“We know all that,” Jilly said. “We’d never expect you to.”

“There’s something else. I think he’s been pulling from his private savings,” Grace said quietly. She managed a weak smile as Caro gave a little gasp. “I don’t know how much is left. There may be nothing at all. I know that every cost, from food to heating and medical supplies has gone up. Whenever I asked him about it, he brushed off the question and laughed, telling me that he had made plans and everything would be fine. Now I wonder.”

She felt a sudden, sick pang of fear. Her life was changing too fast, throwing new responsibilities and commitments into her path. She prayed that she was smart enough and determined enough to do the right thing.

She looked down at the wobbly table, at the hasty sketches with numbers and drawings of building layout and equipment placement. She took a deep breath and put one hand over Caro’s and her other hand over Jilly’s. She squeezed hard.

And knew she was doing the right thing.

“Whatever happens, I’m in. I may not have much time. My earnings may have to go to the animal shelter at first. But…I’m in.”

Jilly laughed, leaning over to give her a quick hug. Caro smiled and then turned to give Gage a kiss. Grace shook her head. “We all may need our heads examined before this is over, I warn you. There’s a reason that sixty to as many as ninety percent of all new restaurants fail.” She knew the numbers by heart. She had seen other friends fail despite good planning and solid financial backing.

Grace couldn’t bear to see her closest friends on that casualty list.

She glanced at her watch and thought about going back to the hospital to be with her grandfather. But Jilly was right. He would be medicated now. He needed rest as much as she needed downtime.

She yawned and glanced around the room. Jilly had a hot plate on the kitchen counter, and she was heating water for more hot chocolate. Gage had bought a box of doughnuts and Caro had made sandwiches to go with the chili that was left. The odd thing was, despite the dust and the dilapidated conditions, the room already felt like home. Being here felt just like growing up, when Grace had been surrounded by her strong and stubborn friends. They had stood together, laughed together, watched each other’s backs and cheered on their quiet dreams and secret hopes.

Somehow they had fallen back into the same pattern.

Grace sighed. There was one place she would always be safe, and that was here on Summer Island, surrounded by her friends.

Yes, she thought, this could actually work.

She could restore her dreams here, just as this grand house, once a place of legendary beauty, could be restored to its full glory, magnificent at dawn in fog and radiant at sunset.

 

OVER THE NEXT DAYS the three women argued and planned with much appreciated suggestions from Gage. The planning helped to take Grace’s mind off the constant worries about her grandfather.

As they stood in the kitchen, surrounded by newly scrubbed and shining floors, Grace had a sharp image of laughter and voices and sunshine streaming through the open back door. She took a quick breath, wanting to believe it was their future.

She felt Jilly drape an arm across her shoulders. “I don’t know about you, but I’m whipped. Let’s get a cup of tea and call it a night. You two have done way too much again.” Jilly pointed at Gage and Caro. “Go home. Relax. Sleep late. I don’t want to see you until dinnertime tomorrow. I’m trying a new recipe for grilled chipotle mango salmon. Chocolate éclairs for dessert.”

Caro groaned. “Éclairs? That’s evil. You know I can’t have them. I’ve gained seven pounds in two weeks and my doctor wants me to be careful.”

“One bite won’t hurt.” Jilly grinned at Gage. “Your husband can finish off the rest. Now go home,” she ordered with a smile that took away the sting.

Caro wrinkled her nose. “Big bully. Just like in fourth grade.” Caro turned with a laugh and she and Jilly bumped hips. “This place is starting to look good. Tomorrow a yarn rep is coming to set up a credit line and show us samples for new stock.” She giggled. “Can you believe it? A private yarn showing?”

As she looked across the room Grace saw their faces blur, and somehow, whether through exhaustion or the rich pull of memories, she saw her friends the way they used to be, with braided hair or bobs. Wearing baggy jeans or khaki shorts. Keds or flip-flops.

Bound together. Sharing wild, grand dreams and wrenching fear, close enough to be sisters.

Maybe even closer than sisters.

Grace sighed, shaking off the shadows of the past. She was exhausted, drained by three more days of seeing her grandfather in the same disoriented state. She looked down and tried vainly to stifle a yawn.

“Grace, you’re exhausted. I’ll run you home to your grandfather’s house. In the morning I’ll come back and drive you to the hospital.”

Grace nodded, yawning again. She pulled on her coat and then turned. The thought of going back to her grandfather’s big empty house again left her cold. The silence was unbearable, a constant reminder of his illness. “No, I want to stay here, Jilly. You have a room upstairs, right? All I need is a sleeping bag.” She gnawed at her lip. “The house—without my grandfather, it’s just too quiet. Too sad.”

“Great. You can be my first houseguest. I’ve got a sofa bed so you won’t need to sleep on the floor.” Jilly walked toward the hallway upstairs, then stopped, turning to look at her friends. “It’s going to work. Together we’re going to make something special here. I…I can feel it.” She cleared her throat, looking a little shy. “I just wanted to say—thank you for all those years I didn’t say it. You guys are the best,” she muttered huskily. “You’re pretty great too, Lt. Grayson.” Because she was embarrassed by her sudden emotions, Jilly looked at Gage and pointed to the door. “Now get Caro home. Just because I don’t sleep doesn’t mean that everybody else has to keep my crazy hours.” She shot a wry glance at Grace. “As for you, Einstein—we’ll have plenty of time to discuss the romantic details of Energy Star ratings and commercial dishwashers tomorrow.”

 

LATER, ENSCONCED BENEATH a down comforter on Jilly’s sofa bed in an attic room overlooking the harbor, Grace listened to wind rattle the old windows.

The house creaked and settled. She could almost feel the sadness in the old rooms and the shadows that lingered at its grimy windows. The Harbor House had been a local landmark as long as she remembered, but a string of uncaring owners and speculators had left its beauty just a faded memory.

But no matter. They would change all that.

And in the summer, with the harbor full of yachts and pleasure boats, the view would be heart stopping. Grace held on to that golden image as she slipped down into sleep.

 


THE DREAM CAME SLOWLY.

Grace tossed, dimly aware of the shifting images. In that odd way of dreams, she stood on the steps in front of the Harbor House, wearing the same night gown she had loved as a girl. In the dream, she watched a magnolia tree grow up, rich white petals opening to a brilliant sky. She watched a blanket appear, hanging from the tallest branch of the tree, intricately knitted, with cables and a dozen stitches in the style of intricate Guernsey sweaters Grace had always loved.

The cables shifted and seemed to move, almost as if alive. The deeply textured bands looked like walls or fences. Lace panels and eyelets soared like golden wings, crossing a stormy sea.

The sense of weight and meaning grew stronger. Grace felt the wind grow icy, grabbing at her hair. The blanket shook in the wind and all of its intricate stitches moved too, shadowed and restless. She reached out, trying to hold the borders and cables just as they were, but the thick stitches crumbled in her fingers, scattered like ashes.

The wind rose to a howl. She tossed back and forth, trying to block her ears.

“Wake up.”

The blanket melted in her hands, dropping at her feet. There it rose and fell, still alive, lifting and twisting wildly.

A hand gripped her shoulders and shook her hard.


“Grace, wake up. Something’s wrong.” It was Jilly, her voice hoarse. “I think—I think the building might be on fire.”








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



GRACE SAT UP with a start. Jilly’s Samoyed puppy was barking furiously, his paws on the bedroom door. He scratched, wildly trying to get out.

“He’s been that way for the last five minutes, totally frenzied. I hated to wake you since you were dead asleep.” Jilly zipped up her thick sweatshirt and held up a heavy, long-handled flashlight. “The electricity’s off again. And I smell something funny. Acrid and a little oily, like something’s burning.” She tossed a down jacket to Grace and then pulled on her boots. “Come on. If this place really is on fire, we need to get out.”

Still groggy, caught up in the fading images of her disturbing dream, Grace shrugged on the jacket and followed Jilly to the door.

Jilly put her hand on Duffy’s back, calming him. “Sit,” she said sharply. “Sit, Duffy.” The dog strained against her leg, alert and restless, but finally sat down as she ordered.

Jilly took a deep breath and gripped the heavy flashlight. “Okay, let’s do this.” She opened the door, bending to keep one hand on the puppy’s back as they moved down the narrow stairway, lit only by the beam from her flashlight. The air smelled musty, and now Grace caught the odd smell that Jilly had described.

There was no sign of fire or any smoke as they reached the second floor and checked all the rooms. Duffy was growing more restless, pulling and straining forward against Jilly’s grip. “Duffy, heel,” Jilly ordered. At the first floor they turned, moving back through the front room, a nearby storeroom, and into the kitchen. No smoke, but the burning smell was intense.

Suddenly Duffy tore off across the kitchen, throwing his body against the back door. Jilly looked back at Grace, her face pale. “I guess we’d better go see what’s making him crazy.”

Grace didn’t particularly like the idea of exploring in the darkness. She didn’t like thinking about what could put a puppy into such a frenzy. But it had to be done, so she nodded.

She moved closer, right behind Jilly as she unlocked the back door and pushed it open. The access street behind the Harbor House was shadowed and Jilly flashed the light quickly, trying to hold Duffy’s straining body as she checked her Wrangler, parked behind the rear entrance. Nothing moved in the garden across the road, barren now in winter. There were no other cars and the lights were off in the shop next door.


Something continued to bother Duffy. He growled, staring down the alley.

The sound of a banging door froze them in their tracks.

Jilly flashed her light to the small building between the two houses. As wind gusted up the alley, a door opened and then banged shut again. “The fuse boxes are in there,” Jilly said softly. “The wiring is really old. Our electric and gas meters are in there, too. I think we’d better take a look.”

Grace wasn’t thrilled about the idea, considering how agitated the puppy was becoming. But if there was some kind of a wiring problem or an electrical short, they needed to handle it fast. As the two women walked down the back wooden steps, the oily, acid smell grew much stronger. Oddly, the puppy seemed calmer now, restless but no longer straining to pull free from Jilly’s grip. He barked, nudging Jilly’s leg, as if he had done his job as a guardian and expected to be praised.

Wind tossed Grace’s hair, blinding her for a moment as she stared up into the branches of the big tree that grew over the driveway from the shop next door. Something about the twisting horizontal branches made her think of her odd dream. Was it supposed to mean something?

“Come on.” Impatiently, Jilly shone the flashlight back into the darkness at Grace. Then she vanished into the storage shed that housed the electricity. Shivering from cold, Grace leaned over her shoulder, watching Jilly open the old-fashioned fuse box. As she did, smoke swirled out and the odor of burning oil and scorched metal became intense. One of the fuses was black, and two others were covered with oil. When Jilly raised her light, they saw two rusted cans of machinery oil overturned above the box. Dark liquid had oozed down the fuse grid. There were ridges where the oil had caught fire, probably sparked by contact with the fuses. Fortunately, the lower rows of fuses appeared intact.

“Good dog. Good boy, Duffy. You’re in for a serious steak dinner today. Such a smart and brave boy,” Jilly crooned.

As the dog pranced happily, Jilly closed the fuse box and glanced around the small storage area. It had been cleaned recently. There were no signs of dust or any damage to the worn wooden floor. But two more rusty oil cans had been pushed into a corner.

Jilly looked at Grace and shrugged. “It could have been worse. I think an electrician goes to the top of our to-do list. I also think I’m going to have a chat with whoever has been in charge of maintenance for these two buildings,” she said grimly. “They won’t be working for us, that’s for sure.”

 

AFTER TWO RESTLESS hours Grace gave up trying to sleep. It was freezing in the house without heat and she couldn’t even read without electricity. But the residents of Summer Island were early risers, so Grace walked down to the convenience store. She sent two text messages to Noah, bought coffee to go and grabbed a box of doughnuts for Jilly, who had a sweet tooth the size of Montana.

By the time she got back, Jilly was up, talking on her cell phone. Jilly took the coffee from Grace with a smile and a sigh of thanks, still talking. “Yes, I have the directions.” Duffy pranced at her feet and it was clear that the two had just returned from a walk.

“Okay, great. I’ll see you in an hour.” Jilly closed her phone and pulled a hand-knitted scarf from the pocket of her jacket. “Not mine. Caro knitted this one for me last year. I keep trying, but I just can’t figure out where the blasted needles go. So sue me.” She closed her eyes in bliss, taking a last drink of her coffee. “Even cold coffee is good first thing in the morning. Thanks for going, Grace. Sorry, but I have an appointment scouting a new organic farm for local produce. I’ll be gone a couple of hours. I called and whined, so the electrician said he could be here about eight. Would you mind letting him in?”

“No problem. I’ll visit Granddad when you get back.”

Jilly moved as she spoke, packing a notebook and a file folder in her big leather bag. “Caro and Gage are coming over later, but I didn’t want to ask them. I think Caro had a hard night last night. She doesn’t talk about it, but I’m pretty sure this pregnancy may be more difficult than she’s telling any of us. Why don’t you see if you can get her to talk about it with you? I’m having no luck at all.” Jilly leaned down and scratched Duffy behind the ears. “Ready to go, big guy? Ready for a drive? Ready to smell some organic bok choy?” The puppy trotted in excited circles, clearly thrilled to go anywhere with Jilly.

“By the way, Gage wants to talk to the electrician about that fuse box. He said that he would drive you to the hospital after that.”

“I’ve bothered them enough. I’m going to find the keys to my grandfather’s truck today and drive myself. You go on. Organic bok choy should never be kept waiting,” she said.

 

THE ELECTRICIAN ARRIVED on time, wonder of wonders. Grace remembered him from high school. He’d been good in science and chemistry and had gone off to college in Seattle. Now he was back on Summer Island, taking over the family business from his father.

As they caught up on old times and mutual friends, Grace watched him expertly examine the scorched fuse box. He gave a low whistle when he saw the black oil marks. “Good thing this baby shut down. That could have been one nasty fire. The fuses and box look up to code, but I wouldn’t trust living with this in my own house. You need commercial breakers here. And whoever left those old cans of lubricant oil on the top of that ledge should be kicked in the head a few dozen times.” He stared at the box and shook his head. “Now about that estimate you want. After I check the house over, I can give it to you in two ways. One is the bare basics, just to get your power running again. The other is the safe way, but it’s going to cost a lot more. Only a complete overhaul will guarantee this kind of thing doesn’t happen again.”

Ka-ching.

Grace could hear the cash register racking up repair costs. “I’ll take both estimates and discuss them with my friends.” It was false economy to patch up the problem and then wait until it happened again, probably in the busiest time of the summer, but there was a limit to their repair budget.

A car door slammed out in the alley. She heard Caro calling something to Gage.

Grace leaned around the door and waved her hand. “Over here. The electrician is looking over our little problem.” Grace prayed that it would indeed be a little problem and not the first of many surprises that would turn their dream house into a nightmare.

 

WITHOUT ELECTRICITY, it was very cold inside, even when the sun finally broke through the fog. Grace insisted on bringing down blankets for Caro. But Caro refused to sit down. Instead, she moved from room to room, poking in every closet, looking behind cabinets and under shelves.

Then she stood at the big picture window, watching whitecaps race across the curve of the harbor. “Jilly was up early.”

“Wholesale produce was calling her name.”

Caro shook her head. “I’m worried about her. She’s running on fumes. You should have seen her earlier this month. She refuses to rest and even though she works with food all day, I don’t think she’s eating enough.”

“When was Jilly ever calm?”

“This is worse. There’s something she’s not saying. When she thinks I’m not watching, a wistful look crosses her face.” Caro leaned forward suddenly, rubbing her back and wincing. “Back pains. I read about this in the pregnancy books, but I kept thinking it wouldn’t happen to me,” she said drily. “Anyway, about Jilly. Her line of gourmet foods is growing faster than she expected, and there are a thousand details for her to manage. I told her she needs to hire a manager back in Arizona, but she wants to control everything herself. For Jilly, delegating is a four-letter word.” Caro’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe you can talk to her, Grace. She won’t tell me anything.”

Grace coughed to hide a sudden laugh. They were back to their old roles, with her as the intermediary. A decade had gone by, but some things never changed. “I’ll do what I can.”

“She’ll talk to you,” Caro said firmly. “And I think we could really make a go of this place, but I don’t want Jilly biting off more than she can chew. I know she’s always had the energy of two people, but she can’t go on this way forever. If we aren’t careful, this lovely dilapidated old house could turn into an albatross.” Caro gestured out at the electrician’s truck and smiled grimly. “As we’ve just seen.” She turned, one hand on her round stomach. “Of course, I don’t want you to say anything obvious to her. Jilly’s way too smart for that. Just promise me you’ll probe a little. You two were always close.”

“Deal.” Grace saw lines of strain around her friend’s eyes. “Something else is wrong, isn’t it, Caro? Let’s have it.”

“Oh, don’t mind me. I’m just feeling silly and weepy today. Gage is going back to Afghanistan in nine days, and I can’t seem to think of anything else.” She bent her head, moving her hand gently over her stomach, as if to reassure the baby and herself that everything would be fine after Gage left. “Meanwhile, my grandmother’s had a case of nerves ever since your grandfather went into the hospital. The two of them keep up this ridiculous act as if they aren’t involved in a serious relationship. If you ask me, it’s high time the two of them got married.”

This was no secret to Grace. She was perfectly aware that Morgan McNeal and her grandfather had been seeing each other for some time. But they were always discreet, both holding on to their separate lives. She had tried to discuss it with him once, but he denied it was serious.


“I agree. But my grandfather could have a long way to go to a full recovery.”

“One day at a time.” Caro took a sharp breath and sank down in the nearby chair.

“Caro, what is it?”

Grace’s friend took another quick breath. “Just an occasional twinge. It’s my back. The doctor says the baby is riding very low now.”

“That’s all? There’s nothing wrong, is there? Because if there is, you need to discuss it with Gage and your doctor.”

“I was just in for a whole day’s worth of tests. So far, everything looks fine, but we’re waiting for the last results. Stop looking so upset. I’m in good health with no major vices. Everything will be fine. Women give birth to babies every day, right? There’s no reason for me or you to get bent out of shape. It’s going to be fine,” she said firmly.

