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#1 New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery brings you a reader-favorite tale of redemption, self-discovery and a love that conquers all.

Elizabeth Abbot is finally pulling her life back together. She’s endured enough heartbreak at the hands of her deceitful ex-husband and is determined to provide a happy life for her daughter. That’s exactly why she should stay away from Travis Haynes, the sheriff of Glenwood, with his trademark Stetson and sexy smile.

With all of her broken heart, Elizabeth longs to trust the legendary lawman, to let him past the walls she has built up so carefully. But will her shattered past forever hold her hostage, even from a love that could make her whole?
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Part One


Chapter One

The white T-bird fishtailed around the corner. It sprayed dirt and gravel up onto the left front of the patrol car parked on the side of the road.

Sheriff Travis Haynes turned the key to start the engine, then flipped on the blue lights. As he pulled out onto the highway, he debated whether or not to use the siren, then decided against it. He was about to mess up someone’s long weekend by giving him a ticket; no point in adding insult to injury by using the siren. The good citizens of Glenwood had contributed enough money to buy a car equipped with a siren that could wake the dead. But that didn’t necessarily mean they wanted him to use it on them.

He stepped on the gas until he was behind the white car, then checked his speed. He gave a low whistle and looked at the car ahead. He could see a mass of brown hair through the rear window, but little else. The lady was going somewhere in a hurry. He followed behind and waited.

It took her another two minutes to notice him. She glanced in her mirror, saw the flashing lights, did a double take, then immediately put on her blinker and pulled to the side of the road. Travis slowed and parked behind her. He shut off the engine, reached for his Stetson and ticket book, then got out and walked leisurely toward the car. His cowboy boots crunched on the gravel. He noticed the California license plate tags were current.

“Afternoon,” he said, when he walked up to the open window. He glanced down at the woman and got a brief impression of big brown eyes in a heart-shaped face. She looked a little pale under her tan. A lot of people were nervous when they were stopped by an officer. He gave her a friendly smile. “You were going pretty fast there.”

“I—I know,” she said, softly, averting her gaze and staring out the front window. “I’m sorry.”

She gripped the steering wheel tightly. He looked past her to the young girl in the passenger seat. The child looked more frightened than her mother. She clutched a worn brown teddy bear to her chest and stared at him with wide blue eyes. Her mouth trembled as if she were fighting tears. About five or six, he thought, giving her a quick wink.

Travis returned his attention to the woman. She wore her hair pulled up in a ponytail on top of her head. The ends fell back almost to her shoulders. It was a warm September afternoon. She was dressed in a red tank top and white shorts. He tried not to notice her legs. “I’m going to need to see your driver’s license and registration, ma’am,” he said politely.

“What? Oh, of course.”

She bent over to grab her purse from the floor on the passenger’s side. He thought he heard a gasp, as if she were in pain, but before he could be sure, she fumbled with her wallet and pulled out the small identification. As she handed it to him, it slipped out of her fingers and fluttered toward the ground. He caught it before it touched the dirt.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. Her mouth pulled into a straight line and dark emotion flickered in her eyes.

Immediately his instincts went on alert. Something wasn’t right. She was too scared or too upset for someone getting a ticket. He glanced down at the license. Elizabeth Abbott. Age twenty-eight. Five-six. The address listed her as living in Los Angeles.

“You’re a long way from home,” he said, looking from her to the license and back.

“We just moved here,” she said.

He took the registration next and saw the car was in her name.

“So what’s the story?” he asked, flipping open his ticket book.

“Excuse me?”

“Why were you speeding?”

Her eyebrows drew together. “I don’t understand.”

“You’re in Glenwood, ma’am, and we have a tradition here. If you can tell me a story I haven’t heard before, I have to let you go.”

Her mouth curved up slightly. It made her look pretty. He had a feeling she would be hell on wheels if she let go enough to really smile. “You’re kidding?”

“No, ma’am.” He adjusted his Stetson.

“Have you ever let anyone go?”

He thought for a minute, then grinned. “I stopped Miss Murietta several years ago. She was hurrying home to watch the last episode of Dallas on TV.”

“And you let her off the hook?”

He shrugged. “I hadn’t heard that excuse before. So what’s yours? I’ve been in the sheriff’s department almost twelve years, so it’ll have to be good.”

Elizabeth Abbott stared up at him and started to laugh. She stopped suddenly, drew in a deep breath and seemed to fall toward the steering wheel. She caught herself and clutched her midsection.

“Mommy?” The little girl beside her sounded frantic. “Mommy?”

“I’m fine,” Elizabeth said, glancing at her.

But Travis could see she wasn’t fine. He realized the look in her eyes wasn’t fear, it was pain. He saw it in the lines around her mouth and the way she paled even more under her tan.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, stuffing his ticket book into his back pocket.

“Nothing,” she said. “Just a stomachache. It won’t go away. I was going to a walk-in clinic to see if they could—” She gasped and nearly doubled over. The seat belt held her in place.

Travis opened the car door and crouched beside her. “You pregnant?” he asked. He reached for her wrist and found her pulse. It was rapid. Her skin felt cold and clammy to the touch.

“No, why?”

“Miscarriage.”

“I’m not pregnant.” She leaned her head back against the seat rest. “Give me a minute. I’ll be fine.”

Her daughter stared up at her. He could see the worry and the fear in her blue eyes and his heart went out to the little girl.

“Mommy, don’t be sick.”

“I’m fine.” She touched her child’s cheek.

Travis leaned in and unlatched the seat belt.

“What are you doing?” Elizabeth asked.

“Taking you to the hospital.”

“That’s not necessary. Really, I’ll just drive to the clinic and—” She drew in a deep breath and held it. Her eyes closed and her jaw tightened.

“That’s it,” he said, reaching one arm under her legs, the other behind her back. Before she could protest, he slid her out and carried her toward his car.

She clung to him and shivered. “I don’t mean to be any trouble.”

“No trouble. Part of the job.”

“You carry a lot of women in your line of work?”

Her muscles felt tight and perspiration clung to her forehead and upper lip. She must be in a lot of pain, but she was trying to keep it all together. He winked. “It’s been a good week for me.”

When they reached his car, Travis lowered her feet to the ground and opened the door to the back seat. He started to pick her up again, but she shook her head and bent over to slide in. He returned to the lady’s car and slipped into the driver’s seat. The little girl was hunched against the door, staring at him. Tears rolled down her face.

“What’s your name, honey?” he asked softly.

“Mandy.”

“How old are you?”

She hiccuped and clutched the bear to her chest. “Six.”

“I’m going to take your mom to the hospital, and they’re going to make her feel better. I’d like you come with me. Okay?”

She nodded slowly.

He gave her his best smile, then collected Elizabeth’s purse. After shoving her keys, license and registration into his pocket, he unhooked Mandy’s seat belt and helped her out of the car. He rolled up the windows and locked the doors, then led her to the sheriff’s vehicle.

Her tears stopped momentarily as she stared at the array of switches and listened to the crackling of the radio. “You ever been inside a patrol car before?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“You’ll like it. I promise.” That earned him a sniff. He settled her quickly beside him, then glanced back at Elizabeth. She lay across the seat, her knees pulled up to her chest, breathing rapidly.

“How you doing?” he asked.

“Hanging in there,” she said, her voice tight with strain.