Grace was certain that her friend was trying hard to believe that, trying not to worry about her husband returning to a war zone. “If there’s anything I can do to help, Caro, just name it.”

“If there is, I’ll ask. Now enough of this gloomy talk.” Caro sat down on the sill at the front window. The paint was still chipped but now the glass gleamed from their labors.

Her gaze seemed to move over Grace’s shoulder. “This room is going to be beautiful in summer, with splashes of color from yarn on the wall and the smell of Jilly’s baguettes and chocolate croissants coming from the kitchen. I’d been thinking about a yarn store for Summer Island for months. At the same time, Jilly had been thinking about putting a café in here. Suddenly, there we were, talking to a Realtor and looking at wallpaper books.”

She rubbed her neck. From inside a big quilted bag she pulled out bamboo needles and a half-finished purple glove. “When all else fails, grab your needles.”

And Caro knitted fast, the way she had before her hand had been hurt in an accident the year before. She had always been the fastest knitter Grace knew, and effortless cables and ribs flowed beneath her needles. With each stitch, the tension in her shoulders relaxed. Her breathing became calmer, steadier.

Grace knew the feeling. Anyone who had knitted for any length of time knew the feeling. Knitting soaked up anxiety like a magic sponge. Even watching Caro knit made Grace more relaxed.

“So what’s happened with that big project you were working on in D.C.? Wasn’t it a digital reference, something very high profile? You never did give me the details.”

Grace forced a smile. “It went to someone else. Probably just as well. Between my grandfather and the café, I’m going to have every minute taken.” She ignored a quick stab of regret. This was the right thing to do, she thought.

Caro pulled out a new ball of yarn, looking thoughtful. “And what about your mystery man with the roses? He sounds nice.”

“Jilly told you?”

Caro nodded serenely. “I wormed every detail out of her, right down to the phone sex.”

“There wasn’t any phone sex. We’re just—oh, I don’t know what we are. We’re both busy and then I had to leave before we could work things out.”

“But you’re going to see him again, aren’t you? Why don’t you invite him to visit?”

“One day at a time, remember? I don’t have much free time at the moment. And don’t you and Jilly go into matchmaker mode on me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. You’re quite capable of making your own decisions. In fact, you’re the most calm and sensible person that I know.”

The conversation moved on to generalities. Through it all, Caro knitted on. She finished her glove and then pulled out a new workbag.

“What are you making?”

Caro held up her next project, intricate panels of ribbing and seed stitch and cables. “It’s going to be a blanket for the sofa, and I’m making it big enough for the three of us. Me, Gage and the baby.” She smoothed the soft teal wool between her fingers. “It matches the wallpaper Gage and I picked out.” Caro looked up, smiling as footsteps crossed the back kitchen.

Caro put down her knitting as her husband and the electrician walked in. Both of them were dusty, and Gage had an oil streak down one cheek.

They looked exceedingly pleased with themselves, Grace thought.

“There was an exposed line near the sidewalk. Lots of faulty wiring, too. We took care of it.” Gage held up a knotted piece of wire, frowning. “Drew wants to show me a new breaker box in his workshop. It could help get you by here until all the wiring can be updated. But if you want me to stay—”

Caro laughed. “Go check out your breakers. And when you’re done, maybe you and I can drive Grace to the hospital to see her grandfather.”

“Absolutely.” Gage nodded, but it was clear he was already thinking about wiring and fuse boxes.

Men, Grace thought. She looked down as her cell phone rang. It was a local area code, but not a number she recognized. “Hello?”

“Ms. Lindstrom? This is Woodvale Hospital calling.”

Her fingers tightened. “Yes, this is Grace Lindstrom.” Grace tried to prepare for what would follow next.

“Ms. Lindstrom, I have someone here who wants to talk to you.”

There was a rustling on the line. And then Grace heard the deep, familiar voice.

Not so strong now. Not nearly as decisive as she had always remembered.


Now he was slow, hoarse, every word rough with pain. “Grace.” Peter Lindstrom took a long breath. “Honey, I—I’m sorry about the problems I’m causing. I don’t want to bother anyone.” He gave a shaky cough. “I…I remember you were there at the hospital. I didn’t recognize you. But now my head hurts and everything is strange here. I need to g-go home. Will you come and get me?”








CHAPTER NINETEEN



PETER LINDSTROM WAS awake but agitated when Grace reached his room.

“Grace?” The old man’s voice broke. “I’m all confused. You were gone. I remember it was in a big city. Not New York.” Panic tightened his face. “Where were you? You’re always going somewhere.”

“Washington, D.C., Granddad. I came straight here as soon as I heard.” She set down her purse and placed a covered cup on his rolling table. “Janie at the ice-cream shop was open early to make some repairs. She remembered how much you like their—”

“Pineapple sherbet!” The vet’s eyes lit up as he inhaled the tropical scent. Then his delight faded. But I’m in the hospital, Grace. This morning they wouldn’t let me have coffee or real tea. The herbal thing wasn’t bad but I always have coffee or real tea. I probably can’t have sweets.”

“It’s all right. Your doctor approved this.” Grace struggled to speak calmly. She didn’t want her grandfather to see how much his appearance worried her. He looked as if he had shrunk, thin and weak against the pillows. His skin was sallow and his hair in disarray.

She forced a smile. “Go on. I dare you. Besides, this will melt if you don’t eat it.”

“I never could resist a dare. It has long been a source of trouble in my life. Marta told me that.” He seemed to struggle to focus. “Why don’t you have it, Grace?”

“I’ve already eaten, Granddad. You go ahead.”

“Well, if you insist…” He managed a faint smile, then straightened up in his bed. “Now this feels like old times.” He took a bite and rolled his eyes. “Just the way I remembered.”

At least he could remember some things. She had to believe that all the rest would return eventually.

Her grandfather continued to eat his dessert, saying nothing until the cup was empty. He always approached his favorite treat like a little boy, stretching out the careful, measured pleasure in a way that reminded Grace how hard his childhood had been. This had been one of his few indulgences in a disciplined and controlled life. He had waited patiently for Saturdays and the fruit sherbet. Trips for ice cream had been a long-standing tradition for them.

Grace shook off her nostalgia. “Sorry, Granddad, I didn’t hear you.”

He stared up at the ceiling. “I said I apologize for this, honey.” A frown worked over his face. “I didn’t want you to come. Then that nice young woman said you had to know. Sorry.” He closed his eyes. “My head hurts. I can’t remember why. What…what happened to me? Why can’t I remember?” He was growing agitated.

“It will all come back to you, Granddad. For now, you need to rest.”

“No. I need to know what happened.”

Grace sat next to him and placed her hand over his, explaining that he had had an accident at the clinic. He wouldn’t forgive vague explanations about his prognosis, so she gave the truth but kept the details brief. “Your ribs will take the longest to mend, but like everything else, they will heal.” She rushed on as he opened his mouth to blurt out more questions. “Yes, the animal shelter is in good hands. Your staff took over, along with Caro’s grandmother. That’s why Morgan hasn’t been over to see you yet. She’s been busy organizing your friends onto a volunteer schedule so the place will keep running as well as it always has.”

His eyelids closed. He sighed deeply, as if all his burdens had finally been lifted. “I’m…very relieved. I knew Morgie would help. But I wish I could see her.”

Grace kept talking in a soft voice. “I’ll be doing my share, too, but Morgan would have a fit if I tried to take over, and she’d be right. She knows exactly what you would want done for the animals…?.”

A tear fought to escape and Grace blinked hard.

She should know what he’d want done, but she’d never been home long enough to find out. She should know all the details of her grandfather’s daily routine so she could take care of him properly, but she’d been too wrapped up in her own life to notice how much he was aging.

Guilt made her sick as she stared at his pale features. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to help you more, Granddad. I should have been.”

“You should not.” His voice was precise and determined, sounding just the way she remembered it.

Startled, Grace studied his face. “What do you mean?”

“I mean you should have been doing exactly what you were—building your life, filling it with wonderful people who matter to you.” He seemed to rouse, his focus clear suddenly. “The thought of my granddaughter hovering over me day and night, as if I was helpless and needed constant care like an invalid.” He poked a finger at the air. “Appalling.”

“You mean you don’t want me here?”

“Of course that’s not what I meant. I love to see you. But you have your own life now. I only want you here if it doesn’t create a problem for you.” The vet closed his eyes again, sounding very tired. His eye cracked open. “I want your promise on that. You can leave now. I’ll be fine.”

“It’s not a problem. I have plenty to do here.” Grace had considered her friends’ proposition for Harbor House thoroughly during her sleepless nights. This new venture would solve all kinds problems and give her something to do while she cared for her grandfather, since his recovery could take months. She would be home, where she wanted to be, doing what she loved.

Except Noah was on the other side of the country.

Grace looked down and saw that Peter was sound asleep, looking weak but at peace. And she realized his cool fingers were wrapped tightly around hers, almost childlike.

She didn’t expect the storm of love and protectiveness that hit her as she listened to his quiet breathing.

When his grip finally relaxed, Grace walked out into the hallway. Closing her eyes, she sank back against the wall, trembling. Most of what she felt was relief that her grandfather was lucid again, even briefly.

She had so much to be thankful for. But it would be a long road back. And his weakened condition meant a whole new set of responsibilities for her.

“Honey, are you all right?” One of the intensive-care nurses crossed the hall, studying her face. She glanced at the name on the door. “That’s your grandfather, Dr. Lindstrom, right? The vet from down the coast?”

Grace managed a nod, wiping her eyes furiously.

“First of all, crying is nothing to be ashamed of. Having a relative in the hospital hits us all hard. But your grandfather is doing extremely well. Don’t get upset because he’s forgetful. It often happens after head trauma. He’s going to look weak and pale until he gets out of the hospital and starts exercising again. All things considered, he’s in amazing shape.”

Grace forced a smile. “I know you’re right. I know that he’s being well cared for, too. And I’m so glad that he finally recognized me today. But he’s so changed. So thin.” She took a deep breath. “I hate seeing him this way. Now I can’t seem to stop all these emotions.”

The nurse nodded. “It’s traumatic, but don’t bury your feelings. If you need to cry, cry. If you need to get angry and kick something, get angry and kick something. The very best thing you can do right now is to find people you love and tell them how you feel. Tell them that you love them. That kind of honesty is the best medicine in the world,” the nurse said firmly. “And I won’t even charge you for it.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep it in mind.” But Grace didn’t want to talk to anyone about how she felt. She couldn’t stop worrying about her grandfather or the big changes ahead of both of them. The responsibility of keeping the animal shelter on firm ground made her doubly worried. And Grace’s friends had their own problems. She wasn’t about to burden them with hers.

Find someone that you love.

Somehow, without knowing it, her hand slid to her pocket. She reacted with raw instinct, no longer fighting the emotions flowing through her. She had to talk to someone. Denial wouldn’t help her or her grandfather. She had lost a fiancé—and then lost him again when she learned the extent of his betrayals. Her career had been her solace during that dark time of pain, but with her grandfather so ill, there would be no more research that would take her away from home for weeks. She still had her restaurant consulting work, and eventually she might find a few jobs in Portland or the upscale restaurants of the Willamette Valley to supplement income from the Harbor House when it opened. Over time she could build up local contacts, but it would be slow.

More changes. More shifting ground beneath her feet.

Overwhelmed by looming uncertainties, Grace closed her eyes. She had always dreamed bigger than one town and one state. Her heart had always led the way, calling her down little paved streets on Paris’s Left Bank or the back roads of Asia. She loved the obscure and the exotic. She savored the excitement of waking up every day in a new town, sometimes a new continent, wandering through markets with spices she had no names for.

But she loved her grandfather deeply. There was no question that she would stay and help him, even though he would frown and try to talk her out of it. As long as he needed her, she would stay. It would be hard for both of them to accept the changes to come. He would hate his loss of independence, hate his new weakness. Physical therapy would be a trial. How was she going to manage him and the animal shelter and still do her share at the café?


She gave a little jump at a chime from her cell phone. A text message flickered on the screen.

 

Hey. Haven’t heard from you in a while. Everything OK?

 

Threads of warmth worked through her. It was hard to face these new emotions and harder still to share them, but Grace knew the nurse was right. She needed to reach out to someone she could trust.

Even if he was on the opposite side of the continent. She took a deep breath and began to type. Not sure.

 

Your grandfather?

 

Lucid, thank heaven. We just talked. But he’s so pale, nothing like the man I remember. And right now…all I seem to want to do is cry. I feel so stupid. Helpless. I think I’m a mess.

 

She pressed the send button, then leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes.

She missed his voice, missed his laugh. Suddenly she ached to feel his arms around her. She needed to feel safe, but her world was changing too fast.

 

Not stupid. NOT helpless.

 

There was a pause.

 


At hospital?

 

Yes.

 

Grace’s phone rang. She recognized the Washington, D.C., area code of the caller. “Hello?”

“You’re not helpless and you’re not a mess. You could never be a mess. You’re the most sane, stable and well-balanced person I know. Let’s get that straight right now.”

His voice calmed her on almost a physical level. Grace felt his strength and absolute confidence in her. They flowed out to her, real and true despite the distance. That knowledge made some of the tension leave her shoulders. “You wouldn’t say that if you could see me now. My hair is a wreck. I’m wearing a black sweatshirt that’s two sizes too big because that’s all that my friend Jilly had to loan me. Yeah, I’m a mess.” Her voice fell. “It’s really good to talk to you. I miss you, Noah.”

“Me, too, honey.” He cleared his throat and Grace heard a chair creak nearby.

“If you’re busy, I can call back later.”

“Now is fine. Tell me what’s happened and what I can do to help.”

Grace felt her heart lurch at the tenderness in his voice. She wanted to see him, to touch his face and hear his laugh. She hated being so far away from him. “Noah—I can’t leave, not for several weeks. Maybe longer. It all depends on my grandfather. But do you think…would you consider coming here? One day, two days or even a week. Whatever you want.” She took a ragged breath. “I miss you. Did I already say that?”

“You did. I’ll come. Just as soon as I can, I promise. But I’ve got things to tie up here. I’m not sure how long that will take.”

“Whenever you can get here is fine, no pressure. I’ll be ready. I’ll even cook for you.” She smiled into the phone, restored to balance. Then she took a deep breath and told him all about her grandfather and the new café and the Harbor House project. If her voice wavered a little during the telling, Noah made no comment. When she was done, she heard the sound of the creaking chair as he leaned back. That’s some island you’ve got. Friends like that will stick by you. And from what I know about your grandfather, he’s a stubborn old moose. He’ll recover. In fact, he’ll probably outlive all of us. Now tell me more about this house you plan to restore.”

 

GRACE WAS CHUCKLING ten minutes later when she hung up. She didn’t put her phone away immediately. Holding its weight made her feel as if she was still connected to Noah.

She gripped the cool metal, trying to hold tight to this precious new thing they had found. Even if their relationship went no further, Grace wanted him in her life, whether as a friend, a confidante or as a lover.

But the truth was that she wanted him to be all three.

 

FOG WAS BURNING away above the ocean when Grace turned into the parking area at the Summer Island Animal Shelter. She sat without moving, remembering all the other times she had come here. Usually there were three or four cars parked in the rough gravel area, but now she saw at least three dozen. As she turned off the motor, a young couple and their teenage son walked by. The father was lecturing the boy about the responsibilities that came with being a volunteer and how much the animals inside needed their help, now that Dr. Peter was sick.

Two more cars pulled up. A young girl got out of one, and Grace recognized the daughter of an old friend. The girl saw her and waved, then climbed the steps to the front door, followed by a teenage boy carrying a big bag of dog food.

Grace took a deep breath. She had such deep and fixed memories of this place and all the time she had spent working here with her grandfather. She knew that he had hoped she would follow in his footsteps one day and go to veterinary school, but Grace’s dreams had carried her on a different path. Her grandfather had never argued with her about that choice, but she had always felt guilty that she couldn’t be what he had hoped. At the least she would see that his beloved animals were well tended until his return, whenever that might be.

For a moment she felt a lump at her throat. It had been a struggle for him to finish a sentence and impossible for him to stand up unassisted. He had so far to go.

But she pushed the dark thoughts out of her mind. He had improved steadily the past few days, and there was no reason that he wouldn’t keep right on improving with good care.

Meanwhile, the animal shelter looked to be in excellent hands. Two more cars had pulled up. She saw a pair of high school students dumping trash in the back. A trio of teenage girls and their parents were cleaning out animal cages nearby, scrubbing them down with the long gloves and heavy brushes that Grace remembered from her own childhood chores. There were always chores here, always another cage to clean. It was time for her to get started.

 

INSIDE, EVERY ROOM was full of volunteers tackling the hard jobs that came with caring for almost seventy animals. She recognized some of the faces, longtime residents of Summer Island. Others were not so familiar, probably children and relatives. Working together, they flew through the jobs that had usually taken her grandfather and his small staff many hours.

Grace watched in amazement, aware that everyone here had come because of her grandfather. It was a gift of thanks to a man who had never asked for any.

As she walked down the hall to her grandfather’s office, Grace waved to the tall college student who helped supervise the shelter. Andy Wilson was in his senior year of college, and after that he was bound for vet school. But right now, all his spare time went into helping Dr. Peter. When he saw Grace, he jumped up from behind his desk.

“Grace, it’s great to see you! I just heard from a friend who works at the hospital that your grandfather is doing a whole lot better today. I can’t tell you how worried I was.” He waved her to a seat and then crossed to pour her a cup of coffee, adding a healthy dose of cream, just the way she liked it. “Man, have you seen anything like this? When I got here around seven the parking lot already had ten cars and it’s been growing every hour. Do you believe it? The word is out about your grandfather and people just began showing up to help.” He ran a hand through his long hair, then pointed to the local men unloading heavy feed bags from a storage area in the back of the shelter. “I didn’t have to ask anyone, Grace. It’s—well, amazing. Everyone here on Summer Island owes him. He’s helped more people than I can count, but he never mentions it. That’s just his way.”

Grace nodded, fighting tears. “I know. He never asks for help.”