“I’m going to use the siren,” he said, starting the engine and switching it on. Instantly a piercing wail filled the car. Travis checked his mirror, then pulled out onto the road.

Traffic was light and they were at the hospital in less than fifteen minutes. Two minutes after that, Elizabeth had been wheeled away on a gurney and he was filling out paperwork at the circular counter near the emergency entrance. Mandy stood beside him, crying.

She didn’t make a sound, but he could swear he heard every one of those tears rolling down her cheeks. Her pain made it tough to concentrate. Poor kid. She was scared to death.

He bent over and picked her up, setting her on the counter next to him. They were almost at eye level. A headband adorned with cartoon characters held her blond hair off her round face. The same collection of animals, in a rainbow of colors, covered her T-shirt. She wore denim shorts and scuffed sandals. Except for the tears, she looked like just any other six-year-old.

“When did you and your mom move here?” he asked.

She clutched the tattered teddy bear closer. “Yesterday,” she said, gulping for air.

“Yesterday?” There went his hope they might have made friends in town. “Do you have any family here?”

She shook her head and sniffed again.

He reached over the counter to a box of tissues beside the phone. The receptionist was also a nurse, and she had disappeared into the room with Elizabeth. Mandy wiped her face and tried to blow her nose. It didn’t work. He took a couple of tissues and held them over her face.

“Blow,” he ordered, wondering how many times he’d done this during summer T-ball practice. There were always a lot of tears as the kids skinned knees and elbows…and lost games.

“Where’s your daddy?”

Her blue eyes filled again. “He’s gone.”

Gone meaning dead? Or divorced? “Where does he live now?” Travis asked.

“I don’t know. He doesn’t see us anymore. Mommy said he had to go away because he’s big. She said he’s never coming b-back.” Her voice trembled.

He gave her a reassuring smile. Big? That didn’t make any sense. Elizabeth Abbott must be divorced. He glanced down at the hospital forms. She had an insurance card in her wallet, so he copied that information. “Where do you live?” he asked, then realized that if they’d just moved here, Mandy wouldn’t know her address yet.

“By the ducks.”

“The duck pond?”

She nodded vigorously, her tears momentarily forgotten. “It’s pretty. I have a big bed all to myself. Just like Mommy. And there’s little soaps in the bath.” She smiled. She had a dimple in each cheek and he could see she was going to grow up to be a heartbreaker.

He pictured the buildings around the duck pond in the center of town and remembered there was a small motel on the corner. So much for having an address here.

“What about your grandmother and grandfather? Do you know where they are?”

“They live far away.”

Before he could think of any more questions, the receptionist came bustling back into the room. “Appendix,” she said, pulling her stethoscope from around her neck and placing it in the right hip pocket of her nurse’s uniform. “Caught it in time.” She looked at Mandy. “Your mommy is going to have an operation. Do you know what that means?”

Mandy looked scared again. “No.”

“The doctor is going to make her sleep for a little bit while he makes her feel better. There’s an infection inside and he’s going to take it out. But she’ll be fine.”

Mandy didn’t looked reassured. She bit her lower lip hard and tears filled her eyes. Travis felt like he’d taken a sucker punch to the gut. Apparently the kid didn’t know a soul in town, and if the grandparents weren’t local, finding them could take days. He didn’t even know if Abbott was Elizabeth’s maiden or married name.

He held out his arm, offering Mandy a hug, but letting her decide. She threw herself against him with the desperation of a drowning man clutching a raft. Her slight body shook with the tremors of her sobs. She smelled of sun and grass and little girl. So damn small to be facing this alone.

“Hush,” he murmured, stroking her hair. “I’m right here and everything’s going to be fine.”

* * *

It was nearly seven in the evening before Travis was able to take Mandy in to see her mother. The nurse had informed him children weren’t allowed on the ward, but he’d ignored her and marched past, carrying Mandy in his arms. He was the sheriff. What were they going to do? Arrest him?

He should have gone off-duty at four-thirty, but he couldn’t leave the kid on her own, and he didn’t want to take her to the local child services office before she’d seen her mother. It didn’t much matter, he thought as he walked down the hospital hallway. He hadn’t made any plans for the weekend.

Although Glenwood was far enough off the beaten track not to get much tourist trade even over Labor Day weekend, the last celebration of summer usually kept him and his deputies busy. There were fights at the park as too much beer was consumed, and the teenagers would get involved in illegal drag races down by the lake. Come Monday afternoon, the small jail would be filled with red-faced citizens who would work off their sentences doing community service.

The last door at the end of the hallway stood partially open. Travis knocked once and entered. He’d already warned Mandy that her mother would be hooked up to tubes, but it wasn’t as frightening as he’d feared. Elizabeth had an IV in each arm, but her color was good. Medium brown hair fanned out over the white pillow. The pale hospital gown set off her tan. For someone who had just had emergency surgery, she didn’t look half-bad. Hospital smells filled the room: antiseptic and pine-scented cleanser.

“We can only stay a minute,” he reminded Mandy in a quiet voice.

“I know. Is she sleeping?”

“Not anymore,” came the groggy response. Elizabeth opened her eyes and looked at him. She blinked. “Do I know you?”

“We haven’t been officially introduced,” he said, walking closer and setting Mandy on the ground. Before the little girl could jump onto the bed, he laid a hand on her shoulder. “Stand next to your mommy, but don’t bump against anything. I’m Travis Haynes. I stopped you for speeding.”

“That’s right.” Elizabeth looked away from him and smiled at her daughter. He remembered when he’d stopped her he’d thought if she ever really smiled it would be a killer, and he’d been right. Even fresh from surgery, the lady was a looker.

“Hi, sweets,” she said. “It’s good to see you.”

“Oh, Mommy.” Mandy stood as close to the bed as she could without actually touching it. She clutched her bear to her with one hand and with the other stroked her mother’s arm. “The nurse said you had something bad inside, but it’s gone now.”

“I feel much better.” Elizabeth touched Mandy’s hair and her face, then raised herself up on one elbow. She grimaced. Travis moved closer. She looked up at him. “I’m trying to get a hug here.”

He picked up Mandy and held her close to her mother. They clung to each other for a second. He could see the fierceness of Elizabeth Abbott’s love for her child in the way she squeezed her eyes tight and he heard it in her murmured words of encouragement.

“I’m fine,” she promised. “Everything is going to work out.”

He set Mandy on the ground and pulled a chair close to the bed. He sat down and pulled Mandy onto his lap. If Elizabeth was surprised by his daughter’s acceptance of him, she didn’t show it. But in the past couple of hours, he and the little girl had become friends.

Elizabeth settled back on the bed. She pushed a button and raised the head up until she was half reclining. “So you’re the sheriff.”

“That’s me. I’ve just been voted in for another term.”

Her brown eyes met and held his. The dark pain was gone and the lines around her mouth had relaxed. “Did I pass?” she asked.

“Pass what?”

She smiled. “Did I have a story you hadn’t heard before? I mean how many people speed because they have appendicitis?”

“It’s a first,” he said, stretching his legs out in front of him. “I’m a man of my word. You won’t be getting a ticket from me.”

Mandy shifted against his chest and yawned. It had been a long afternoon and evening for her. They’d gone to the cafeteria about six o’clock, but the kid hadn’t been able to eat much. She’d fretted about her mother and beat him at checkers while they waited. Her slight weight reminded him of his oldest nephew. Drew would play video games in Travis’s arms until he fell asleep and then have to be carried to bed.

“Thank you for looking after her,” Elizabeth said. “You didn’t have to stay and baby-sit.”

“It was easy.” He glanced down and watched Mandy’s eyes close. “I filled out most of the forms for the hospital, but they’re going to have a few questions. Do you want me to call your ex?”

She paled visibly. “What? Why?”

“To take care of Mandy until you’re better.”

“No!” She sounded upset. She raised her arm and stared at the IV taped in place on the back of her hand. “No.” Her voice was calmer now, as if she had herself under control. “I’m not, that is, I wasn’t ever married. There’s no ex-husband.”

“All right,” he said, even though her claim made no sense. Mandy had talked about her father. Travis reminded himself this was the nineties and women didn’t have to get married to have babies. He looked closely at Elizabeth. Somehow she didn’t strike him as the type to have a child on her own. Still, she must have; Mandy was proof. Why would anyone lie about something like that? “Any next of kin nearby?”

She shook her head. “My parents live in Florida. Right now, however, they’re cruising somewhere in the Orient. I can’t…” She trailed off. “I can’t call them. What am I going to do?” She shifted and winced. “I have to—”

“Shh.” He pointed at the sleeping child. “You don’t have to do anything tonight,” he said softly. “You’ve just had emergency surgery and I’m not even supposed to be visiting. I thought this might be a problem, so I’ve already called and spoken with a friend of mine. Her name is Rebecca Chambers and she runs the local child services office. It’s a county facility, but a great place.”

“Rebecca?”

“Rebecca Chambers. She’s the director. There are only about twenty kids there. It’s on the other side of town, near the school. I’ve spent some time there volunteering. Mandy will be fine.”

Elizabeth stared up at him. Her good humor had faded, and she looked tired and drawn. “You want to put my daughter in a home?” She blinked frantically, but tears spilled over onto her cheeks.

“Hey,” he said, standing up and depositing a sleeping Mandy in the chair. He hovered awkwardly by the bed. “Don’t cry. It’s just for a couple of days. If you want me to call someone, I will. Just give me a name.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Everything is falling apart. It was going so well and now I don’t know what to do or where to turn. I— There’s no one to call.” She looked up at him. “Can’t she stay here, with me?”

“In the hospital? No. They didn’t even want her to visit you, let alone spend the night. You’re in no position to take care of her, Elizabeth. I know the home sounds bad, but it’s not.”

“You’re right. I don’t have another choice.” She covered her face with her hands. “It just makes me feel like I’m an awful mother. It’s not the place I’m worried about, I’ve been there. I’m going to work there.” She wiped her cheeks with her fingers. “I’m Rebecca’s new assistant. I moved us here to take the job. I’m supposed to start Tuesday. What’s she going to think about me? I’m dumping my kid on her doorstep, and I’m going to miss my first day of work.”

The sobs began in earnest. He hesitated about five seconds, then perched on the edge of the bed. Careful not to tangle the IV lines, he patted her shoulder. She clutched at his arm, all the while muttering how stupid she must look to him. The sheet slipped to her waist. He tried not to stare, but couldn’t help noticing the shape of her breasts under her hospital gown.

Travis told himself he was at best behaving unethically, and at the worst acting like a pervert. He had no business noticing Elizabeth’s body. She’d just had surgery for God’s sake. But he did notice, and admire, all the while calling himself names.

“I’m sure Rebecca will understand,” he said. “It’s not as if you planned this.”

“I know, but Mandy will be there all alone. I wish—”

“Do all the women in your family leak this much?”

“What?” She blinked and looked up at him. Her dark lashes stood up in spikes, her nose was red and her cheeks blotchy. She was a mess. It brought out his knight-in-shining-armor side and he resisted getting involved. He knew what would happen then. Better for both of them if he just backed off.

“Between you and Mandy, I think we could have floated a ship today.”

She smiled wanly. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts.”

“Okay, then I won’t tell you the one about the parrot with no legs.”

“How did he stay on his perch?”

Travis stood up and winked. “You’ll just have to wait until you get better to find out.” He glanced at his watch. “I’m going to take Mandy over to stay with Rebecca. I’ll call you in the morning and make sure you’re doing all right, then I’ll bring Mandy back here in the afternoon.”

“Why are you being so nice to me?”

“Just doing my duty, ma’am.” He gave a mock salute and picked up the sleeping child. “I’ll leave my number with the nurse.”

“Thank you for everything,” she said, pulling the sheet up and smiling at him. “If Mandy wakes up, tell her I love her.”

“You can tell her yourself when you see her tomorrow.”


Chapter Two

“What do you mean chicken pox?” Travis asked. He stared down at Rebecca, seated behind her desk in her office at the local child services facility.

“I mean I have eight children in various stages of chicken pox, and the other twelve have been exposed. Sorry, Travis. If you’d explained why you were coming by, I would have told you what was going on and saved you the trip. I thought you were just going to mooch dinner. I know that when you’re between women you hang out with me. I thought this was one of those rare weekends.” Her brown eyes looked more amused than apologetic.

“But Mandy—”

“But Mandy doesn’t know if she’s had chicken pox, do you, honey?” Rebecca smiled at the little girl.

Mandy shook her head and tugged on Travis’s pants. “Travis?”

“Hmm?” He didn’t look down at her. Now what was he supposed to do? He couldn’t just leave her in the street. “Rebecca, you’re not helping.”

“Travis?” Mandy tugged again.

“What?”

“Do I have to stay here?”

She looked up, her head bent way back, her wide blue eyes gazing at him with absolute trust. He felt as if he were torturing Bambi.

“Why don’t I make a few calls,” Rebecca said, coming to his rescue. She flicked her dark hair over her shoulder and reached for the phone. “There’s a shelter about twenty miles from here. I’ll see if they have room.” She picked up the receiver.

“Travis?” Mandy tugged again.

“Yes?”

“I want my mommy.”

Travis crouched down in front of her. “She’s in the hospital. She needs to sleep tonight and get better.”

Mandy held her teddy so tightly, he worried she might squish the stuffing out the side. She leaned close and whispered. “I don’t know that lady. I don’t want to stay here. I want my mommy.”

He’d spent enough time with kids her age to recognize the quiver in her voice. Tears would come next and after that, he would feel like a heel and— He stood up and jammed his hands in his pockets.

“You think I should take her home with me?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

“It would be best for her. Elizabeth isn’t going to need a sick kid on her hands, just as she’s getting out of the hospital herself.” Rebecca rose and walked around the desk. She wore a floral print jumper over a white T-shirt. With her long curly hair and conservative style of dressing, she looked like a Sunday school teacher. Travis suspected it was a facade and that deep inside, she had the wild streak of the best kind of a sinner.

When she’d moved to Glenwood six months ago to take over as director of the county facility, he’d asked her out. His big seduction scene had ended up failing badly. They were, he’d realized within the first ten minutes, destined to be good friends. Rebecca had promised to leave his reputation as a heartbreaker intact and not tell the world his kisses had left her cold. Travis stared at her big brown eyes and sighed. He felt mild affection for Rebecca and nothing else. He must be getting old and slowing down.