“Sometimes he got mad if I offered to take over for him.” The boy turned, blinking a little as he looked out the window. “He helped me so much.” He cleared his throat. “At the beginning of my sophomore year, my scholarship was cut. I was working two jobs, but it wasn’t enough. Your grandfather insisted on loaning me enough to get me through the year. I argued, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. Yeah, I owe him. Everyone here owes him. And by the time he’s out of the hospital, this whole facility is going to shine from the baseboards to the ceiling,” he said fiercely. “I hate that he had to be hurt for this to happen, but he refused anything except the most necessary help before.”

“I understand only too well. And this will make him so happy. Anything for the animals. I’ll be sure and tell him when I go back to the hospital.” Grace finished her coffee and stood up. “Isn’t there anything I can do to help? The last time we talked on the phone, he told me there were all kinds of small repair jobs that needed to be done.”

“We’re finally taking care of them now.” Andy followed Grace to the door. “But that water heater took us by surprise. I mean, we both knew it was ancient. It’s been here as long as this building has been here, but it never looked unstable.”

He looked at Grace, frowning. “I should have kept a better eye on things. All I can figure is that the power went out in the storm. We had a small quake here the same night, pretty rare for Oregon. He must have gone down in the basement, looking for the backup generator. Maybe he tripped or maybe one of the metal legs of the water heater collapsed and knocked the shelf unit over on him.” Andy made a flat sound of anger. “I still feel sick when I think of him down there in the cold all night, alone and bleeding.” His face looked strained. “He insisted on doing too much. If I had fought harder, none of this would have happened.”

He was clearly upset, Grace realized. She moved quickly, blocking his way. “It’s not your fault, Andy. I know just how stubborn my grandfather can be. Thank heavens you found him the next morning and had Caro and Gage help get him to the hospital. Maybe we should all be thankful for this wake-up call. Now things are going to change and he’ll have to accept more help, like it or not. Since I’m going to be here, I’ll make sure that he doesn’t overwork.”

Andy stared at her in surprise. “You? You’re going to stay here on Summer Island? But I thought your writing—well, I know you travel a lot.”

“Not anymore. It’s time I came home.” Grace waved at an old friend from high school and then squeezed the hand of a mother and daughter who lived down the street from her grandfather. Her eyes burned as the little girl held up one of the puppies, her hands gentle with love, saying she hoped that Dr. Peter would be back soon because she missed him.

Her grandfather would have been very proud.

Reluctantly, Grace looked down the hall at her grandfather’s office. “I want to go through his papers and records, Andy. Did he keep them in his desk?”

“I think so. He never let me help with that.”

“I think he was getting behind in some of his bills. I’ll need to check on that. His truck may need maintenance, too.” Grace shot him a quick smile. “But before that, I expect you to give me a list of everything I can do to help you around here. It’s been a long time since I’ve scrubbed out a cage, but I haven’t forgotten how, believe me.”








CHAPTER TWENTY



GRACE TURNED OFF her car and yawned, eyeing her face in the car mirror.

Right now she looked as tired as she felt. There were dark circles under her eyes and her hair was shoved back in a rubber band, wisps escaping around her face. She could feel the welts on her hands, along with bruises from the leg of a table she had tried to pick up the night before. She hadn’t done this kind of manual labor in years.

Meanwhile, her grandfather was making progress. Grace spent long hours at his side, encouraging and explaining, building his morale. Every day he recovered a little more strength. His memory was better, and he understood what had happened to him. Yet he hated being dependent on others, and his mood could change in an instant. He grumbled at having to use a wheelchair and he grumbled at having physical therapy. Then Andy, his young assistant at the clinic, had gotten permission to bring one of their favorite dogs for a brief visit in the hospital lobby. Grace’s grandfather had been in high spirits for a week afterward.


But he still worried about her. She put on a touch of lipstick and added a few quick strokes of color to her face to hide her exhaustion, wondering what kind of mood he would be in today. She hadn’t been in the room for thirty seconds when he zeroed in on the circles under her eyes.

“You look tired. Those people are working you too hard. Tell them your new book can wait. It’s just not worth ruining your health.” His eyes narrowed. “But…where are you working now, honey? Is it in New York? No, not there. Someplace else. I can’t seem to remember.”

Grace didn’t tell him the truth, that it was her work here in Oregon that had put dark circles under her eyes. Instead, she managed a smile. “It was Washington, D.C., Granddad. You remember that I told you about visiting the Smithsonian. But I’m not working there now. I’ve moved back home.”

His frown deepened. “So you’re staying in our house? You didn’t tell me that.”

“No, I’m not staying there.” Grace had been very careful about what she told her grandfather. Since he still had bouts of confusion and panic, she had tried to avoid any subjects that might worry him. “But I’ve been by every day to check on things. I’m staying at the Harbor House with Jilly now.”

The old man’s frown deepened. “That place is a wreck. There probably isn’t any heat.”

“We’re fine, Granddad. Caro’s husband and the electrician are taking care of everything. I’ve even got my own room on the third floor. You wouldn’t believe the view of the harbor from my window.”

Peter sank back slowly. “Well, if that’s really the way you want it. It is true, no place has a view like the old Harbor House.” His eyes rose to the window, looking west. Grace had the sense that he had drifted off.

“Granddad, do you need anything? I’ll bring you your favorite ice cream tonight. But what about magazines? Books to read?”

He cracked one eye open. “Oh, no, I don’t need anything, honey. I have my new veterinary journal here. I’ve been reading it when I can. At least, I’ve been trying to…but it’s slow work.” He shook his head. “I don’t know when things got so complicated in my profession.”

His profession hadn’t changed since the accident. It was his own mental abilities that were different.

He yawned and closed his eyes. “Get some rest, honey.”

Grace leaned over and squeezed his hand. “You, too. You’ll have plenty of time to catch up on your journals once you’re home.”

“I’d like that. It’s so noisy here. I know they try hard, but the food…I won’t bother them. It’s just food.” He yawned again.

Then he struggled back from sleep, staring at her. “Don’t work so hard, Grace. You always were working on something exciting. We both need to slow down. You be sure and tell them that back in New York—or in Boston. Wherever it was. They need to stop working you so hard.”

And then he drifted back into sleep.

Grace reached over and took his hand, feeling the cool skin that was still too frail. No, she wouldn’t tell him the truth, that she was running herself ragged here in Oregon. She wouldn’t mention that the plumbing had broken again at the animal clinic and she’d worked four hours with Andy, cleaning up a flooded storage area. There had been bills to pay, paperwork to file, and pet food to order. Then one of the younger dogs had escaped. She and Andy had stumbled around in the darkness, clutching flashlights, for almost twenty minutes before they’d cornered the frightened animal. Maybe she should go back to Washington, Grace thought. That would be a piece of cake compared to what she was doing now.

Except she was enjoying the sheer variety and spontaneity of work to be done every day. She had always enjoyed working with her hands, and now she savored her daily interaction with needy animals at the shelter. Often abused or cruelly abandoned, they flowered in response to a little human love. They knew Grace now. When she appeared, they responded with instant excitement, their keen eyes bright with love. Every day her heart melted all over again.

She understood exactly why her grandfather couldn’t give up his long hours at the shelter.


“How is he doing?”

Grace turned to see Caro’s grandmother peeking inside. Morgan McNeal’s silver hair fell in stunning waves around her shoulders. Her makeup was flawless, as always, and she wore a set of handmade glass beads around her neck. “I couldn’t stay away any longer.”

Grace stood up and moved quietly to the door, giving Morgan a hug. “Better. He has his ups and downs. He still forgets a lot of things, but the doctors assure me he’s getting stronger every day.”

Morgan ran a hand across her eyes, and the look of tenderness she had for Grace’s grandfather was so intense that Grace felt like an intruder. But there were things that had to be said.

She put a hand on Morgan’s arm. “When are you two getting married, Morgan? This relationship of yours has been going on forever. Don’t think you’re fooling anyone because everyone on Summer Island knows that you two are involved.”

Morgan sighed. “I know they do. But it’s your grandfather. Peter wants things done properly. He’s always been afraid it would upset you if our relationship changed. He keeps saying we need to wait.”

“Me? My grandfather is insisting on this charade because he doesn’t want to bother me?” Grace ran a hand through her hair. “That’s ridiculous. I’d be delighted to see you two together officially. Everyone on Summer Island would. You’ve both been alone too long.”


Morgan rolled her eyes. “That’s what I keep telling him. But your grandfather is as stubborn as a rhino. Something always comes up, or he’s worried about the clinic, apologizing because some new project is taking up all his time. I keep telling him that we don’t have forever. We’re not young things any longer.” She smiled, but there was sadness in her eyes. “And it seems as if I was right. If I’d insisted on him marrying me, we would move in together, and I could keep a better watch on him. No more late-night trips to the clinic to check on a sick animal. And no more carrying bags of feed or heavy cages by himself. He’s going to have to hire someone younger and let them do the running. He should be using that good brain of his to teach, too. I keep telling him all that, but he never listens.”

So it hadn’t been Morgan’s idea to wait, but her grandfather’s.

“I think he is silly to wait, too. But as for feeling guilty, don’t. If anyone is to blame here, it’s me. I should have been keeping a better eye on him. I know exactly what he’s like and how he refuses to ask for help. I’ve been too focused on my own career, caught up in my research and my traveling—”

Caro’s grandmother cut her off. “You were doing exactly what your grandfather wanted you to do. Don’t you sink into a guilt-fest. One of us is quite enough.”

“More than enough,” Grace said firmly. “I’m glad that we can agree on that. And for the record I think you’re the best medicine that my grandfather could have. He’s been restless today, trying to catch up on his veterinary journals. The stubborn idiot.”

Morgan chuckled. “That he is. And it’s part of the reason I love him so much. What would we do without him?” She sighed and squeezed Grace’s hand. “You really don’t mind? I mean, the two of us are as old as Methuselah. It seems ridiculous for us to upset both households to get married now, at our age.”

“Why? You deserve your happiness. You should be together, enjoying yourselves. You’re both so busy. This way you’ll be able to spend your free time together whenever you can. I intend to tell my grandfather that as soon as he is stronger.”

“I don’t want him having another problem like this.” Morgan tilted her head, studying Grace’s face. “Why are you working so hard? They should give you more time off between your projects.” Morgan’s eyes narrowed. “By the way, your grandfather told me that you were just getting started on a big project. How is that coming?”

Grace ignored a pang at the lie she was about to tell. “Oh, my research has been going very well, right on schedule. But I may not be involved much longer.”

“Really? Well, don’t let them push you around. You should get more rest. You can’t burn the candle at both ends. It doesn’t work.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Morgan.”

Caro’s grandmother laughed a little sadly. “No you won’t. Young people never do. You think you have all the energy and all the time in the world. You think no one knows half as much as you do. Believe me, when I was your age I was just the same way. But things change.” She sighed. “Remember that.”

There was a noise inside the room. “Morgie, is that you? Why don’t you come inside? Grace just left. She’s going to bring me some of that ice cream I like. Or maybe she already brought me some. I’m getting confused. Morgie, are you out there?”

“Go on,” Grace said. “Otherwise he’ll be fuming over his vet magazine again. I’m sure he’d much rather look at your face.”

“Thank you for your blessing.” Morgan gave a self-conscious laugh and then turned around, vanishing into the room.

Grace smiled when she heard her grandfather sitting up, followed by Morgan’s giggle and what might have been an emphatic kiss.

 

WONDERFUL SMELLS CAME from the kitchen.

As she sniffed the air, Grace put down her bag of groceries and went in search of Jilly. Her friend was on one knee, scraping a cabinet. She took one look at Grace and shook her head. “You look terrible. You’re working too hard.”

Was everyone going to tell her she looked awful? “Not as hard as you.”

“Seriously, Grace. It’s not your grandfather, is it? There’s nothing wrong at the hospital?”


“No, Morgan was there when I left, and the two of them were like young kids. She will make certain that he’s in good spirits. And I would seriously appreciate it if you and everyone else would stop telling me I look awful,” Grace muttered.

“Touchy, aren’t we?” Jilly smiled wickedly. “Somebody isn’t getting enough phone sex. Maybe I should go get your cell phone and call up that hunk. Noah, isn’t that his name? Maybe I should tell him that—”

“If you touch my phone, I’ll murder you.” Grace was already tugging off her jacket, searching for the old sweatshirt she wore to work in the kitchen. “And now if the jokes are over, maybe you’ll tell me what’s on the list for this afternoon. I finished cleaning the shelves last night. I scrubbed the floor, too.”

“I saw how much you did. That’s why you’re taking a break. Come into the kitchen and admire my new table. I have chocolate espresso brownies in the oven and your knitting bag is in the corner.”

Grace felt her exhaustion lift. “Chocolate brownies? The ones you make with the nuts and that amazing gooey center?” She trailed after Jilly toward the far door. “And whipped cream?”

“Bingo.”

Grace was afraid she might have drooled. “This could be good.”

“Better than good. There’s a box of yarn over there with samples. Caro opened it and went into some kind of trance. She fondled every one,” Jilly said. “Talked to the yarn for probably ten minutes.”

She put a hot plate of brownies on the table along with a canister of freshly whipped cream. “Your turn, Lindstrom. Go fondle the yarn.” Jilly raised an eyebrow. “I’ll be over here fixing a shelf. Try not to drool, will you?”

 

IT WAS HEAVEN to sit and do nothing, heaven to savor Jilly’s newest decadent dessert and feast on the glorious spring colors of the new yarn samples. Sated with brownies, Grace picked up her needles to finish a scarf for Jilly, who had no idea the gift was for her.

“So what’s the update on the hunk?” Jilly stuck her head out of a cabinet. “When is he coming to visit?”

“No date yet. He’s very busy.”

“What kind of job?”

Grace rubbed her neck. “Government work. He’s on call and goes out on emergencies.”

Jilly sat back slowly. “What kind of emergencies?”

“Oh, this and that.”

Jilly studied her grimy hands, frowning. “You don’t know what he does, do you? It’s secret. Is he some kind of spy? Secret Service maybe?”

“I don’t know. He told me what he could, but it wasn’t much.”

“And that doesn’t…bother you?”

Grace stood up, piling yarn neatly back into the sample box. “Or course it bothers me. I hate wondering, not knowing where he is or if he’s…hurt.” Grace rubbed her forehead, feeling a headache begin.

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be a pain. I just want him to be good for you. You don’t smile enough, do you know that?” Jilly rubbed Grace’s shoulders. “Only when you talk to him on the phone.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “So get him out here. Call him again. Go make passionate love out at Lover’s Point.” Jilly smiled a little wistfully. “Find out if he’s the one.”

 

NOAH STOOD UP and stretched, shaking his head at the chaos of wires, fuses and timing devices ranged over his work space. Another day, another bomb, he thought grimly.

“You closing up soon, boss?” Anna, his tech expert, studied him carefully, one hand on her hip. “Don’t you have to text your lady friend?”

“I’ll handle my private life, Anna. Just get your new forensics report on my desk first thing.”

“Will do. But here’s a tip, boss. We women can be tricky. We don’t like it if a man forgets about us.”

Noah ground his teeth. “I sent her roses, Anna.”

“Good call. But that’s just an opener. You need a follow-up plan.”

Noah rubbed his neck and smiled thoughtfully. “I have six of them. She’s a knitter. She’s got a surprise coming.”

Anna’s eyebrow rose. “A knitter, huh? She must be good with her hands. Sensual, too. All that merino and angora and cashmere. Why don’t you blow this place and go find her? Those wires aren’t going anywhere.”

She left before Noah could shoot back a smart answer. But she had only voiced the thoughts circling through Noah’s head for the past week.

He missed her laugh, her cool, focused intelligence. He wanted to feed her more s’mores with his fingers, Noah thought wryly.

“You still here, McLeod?” Noah’s boss looked in, his coat draped over his shoulder. “Nice work at that forensics task force today. Your presentation got noticed. It might mean more funding for us.”

“Thank you, sir.” Noah sat back, frowning. “You know I have some private time coming, sir. I thought after this new case report is completed, I’d take a week off.”

Noah’s boss didn’t move. “A week? Half of our people are still at that EEC briefing.”

“How about two or three days then?”

“I could probably manage that. Not easy, but possible. So where are you going? Too cold for fly-fishing in Montana.” Ed Merrill pulled on his coat. “Tell me it’s a hot beach in the Caribbean. Clothing optional.”

Oregon, Noah thought. And he hoped that clothing would be very optional. “Not sure yet, sir. I’ll put in a formal request tomorrow.”


“I’ll shoehorn it through. I wish I could get away, too. This weather is killing me.”

Noah glanced outside. “Don’t tell me it’s snowing again?”

“And another storm predicted.” Noah’s boss shook his head. “Didn’t they get the memo about global warming?”

 

GRACE’S PHONE CHIMED. She put down her knitting and grabbed the phone.

 

How’s life at the beach?

 

Not bad. Jilly made brownies that would wake the dead. I’m actually doing some knitting. I almost forgot how.

 

No way. You’re too good for that. My mom loved the pattern and the yarn. She’s got two squares done already. Says thanks for recommending.

 

Excellent. Tell her hello. My grandfather walked across the room today. We helped him, but still… Progress.

 

Great news. You should celebrate.

 

Grace looked at her greasy top and torn jeans. Her nails were beyond any hope of repair. Meanwhile, there were two boxes of old fixtures to clear out of the storage area.

 

I’ll keep that in mind. Still busy?

 

A little this, a little that.

 

Grace didn’t want to push. He’d come if he could. She stopped, one finger poised over the phone. Before she could answer him, another message appeared.

 

Put in for leave today. You change your mind?

 

She rubbed the center of her chest, feeling her heart take a sharp dive. Heat swirled through her cheeks.

 

No way. I’ve got a menu all planned. Three kinds of chocolate and an organic single-origin espresso from Bolivia. Killer stuff. We’ll go park at Lover’s Point and watch the sun come up.

 

She closed her eyes, wishing she could see his face.

 

Keep the coffee warm. Here comes the sun. We’ll see it together.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



“WHAT ARE YOU GRINNING FOR?”

“Me?”