“You’re the only friend Mandy has,” Rebecca said. “If I could take her home with me, I would. But my staff is exhausted, and I’m staying here tonight. Anyway, you have Louise.”

He thought of his housekeeper. Today was her day off but he knew if he called she would come over to help and show off her latest craft project. At least she wasn’t knitting anymore. He already had two drawers filled with ugly, ill-fitting sweaters and socks she’d made for him.

“I suppose that might work. But I don’t know anything about children,” Travis muttered, trying to ignore Mandy tugging on him again.

“Your nephews stay with you.”

“Travis,” Mandy said.

“That’s different.”

“How?” Rebecca asked.

“Travis?”

“They’re family. And boys.” He looked down. Those blue eyes were killing him. “What?”

“I want to stay with you.”

“You’re the only person she knows in town. Come on, be a hero. It’s what you’re best at.”

He glared at Rebecca. “Thanks.”

Undaunted, she smiled. “Let me get you some supplies.” She disappeared down the hall.

“Why me?” he asked no one in particular.

“Travis? Are you mad at me?”

“Mandy, no.” He swept Mandy up in his arms and gave her a hug. She wrapped her spindly legs around his waist. “I’m not mad. We’ll have fun. I’ll read you a story tonight, okay?”

She nodded. “And Mr. Bear,” she said, holding out the tattered animal.

“And Mr. Bear.”

Rebecca returned with a small cloth bag. “I’ve packed a nightgown, some underwear and a shorts set for tomorrow.” She handed Travis the bag, then smiled at Mandy. “Do you want a pink toothbrush or a purple one?” She had both in her hand.

The little girl stared for a second, then pointed shyly. “Pink.”

“You got it.” Rebecca dropped that one in the bag and walked over to the door. “I’ll be here, so call me if there’s any trouble. It’s only one night.”

“Like you care,” he grumbled.

“Stop it. You’ll have a great time. Think of it as father training. For when you have your own kids.”

“Not my style. Haynes men don’t make good parents.” It was a familiar argument between the two of them. The problem was Rebecca hadn’t figured out he wasn’t kidding. She shook her head. “Let me know what happens. And tell Elizabeth not to worry about coming into work until she’s completely healed. I won’t be giving her job to anyone else.”

“Yeah, I will.” He shifted Mandy so that she was supported by one arm, then handed her the bag and dug in his pocket for his keys. “Say goodbye, Mandy.”

“By.” Now that she was getting her way, she smiled broadly. “Can we have the siren on?” she asked as they stepped out of the building and walked toward the sheriff’s car in the parking lot.

“No.”

She pouted and rested her head on his shoulder.

“Don’t give me that look,” he said. “I can’t use the siren when it’s not an emergency.”

She thought for a minute. “I gotta go.”

His heart sank. “Now?”

She nodded. “It’s a ’mergency.”

* * *

Elizabeth raised the hospital bed and stared out the window. From where she was lying, she could see the corner of the small parking lot and a plot of grass with a Chinese maple in the center. It was early Saturday morning and she’d seen only a handful of cars enter the hospital grounds.

Everything was going to be fine. She’d recited the phrase over and over, hoping by saying it enough she would start to believe it was true. But panic threatened, just below the surface of her carefully constructed facade.

She was scared. There was no getting around the lump in her throat and the cold hard knot in her stomach, just next to the tender incision the doctors had made yesterday. She wasn’t frightened for herself. The surgery had gone well, and she was healing nicely, according to the doctor who had visited early that morning. She had medical insurance, so the unexpected stay in the hospital wasn’t going to deplete her savings.

The lump in her throat got bigger and her eyes burned from unshed tears. She blinked them away and prayed that her daughter hadn’t been too scared last night, alone in a strange place. Had they let her sleep with her bear? Had she had any bad dreams? There were, on average, twenty children at the county facility. Had Mandy gotten lost among all the other kids? Who would have been there to hold her if she cried?

Logically, Elizabeth knew she hadn’t had another choice as far as her daughter was concerned. Having her spend the night in the county home had made sense. She would be fed and warm and have a bed to sleep in. But knowing her only child had been put there, like a stray puppy rounded up by the pound, made her feel like the worst kind of parent. Mothers were supposed to do better for their children. Of course, mothers were also supposed to know what they were doing when they picked out fathers—and look at how that had turned out.

She reached over to the black phone on the small metal nightstand and dialed the number she’d gotten from directory assistance. For the second time in fifteen minutes, she heard a busy signal. From what she remembered from her tour during her interview a month ago, the county facility only had one line. She hung up the receiver. She would keep trying until she got through. She wanted to check on Mandy and reassure her daughter that everything was going to be fine—even though she didn’t know how.

Elizabeth forced herself to hold on to her control. She couldn’t afford to give into the fear. Not now. If she started questioning herself, she might never stop. Six months ago her world had come crashing in on her. She’d managed to collect the pieces and assemble them into a life, but the structure was fragile, and this emergency was enough to send the whole thing crumbling again. The logistics of her condition whirled around in her head. How was she going to take care of Mandy when she was supposed to stay off her feet for a week and not drive for three weeks? What about feeding her, and registering her for school, buying her new shoes, and a hundred other things she’d planned to do over the long holiday weekend? What about taking her out to watch the ducks and playing tag and—

The sound of footsteps in the hallway caught her attention. She glanced over at her partially closed door and watched as it was pushed open. Sheriff Travis Haynes entered the room and smiled at her. She stared at him, surprise and a tiny spurt of pleasure temporarily hiding her worries. He’d told her he would come by today and visit, but she hadn’t expected him to. He’d done too much already. Still, except for Rebecca and Mandy, he was the only other person she knew in Glenwood, and she couldn’t help being pleased to see him.

Gratitude, she told herself firmly, trying to find the reason for the sudden surge of good spirits. Gratitude and nothing else.

“Hi,” she said, managing a shaky smile. She pulled the sheet up to her shoulders and self-consciously touched the straggly ends of her hair. They hadn’t let her have a shower yet, and she felt grungy. She’d planned to insist on getting cleaned up later that morning. She hadn’t expected visitors so early.

“Hi, yourself.” Travis crossed the room in three long strides and pulled a plastic chair close to the bed. “May I?”

“Please.”

His khaki, short-sleeved uniform looked freshly pressed. A badge and a name tag had been pinned above the left breast pocket. He stood about six feet tall, with dark curly hair and a trimmed mustache that outlined his upper lip. He was the kind of man who, as her aunt Amanda used to say, made a woman get a crick in her neck just watching him stroll by.

As he settled himself in the chair, he tossed his beige Stetson across the bed. It sailed through the air and landed dead center on the table in front of the window.

“Neat trick,” she said, trying to ignore the way his brown eyes twinkled when he looked at her. “You have to practice much?”

“Every day. I sit in my office, tossing my hat across the room. It impresses the ladies.” He had a smooth, low voice, like liquid chocolate.

“Really?”

“Aren’t you impressed, darlin’?”

Some, but she wasn’t about to admit it. Once she’d let a man charm her and impress her and seduce her. Never again, she reminded herself. She’d learned a hard lesson from Sam Proctor. “I didn’t expect you to visit,” she said. “I’m sure you have other things you should be doing.”

“You’re the most important item on my agenda,” he said, leaning back in the chair and resting one ankle on the opposite knee. The movement emphasized the muscles in his thighs.

She looked away. “Oh?”