“Yeah, Lindstrom. You. A major Cheshire-cat version.” Jilly poured herself a fresh cup of coffee. “You just spoke to the Flower Guy, right? When’s he showing up?”

Grace gave up trying to hide a grin. She leaned back in her chair—and almost collapsed backward.

“Whoa. Careful. Get those raging hormones under control.”

“I am not—that is, my hormones are not raging.” Grace closed her eyes. “Frothing a little, maybe.” It felt wonderful to froth, Grace thought.

To dream and imagine and hope.

She could start making plans for Noah’s arrival right away. “Jilly, I need that recipe for dark chocolate ganache with organic espresso bits.”

“Coming right up. Anything else? Truffles? A magnum of champagne, maybe?” Jilly asked.

“A great guy meal would be good. I was making Noah chipotle coffee chili when we got interrupted. That’s my favorite, but I need something new.”


“Mac and cheese. Best comfort food around. And don’t screw up your nose on me. I can cook high-brow, but guys don’t want all that shredded herbs with truffles and three-color oil stuff. Mac and cheese made from scratch. One bite and he’ll be eating out of your palm,” Jilly said smugly.

“And you know this how?”

“Cooking isn’t the only thing you can do in a kitchen.” Jilly gave a silken smile. “Remember that.”

Grace made a mental note to pursue this avenue of discussion later. Something was going on with Jilly and Grace was going to get every detail.

She glanced at her watch and sat up quickly. “It’s not that late, is it? I have to be back at the hospital tonight and—”

The doorbell rang.

Jilly flipped a towel over her shoulder. “You expecting anyone?”

“Not me.”

“I told Caro to stay home and rest tonight. She’s doing too much,” Jilly grumbled. “If she thinks she’s going to clean more cabinets, she’s wrong.” Scowling, she flung open the front door. “What?”

A woman in a brown uniform raised an eyebrow. “Delivery for Grace Lindstrom. Smells like roses to me. Of course, if you want me to take it back to the truck—”


“No.” Grace reached around Jilly for the box.

“Sign here. Enjoy the flowers.”

Jilly sniffed as Grace carried the box back to the kitchen. “I don’t smell flowers. Who’s it from? The hunk again?”

Grace slit the tape and pulled away layers of pink tissue paper and then sighed.

A single ball of perfect pink cashmere lay in the box. A single pink rose in a protective cellophane sleeve lay beside the delicate yarn.

Jilly peered over Grace’s shoulder and sniffed. “Well. Yarn and one perfect rose. This guy could be worth keeping.”

Grace couldn’t answer. She lifted the yarn to brush her cheek, feeling a silly smile starting to form. “Yarn.” He had remembered the kind she liked. The exact color, too.

“You’re starting to drool,” Jilly muttered. “I’ll go find a vase. One of us needs to be practical.”

The doorbell rang gain. Grace reached it before Jilly this time. A different delivery person held a small box. “Grace Lindstrom?”

“Right here.”

“Need a signature.”

Grace took the box, feeling the silly grin spread all the way to her toes.

“Careful. I think you’re starting to levitate,” Jilly murmured.


It was another ball of yarn, slightly darker. The same cashmere. A matching rose lay beside it.

Jilly’s breath caught. “Does this guy have any brothers?”

 

FOUR MORE BOXES came in the next hour. Each with a rose and yarn in a slightly different shade of pink. They were all lined up on the kitchen counter, matched with a rose in its vase.

“Smooth,” Jilly said after a long time. “Not many guys would be smart enough to send yarn.” She shot a glance at Grace. “You’re smiling again. I’m glad for that. As for me, fresh produce is calling. I can’t take Duffy this time because they have sheep. He’d run them ragged and all my produce dreams would be ruined.”

“Not a problem. I’ll keep him here with me.”

“Be careful with those old boxes. No one has been back there in the storage area for months. They may have spiders and all kinds of crawling things.”

“I’ll survive.” Grace was definitely light-headed. “I’m going to text Noah, then get right to work. I want to start something special tonight with his cashmere.”

 

They came. All six boxes. They’re beautiful, Noah. You shouldn’t have…

 

NOAH HAD TWO KITTENS on his lap and a puppy under his arm. He juggled them carefully as he read Grace’s message. He scratched Ivan’s head and smiled.

 

Glad to hear it. The bad boys say hi. Ivan just chewed through another shoestring. That makes three this week. I’ll call tomorrow. Watch for another box.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



BY THE NEXT afternoon Grace’s back was aching and she had bruises down one leg where a pile of old boxes had fallen on her. The cleanup work continued, dirty and tedious. The storage room was full of boxes and old papers, with dust everywhere.

Duffy stayed right beside her while she worked, exploring every dusty corner and sniffing the old boxes as soon as Grace pulled them down off a shelf. She brushed a strand of hair out of her face and smeared dust all over her cheek. She didn’t want to think about how she looked. Frankly, she was too tired to care. There was no one except Duffy to see her anyway.

“You don’t care about how I look, do you, sweetie?”

The dog wagged his tail and jumped up, licking her face and smearing more dust across her cheeks. Laughing, Grace gave him a good scratching and then turned to survey the boxes neatly stacked by one wall. Another hour and she should be done.

Her stomach growled, but Grace was determined to keep going. Then maybe she would make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

Gourmet cooking had faded to a wistful memory. Between hospital visits, work at the animal shelter and cleaning jobs here at the house, she was lucky to have enough energy to toss a salad.

Duffy bumped her leg and looked up at her, tail wagging. “I know. I’m here with the people I love doing work that has meaning. What’s a few lost gourmet meals against that?”

As Grace swept, she wondered where Noah was and what he was doing. She wondered if it was dangerous. There were a hundred little things she wanted to tell him—stories about growing up on Summer Island, funny things that Duffy had done.

Most of all she wanted to see him. She imagined him walking up the front stairs, looking good enough to eat. He would smell like wind off the sea and his eyes would range over her in the intense way that always made her heart skip.

Enough fantasies. With a sigh she stretched her cramped muscles, counting the boxes stacked on the far wall. Then she froze.

One of the boxes moved.

Just a mouse, Lindstrom. Nothing to get hysterical about.

She moved closer, Duffy right behind her. “Stay,” Grace whispered.

The mouse shot out from behind a box and Duffy leaped. Grace tried to jump out of the way, tripped on Duffy and fell sideways, hitting the floor with her right knee.

The old floorboards gave way and her leg plunged down through a hole in the splintered wood.

Grace threw her arm out, trying to balance as the floor made another ominous sound. What if the floor gave way? What if—

She concentrated on crawling forward over the splintered wood. Wriggling, she reached for an old plank balanced against a box. Keeping her movements slow, she gripped the wood and drew it slowly closer.

Something broke free beneath her. Both legs dropped through the cracked floor and dangled crazily.

Duffy barked madly, aware that something was wrong, and Grace tossed her cleaning rag through the kitchen door to the kitchen. The dog shot away to continue the game they had begun earlier.

She had five feet to go to reach the edge of the doorway. Meanwhile, she could feel a new crack forming.

A splinter dug into her palm. She bit back a sound of pain, wriggling out of the hole and forward inch by inch. Sweat streaked her face as she thought about falling into the widening hole. Down and down. Her fear made her think about her grandfather, tired and weak, trapped and frightened in his own way in his lonely hospital bed.

Duffy bounded back, barking at her from the doorway, the cleaning rag in his teeth. “Stay, Duffy.” Grace’s voice shook. She inched onto one elbow and crawled carefully through the kitchen doorway, away from the splintered wood and then collapsed.

Duffy raced forward, barking wildly, licking her face. Grace didn’t have the strength to push him away as his wet tongue slicked her face. Tears gave way to ragged laughter. She had never been more happy to be alive.

Abruptly, Duffy bounded away, dancing in excitement as Jilly elbowed open the back door. She was laden down with produce boxes, frowning at Duffy. “What’s up with him?” She didn’t wait for an answer, stacking fruit boxes and fresh bread on the counter. “I had to go to four different farms before I found what I needed.” The dog raced around Jilly’s feet, while she rubbed his head. “He’s really wound up.” She glanced over her shoulder at Grace. “Why are you lying on the floor?”

“You don’t want to know.” Grace sat up slowly.

Jilly’s eyes narrowed. “Your jeans are ripped.” She stalked across the kitchen. “What happened?”

“There’s a hole in the floor back there in the storage area. I fell.” Grace took a shaky breath. “I closed the door so Duffy wouldn’t get in.”

“A hole?” Jilly’s voice rose shrilly. “Are you hurt? Is it bad? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“There’s no need to yell.”

“I’ll yell if I want. Sit right there and don’t move. Not an inch.” Jilly strode toward the stairs, calling back over her shoulder. “I have a first-aid kit. Duffy, bite her if she moves.”

From long experience, Grace knew that Jilly talked tough, but she was fiercely loyal to her friends. Grace also knew that friendship didn’t come easy. After growing up in foster care, Jilly had been adopted by a family from Summer Island. She never talked about the years before she was adopted—not to anyone. Eventually her friends had stopped asking.

“Aren’t you going to check on the hole?” Grace tried to move her bruised ankle and winced. “It’s a real mess back there.”

“The mess can wait. I hate to think of you here alone, hurt. From now on no more working alone. I’ll call my contractor to make a thorough inspection in that back room tomorrow.” Drawers slammed down the hall. “Where did I put that stupid thing?”

Grace closed her eyes, trying to relax. She heard her cell phone chime. With shaky hands she pulled the phone off the nearby table.

 

I can be there in a week.

 

Grace’s heart skipped wildly. A week? Feeling a little faint, she reread Noah’s message.

“Eureka.” Jilly came back, brandishing a white plastic box. “Let me see your leg.”

“He’s coming, Jilly. Here. To see me.” Her bruises were all forgotten. Grace rubbed a hand over her chest, feeling the slam of her heart. “Noah,” she whispered. “Finally.” She flopped back onto the floor, gripping the phone. “I think I may faint.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



JILLY PEERED AROUND the doorway to the kitchen, shaking her head. She gestured to Caro and frowned. “Look at her. She’s been in there for an hour. Last night she put up new wallpaper in the bedroom.”

Caro peeked over Jilly’s shoulder and saw Grace bending over the sink, a bandanna tied around her hair. “What’s she doing?”

“Cleaning the sink. Again. If it wasn’t so pathetic, I could almost laugh. Manic behavior is supposed to be my specialty,” Jilly said quietly.

Caro frowned at Jilly. “And you think it’s funny? What are we going to do? We can’t let her go on like this. Now she’s scrubbing the sink with a manicure brush.”

“I was going to give her five more minutes. I just needed a good clear memory so that I can toss it back in her face next month, when she calls me obsessive.” Jilly smiled guiltily. “I was going to stop her, okay? She’s a little crazy because the Flower Guy is coming. I’ve got a hunch that this is the one.” Jilly squared her shoulders. “Come on. Let’s go stage a cleaning intervention.”


They walked into the kitchen together. “You with the manicure brush. Step away from the sink,” Jilly ordered.

“What?” Grace stood up, rubbing her back. “Why are you staring at me like that? I’m just doing a little cleaning.”

“A little?” Jilly grabbed a coat from the table and tossed it to Grace. “You’re cleaning the sink with a manicure brush. Get a grip, Lindstrom. This isn’t a home makeover show. If the guy is half the man you think he is, he won’t notice anything, not the peeling wallpaper, not the chipped floors. All he’s going to be looking at is you.”

“But—”

“But we’re going for a walk on the beach. Get your coat on.” Shaking her head, Jilly wrestled the manicure brush from Grace’s dirty fingers. “And this thing is going right into the garbage.”

 

“YOU HAVE THE coffee, right? And those chocolate croissants?”

Grace stared around her at the pristine kitchen. It had been a crazy week, but the house was finally beginning to take shape. A bouquet of roses gleamed in a crystal vase on the counter, a recent gift from Noah. Toile curtains hung at the little window. Her fingernails were chipped and her hands were a mess of cuts, but the house radiated with life.

Good thing for it, too. Noah was due in five hours.


“Yeah, yeah. Coffee’s in here. Croissants are proofing.” Jilly hitched one hip against the table, her eyes narrowed. “When are you going to get cleaned up? I suggest a nice long bath in those perfumed salts that Caro is always waving around.”

“I have a few more little things to finish here.”

Jilly stared grimly at her friend. “It was funny at first. I enjoyed having ammunition against you in the future. But this is unnatural. You’re not like this. You don’t obsess. You don’t brood and over-react. That’s strictly my department. And no more coffee.” Jilly intercepted her cup. “You’re starting to twitch.”

“I am completely under control,” Grace said loftily. “Now if you would kindly leave, I would like to finish. That grout behind the faucet needs another scrubbing.”

The front doorbell rang. “If that’s a door-to-door salesman, I’m going to make him regret his choice of profession.” Jilly stalked to the front room and peeked through the side window. She cleared her throat and looked again.

“What’s wrong? Who is it?”

“No one that I ever saw before.” Jilly gave a low whistle. “Trust me, you don’t forget a face like that. Or a body like that one.”

The doorbell rang again, but Jilly still didn’t answer it. She turned around slowly. “Change of schedule. Unless I’m very mistaken, that’s your Flower Guy out there on the porch.”


Grace’s heart stumbled. She felt as if she was glued to the floor. Then she remembered Jilly’s delight in practical jokes. “Very funny. You’re a real scream today.”

Jilly gave a little shrug and then shot another look outside. “Definitely one great-looking man out there.”

“Honestly, Jilly.”

The doorbell rang again. Grace blew out a little breath and ran a hand through her hair. “This isn’t funny.”

Jilly went for the door, and then everything happened at once. Grace tried to straighten her old sweatshirt—and Duffy galloped straight between her feet, barking at the tall stranger who threatened his household. In the rush, Grace lost her footing and stumbled forward.

Her hands met soft black wool, stretched taut over Noah’s hard shoulders. His arms closed around her, tightening, pulling her against him.

Safety.

Home.

“Noah,” she rasped. “You’re—early.” The scent of leather and some kind of citrus with a hint of the sea wind clung to his hair. She gave in to blind instinct, leaning closer, hoarding each impression, afraid to miss anything.

Afraid to believe that he was finally, truly here.

She gave a reckless laugh as he lifted her higher, swinging her up against his chest and carrying her across the room to deposit her in the big wing chair by the window.

She couldn’t take her eyes off him. Laughter lit his face, along with satisfaction and something that might have been downright mischief. A woman could get hooked on that combination, Grace thought. A woman could learn to depend on those strong arms and on the husky, infectious way he laughed.

But she was a mess. She hadn’t changed and her hands were streaked with dirt. All her careful plans were going up in smoke, and it wasn’t fair.

“I was cleaning.” She tried to pull free, her face flushed. “My hair is a nightmare—” Grace touched his face wonderingly. “You’re here. You weren’t supposed to be here until seven.”

“I got an earlier flight.” He picked a piece of string out of her hair, smiling slightly. “I should have called.”

“No—I’m glad.” Grace was staring at his mouth, struck by a wave of heat. “It’s just—I have a new dress. Shoes. I was going to soak in bubbles. Do my nails.” She swallowed as his hand opened over her waist.

She closed her eyes, wanting more.

Wanting to touch him now. Without even thinking, she leaned in, her fingers tightening on his chest.

“Well then.” Behind them Jilly cleared her throat. The front door opened. “I’m going out for a few hours. There are fresh sheets on the bed on the third floor. The rug is thin, but the view will stop your heart. There’s coffee in a thermos and quiche in the refrigerator. If anyone’s interested.”

Cold wind rushed in, playing through the room, rich with the sound and smell of pine trees, wind and the sea. Duffy barked wildly.

And then Jilly was gone.

Grace looked up into Noah’s eyes, her heart pounding. She touched his mouth and his chin and the curve of his eyebrow. “It’s not fair. I wanted everything to be ready. All those plans.” She felt his hand tighten around hers. “I’ve got dirt up to my elbows, and I’m wearing this stupid, awful sweatshirt, and I wanted to be elegant and sleek and so beautiful you couldn’t take your eyes off me,” she whispered. “I had it all p-planned.”

“I can’t,” Noah said roughly. “And you are.”

“No.” She pulled free, digging at her hair. “It will only take me a few minutes.” She started for the stairs. It was all supposed to be so different. So smooth and effortless. Just like in her dreams.

And then she stopped. What was she doing?

She turned around slowly. “I’m an idiot. It doesn’t have to be perfect, does it?” She took a long breath and looked at him, really seeing him for the first time.

Seeing the cut just above his eyebrow, not quite healed. Seeing the humor in his eyes and the need he wasn’t afraid to show. “Jilly was right.” She took a deep breath and walked down the stairs, straight into his arms, resting her head against his chest. “Those things don’t matter.” She gave a shaky laugh. “Oh, Noah. I missed you. I missed this.”

“Me, too.” His arms tightened. Callused fingers opened against her waist. He pulled the bandanna away and let it fall so that her hair tumbled around her shoulders. “And just for the record, I love your hair.”

Grace looked up and kissed the edge of his mouth. “Welcome to Harbor House.” She traced his cheek, seeing the lines on his forehead. “You’re tired. When did you last sleep?”

“Last night.”

“The truth.”

He shrugged. “Can’t remember. An hour on the plane, I think. It’s been a crazy week.”

How hard had he worked to clear his schedule and make this time for them? she thought guiltily, knowing he would never admit it. Grace kissed his mouth again, lingering. “You’re going to sleep.”

“I’ll be fine.”

She shook her head, sliding her arm through his. “Upstairs. Big bed with cool white sheets. Down comforter. We have all the time in the world.”

Noah tried to stifle a yawn. “I don’t need—”

“Stop arguing.” They walked slowly up the stairs, arm in arm.

No haste. Tender and somehow familiar. As if they had done this before. He kissed the nape of her neck and she sighed with a sharp swirl of desire. She thought about him and that soft bed.

“Just for an hour. Wake me up.”

“Absolutely.” Grace had no intention of waking him. At the top of the stairs she opened the door and folded back the down comforter. “I’ll be here.”

“I was supposed to sweep you off your feet with roses.” Noah sank down on the bed and Grace saw the way he rubbed his right shoulder. “You were supposed to be enchanted.”

She pushed him down, one hand to his chest. Pulled off his shoes, watching the tension begin to leave his eyes. “You did. And I am. Now close your eyes and rest.”

 

SHE HAD A QUICK SHOWER to remove the day’s grime, smoothed her skin with the lotion she had kept just for him. Then she tugged on a soft knit gown and a matching robe and sat down in the chair beside the bed. And she watched him sleep.

Just watched.

Seeing the single light from the hall glint on his hair. Seeing the way his chest rose and fell, his restless fingers opening to move on the quilt.

All the little details stored away. Whatever happened, she would have this. As shadows changed, growing into twilight and then night, she drowsed. Finally, she slipped off her robe and climbed in beside him, smiling to feel his fingers slide around her, pulling her into the curve of his body, his mouth gently nuzzling her hair.

As if they had always slept this way.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



FIRE REACHED OUT in an explosive inferno.

Smoking oil and burning metal surrounded him.

Noah came awake in a rush, dragged in a shuddering breath—and knew in the same moment that it was only a dream.

There was no IED in his hands, clicking down to lethal zero.

A different kind of danger lay in his hands. Smooth skin. A perfect curve of hip and thigh. He whispered her name, let his breath out slowly.

It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. Exhaustion had caught up with both of them at the worst possible moment, he thought.

And yet it was just as it should be. Expectations changed, but not the dreams or feelings beneath. He touched Grace’s chipped nails and the welts on her hands, signs of how much work she had done. He already knew desire, knew the hot stab of need, but now he was overwhelmed by a sharp wave of tenderness.

He eased off the bed, pulled on a shirt and his jeans. He straightened the quilt over Grace and then headed downstairs.

First coffee.

Then he planned to have a look around.

 

HE WAS UP ON A CHAIR, examining the back of the coffee machine when feet padded across the floor. A tall woman in gray sweats stared up at him, a hand on her hip. “Something wrong?”

“Just checking some wires. I heard a noisy humming behind the back somewhere.”

“Nothing was burning, I hope.” Jilly stared at the counter outlet, frowning. “This house is pretty old.”

A big white puppy raced through the door and barked loudly at Noah. “It’s okay, Duffy. He’s a good guy.” The woman studied Noah. “I hope.”

“Nice dog. Duffy, is it?” Noah reached out a hand slowly and let the dog smell him thoroughly. “And everything looked fine. A spoon was wedged under the back feet. It vibrated whenever the heating element came on.”

“No kidding. A spoon? I never could figure out what was making the noise.”

Noah stepped off the chair and held out his hand. “Noah McLeod. You must be Jilly. We didn’t really get introduced earlier.”

“You were busy with more important things.” Jilly’s eyes crinkled. “Nice to meet you, Noah McLeod.” The big puppy danced around her bare feet. “Sit, Duffy.” She smiled in satisfaction when the dog dropped into position as ordered. “Good baby,” she crooned. “So where’s Grace?”

“Exhausted. Let her rest.” Noah ran a hand along the freshly polished counter, studying the room. “Great house. Nice crown molding along the doorways. Grace told me you’re going to renovate it for a yarn store and café. How old is it exactly?”

“Eighty-two years, the papers say. I’ve been doing some research in the old newspaper archives. If I can find a president or a movie star who stayed here, I figure we’ll be in clover.” She leaned against the doorway. “You know anything about renovations?”

“Some. My brother and I did an overhaul on his house last year. I have some experience in wiring and electricity,” he added casually. “I thought I would look around while Grace slept. Unless you’d rather I didn’t.”

“Be my guest. Poke all you like.” Looking thoughtful, Jilly pulled some dog food down for Duffy and filled his bowl. “Wiring and electricity,” she murmured, scratching Duffy’s head. She started to say something else, then shook her head. “Just don’t go in that back room. The door is locked because there’s a hole in the floor. Grace fell in there.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. “How bad?”

“Some bruises and a cut. It could have been worse. Now the rule is no working here alone.”

Noah didn’t like the sound of any of this. “Is the house structurally sound? What does your building contractor say?”


“No problems in that area. There was a particular section of floor that was never properly joined. That was the problem.”

“I see.” Not exactly reassured, Noah stared up at the ceiling, wondering what other surprises the house had in store. “Sorry if that sounded rude. When I helped my brother, we kept turning up all kinds of building problems. Old houses can be dangerous.”

“Not this one. The contractor checked everything out. We have all the reports, a time frame for work and money budgeted for his repairs.”

“That’s a good plan.” The coffee machine light came on. “I filled the machine. Caffeine withdrawal.” Noah gave a sheepish laugh. “Like a cup?”

“Sure.” Pleased, Jilly sat back and watched him prowl the kitchen, enjoying the sight of a man who knew what he was doing.

A man in worn, thigh-hugging jeans with probably the best pair of biceps she had ever seen.

She coughed and forced away the thought.

Definitely time to go.

“Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll take mine to go, thanks. Duffy and I have big plans for the night. You can tell Grace I’m dropping by the hospital to see her grandfather, so she shouldn’t worry about him. I’ll call her if anything’s new. After that we’re going to visit a friend in Portland. Make her eat. She’s been working too hard, eating too little.” She took the cup from Noah, poured it into a travel mug and gave a little wave. “Have fun. The house is all yours. Tell Grace the chocolate croissants are in the fridge.”

She gave a wicked little grin. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

 

AN INTERESTING WOMAN, Noah thought. Scrappy and stubborn, she would be an unshakable ally and friend. He was glad that Grace had a friend like Jilly.

He was thinking about the old house, considering possible problems, when he heard the scuff of bare feet on the stairs. He had a faint warning in the brush of a light perfume, gardenia and citrus. Then he turned and saw Grace blinking at him from the doorway, her eyes dazed with sleep, her body wrapped in a long blue knit robe with a blue satin belt.

One look and the desire roared into angry over-drive, slamming him in the chest until it was hard not to wince. Somehow he managed to stay calm, pulling down another cup for coffee and searching out sugar, milk and a spoon for her.

Anything so he didn’t have to look at her sleepy, vulnerable eyes and the soft mouth he was aching to kiss.

“I fell asleep.” She stifled a yawn, half irritated and half embarrassed. “You should have wakened me.”

“You were out for the count. I got my second wind and came down to look around. It’s a great house.”


She ran a hand through the sexy disorder of her hair and smiled, looking just a little dreamy. “It is, isn’t it? Wonderful old molding and views that go on for miles. It will be amazing when all the work is done.”

He nodded. “Your friend Jilly made chocolate croissants. I put them on the counter while the oven is heating.”

Grace blinked at him. Color swirled through her cheeks. “This is strange, having you here talking about the oven and croissants. Very good,” she said quickly, “but strange. I could get used to it.”

He could get used to it, too, Noah thought. He wanted to see her like this, smiling and sleepy, for the rest of his life. “Sit down and have something to drink. I’ll put the croissants in the oven.”

She wandered to the table, added milk to her coffee and then frowned. “Where is Jilly?”

“She’s visiting a friend in Portland. She said to tell you she is stopping to see your grandfather and will call you later.” Noah slid the croissants into the oven, then turned back. “So we’ve got the house all to ourselves, it seems.”

“So it seems.” Grace toyed with her coffee, added more milk, then toyed with the cup again.

“Sit down and relax.”

When she started to pull out a chair, Noah caught her hand. “Here,” he said, drawing her down onto his lap with a quick tug. “Tell me what happened when you fell,” he said quietly.


“Did Jilly tell you about that?” Grace fidgeted, avoiding his eyes. “It worked out okay. We closed off the room.”

“It could have been worse. Promise me you’ll be careful.”

Her eyes darkened at the sound in his voice. More of that enchanting color swirled through her cheeks. Noah was shocked at a sudden urge to rip away that blue belt and see how she looked underneath. He had dreamed about it for a few centuries already.

Because he was losing the battle, he focused on feeding her one of the strawberries from the refrigerator. “I—thank you.”

“Have another. She also said you aren’t eating enough.”

“I’m eating fine.” She stopped to take another strawberry he held to her mouth. In the process, sweet juice spilled between her teeth, darkening her lips.

Noah couldn’t take his eyes away, brushing the spot slowly with his thumb. He drew the sweet juice into his own mouth.

A fresh wave of color flamed through her face. Noah realized she had to feel the effect she was having on him. Every time her hips moved, the brush of her body made him harder.

“Can I get you something else? I saw bottled water in the fridge. Some kind of juice—”

“Nothing.” Her voice was husky. She seemed to be staring at his mouth. “I was going to feed you an amazing meal, then sit with you by the fire and find out everything that’s been happening. About the kittens, about Ivan. About your parents and your job. But the whole time I was sleeping, I felt your arms around me. And I realized how much I wanted them around me again, Noah. Upstairs. Under that big down quilt.” She gave a soft laugh. “I can’t believe I’m trying to seduce you up to bed.”

She was doing a very successful job of it, he thought. His body was responding completely.

“You’re working too hard. You’re worrying too much.” He ran his hand along her ankle and up her leg. “Tomorrow you can tell me how I can help. But tonight…I’m happy to be seduced.”

 

GRACE WAS TOO BUSY looking into those dark, intense eyes to hear him at first. Too busy thinking how good it felt to have his arms around her.

She had learned something in the weeks since she had last seen him. She had come to understand that life had its own currents and timetables. Sometimes life could know what you wanted and needed even though it was still a mystery to you.

When his hand brushed a drop of strawberry pulp from her lip, she felt something pull loose inside her, freeing her from her old rules and old cautions.

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed each knuckle, then the sensitive palm. Time seemed to slow. The moment trembled between them, alive with possibilities. But how did you know you were making the right choice, seeing the real person and not the one you wanted to be there? You didn’t.

The answer was just that simple. You took a deep breath and opened your arms to all that made you feel alive. That’s what her grandmother would have told her.

You had to start somewhere. Otherwise you lived half a life, always watching from the sidelines, never jumping in yourself.

“So a woman could seduce you?” she said huskily.

“The right woman.” He traced her cheek. “A woman who would climb into a Dumpster in a snowstorm to rescue a lost cat. A woman who isn’t afraid to take a risk when she follows a dream.”

She looked up slowly. Savoring the hard lines of his face. The keen, brooding eyes.

The strong, expressive mouth.

She closed her eyes as his lips brushed the curve of her wrist. “I was lost when I saw you in that alley.” Noah gave her a slow, heart-stopping smile, and Grace felt her breath catch. How could one smile do that to a person?

“I think—”

“Don’t.” Noah kissed the curve of her forehead. “Don’t think, Grace. Tonight, just close your eyes and let me touch you. Feel all the things that my hands will whisper. Listen to the dreams and the promises.” Slowly he traced the arch of her lip. “Thinking won’t get us where we need to go, but this will.”

He seduced her with a slow, hot kiss. He wooed her deepest fantasies, showing her his own. Never hurrying. Never pushing. Only offering.

He was a brave man. A complex man, Grace thought. A man who would never be easily read or quickly understood. With a man like this you could throw your heart out the window without a thought. A man like this would catch it and keep it safe.

One night, she thought.

She realized that her choice had already been made, had truly been made for days. Trusting Noah was the easiest thing she had ever done. And she was brave enough—or stubborn enough—to take all that he offered.

She whispered his name and brought her mouth to his. Silence hung heavy between them. Then she took a slow breath. “Who’s seducing whom here?”

“So far it’s neck and neck,” he said hoarsely.

Wind hissed and growled up from the sea, rattling the windows and the eaves. Noah didn’t seem to notice. His breath was thick as his hands moved to the belt of her robe.

“I was going to be civilized and give us both more time.” His hand slid under her hair, massaging her neck. He bit the curve of her earlobe gently. “But when I touch you, I forget about being civilized.”

“Civilization can be highly overrated.”


Her eyelids fluttered as his lips brushed the warm hollow behind her ear.

“This is going to get hot fast.” He kissed her eyelids, one after the other, then took slow possession of her mouth again. Slow and rough, he whispered how many ways he loved her and how he meant to show her all of them tonight, while the storm whipped the harbor.

Grace swam through the current of his words. Like a dreamer, she dove into the depths of his voice, following sweet-rough waves of whispered emotion.

They started at the bottom of the stairs, mouths searching, both a little drunk as skin met skin in swift shocks of discovery. At the top of the landing, Grace yanked his shirt free, not caring that she tore off two buttons in the process. She sighed when she ran her hands over his flat waist.

It was more than she had imagined, feeling him this way. She seemed to be melting right out of her body, nerve to his nerve, every inch alive and on fire with wanting. And they hadn’t even reached the second floor yet.

Rain drummed on the windows as they staggered up another flight. This time Noah tugged one shoulder of Grace’s robe down and drew a raw breath when he saw there was nothing underneath. One hand to the wall, he leaned down to take her with his hungry mouth, moving over her with restless skill. The robe fell lower, snapped at her waist and Noah drew her breast into his mouth, tasting and goading until Grace realized she had never known desire, not even close, until Noah’s mouth burned over her skin like this.

He made her feel achingly young—and darkly experienced. The combination was another assault on her senses.

They managed six more steps. Their clothes fell forgotten while they claimed and took blindly, then gave back in double measure. Outside the storm hurled wind and rain at the old walls, but for all its problems, Harbor House had been built in earlier times by men and women stout of heart and clear of vision. There would be problems and repairs to come with the old house, but it had stood against decades of storms. This wind would find no opening.

They lost track of anything but each other. With a low sound of pleasure, she shoved him back against the wall, savoring the hard angles of his chest with her hands. Her mouth followed. She nuzzled her way slowly down where the buckle of his belt intrigued her. Her hands trembled when she pulled the belt away and opened the top snap of his jeans.

His muscles clenched. His breath tore into a low groan. “Grace.”

Her fingers worked under the soft denim, seduced by warmth and hot muscle. He was hard as her fingers closed around him. Need left her blind and giddy.

Noah gave a strangled laugh and caught her wrists with hands that trembled. “It’s my turn, honey.”


“No, I want to feel you.”

“Later. All you want.”

Grace sighed in regret as he lifted her. Her back against the wall, she shivered in waves of pleasure, trapped beneath his clever, callused hands. He gave and took, stirring her unspoken need until her body melted against him.

“We’re not going to make the bedroom, are we?”

“Doesn’t look that way.”

She felt his heart hammer. He knelt on the old carpeted stairs. His fingers slid beneath the last bit of cotton at her hips, and her robe fell away, baring creamy skin already sheened with sweat.

His eyes brooded, savored. He whispered her name, the word smoky with the weight of his desire. He kissed her stomach and then his tongue trailed lower until his mouth found her. His hands dug into her thighs, holding her when she trembled, when she gasped in shock as need slammed her up into explosive pleasure.

Noah’s hands opened on her hips. He whispered hoarse praise across her skin and then tongued her sleek heat, slipping inside her. Grace’s body rocked in another race of pleasure as Noah taught her a dozen kinds of hunger with his mouth and hands. She had never felt more beautiful or more loved. She had never trusted anyone more.

Her body sang, drawn tight in chords that only he could create. She gasped as he skimmed and searched, and she locked her trembling arms around his neck, breathing his name.

The old house seemed to float in restless silence against the roar of the storm as she shuddered, speared her hands into his hair with a raspy cry and fell.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



NOAH TOOK A RAW, shuddering breath.

She had amazed him. She had awed him, open and generous with her body and her trust.

She, who had every reason to shy away from trust.

He felt her knees tremble in the wake of passion and he stood, bracing her when she would have fallen. With her body anchored safely, he listened to the howl of the wind from the sea, feeling more than a little savage. Her breathless climax had hit him with a surge of emotions. Possession, desire, unimaginable joy.

He was determined to weave their lives together, no matter what it took. He knew the process wouldn’t be easy. His job was a cruel master and for now personal attachments would always have to yield to emergency calls. For her part, Grace had serious commitments to her grandfather, to her friends and to her own dreams. She would always stand by to support the animal shelter that belonged to her beloved grandfather. After Peter Lindstrom recovered…?.


Noah’s grip tightened as she nuzzled his neck. Would he lose her to the dusty roads and far-flung cities, when they drew her away in search of some new exotic type of plant or rare spice?

Neither of them could change what they were.

But both of them had to try.

It would be easier if their lives were less complex, but in the end life had its own gifts. He and Grace would find a path to their future.

Her eyes flickered open. A glorious haze of color swept her cheeks. “Noah. I haven’t felt so…hungry. Dizzy. Amazingly alive.” She took a shaky breath. “Not ever.”

“I like the sound of dizzy and amazing. How about we go for unforgettable next?”

“You didn’t…” She glanced down at his thighs. “I thought you would.”

He brushed a wave of hair from her cheek. “We’ve got all the time in the world, honey.”

She wet her lips, looking tousled and hungry and restless in a way that had a fresh ache building, threatening his control. But Noah wasn’t about to be hurried. He had waited forever to find her and they were going to have all night to follow this restless dream into being.

Suddenly he saw Grace shiver as a cold wind gusted up the stairs. Only a fool would have gotten so carried away, nearly taking her on the stairs.

Cursing, Noah swept her into his arms and strode up the last flight, leaving their scattered clothes behind. “You’re freezing. I want you in a bed. I want soft covers and lots of room.”

She flushed again. Her smile grew. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

Sheer seduction, he thought.

He laughed as he crossed the top landing. Behind a freshly painted blue door he found the bedroom where Grace had led him to sleep earlier that night. He hadn’t noticed much before. Now he saw a single lamp shedding half-light from a chipped side table, and a rug that was probably twenty years old. But the bed made up for everything, tall and graceful with twisting wood posts and crisp sheets topped by a thick quilt.

Grace wrapped her arms around Noah’s neck and kissed him hard. When he tried to let her go, she gripped the waist of his jeans and pulled him down so they hit the down quilt together in a tangle of legs and a burst of laughter.

But the laughter stilled when Grace rose to her knees and moved across him, cupping his face. “I love your mouth. I love your chin, too. It says don’t mess with me, but then your mouth says, mess with me all you want. And I want to mess with you a whole lot. Here. Here.”