“How are you feeling?”

“A little sore, but better than I was. The doctor says I’m healing nicely.” She shifted in the hospital bed. “They gave me something to make me sleep, and that helped. I never got to thank you yesterday.”

“Just doing my job.”

She waved at the IV still attached to her hand. “They said that if I’d waited another couple of hours, the appendix might have burst. If I’d gone to the walk-in medical clinic like I’d planned, I might have gotten to the hospital too late.”

“So it all worked out. You’ll be released tomorrow.”

“That’s what they told me.” She glanced at him sitting in the white plastic chair. He looked tanned and handsome and disgustingly healthy, while her insides felt as if a herd of buffalo had trampled through them.

“Where are you going to go when they release you?” he asked.

“Back to the motel.” It wasn’t a great solution, but it was the best one she’d been able to think of. Where else could she go?

“And then?”

“And then I’ll get better and go to work. That is, if I still have a job. I need to call Rebecca and tell her what happened.” She forced herself to meet his gaze, and prayed her expression looked as calm and confident as she’d made herself sound. She didn’t want to foist her troubles on anyone, especially not this handsome stranger. One rescue per weekend was quite enough.

He folded his arms over his chest. His shirt stretched tightly across his broad shoulders. He had a solid look about him. He was the kind of man who could physically work for hours without tiring. He looked dependable. She shook her head. Looks could be deceiving.

Then he smiled. She told herself not to notice, that he was obviously an accomplished ladies’ man, but that didn’t stop her rather battered insides from responding favorably to the flash of white teeth.

“I have good news, bad news and good news,” he said. “Which do you want first?”

She panicked. “Is Mandy—”

He cut her off. “She’s fine. That’s the first good news. The bad news is there’s an outbreak of chicken pox at the children’s home. I didn’t know if Mandy’d had chicken pox, so I couldn’t leave her there last night. Rebecca figured the last thing you’d need in your condition is a sick kid.”

Elizabeth frowned. “If she’s not at the home, where is she?”

“Downstairs, watching a clown make balloon animals.” He shrugged. “They were having a party and she wanted to see what was going on. I thought you and I should talk first anyway.”

“So where did Mandy spend the night?”

“With me. I called my housekeeper, and she took care of the basics of bathing and dressing. But I fed her breakfast.” He looked sheepish and proud all at once.

“You?” Why on earth would he volunteer to take home her daughter? “Chicken pox? I can’t believe this is all happening. Mandy hasn’t had them yet. Thank God she wasn’t exposed to them. I don’t know what to say except thank you.” She had a sudden thought. “I hope it wasn’t too inconvenient for your wife.”

“I’m not married.”

She told herself she wasn’t pleased by that fact. It was just a piece of information. It didn’t mean anything. The last thing she needed in her life was a man. “I don’t know how to repay you for all you’ve done.”

“I’m responsible for the welfare of the people of this town,” he said, and grinned again. “You are our newest citizen.”

“You’re very kind.” She relaxed. Mandy was safe. Nothing else mattered.

The slow, sexy grin faded. “You’re going to need help when they release you. Tell me who to call, Elizabeth.”

She turned her head and stared out the window. “There’s no one to call. I told you, my parents are on a cruise in the Orient. They’re probably halfway between Australia and Hong Kong right now.”

She didn’t bother mentioning that she deliberately hadn’t paid attention to her parents’ travel plans. She didn’t even know the name of the ship or the cruise line. In the past six months, she’d cut herself off from her family. She couldn’t bear to tell them the ugly, disgusting truth about her life. She couldn’t bear to see the shock and the shame in their eyes and to relive it all over again. She just wanted to forget everything. And she’d been on her way to doing just that. If only she hadn’t had to have surgery.

“Then a friend from Los Angeles.”

“No.” All her friends knew what had happened. There’d been no way to keep it a secret. She hadn’t been able to face them, and had quickly cut all personal ties. There was no one left to call. What about tonight? Where would Mandy sleep?

“Sheriff Haynes…”

“Travis.”

“Travis,” she said and paused. “I have no family, other than my parents. I know this is an imposition, but would you or your housekeeper be willing to keep Mandy tonight? I’d gladly pay you.” Her hands curled into fists. She hated asking, but what choice did she have?

“I’ll keep her and I don’t want your money. But that only takes care of today. What happens tomorrow?”

Tomorrow she would handle whatever she had to. She turned toward him. “I really appreciate your concern, but it’s not necessary. I’ll be fine. In the morning, I’ll get a cab. You do have cabs in Glenwood?”

“One or two.”

“Good. Then I’ll get a cab, collect my daughter from you and take her back to the motel. We’ll be fine.”

He stood up and walked over to the window. The view from the back—she caught her breath—well, it was just as good as the view from the front, she thought, staring at his tight, high rear end. The pants of his uniform fit snugly at his hips, then fell loosely over his muscled thighs. A black leather belt with snapped compartments hugged his narrow waist. His dark hair fell precisely to his collar, but didn’t touch the starched material.

It was the anesthetic, she told herself. And the fact that she’d spent the last year living like a nun. It was the tension and the strain. It was the season, or the time of month, but it was certainly not the man. She wouldn’t let it be.

“I have a couple of problems with your plan,” he said, keeping his back to her.

“It’s not your business.” She allowed her temper to flare and the heat of anger to burn away the other kind of warmth threatening her composure.

“First,” he said, ignoring her statement, “you’re supposed to stay off your feet for a week. How do you propose to feed and take care of Mandy?”

“I’ll—” She hadn’t solved that yet, but she would. She would get through it the same as she’d gotten through her other problems. One day, one step at a time. “I’ll think of something.”

“You’re not supposed to drive for three weeks,” he continued.

“How do you know?”

“I asked the nurse.”

“If the town has a cab service, I don’t have to drive.”

“Then there’s your job.” He turned toward her and rested one hip on the windowsill. “Which you still have.”

“What?” She started to sit upright but the pain from the incision stopped her. She leaned back and stared at him. “You talked to Rebecca about my job?”

“I explained the situation when I took Mandy over to her. She says to take all the time you need to heal. Your job will be waiting when you’re ready.”

“Thank you,” she murmured as relief filled her.

He was going to make her cry. After breaking down yesterday, she’d sworn not to cry again, but she could feel the tears forming. Maybe it was all going to work out. She’d been so afraid her life would never be normal again. Six months ago, when the police had shown up at her door, her world had collapsed. Slowly, so slowly, she was getting it back together. They were going to make it. They had to.

Before she could ask him what else Rebecca had said, the door pushed open and an attractive nurse came into the room with Mandy in tow. “We do not allow children in this ward,” she said sternly, then grinned. “So I’m bringing her in here to get her out from underfoot.”

Mandy held her bear in one hand and clutched a balloon giraffe in the other. There was chocolate icing on her cheek and she was dressed in a cute pink-and-white shorts outfit that Elizabeth had never seen before.

“Mommy!” When the nurse let her go, the little girl rushed toward her. Travis walked over and lifted her until she was sitting on the bed.

“Travis Haynes, I might have known I’d find you here with one of our prettiest patients,” the nurse said as she paused by the door.

“You know me, Pam. I can’t resist a female in distress.”

Pam laughed, then looked at Elizabeth. “You watch out for this one. He’s our resident heartbreaker.”