Noah closed his eyes, following the road where she was taking them, his body hard with need.

“Definitely…here.” She inched down the worn denim and studied his stomach, her eyes shimmering. Noah twisted, pressing her beneath him. He started to pull off his jeans, but Grace caught his hand.

“I want to do that. I want us both to know that I’m here completely. No regrets or reservations,” she said gravely. “I’ve never felt half the things you make me feel. And that’s why I need to do this.” She pulled his jeans free and then the white cotton beneath.

Grace leaned down, her fingers trembling. Every move she made felt perfect to him. When her mouth opened, Noah bit back a groan, wrapping his leg across her naked thighs and lifting her up to ease his fingers against her.

Her back arched and she opened to him, gasping his name, pressing down to find his body waiting.

She closed around him sleekly and Noah lifted her, moving in a rhythm that left them both crazy and panting. The blind call of release throbbed through Noah’s blood. He fought for control, to savor every second of her wild, joyous giving, so aching in its beauty. Then her legs tightened around him and her nails dug into his shoulders. She raised her head. He saw her eyes darken, dazed with her climax.

Noah’s fingers snaked through hers. He let the pleasure rock her and then he took her up again, driving deep until she shuddered and closed around him, their joining complete.

Only then did Noah let himself follow her down, deep into the brooding need and chaos, her name on his lips, their fingers entwined.

 


A FEW LIFETIMES LATER, Grace let out a shaky breath. Her hand moved slowly to Noah’s shoulder. “I may be breathing again. In case you’re interested.”

“Breathing is good.” Noah heard the rasp in his own voice. With the last of his energy he pulled her closer and guided her head to his shoulder. “I try to do it all I can.”

Rain drummed at the old windows. In the quiet room neither spoke.

There was no sense of withdrawing. No awkward searching for words. Instead, they seemed to breathe together, testing this new space, growing even closer in their linked silence.

Noah snaked one arm across her waist. “I love your waist. I love your hips. I love how you fill my hands.” His fingers opened, enjoying her curves. Funny, he had always liked petite women. It had become a kind of habit.

Yet now all he wanted was long legs and real curves. Full breasts and strong arms. All he wanted was Grace, with her broken fingernails and her cool strength.

He smiled when her palm spread possessively on his stomach. She traced the ridged muscles. “I can talk again. But none of the words seem good enough.”

Noah simply nodded. “I know what you mean.”

Grace slid to her side. She traced his mouth, then kissed his ear. She feathered the hollows with her tongue, smiling when Noah’s breath caught. “What happens next?”

“Your choice, honey.”

“Hmm.” She brought their bodies together. He was already hard, already filling her as she breathed his name in husky surprise.

Her gasp turned to a sigh as he lifted her higher, thigh to thigh. Her head fell back and her nails drove into his shoulders. She bit the curve of his ear, moving to meet him, lost in passion.

Then she took him home inside her, past the shadows and the memories of old loss, past betrayal and regret, giving herself completely, trusting all that they could become together.

The rain grew less intense. The wind stilled to a sigh. Fog crept over the harbor and across the snug houses that hugged the coast. A first gray shimmer of dawn touched the sky.

Beneath the thick quilt Grace and Noah slept, their bodies curled together, and in the wake of the storm the journey to weave their lives together began.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



“YOU SHOULD BE RESTING.” Gage Grayson frowned at his radiant wife. “It’s nearly eleven.”

“I won’t melt. Besides, I’m almost done here.” Caro Grayson gave the wooden mantel another swipe with her grandmother’s favorite lemon oil, finally satisfied when the smooth grain glowed. “That’s done. Now I’m going to knit for a bit.”

“You should go to bed and try to sleep, honey. I know these last few days haven’t been easy for you. I can feel you toss and turn.”

Caro started to deny her growing restlessness, then took a deep breath and touched her husband’s cheek. “Okay, I admit it. My back hurts more than ever, and if I get any bigger I may not be able to stand up without help. I hate feeling so big and clumsy. But I hate complaining about it, too. So now that I’ve admitted the truth why don’t we put it to rest? It won’t change anything, Gage. Knitting calms me down and right now I need that badly.”

Neither one mentioned the other source of Caro’s worry. Her husband was going back to a war zone in less than forty-eight hours. The certainty of the danger waiting for him there weighed on them both, especially with Caro’s delivery date only two weeks away.

“How about I make you some of that herbal tea your grandmother dropped off? The one with the chamomile.”

“I’d like that.” With a little grimace, Caro slid into her favorite recliner near the fire. Bogart circled the room and then came to lie near her feet.

Gage tucked a big, hand-knitted afghan around her. “What do you think about this guy Grace is seeing? Noah something or other.”

“Noah McLeod. Jilly said he seems reliable. Grace lights up when she’s with him, according to Jilly. After what she’s been through, I’m glad for anyone or anything that can make her laugh again. But who’s to say?”

Gage stirred the fire. “I’ve got friends I can call to check him out.”

“Grace won’t like it.” Caro looked uncertain. “I don’t want to interfere in her private business.”

“You’re looking out for a friend. Nothing wrong with that. She’d do the same for you,” Gage said calmly. He leaned down to scratch Bogart’s head. “You want me to rub your back?”

Caro shot him a radiant smile. “That would be lovely. But I want to knit a little first.”

“Okay.” Gage rummaged in the kitchen and then returned with his wife’s tea. “By the way, watch this. I’ve been teaching Bogart a few things.” Gage tossed a treat in the air, and the dog shot to his feet, eyes alert. But instead of going for the food, the big dog ran into the bedroom and returned with a pair of Grace’s slippers in his mouth. He ran to her chair and dropped the slippers in her lap, looking very pleased with himself.

“That’s wonderful, honey. What a good dog you are, Bogart.” Grace scratched the dog’s favorite spot, smiling as the dog slumped, nuzzling her hand and whining. She glanced at Gage. “What does that mean?”

“He doesn’t get the treat until you have your slippers on and you’re sitting down with the afghan. He’s going to be acting in my stead, making sure you don’t overdo it. Every time you give him a treat, he checks on you. It will be a good system for you both while I’m gone.”

While I’m gone.

The moment he said the words, Gage regretted them. Neither of them needed to be reminded that his leave was running out. Within hours he would be driving along the curving coast road, headed back to Portland.

Grace turned away, leaning down to look at her knitting. But Gage wasn’t fooled by her sudden attention to her wool. “Honey, you know that I…”

“Don’t. I can’t talk about it, Gage.” Her voice broke. “We have to do this and talking won’t change anything.”

“Caro.” Gage knelt beside her and cupped her cheeks. A single tear glistened. “Cry if you need to. It hurts me like hell, too.”

“I don’t want you to remember me crying. I want you to have the very best to take with you. Over there,” she said. “Oh, Gage. I’m going to miss you so much. I don’t know how I can bear it.”

His arms closed around her and he held her as her body shook with the sobs she could no longer hold back. Their fingers linked and she squeezed hard, as if she was trying to hold back the hour of departure that was coming too soon. Bogart barked, squeezing up against her, tail banging in Gage’s face, and Bacall bounded across the room to see what the fuss was about. In one leap the white cat jumped onto Gage’s shoulders and began to purr.

“Hail, hail, the gang’s all here,” Gage said after a long time. “It’s all going to be fine, honey. I can feel it. I’ve had these dreams lately—images of you near a white fence with a big tree. It’s some kind of field, and there’s a big farm table out in the middle, full of great food. It feels like summer and all your friends are there.”

“There’s a big tree up in the meadow above the sea. It was my favorite place growing up. Maybe that’s in the dream.”

“See? It’s a good omen.” Gage squeezed her shoulder. “It’s all going to be fine.” He brushed the tears from har face. “Believe it.”

He rested his head on her hair. They didn’t move for a long time. Even in their pain, they gave strength to each other, anchored in the unbreakable threads of their love.

When Gage finally went to make a call to check on Grace’s grandfather, Caro snuggled against Bacall. She shed a few last tears, hidden in the cat’s soft fur. She didn’t believe in premonitions or dreams, but she was going to work hard to believe in those that Gage had seen.

And that he would be home soon.

 

GAGE WAITED UNTIL Caro was asleep before slipping out his cell phone and moving quietly to the living room. He dialed and waited impatiently.

The man answered on the first ring. He launched into a report with no preamble. Just the facts and only what was required. He was exactly as Gage remembered him from Afghanistan.

“No problems noted. I’m parked down the back street. So far, three perimeter checks. Everything’s quiet.”

Gage relaxed. It wasn’t a war zone here. No snipers on the cliffs.

But nothing got past his friend Tyler. A fellow Marine from Afghanistan, Tyler was a man of few words. He had saved their squad more than once in mountain ambushes.

Gage owed Tyler, and Gage always repaid his debts. Tyler was at loose ends, back in the States after a medical discharge courtesy of an artillery round that had blown out his right eardrum and torn up his shoulder. Though his friend would never mention it, Gage knew that Tyler needed a mission and purpose. The Marines had been his life for eighteen years. Shifting gears to find his way as a civilian was not going to be easy for a hard case like Tyler. The answer had come to Gage during a long, restless night.

He wasn’t about to leave Caro here alone, about to deliver and involved in a complicated and expensive renovation of the old Harbor House. She had good friends and close family nearby, but Gage needed to know that she was safe at all times and that someone he could trust was close in case of a problem. Tyler fit the bill.

He would watch over Caro like a bulldog and she’d never know he was there.

Gage felt slightly guilty about the arrangement. He didn’t like being deceptive with his friend and his wife. To Tyler, he had implied that Caro’s health was a little bit worse than it was, aware that a personal request like this would be just the morale builder Tyler needed. Gage didn’t want Caro to feel as if he didn’t trust her or have confidence in this new undertaking at Harbor House. It was just the opposite. He knew his wife well enough to guess that she would tackle any challenge head-on and ask for help only as a last resort. The same held true for her two friends. All three of them were tough, stubborn and capable women. But with the baby due in weeks, Caro needed extra protection, even if Gage had to provide it by deception. All he had told his wife was that Tyler was a fellow Marine from Afghanistan, describing the hostile action in which Tyler had saved his life. That one conversation had been enough to ensure that Caro welcomed the ex-Marine with open arms, no reservations and no questions asked.

Tyler would have a home on Summer Island as long as he needed it, and that was exactly what Gage wanted.

He hated leaving Caro, hated knowing he would miss seeing their baby being born and witnessing the miracle of the new life their love and commitment had created. But nothing would change his duty and commitment to his country. He would board his plane and not look back, keeping his focus on his men during the difficult weeks to come. He had heard hints of a new campaign to cut terrorist supply routes through the mountains. Word was that it was going to be a long, protracted struggle.

He was ready. Whenever, wherever. He would see the mission through.

To know that Tyler was here close by, keeping a close eye on things, was going to make leaving a whole lot easier.

“When do you head out, Lieutenant?”

Gage frowned at the term of address. Tyler was out of the military now. He would have to start getting accustomed to civilian behavior and informality. “No need to call me Lieutenant, Tyler.”


“Yes, sir.”

Gage looked out the window, smiling slightly. “You’re a civilian now, Tyler.”

“So they tell me, sir.” He didn’t sound happy about it.

Something soft bumped Gage’s knee. He looked down and scooped up his white cat. Bacall purred louder, rubbing her head against his chest.

“Everything okay, Lieutenant? What’s that noise?”

“Relax, Tyler. It’s just my cat. Bacall doesn’t sleep any better than I do these days. And I fly out in thirty-six hours.”

Silence fell, both men caught up in dark memories. At the other end of the line Gage could hear the sound of wind and the muffled slap of waves. He knew that Tyler was bunkered down somewhere near the water, but he didn’t ask for details. No one was more thorough than Tyler. He could vanish in plain sight, and he always got the job done.

His wife would be in good hands here.

“In that case, I’ll sign off, sir. You’ve got better things to do than shoot the breeze with me.”

The line went dead.

The man had no social skills whatsoever, Gage thought wryly. He was a definite hard case. But even hard cases needed friends and a place to belong. They needed a family most of all. Finding Tyler a family was another thing on Gage’s very long to-do list.


But right now he had to get upstairs to bed. Caro never slept well these days. He didn’t want his wife waking up alone any sooner than she had to.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



JILLY WAS IN THE KITCHEN cooking when Noah and Grace finally wandered downstairs, looking very satisfied—and very hungry.

She made a point of not mentioning the beard burn on Grace’s neck. She also made a point of not mentioning the nail marks across the Noah’s neck, just above the edge of his T-shirt.

They had definitely had an interesting night. She was pleased that she was only a little bit jealous. “So, what will it be, blueberry and sour cream pancakes or huevos rancheros? Everything’s ready to go. I stocked up yesterday.”

Noah glanced at Grace, one eyebrow raised.

“The eggs sound wonderful. I know how great you make them. Then again your pancakes are amazing too, Jilly. How about…both?” Grace ran a hand through her hair and smiled crookedly. “I have the most outrageous appetite this morning.”

Jilly managed to bite off the smart-ass reply that shot to her lips. No point in embarrassing Grace. Or Noah. “You’ve got it. Have a seat. I brought a folding table down from the attic and set it up in the front room, overlooking the harbor. It’s still a little cloudy, but the worst of the storm is past. And I’ve got some great news.”

She whirled an apron deftly around her waist and flipped a hand towel over her shoulder. “My contractor friend has already been here. He says the hole is contained, and the whole storage room needs to be gutted, but structurally things are sound. He doesn’t think it’s going to be a big problem. The sooner we get it done, the better, so he’s working up a complete bid today. I should have a figure soon. You may want to pray, however. We’re going to need it.”

“That sounds reassuring.” Noah slid his arm around Grace’s waist. “Isn’t there something I can do to help?”

“Yeah. Go sit down. No one interferes when I’m cooking.” Jilly made shooing motions with her towel.

They walked out hand in hand and Jilly saw Grace tilt her head up for Noah’s kiss.

Oh, Jilly remembered how it felt.

Heaven one minute and hell the next. As far as she was concerned, being in love was highly overrated. Fortunately, she wouldn’t be in love again any time soon.

When she finished cooking, she served plates of food nonstop, dishing up a stream of cooking anecdotes that were largely humorous at her own expense. Next came her ongoing problems with sub-contractors and repairmen. Lawyers came in a close second. “And don’t get me started on the food critics.”

Soon she had Noah and Grace laughing until they were red-faced, unable to believe the bizarre disguises that food critics used to hide themselves in a restaurant where they were known, as well as the crazy lengths that chefs went to in order to court those same food critics. Her entrance into the food world had been an eye-opener, and Jilly certainly had battle wounds from encounters with food critics.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Noah and Grace were holding hands under the table. What mattered most to her was that Grace looked radiant, calm and rested.

Duffy barked suddenly. Feet stamped across the back wooden stairs. The big puppy launched into a mad charge straight through the kitchen in a flurry of excitement when Gage opened the door and held it for his wife. With the skill born from experience, Gage moved in front of Caro, cutting off Duffy’s crazy charge before the dog could leap against her chest.

Gage sank down on one knee, rubbing the puppy’s head. “Hey there, Duffy. Are they giving you enough steak? You look a little run-down today. I’ve got Bogie and Bacall out in the car. How about you and Bogie and I take a run on the beach while Mom here puts her feet up?”

Jilly could have sworn that Duffy knew the names of Gage’s two pets, because the puppy threw back his head and howled happily.

Gage laughed. “I’ll take that for a yes, bud.”

While he snapped on Duffy’s leash, Gage shot a look through the door at Noah. “Everything okay in there?”

“Excellent,” Jilly said. “You want me to introduce you?”

“After our walk. Bogart has been all wound up this morning. I’ll wear them out and then you can make the introductions.” He frowned, studying Noah’s head.

The air seemed heavy. Testosterone popped. Men sizing up other men, Jilly thought, rolling her eyes.

Gage opened the door and let Duffy outside for their walk. “Catch you in a few minutes,” he called back. “Don’t let Caro start cleaning cabinets or going up and down stairs, Jilly. Her feet and back are bothering her again. Make her sit down and rest.”

He closed the door fast, before he could hear his wife’s sharp protest.

Smart man, Jilly thought. But then it would have taken a smart man and a very good man to capture her friend’s heart.

Concerned for Caro, Jilly launched into action. She cleared a place at the table, set out a steaming pot of herbal tea and glared until Caro sat down. After making introductions, she stacked food in front of Caro and tapped her foot until her friend took a bite of everything.


“You’re just as good a cook as you always were,” Caro said. “These pancakes are killer, don’t you think, Noah?”

“No doubt about it. Probably that explains why I just ate seven of them.”

Caro took a sip of tea, looking thoughtful. “Maybe we should have a special breakfast at the café here. An early-bird menu, with knitting on the side for people who have a busy day ahead. You know, a workout for your fingers before the day begins. Those pancakes would be amazing, Jilly.”

“Good idea. I’ll put it down in my BlackBerry. I’ve got some ideas for publicity, too. I thought every Friday between noon and one we could have some dessert item heavily discounted at three for the price of one. But the clincher is, they have to bring two extra people. That’s an easy way to bring in bodies. One person pays and two of them eat for free. Who would say no to that?”

“Not bad,” Caro said. “You really do have a promotion brain up there, hidden behind the chef’s toque, don’t you?”

“You make it sound like a social disease,” Jilly snapped, huffing back to the kitchen.

Caro shot to her feet and followed her. “I didn’t mean it like that, Jilly. We know you’re doing twice the work of any normal person. We couldn’t do this without you.”

After a moment Jilly sighed. “Sorry. I’m a little prickly worrying about that floor repair. But you need to go back and sit down, remember? Go keep Grace and Noah company while I finish in here.”

Caro rubbed her back. “As if they’d notice. Love is in the air,” she said with a quiet laugh. But she pulled out her knitting bag and went back to the table.

By the time Gage returned, the three were deep in a discussion of vintage stair rails and crown molding.

Thick as thieves, Jilly thought.

Gage was carrying his other pet, Bacall, a beautiful white cat with striking blue eyes. Bogart, his golden retriever, charged off after Duffy to explore the house.