“I’ll be careful,” Elizabeth said, knowing she wasn’t ever going to get involved with any man, let alone one as charming and good-looking as Travis.

“You’ve got fifteen minutes,” Pam said. “Then my supervisor gets back and Mandy will have to leave.”

Elizabeth nodded and the woman shut the door.

“I missed you, Mommy,” Mandy said, reclaiming her attention.

“I missed you, too.” Elizabeth held out her arms.

Mandy dropped the bear and the balloon animal, and slipped next to her to snuggle close. Despite the tangle of IV’s and the pressure on her incision as she leaned toward her daughter, Elizabeth wrapped her arms around her and held on, wishing she never had to let go. Mandy’s warm body felt small and fragile cuddling against her, and so very familiar. Elizabeth stroked her head, then bent down and kissed her cheek.

“How are you doing, sweets?” she asked softly.

“There was a clown and he made me this.” She picked up her giraffe. The rubber squeaked as she held it and she laughed. Bright blue eyes met her own. Sam’s eyes, she thought with regret. Mandy had her smile and her nose, but her eyes and the rest of her coloring was all Sam’s. It made it hard to forget her daughter’s father. But forget him, she would. She’d promised herself.

Mandy laughed and tossed the balloon animal in the air, then wiggled to sit back and look up at her. “I had a cupcake.”

“So I see.” She wiped at the frosting. “Sheriff Haynes said you spent the night at his house.”

Mandy nodded vigorously and grinned. “Louise made us another dinner. Then we had doughnuts for dessert.” She sounded faintly scandalized, but quite delighted. “She gave me a bath but he read me a story. About nines and their end.”

Elizabeth looked up at Travis who had returned to his perch on the windowsill. “Nines and their end?”

He cleared his throat. “You sort of had to be there. The San Francisco 49ers are looking for a decent tight end. I don’t have any children’s books in the house, so I read the sports page.”

She grinned. “Whatever works.”

“And we played with trains,” Mandy said.

“I keep them for my nephews,” Travis added helpfully.

“And I got a new nightgown with a bunny on the front from that nice lady, Becca.”

“Rebecca?”

She nodded. “And a pink toothbrush.”

Elizabeth brushed the blond hair out of her daughter’s eyes. “Sounds like you had a full evening. Did you sleep all right?”

Mandy nodded. “I had one bad dream, but I hugged Mr. Bear and told him what had happened, and he said he’d take care of me until you were all better. Are you all better, Mommy?”

Elizabeth swallowed hard. She’d never loved anyone as much as she loved this little girl. She squeezed her. “Almost, honey. The doctor is going to let me go home tomorrow morning.”

“Are we going to our house? The one with the bunnies?”

When she had accepted the job, Elizabeth had rented a house. While she’d stood in the kitchen and looked out at the backyard, she’d seen three rabbits scampering across the yard. She’d told Mandy about them and her daughter was very anxious to make their acquaintance. “No. We can’t move in there until October first. That’s about three more weeks.”

“So where are we going tomorrow?”

Elizabeth could feel Travis’s gaze on her. He’d asked the same question. She still didn’t have a decent answer. “We’ll be fine.”

“Okay.” Mandy picked up her bear and slid off the bed. “Travis said we could go to the movies tonight, Mommy. He said we could have popcorn and hot dogs and candy.” Her body quivered with excitement. “And if I’m really good, I can stay up past my bedtime.”

Travis cleared his throat. “She wasn’t supposed to tell you that last part.”

“I appreciate you doing this for me,” Elizabeth said, wondering how it had all gotten out of hand. “She’s my responsibility and I—”

Travis pushed to his feet and held out one hand to stop her. “You’re not in L.A. anymore. Glenwood is a small town, Elizabeth Abbott, and we take care of our own. As of Thursday night, you’re one of us. I’m on duty today, so I’m going to take Mandy with me to the station. We’re right across from the park. I’ll see that she gets exercise and decent food and is in bed by nine. My housekeeper promised to come by and make sure I’m doing it all correctly.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because I don’t have any plans for the weekend and I’ve always been a sucker for a pair of beautiful blue eyes.”

Elizabeth felt a rush of disappointment that her own eyes were brown. She wanted to believe him, believe that it was just about people helping each other. The way he said it, she was almost willing to buy into the myth of small towns. But she’d believed before, had trusted before, and that trust had been betrayed.

“I hate to impose,” she said.

“You don’t have a choice,” he answered. “What else are you going to do with her?”

She glanced down at the IV needle taped to her hand. She didn’t have an answer to that one, either. “Thank you. Again.”

She looked up at him. Humor danced in his eyes, humor and a little bit of compassion. As long as it didn’t change to pity, she could survive. And somehow, she would pay him back.

He retrieved his hat and settled it on his head; then he held out his hand to Mandy. The little girl collected her giraffe and tucked it next to her bear. She grinned at her mother and slipped her hand in his. “By, Mommy.”

“By, honey.”

Elizabeth watched her daughter act so trustingly with this stranger. Maybe Mandy hadn’t been scarred by the experience as badly as she’d feared. Maybe Mandy was going to be fine.

Travis paused by the door and looked at her. The Stetson hid his eyes from view, but she saw the quick smile flash under his black mustache. Her heart fluttered foolishly. The man was handsome as sin.

“I’ll call before the movie,” he said. “So you can talk with Mandy.”

“I’d like that.”

“Rest,” he commanded. “The nurse said you’ll be released around ten in the morning. I’ll be here around nine-thirty.”

“You don’t have to stay,” she said quickly. “But I appreciate you dropping Mandy off.”

“I’m not dropping her off,” he said. “Unless you can come up with something better than that motel, Elizabeth, you’re coming home with me.”


Chapter Three

Travis left Mandy at the sheriff’s office in the center of Glenwood and walked past his patrol car to Elizabeth’s white car parked on the street. The T-bird started instantly. He shifted into gear and checked the mirrors before pulling out and heading for the motel.

Within ten minutes, he stood inside the small rented room, staring at the suitcases stacked in the corner and at the personal items scattered around. A pair of high heels poked out from under the bed. A yellow blouse rested over the back of a chair. The faint scent of perfume lingered in the air. He sniffed appreciatively. He missed having a woman living with him.

His wife had left both him and Glenwood three years ago, returning to town only long enough to sign the divorce papers and wish him well with his life. He didn’t resent her or the split. He should have known better than to marry. Haynes men didn’t make good husbands or fathers. He came from a long line of men who failed at marriage. But he’d wanted to prove his father, brothers and uncles wrong, so he’d married the pretty, dark-haired woman he’d met in college. She’d been shy but quick-witted—and hot as hell in bed. All the ingredients had been there. Still the marriage had fizzled and he’d learned his lesson firsthand. Haynes men made great cops, but lousy family men.

Travis placed an open suitcase on the bed. He folded Mandy’s nightgown and picked up her toys. In the bathroom, an open cosmetic bag sat next to the sink. He collected the compacts, tubes and brushes on the counter and placed them into the bag, stopping long enough to pick up a bottle of perfume and sniff the cap. He would have thought Elizabeth Abbott to be the floral type, but the aroma was spicy. Not overpowering, just intriguing. He dropped the bottle in with the other cosmetics.

After checking the shower and behind the door for clothes, he returned to the bedroom and packed up the remaining items. A white cotton nightgown had been carelessly tossed over a dresser. He folded it carefully, noticing the row of tiny buttons up the front and the lace ruffle around the neck and arms.

He could see Elizabeth in something like this. It would fall about midcalf on her. Not the least bit sexy; the cotton wasn’t see-through. And yet—

He brushed his thumb over the soft cloth. There were always plenty of women around him. Just because he wasn’t good husband material didn’t mean he wasn’t a great date and an accomplished flirt. But he’d liked living with a woman. He missed the day-to-day familiarities, the verbal shorthand, the slow, sensual sex that could take hours. There’d been no need to hurry; he and Julie were supposed to have had a lifetime.

“Getting soft, Haynes,” he muttered, then shoved the nightgown into the suitcase.

He opened drawers and pulled out clothes, ignoring the feel of the lacy panties and bras, quickly filling the luggage. When everything was packed, he loaded the trunk of the car and paid the motel bill. Then he headed for the hospital.

He didn’t know what he was going to say when he saw her. If she’d made other plans, he would drive her to where she was going and be done with her. If she hadn’t, she was coming home with him. There was no way in hell he was going to let her and Mandy tough it out in that tiny motel for the next three weeks. Tough it out, hell. They would starve.

As Travis walked down the hospital corridor he wondered which it would be. He’d left her sputtering yesterday when he’d made his announcement that he intended to take her to his place. Last night, when he’d called to let Mandy talk to her mother, Elizabeth had been coolly insistent that she was not his problem. Louise had told him to use the famous Haynes charm, but he hadn’t felt right about sweet-talking Elizabeth into anything.

He reached her door and pushed it open. She sat on the edge of the bed, dressed in the same shorts and tank top she’d been wearing Friday. Her hair was freshly washed and hanging loose about her shoulders in a mass of shining brown waves. A wisp of bangs reached almost to her eyebrows.

She was trying to pull on socks and didn’t see him in the doorway. She bent down to slip on her socks, but she only got halfway there before grunting in pain and straightening. She raised her left foot toward her right knee, but that action caused her to clutch her side.

“Of course you’d rather rip out your stitches than ask for help,” he said from his place in the doorway. He pushed back his Stetson and walked into the room.

She looked up and stared at him. Faint color stained her cheeks. “I’m not leaving with you,” she said flatly.

“Fine. Where are you going?”

“Back to the motel.” Fire flashed in her brown eyes. “I’ve already called for a cab.”

He walked forward slowly, stopping when he was in front of her. Even sitting on the hospital bed, she had to tip her head back to meet his gaze.

“Not while I’m around,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. “This isn’t Los Angeles, Elizabeth. It’s a small town, and it’s Labor Day weekend. Most of the businesses are closed, including the restaurants. How are you going to feed Mandy? There’s no kitchen in your motel room. Is she registered for school?”

Elizabeth slowly shook her head.

“Who’s going to do that? Who’s going to walk her to her class on the first day? Even if you find take-out places to deliver food, do you have the cash to pay for it, or are you going to have Mandy go to the bank to get more money?”

“Stop it,” she said softly. “Just stop it.”

Defeat darkened her eyes and made her shoulders slump forward. He felt like a heel, but there was more at stake here than her pride.

“You’ve got to think of Mandy,” he said, perching next to her on the bed.

“She’s all I have thought of. I’ve lain in this bed thinking about nothing else.” She brushed her bangs off her forehead. “I just wanted to make a fresh start.”

“You have. So things aren’t going exactly as you planned them. It could be worse.”

“Yeah?” She turned her head to look at him. “How?”

He grinned. “It could be raining.”

A smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. “I happen to like rain.”

“Sit back,” he said, jerking his head toward the pillows.

“Why?”

He leaned forward until his face was inches from hers. He was close enough to see three faint freckles on her nose, close enough to inhale the scent of her body. It wasn’t that spicy perfume, but it was still mighty appealing. Close enough to see the rise and fall of her breasts under her red tank top. Close enough to study the shape of her full mouth and feel the stirrings in his body. Women of all ages, shapes and sizes got his attention, but when the lady in question came in a package this tempting, it was hard to think about anything else.

It was part of his job, he told himself. He would have taken her in if she’d been a fifty-year-old man with grandkids. Yeah, he would have taken her in, but it wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun.

“Do it,” he growled.

She scrambled away from him and leaned against the pillows, drawing her legs up onto the bed. He grabbed one ankle and set her heel on his thigh. She started to pull away. He clamped down.

“You are the most stubborn woman I have ever met,” he said, slipping the sock over her foot.

She had small feet, and her toenails were polished a bright pink, he noticed as he slid on her athletic shoe and tightened the laces. Trim ankles and a nice tan. He thought briefly about tan lines, where they would start and end and what color her pale breasts would be, then he told himself he was on duty and to can the sexual interest.

He put that foot down on the bed and grabbed the other one. When he pulled the sock over her instep, his thumb brushed against her skin. She jumped and giggled. He looked up. “Ticklish?”

“Very.” Her smile faded. “Thank you for everything.” He studied her for a moment. “I live in a big old house on the edge of town. Six bedrooms. I’m restoring it. There’s a yard and a playroom and a lock on the bedroom door. I’ll charge you twenty bucks a night if it makes you feel better. When you can move around, you can cook me dinner on the nights my housekeeper doesn’t work, because I’m damn tired of frozen dinners zapped in my microwave. If you still feel guilty, you can even do my laundry. Louise will be thrilled. In three weeks, when you can drive, you can move into your own place and we’ll part friends. Deal?”

She searched his face as if trying to see what he got out of the offer. He wanted to tell her it was just his job, but he knew deep in his heart he would be lying. He would have made the offer if she’d been old and bald and male, but he wouldn’t have wanted her to say yes so badly. It was, he realized with a touch of chagrin, his way of playing house. He would never have a family of his own, so for three weeks, he could pretend.

“It’s not that I don’t trust you,” she said slowly, “it’s just that—”

“You don’t trust me.”

She stared down at her hands. “I’m sorry. It’s not personal.”

“You don’t have a choice, darlin’. I’m the best of a bad situation. Where else are you going to go?”

She bit her lower lip, then looked at him. The raw pain in her eyes made him straighten. It wasn’t about physical discomfort, he thought, wanting to turn away, but unable to tear his gaze from hers. It was about some secret in her past. She’d said she’d come to Glenwood to make a fresh beginning. He understood that. Lots of people left places to start over. But she’d left something mean and ugly behind. Something big enough to make her not trust anyone. A man. He wondered what the bastard had done to her.

She nodded once. “If it wasn’t for Mandy, I’d say no, but you’re right. I don’t have a choice. She’s the most important part of my life. I accept your offer.” She held out her hand, then drew it back. “But I won’t do your laundry.”

He laughed. “Deal.” They shook hands. He finished putting on her other shoe, then stood up. “I’ll tell the nurse you’re ready to go.”

Elizabeth watched him leave. In his cowboy boots and Stetson hat, he looked more like a cow town lawman than the sheriff in a sleepy California town. She wanted to trust him. Desperately. She sat up straight and shifted to the edge of the bed. It wasn’t possible. She would never trust any man again. Worse, she would never trust herself.

Travis was right. He was her best choice. Right now her options were extremely limited. But when she could drive and move into her rented house, she would pay him what she owed him and disappear from his life.