“They’re definitely wound up today.” Gage sauntered into the front room and leveled a searching look at Noah. “I’m Gage. Nice to meet you.”

More of that undefined testosterone, Jilly noted.

“Do you want to have a look at the power box? It’s going to need a major overhaul, and I’ve been kicking around some ideas with the electrician.”

Noah nodded and pulled on the sweatshirt hanging behind his chair. “Sounds good to me.” He leaned over to kiss Grace and then followed Gage through the kitchen. The two were deep in a discussion of transformers and wiring specs when the door closed.

Jilly sniffed. “First they’ll go look at the wiring. Then I give you odds they’ll stop at Gage’s truck. They’ll discuss the carburetor or the fuel injection system or the antilock brakes and they’ll probably be out there for an hour. Men,” she muttered.

Grace stood up and stretched lazily. “But they do have their uses.”

“That’s obvious.”

Grace flushed. “Stop looking at me that way, you two. Noah is nice—no, he’s fabulous. When I’m with him I feel wonderful. But it’s too early. Don’t start ordering place cards for a wedding reception.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Jilly smiled broadly at Caro. “Wait—what’s that sound I keep hearing?”

“I don’t hear anything.” Grace leaned close to the window. “Just the wind.”

“The wind…and the sound of wedding bells,” Jilly said firmly. As usual, she had the last word.

 

“NICE JOB ON THE CARBURETOR.” Noah leaned an elbow on the hood and studied Gage. “And you can stop checking me out. I’m going to do what’s best for Grace. I won’t hurt her.”

“Glad to hear it. She’s had a tough time. She doesn’t need another upheaval.” Gage reached down, muttering as he wiped a drop of oil off his sock. “I knew I shouldn’t have worn these. Caro knitted them for me. They’re my favorite pair.”

“No kidding. Grace hasn’t offered.” Noah rubbed his neck. “Those look comfortable.”

“Like walking on air,” Gage said proudly. “By the way, it’s too bad that she hasn’t heard about that big digital project yet. It would be a great fit with her research skills.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. “She heard. And she got it. But she opted out because she was worried about her grandfather.”

“But she told Caro—” Gage stopped, tossing the cleaning rag from hand to hand. “I see. She wanted to protect her grandfather. She didn’t want him to know and feel bad about the choice she made. Women are something.” Gage glanced at Noah. “They can be very complicated sometimes.”

Noah decided he liked this Marine. “Tell me about it.”

 

“ARE THEY STILL OUT THERE?” Jilly emerged from the kitchen, up to her elbows in flour. “I thought I heard the sound of wrenches banging.”

“Still out there. They’ve got the hood up on the truck now. Gage took something out, wiped it with a rag, and Noah put it back in.”

“Men,” Jilly muttered. “Show them a Playboy magazine or a carburetor cap and their brains turn to mush and ooze out their ears.” She raised a hand abruptly when Caro started to stand up. “You. Sit. Anything that needs to be gotten, Grace or I will get it. No arguing.”

Caro sat down in the big rocking chair near the window. She closed her eyes and rubbed her back.

“How much does it hurt?” Grace asked quietly after Jilly vanished back into the kitchen, banging pots and baking trays. “The truth.”

Grace had seen her friend’s frown. It was clear that Caro was feeling all the discomfort of the last weeks of pregnancy.

“It only hurts when I breathe,” Caro said. “Some days are better than others, but I take it as a good sign. It won’t be long until I have this baby.”

There was a firmness and certainty in her voice that made Grace feel a quick, sharp pang of envy. Caro was glowing, looking every inch the way a healthy and confident mother-to-be should. What would it feel like to be carrying the child of the man you loved? Grace wondered.

And what would it feel like to know he was leaving within hours, going back to war?

The thought left her sick with worry, but she hid her feelings. After pouring Caro another cup of herbal tea, Grace pulled out the scarf she had been working on for Jilly. “I mangle one more stitch, I’m tossing this thing out the window. It’s rated as an easy pattern, nice mindless knitting, but I seem to make a mistake every other stitch.”

“You’re just distracted, and it’s easy to see the source of your distraction standing outside. He is one gorgeous man. So enjoy it. Relax and go with the flow.”

Grace gave a dry laugh. “It’s not easy. In my family, going with the flow was not a prized state of mind. I love my grandfather and respect all his years of work and dedication, but an easygoing man he is not.”

“Then it’s time that you helped him start. Give him a few lessons. He’s going to have to learn to relax when he comes home from the hospital,” Caro pointed out quietly.

“I know. I’ve already talked with your grandmother about how we’re going to keep him busy. Andy, from the clinic, has already set up a little woodworking shop in our garage. I know that’s the one thing my grandfather always wanted to do. Now he won’t have any excuses.”

“That’s a great idea. I’m sure you could convince Andy to spend some time with him, too. I’m not sure that either one of them has much of a social life outside the animal clinic,” Caro added.

More pans rattled in the kitchen. Jilly emerged, wearing a smile of triumph. “My new French macarons are done. After they’ve cooled, I’ll add the ganache filling. Trust me, you haven’t known temptation until you’ve tasted an espresso-filled macaron.” She leaned toward the window. “Are those idiots still out there under the hood?”

Grace followed her glance. “Now they’ve got parts from the motor lined up along one fender. They’ll probably be out there quite a while.”

Duffy raced into the room, came to a halt beside Jilly and whined sharply. “What is with you, Duffy?” Bogie trotted up beside him. “Not food time yet, fellows. I’ll take you for a walk later. But for now, get this.” She tossed a rope toy and the two raced off.

“Seriously, I’d like your opinion on the macarons,” Jilly said. “I want to see if I used too much dark chocolate.”

After a short pause, all three women laughed. “Too much chocolate?” Grace grabbed Jilly’s hand towel and flicked her with it. “Impossible. You should know that by now.”

Duffy shot back through the room as the kitchen door opened. Gage scratched the puppy’s head. “What’s with him?”

“Don’t have a clue.” Jilly took the rope toy from Duffy and tossed it again, smiling as the dogs raced off again.

Gage sniffed the air. “Something smells good.” He crossed the room to his wife. “Honey, the electrician is downstairs. He found some old blueprints of the house that he wants to show me. They’re back at his office. It could make a difference in the renovation plans.” Gage leaned down, touching his wife’s cheek. “Will you be okay here for an hour?”

“Of course. You two go on. I’ll just sit here and knit. That smell happens to be the decadent cookies Jilly has just made. I may not move for the rest of the afternoon.”

“You’re sure?” Gage hesitated, studying his wife’s face. “I’d feel better knowing more about the structure of this old place. You’re all going to be spending a lot of time here.”


“I’ll be fine, Gage. Go on with Noah. Take several of Jilly’s macarons before you leave. They may be gone by the time you get back.”

“I think we can manage to save a few,” Jilly muttered. “I’ve made six dozen.” She shook flour off her hands, glancing out the window toward the harbor. “That’s strange.”

“What?” Gage looked over her shoulder. Out in the harbor the water was smooth and leaden, with no waves. Beyond the lighthouse the horizon was a hard, flat line.

Jilly shrugged. “I don’t know. The harbor—it’s so calm. I’m not used to seeing it that way.”

“It looks good to me. Better than a storm. We’ve already had three big ones in the last two weeks.” Gage gave his wife a kiss. “I’ll be back soon. You take it easy, honey. No lifting, understand?”

“I promise,” Caro said, sticking out her tongue at him. “Nothing heavier than a few macarons.”

 

CARO HEARD THE SLAM of the door and her husband’s feet on the stairs. She forced herself not to look out the window, not to search for his retreating back. It was a small test and a small victory. She knew the real test would come soon, when Gage left for Afghanistan.

She closed her eyes and rubbed the aching spot in her lower back. For a moment her hand opened and her knitting was forgotten as she felt the sudden surge of movement just below her heart, where a tiny foot kicked restlessly.

Be safe, little one. He’ll come back to us. You’ll see.

She heard the sound of a motor and then Gage’s truck moving off down the street. He had to come back to them.

She picked up her knitting and eyed the plate that Jilly held high, filling the air filled with luscious scents.

Grace snagged a macaron and took a quick bite. “Jilly, these are pure decadence, and your meringues have perfect little edges. I have a French recipe in one of my books, but yours are different. You have to tell me how many egg whites—”

She didn’t finish.

Dishes rattled on the kitchen counter. Wood creaked in the walls and over the front porch and the glass panes shook at the front windows. The floor of the old house seemed to sway sharply.

Jilly spun around, looking confused. “It can’t be the floor. They said it was stable.” Duffy shot toward her, barking furiously, his whole body rigid.

And then the earthquake struck in earnest.








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



THE WALLS CREAKED as the house was plunged into darkness. Caro caught a shaky breath, leaning against the wall. “Power’s out. Must be an earthquake—I can’t remember the last time we had one.” She pressed one hand to her chest, over her hammering heart. “We have to get outside. Right now.” Behind her a window shattered in the kitchen.

“You go first,” Jilly said hoarsely. “Duffy!” Jilly grabbed the frightened puppy’s collar and swung around toward the front of the house. “Caro, go. We’ll be right behind you. Call Bogart.”

At Caro’s call, the big dog shot past, circled Caro’s feet, and then stopped short. He stared into the darkness and whined.

“Bogie, honey, come on. We have to go.” Caro grabbed for his collar, but the retriever pulled free, scrambling toward the door off the kitchen. “No!” Caro called. “Bogie, stay. Don’t—”

She blanched as she heard Bacall’s high-pitched meow from down the hall. “Sweet heaven, the cat must be back there somewhere. Bogart knew. We have to—”


“You have to get out now,” Jilly snapped. She pushed Caro toward the door, one hand firm at her back. “Take Duffy’s collar and go outside. We’ll get the other two out. Go, Caro.”

The walls creaked ominously. Caro touched her stomach protectively and turned toward the front door. Voices seemed to echo from a distance, along with the sound of powerful motors. The front door hinges rattled.

“Hurry up,” Caro called.

“We’ll be right there.” Grace walked blindly through the darkness, wincing when she hit the table. By touch alone she found her knitting bag slung over her chair and dug out her lighted knitting needles from an interior pocket. With one quick flick of the switch, the room glowed in pale blue light.

Jilly moved behind her, pointing at Bogart. The dog was right outside the partially open door to the storage room, growling low in his throat.

“Here, you take one of these needles. Let’s get him out of here.” Grace shot ahead of Jilly. When she held up her lighted knitting needle, she saw Bacall’s white shape inside the storage room. The cat was pressed rigidly against the wall.

A new crack stretched ominously in her direction. As the floor creaked, the little cat tried to leap away. She hit the wall, stunned, and toppled in a wild struggle toward the splintering hole, down into the darkness.

 


GAGE SLAMMED ON HIS BRAKES as the first wave hit.

An oak tree toppled in front of him and leaves rained down over the windshield. “Earthquake,” he said hoarsely.

Noah jumped from the truck, racing down the center of the street. A branch hit the cement beside him, toppling a fence. Windows broke somewhere nearby. Grimly, Noah leaped over the tangle of branches and fallen wood and kept going, with Gage close behind.

Another tree fell. Noah pulled up the hood of his sweatshirt and kept running, his face grim. He saw a figure charging up the back steps of the Harbor House. “Who’s that at the back stairs?”

“A friend,” Gage snapped. “If there’s a way inside, he’ll find it. Head for the front.”

“I don’t understand,” Noah said curtly.

“Trust me and go for the front.”

Something hissed overhead. Gage bit back a curse as a power line swayed crazily, then plummeted straight toward them, raining white sparks over the ground and blocking their way to the front steps.

The figure at the back steps leaned out. Gage gestured sharply to the back door. “Tyler, get inside. Get them out. We’ll work our way past this power line up through the next yard and then back around through the front.”

At least he prayed they could get in.

Gage felt sweat dotting his forehead.


“Copy that, Lieutenant.” Tyler gave a two-finger wave and then disappeared.

 

THEY HAD TO GET THE CAT.

The floor was still shifting and Grace wouldn’t leave her.

She heard Caro’s awkward steps as she pulled Duffy toward the front door. Meanwhile, Jilly was trying to hold Bogart, who was barking wildly. She vanished, then called out from the kitchen, “Salmon. Bacall loves it. Let’s pray that it works.”

Jilly reappeared with a wedge of fish and a big produce basket. Holding her lighted knitting needle up, Grace led the way to the storeroom.

She leaned toward the frantic cat. “Come on, Bacall. Everything will be fine, honey. Come and get your treat.”

She dropped the fish into the basket and lowered it into the crack, afraid that her weight would make the hole bigger. But the cat was frozen, crouching on a beam just below the floor edge.

“Hurry,” Jilly snapped. “Try again.”

Grace took a breath and inched toward the hole, feeling sweat drop into her eyes as she lowered the basket slowly. “Come on, Bacall. Come here to the basket. You’re going to be fine, baby.” Grace stretched flat, forcing down a wave a fear as the floor creaked beneath her.

“Reach over your right shoulder,” Jilly whispered. “I’ve got a rope. Thread it through the handle of the basket and you can lower it down to Bacall. But don’t go any closer to that hole.”

Grace dropped the rope twice before she managed to knot it into place. Carefully, she lowered the basket toward the beam where the cat huddled in terror, her white tail fluffed wide, her eyes huge. “Come on, honey. Right over here,” Grace whispered. “You can smell the fish, can’t you?”

The floor moved as another tremor hit.

“Jilly, you should go out,” Grace said quietly.

“Like hell. Get that basket down and grab her. I’ll be right here to hold you if…”

If the floor collapsed.

Jilly blew out a breath. “But she’s too terrified to move.”

Just like me, Grace thought wildly. “There has to be a way. Jilly, didn’t Gage leave his knit hat on the table? Maybe if we drop his hat in the basket…”

Jilly ran for the hat while Grace talked quietly to the panicked cat. It seemed like an eternity before she felt Jilly’s hand on her shoulder and then the brush of wool against her hand.

“Give it a shot.” Jilly held up a real flashlight from the kitchen. She sucked in a breath as the sudden light filled the storeroom.

Bacall had backed up to the very edge of the wood. One more movement and she would go over.

 

NOAH JUMPED OVER the fallen fence that circled the Harbor House. With Gage right behind him, he clambered up onto the front porch, then pushed aside a broken table. The front door opened with a squeal of hinges.

Caro appeared, gripping Bogart’s collar, her face white with strain. The man Noah had seen at the back stairs had his arm around Caro’s shoulders, guiding her outside.

Noah heard Gage’s sharp, indrawn breath as he lunged and caught his wife to his chest. “Thank God you’re safe.” He shot a glance at Noah. “I’m taking her to the truck, away from falling debris. Tyler, I’ll come back after—”

“No. Stay there with her,” Noah ordered. He shot a glance at the tall man near the door. “I could use some help.”

“You got it,” the man called Tyler said. “Go take care of your wife, Lieutenant. We’ll handle things here.”

Bogart did not want to leave, and Gage had to pull the whining dog down the slope away from the house. A fire truck rounded the corner, sirens flashing, and the dog howled in a frenzy.

“Better hurry.” The man at the door glanced up and cursed as another glass pane broke free and shattered onto the porch.

Noah jumped the pile of glass. “Where are they?”

“Back there.” The tall man gestured toward the back of the darkened house. “They’re trying to res cue a cat.” He lifted a big tactical flashlight from the pocket of his jacket. “Straight ahead. Watch for broken furniture.”

Noah followed the sound of voices from the hallway, passing broken dishes and several overturned chairs. When he crossed the kitchen, he saw Duffy standing protectively next to Jilly. Jilly swung around, her eyes widening.

Then he heard Grace’s low, reassuring voice, and a wave of relief hit him in the chest. She was safe. She sounded completely calm.

Noah nodded at Jilly and then moved toward Grace. His hands clenched when he saw the widening crack in the old wood floor.

“That’s it, honey. Just a little bit more, and you’ll be in the basket. Come on here to Momma Grace.”

Tyler shone his light over Jilly’s shoulder. Noah saw Grace lying prone, her body stretched at a heart-stopping angle over the widening crack in the floor. She held a big basket out toward the white cat huddled on a broken beam just under the floor.

“Go with Tyler,” Noah whispered to Jilly, never taking his eyes off Grace. “He’ll help you with Duffy. I’ll get Grace and the cat.”

Jilly gripped Duffy’s collar, staring from one man to the other. Then she took a hard breath and nodded. Tyler simply lifted the dog over his shoulder and rushed Jilly out toward the door.

Without a word Noah knelt behind Grace and gripped her waist, holding her securely in case the situation went south fast. With his other hand he gripped one leg of the heavy butcher-block table just inside the door. It wasn’t a great backup plan, but it was the best he could manage on short notice.

“Noah,” Grace whispered. “I’m feeling a little precarious here.”

Down in the hole, the white shape moved.

“That’s it, honey. Get into the basket. We’ll have you out in a few seconds. Good girl.” Grace began to pull up the basket, slowly rising onto her elbows. The floor creaked ominously.

Noah grabbed her belt, pulling her backward in a quick, powerful movement. With the basket anchored between them, he swung Grace up into his arms and raced for the front door.

“Noah.” Grace’s voice broke. “I was so…afraid. The floor—”

“Shh. You did great, honey. Just great.”

Upstairs another window broke. A pot clanged as it dropped onto the kitchen floor. The front door hinges creaked and the big door tilted sharply.

Gage’s friend was right outside, and he caught the weight of the big door on his shoulder, holding it while Noah squeezed past. “The other woman is down at the sidewalk,” he said to Noah. “The front rails are down. Take the left side of the porch. And stand clear of that fallen power line. The firemen haven’t capped it yet.”

“What about you?”

“I got it.”

Noah gave a quick nod and crossed the porch, intensely aware of Grace’s hands at his shoulders and the slam of her heart against his chest.

It seemed to take forever to climb over the shaky rails, lift Grace and the frightened cat over to safety and drop to the yard. The big oak had fallen, its branches covering the ground. Two firemen motioned him away as they worked near the fallen power line.

“I’ll take the cat. You’ve got your hands full.” Tyler ran by. With a faint grin he scooped up the basket with Gage’s cat under one arm and ran off like a crazy quarterback as more firemen fanned out along the debris-filled street.








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



GRACE WAS DIMLY AWARE OF CARS filling the street, parked in crazy angles.

She saw Gage standing protectively in front of Caro, who was now seated inside a fire truck, being examined by one of the firefighters. Other than being pale, she looked fine.

Relief made Grace giddy.

Noah pulled her against his chest. She heard the hammer of his heart, almost as loud as her own. “You’re crazy brave, you know that?”

“Not brave. I was terrified,” she whispered. “But I couldn’t leave Bacall behind. I couldn’t let her be hurt.”

“Of course you couldn’t. Maybe next time you could ask for help though. I can’t take too many shocks like the one I had when I saw you out on that beam,” he said hoarsely. “Sorry.”

“To hell with sorry.” He kissed her, his grip suddenly tight, his breath shuddering.

And Grace fell into the kiss, drawing on his strength and the desire that flared almost in the same breath. She wanted to stay. She needed to lean. With the danger still pounding in her blood, she needed to touch him and be touched.

But there were too many questions that remained. The earthquake could have damaged her house, the shelter, even the hospital where her grandfather was. She had to check, to be certain they were safe.

“Noah, I have to—”

“I know.” He smiled wryly. “You have to check on everyone else. Let’s go find a car. Where to first—hospital, animal shelter or your house?”

“The shelter is on the way to the hospital. I know my grandfather will want a full report. I’ll call and check on him while we drive.” She looked over her shoulder at the Harbor House. A fallen tree covered the front lawn and most of the front porch. All the ornate old railing was down. Broken glass glistened over the lawn. Jilly was talking to Gage and Caro, pointing to the roof. She turned, white-faced, as if she felt Grace’s gaze.

“But first I need to talk to Jilly and Caro,” she said softly.

 

SO MUCH LOSS.

They had invested a part of themselves in this crazy venture. They had planned and sweated to set their dream in motion, and twenty minutes of nature’s fury had swept all their work away to nothing.

At least the old house was still standing.

Noah watched her walk to her friends, staying back just where he was. They needed their time to grieve and to support, to build their strength for the next battle. They stood together, silent, shoulders stiff as firefighters raced up toward the house.

Noah felt Grace’s sadness seep out into the silence, joining the sadness of her waiting friends.

They were strong, he told himself. They had each other, with a bond that was nearly tangible. Proud and tough, all of them. But when the adrenaline faded and the knowledge of the loss hit hard, Noah wanted to be there to hold Grace. There would be questions to ask and answer, plans to make.

This was home for her now. He didn’t want to be on the far side of the continent while she chased a dream here by the sea. He had been pondering the possibilities for weeks.

It wouldn’t be easy.

Building something that lasted forever never was. And forever was what he wanted.

Noah heard Gage crunch over the fallen branches, sliding his fists deep into his pockets as he stared at the wreckage on the front yard.

“They’re all safe,” Noah said. “It could have been worse.”

Gage nodded grimly. “I keep telling myself that. But it was too close. Too damned close. And now there will be repairs, structural damage. Who knows where it will stop, or if the whole place is even safe to repair. Maybe…” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t say that in front of Caro. But I’ll say it to you. I don’t want them in danger.” His voice hardened. “And I’ll be leaving soon. Will you be going back?”

“I can manage a few more days. I’ll do everything I can.”

It wasn’t the answer Gage wanted. They both knew it.

They stood in the slanting sunlight, and the broken windows looked like haunted eyes.

 

NOAH INSISTED ON DRIVING Grace’s truck, determined that she should rest.

She took quiet, jerky breaths that told him the adrenaline was still ripping through her, leaving every nerve raw. This was the dangerous transition time when you tried to fit the memories of danger back into the neat, orderly boxes of your regular life.

Most of the time it didn’t work. Bad things happened then, Noah knew. He had experienced that state all too often.

So he did the only thing he could—listen. Not offering empty hope and not telling Grace that every thing would be fine. The house could be a total loss. They wouldn’t know anything for sure until a structural engineer checked everything out. Noah would get a few names from a government contact back on the East Coast. He wanted the very best people to ensure the safety of the woman he loved.

Meanwhile, Grace moved restlessly in the seat. She put one arm on the windowsill, then put it down again. “Tell me again why you’re driving and not me.”

“So you can rest. Not that you’re doing very much of it. You’ve been through something pretty traumatic. It might leave you with the shakes. That’s what adrenaline does.”

“Oh. Right. I’m talking with the adrenaline expert. Except I still don’t know exactly what it is you do. I don’t know who you do it for, either. I only know that you seem to have experience with dangerous things. No. Forget I said that.” She sat stiffly, then raised a hand. “I’m not going to ask. You’ll tell me if you want to or if you can.” She didn’t give him time to answer, glaring out the window. Noah saw sadness fill her face as they passed another ancient tree, now overturned, roots upended and once strong branches shattered.

“Just don’t tell me that we can walk away from the Harbor House, because we can’t. It wasn’t my idea at first. It was Jilly and Caro who had the plan.” She drummed her fingers on the dashboard, frowning. “But as soon as I saw what they had planned, as soon as I realized what this place could be, I was in completely. You have to understand, it’s not just a building or a café. It’s a place to belong. Jilly never had a home. She grew up in foster care and had a tough childhood,” Grace said quietly. “Caro—well, she lost her parents when she was young. I lost mine, too. It’s been a bond that we never talk about.” She cleared her throat. “I guess we’re all looking for a home. The Harbor House was going to be all that and more. Everyone on Summer Island has memories of that rambling, beautiful house. It means something to anyone who has spent a summer here. Walking away from a dream like that just isn’t an option.”

Noah didn’t answer.

Grace shot him a look. “Anything to say?”

“Nope. You’ve said it all right so far. Dreams don’t come often. When they do, you need to reach out for them with both hands. You need to grip them tight and see where they take you.”

Noah was doing that right now. Only his dream had brown hair, a stubborn nose and a body that made his heart skitter. “So go on. What are you going to do next?” She needed to talk, not to dam all her feelings up inside. Even if it was underhanded, Noah meant to make her talk. “Are you going to take time to think things over? At the very least, it’s going to be expensive to make the repairs. Maybe you should walk away.”

“The last thing we’ll do is give up.” She shot him a fierce look, and her hands locked together at her waist. All the tension of the day focused, caught in the space of her fingers. “I already told you, walking away isn’t an option. Weren’t you listening? Don’t you understand why—” She stopped and gave him a crooked little smile. “Oh, I see. You’re baiting me. Testing for a commitment. Very clever.”

She drummed her fingers on the dashboard again, frowning at the coast road. “So what will we do next? We’ll regroup. Analyze. Get estimates. Plan. I’m good at planning.” She jammed her hand through her hair. “Probably we’ll cry a lot. We worked so hard in there, Noah. All those broken dishes, ruined shelves, shattered windows. All the hours we put in, wasted. It feels like someone tore off my arm.”

He reached across, rested his hand on hers. “It’s going to be tough, honey. But you’re tough too. And you have two strong friends to back you up. My bet’s on you.”

“So you’re really not going to try to talk me out of this?”

“Could I succeed if I did?”

If she backed down now, Grace wasn’t the woman he took her for.

“Of course I won’t back down. What I meant was, aren’t you going to try? You know all the clichés. Biting off more than you can chew. A house that’s turning into a money pit. More dreams than common sense.” She gave a tight, shaky laugh. “That’s what any sane person would say, right?”

Noah didn’t answer. He had to let her work through this for herself. He had to let her be strong for herself. It was the best gift he could give her.

“Of course, we’re not complete idiots. If the house is ruined, then it’s ruined. If there are beams missing or structural disasters, well—I guess we’ll walk away. We’ll turn around and close our eyes and let them bulldoze the whole thing back down to dirt. Then we’ll move on.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Oh, God, please don’t let it come to that. I really, really hope it won’t come to that,” she whispered.

A tear trickled down her cheek. The sight of that single shining sphere drilled right into Noah’s chest. He wanted to stop the car, pull her into his lap and kiss away the pain.

An ambulance raced past, siren flashing, another reminder that although the earthquake had passed, its effects were still echoing.

Grace sat stiffly. “I’m lucky to be alive. I’m lucky that no one was hurt. I know that. Whatever happens, we’ll deal with it. But I can’t bear living three thousand miles away from you, Noah. You’re part of my dream, too.” Her voice came in a rush. “I want to reach out with both hands and grip what we have, Noah. I won’t walk away from that dream, either.”

Noah’s hands tightened on the wheel. How had she gotten out the words first? If the disaster hadn’t struck, he would have already told her exactly how he felt. They would have been making plans for their future. He needed to do that now.

He was about to pull over onto the grass beside the road when Grace leaned over and gestured. “There. Turn left where the road forks. The animal shelter is right up that twisting little road.” Her shoulders were tense as if she needed to prepare herself for another shock.

She pulled out her cell phone and dialed, frowning when she got an out-of-service response. “Still no cellular service. I need to call the hospital.”

“Aftereffects of the earthquake. Use the landline in the animal shelter.”

Noah turned up the driveway and saw half a dozen cars parked in the gravel lot, but no ambulances or fire trucks. That was a good sign. There also didn’t seem to be any fallen trees or downed power lines. The building was halfway up the hill, with the ridge behind it. Maybe it had been spared.

But his personal conversation would have to wait until she had checked on the shelter.

Grace barely waited for him to come to a halt, jumping down and running over the gravel. As soon as he turned off the motor, Noah followed. He heard the frenzied sound of barking.

By the time he got to the door, Grace was talking with a lanky young man who looked harassed, gesturing toward the back of the building. Everything was clean and neat. There were no fallen shelves, no broken furniture. Noah followed Grace down the hall, listening to the noise grow louder. The man— Grace called him Andy—glanced at Noah.

“Why don’t you give us a minute or two? You’re a stranger, and right now every animal in the place could use a jolt of valium. We don’t want to add to any stress.”

“No problem. I’ll be right out here.”

Grace gave him a grateful smile and then pushed open the heavy door. The sound of barking and shrill meows grew deafening. She and Andy joined four other people who were moving from cage to cage, checking locks and security of the wooden structures. One Chihuahua threw itself wildly against the mesh door of the cage in a panic, and Grace knelt down. Noah could almost hear her speaking with quiet reassurance. Andy reached into his pocket and gave her a dog treat, which she maneuvered through the holes in the cage.

The little dog stopped barking, and treats were dispensed all along the row. Blessed silence returned. At the far wall Grace sat down and opened a cage, gently lifting out a collie puppy who appeared to know her well. As Grace spoke, the little tail began to wag. The dog licked her face furiously, gobbling down two treats.

Noah saw her gesture to Andy and say something that Noah couldn’t hear. The young man opened two more cages and two more dogs, no longer panicked but ecstatic, raced around Grace in wild circles.

Noah decided he would vanish for a few minutes and do a quick structural check on his own. In his line of work, he had been taught to look for major warning signs of damage, cracks or sagging that dictated an immediate evacuation.

He found a flashlight and took his time circling the building, leaning down to check every inch of the foundation, pulling aside bushes so he wouldn’t miss any cracks. He found no shattered windows or broken cement.


The building seemed to have been spared. Of course, they would need a real analysis by an expert. That should go to the top of their list. But for now, Noah felt more optimistic after what he had seen—and what he hadn’t seen.

When he walked inside, Grace was waiting for him in the hallway. The collie puppy nestled in her arms, tail wagging. “Everything looks good in here. Some traumatized animals, but they’re calming down. You want to take a quick tour?”

“Sure.” Noah noticed the natural way she held the dog, the way she spoke calmly while her fingers moved with slow reassurance through the dog’s fur.

Years of experience in each touch, he thought. She had watched and learned well. Yes, her grand father would be very proud of her.

“Andy, meet Noah. He’s visiting from D.C. I hope…we’ll be seeing a lot of him here.”

“Nice to meet you, sir.” Andy raised an eyebrow but asked no personal questions. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you, Grace. Caro’s grandmother called from the hospital. She said their phones have been down, but things are fine. She was going to take your grandfather down to the cafeteria for some ice cream. While I had her on the phone, I spoke to Dr. Lindstrom and gave him a full report on the animals. He was worried that some of them might have been hurt. He was worried about you, too, Grace. I told Morgan that you’d call soon.”


“My cell phone’s out. Is the phone still working here?”

“We got power back right before you arrived. Be my guest. I’m going to finish checking the cages in the other room. Then chow time.” He slanted Noah a thoughtful glance. “If you’re in the mood, I could use a hand back there.”

 

THE ADRENALINE WAS FINALLY wearing off.

Noah had been right about that. He had been right about a lot of things.

Grace put down the phone, glad that she was sitting down. Her knees felt weak and shaky, and she would have killed for a cup of coffee. But she had managed to reassure her grandfather about her own safety and the state of the animal shelter. Despite the earthquake tremors he had felt, he was calm, and Grace knew much of that calm was due to Morgan, who had been there to distract him during the ordeal.

He had asked her about the Harbor House and whether it had been hurt. Grace had tried to be reassuring. But now that the call was over, the anxiety returned in a flood. What would they do if the repairs were too expensive? And what if it was beyond repairing? What if—

No.

Grace closed her eyes. She had meant exactly what she had told Noah. They would plan and analyze, then face the realities. And if one dream ended, another dream began somewhere else. Her grandfather’s accident had taught her that much.

But right now she wanted a puppy in her arms. She wanted to feel a wagging tail and the lick of a warm tongue. She wanted comfort in a restless body.

She wanted—

Her breath caught.

Noah was flat on his back in the middle of the floor, surrounded by barking dogs. Andy had opened the cages of some of the more docile dogs and half a dozen of them had raced out to explore. Noah was holding a package of dog treats up in the air, laughing as a German shepherd sat down in the middle of his chest, barking noisily.

Noah just kept laughing and the fight for the treats continued.

As she pushed open the door, Noah’s eyes met hers, glinting with humor and intelligence and more than a little mischief. Grace felt the emotion build, felt the love sweep over her and overwhelm her.

But there were still things they had to discuss.

“Well—I’ve got more calls to make. Catch up with you later.” Andy cleared his throat and left, closing the door carefully.

She sat down on the floor next to Noah, pulling the big dog from his chest. “We need to talk. I want to make plans. And I can’t when I’m worrying about you.” She took a short breath. “I can’t stand not knowing if you’re safe.”

Noah sat up and cupped her face with hands that weren’t quite steady. “I’m careful. I’m trained, honey. Somebody has to do the job. But it won’t be for much longer.” He brushed the tear from her cheek and kissed her, whispering her name. “I was transferred. I was going to tell you this morning. I thought maybe—” Noah smiled as the collie puppy tried to burrow between them, looking for more treats. “I thought you might come visit.”

“Transferred where?”

“To Paris, for three months. Then I can consider other options here in the States. Probably most will be administrative. While I’m in France, I was hoping you could come and show me the ropes. Versailles. The Louvre.” His hands tightened. “I’ll only be there a few months. And after that—we’ll work out the rest. I love you, Grace. I don’t want to live three thousand miles away from you, either. I want us to make this work.”

Her hands slid into his hair. “Say it again.”

“Versailles. The Louvre—”

“No. The part about loving me. I’m listening with all my heart, because it’s whole again, Noah. And I’m feeling the kind of love I’d given up on, the one that lasts through six kids, twelve grandkids and a house you grow old in together. But say it again first.” She looked down, laughing as the collie wriggled into her lap and licked Noah’s chin wildly. “We both want to hear you say it.”

“I love you. I loved you from the moment I saw you rifling through that Dumpster. I love how you didn’t care that you ruined your coat and shoes to do the right thing.” His mouth curved. “I even loved you when you cheated.”

“Wait. I didn’t cheat.”

“Snow down the collar. A definite foul. Then you tripped me during our snowball fight.”

Her eyes glistened. “I didn’t trip you.”

“Yes, you did. You knocked my feet right out from under me. I went down hard for the count and never got up again. I was a broken man.”

His easy grin told a different story.

“You didn’t act broken.” She traced his cheek.

“Funny thing, I discovered I liked it. I wanted you to keep on kicking my feet out from under me.” Noah scooped the puppy up and rested him on his shoulder. The dog barked once and then sat happily, watching the activity from his perch.

Feeling safe, just the way Grace felt safe.

Noah scratched the dog’s head, his smile fading. “I was going to wait for a better time. I wanted candlelight and a few dozen roses to say this…” He took a breath, his eyes very dark as he dug in his pocket and took out a small velvet box. “Will you marry me, Grace? It may be too soon or too much to think about now, but—”

He opened the box. A ring of twisted silver with three yellow diamonds gleamed against the velvet. “It was my grandmother’s. I’ve been carrying it around with me, trying to find the right time to ask you. But it never came.” His eyes turned grave. “Of course if you don’t like the setting, we could—”

“Yes.” She took a shaky breath and leaned closer. “Yes, of course I’ll marry you. And I love the ring,” she whispered. “It’s perfect just the way it is.”

We’re perfect together just the way we are, Grace thought.

Noah didn’t mind the dog hair or the puppy breath that surrounded them. He looked as if he was having the time of his life.

So did the dogs racing around him.

You could always tell about a person by the way animals reacted, Grace thought. They knew who was a friend. They knew whom they could trust.

A giddy feeling filled her chest. She had been in stage three of infatuation before. Now in one smooth movement she had soared all the way to stage ten. The real thing.

He slid the ring onto her finger. “You’re sure?” he asked.

She pulled him down and kissed him. “I love you. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” Hearing the break in her voice, the puppy barked and leaned over Noah’s shoulder, licking her face.

Noah slid the puppy gently to the ground. “I told you I wouldn’t make it easy to forget us. How we felt together.” His arms slid around her waist. “How well we fit.” He pulled her closer and kissed her with aching tenderness. “Like this.”

Grace felt her heart dive straight to the bottom of her chest. “Prove it,” she whispered, enjoying the glorious danger of throwing her heart into his keeping.

Knowing there was no safer place on earth than right here in his arms.
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