She heard conversation in the hall. Travis came in, followed by a nurse pushing a wheelchair.

“All set?” he asked.

“Yes.” She stood up and stepped toward the wheelchair. When she was settled, he put the small bag containing her personal belongings on her lap and pushed her out of the room.

She was surprised to see the T-bird parked in front of the hospital. “This is my car.”

“I know. Did you want to go home in the patrol car? You’re just like your daughter. She’s always trying to trick me into using the siren.”

She laughed. “I don’t need a siren. I’m just surprised. I was afraid my car was still parked on the side of the road.”

He set the brake on the wheelchair and opened the passenger door. “I had it moved to the sheriff’s station. Not that we get much car theft up here.”

She stood up slowly. He offered his hand and she took it. His fingers felt warm and strong as he guided her toward the car.

“Watch your head, darlin’,” he said, wrapping his other arm around her waist and easing her down.

The incision pulled slightly and she winced. “I’m fine,” she said, before he could ask. She looked up at his eyes and the thick, dark lashes framing them. For a heartbeat, his gaze dropped to her mouth. She had a fleeting thought that he was going to kiss her, and her body tensed in anticipation. Then he stepped back and the feeling disappeared, leaving her surprisingly disappointed.

What was wrong with her? she asked herself as Travis gave the nurse the wheelchair, then came around to the driver’s side of the car. She wasn’t interested in him or in any man. Dear God, hadn’t she learned the biggest lesson of all?

Travis didn’t glance at her as he slid inside. She wondered if he’d seen the expectation in her face. Embarrassment filled her. She slumped in the seat and closed her eyes.

Something warm brushed across her breasts. She jumped and her eyes flew open.

“Seat belt,” Travis said, pulling the belt down and locking it into place.

She stared at him and her heart fluttered foolishly. He’d simply bumped her when he’d grabbed for the restraining device. Why me? she wondered and sighed.

“I thought we’d go straight to the house,” he said, tossing his Stetson to the back seat. “I want to get you settled. Mandy is at the park with Kyle.”

“Kyle?”

He started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. “One of my deputies and my youngest brother. She’s already twisted him around her little finger.”

“How do you know?”

Travis shot her a grin. “When he left the office, he turned on his siren. Something tells me that was Mandy’s doing.”

“She can be stubborn.”

“I guess she gets that from her mother.”

She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, but he was staring at the road. She relaxed in the seat and watched as he drove through the small town. As they neared the park, traffic became heavy. She saw families walking together. Her stomach clenched, not from the surgery, but from envy and regret. She and Mandy should have been part of a family like that. It had all been taken away from them. Stolen. She stared out the window and willed the tears away. No. Not stolen. They’d never had it in the first place. It had all been a lie.

As they passed the duck pond, she saw the motel. “Wait, I have to get my things.”

“Already done,” he said, not bothering to stop. “I went there this morning and checked you out. Your suitcases are in the trunk.”

She didn’t know whether to thank him or yell at him for invading her personal space.

“Before you get huffy and start hollering at me,” he said, as if he could read her mind, “I knew you would want your things with you even if you’d made other plans. So I didn’t assume you would take me up on my offer.”

It took too much energy to get angry, so she simply leaned back in the seat and went along for the ride. He’d been right. She couldn’t have made it work at the motel. They passed a sheriff’s car parked on the side of the road by the park. Elizabeth looked around but she didn’t see Mandy.

“When will Kyle bring her back?” she asked.

“I’ll bring her home about four-thirty. There’s a parade today, and a big barbecue. Games for the kids. I thought she might enjoy it and you need the rest. I’m going to have to drop you off then head back to the park myself. Have to make an appearance. Between Kyle and myself, we’ll keep an eye on Mandy. Louise is off until Monday so you should have plenty of peace and quiet.”

He entered a tree-lined residential area. Elizabeth recognized it from her house hunting. He drove around the high school and along a narrow two-lane road she’d never been on before. The houses got larger and farther apart from each other on oversize lots.

“You mentioned Kyle was your youngest brother,” she said. “How many are there?”

“Four, counting me. Craig is the oldest, then me, then Jordan and then Kyle.”

“So Kyle is a deputy. Are you all cops?”

“It’s a family tradition. My dad used to be the sheriff in Glenwood. All his brothers are in police work. Jordan is the only rebel. He’s a fire fighter up in Sacramento.”

“A real black sheep.”

Travis grinned. “We give him a hard time about it. Yup, the Haynes family grows boys and cops. Not a girl in the last four generations. What about you?”

“I’m an only child.”

“Too bad.”

“Why? It’s all I know. My parents were older when I was born and they only wanted one child.”

“They got a pretty one.”

Elizabeth chuckled. This man could charm milk out of a snake. She would do well to remember talk was cheap. But she had to admit Travis Haynes had a certain amount of style to recommend him, and his heart was in the right place. She resisted glancing at his firm body so close to hers in the confines of the car. From what she had seen, everything else was in the right place, too. But the last thing she needed was to get involved with a heartbreaker. Her heart hadn’t recovered from what Sam had done.

They pulled off the road and onto a long driveway. Maple trees and oaks grew on either side of the path. Up ahead she saw a peaked roof, and more trees. Then the path curved around and they drove up into a clearing and parked in front of a beautiful three-story house.

He’d told her he was restoring an old house, but he hadn’t said it was a mansion. Big windows opened up onto a wide front lawn. A porch wrapped around the front. The columns holding up the porch covering had been painted white, as was all the trim. The rest of the building was dove gray, soft and light in the morning sunshine.

“You could get lost in there,” she said, staring at the masterpiece.

“I did, the first couple of days. Stay in that seat and don’t even think about moving.”

He got out of the car and came around to her side. He opened the door, then helped her to her feet. Before she could take a step, he bent over and slid one arm behind her back and the other under her thighs.

“What are you doing?” she asked even as he lifted her against his chest. Elizabeth grabbed his shoulders to maintain her balance.

“And here I thought you were smarter than that.” He started toward the house.

Her face bumped against his shoulder, and she could smell his masculine scent. He’d shaved only a couple of hours before, so his neck was smooth. She fought the urge to nestle against him. “Travis, put me down. I can walk.”

He ignored her. There were four steps up to the porch. He climbed those easily and headed for the front door. She held on, ignoring the way her right breast flattened against his chest and the heated strength of his body. She was wearing shorts so the arm under her legs touched bare skin. Each of his fingers seemed to be leaving a warm imprint on her flesh. She thought about struggling, but her side hurt and she was tired of fighting. Instead, she gave herself up to the feeling of being safe and protected.

When he opened the front door and stepped inside, she stared at the beautiful interior and caught her breath. He had told the truth when he’d said he was restoring the house. Several of the walls had been stripped but not painted or papered. There wasn’t a rug on the wooden floor, and she could see the pile of tools next to the front door.

But none of that mattered. He released his arm and she slid to the ground. Instead of moving away from him, she leaned against him and looked around. A crystal chandelier hung in the foyer. The cut glass caught the sunlight and diffused it into a hundred tiny rainbows. The long staircase swept up to the second story where it split and circled around both sides. Arched doorways led to high-beamed rooms. A giant fireplace filled one wall of the parlor to her left, while on the right, a study with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves held sheet-covered furniture.

“Wow.” She looked at him. “You live here?” He shrugged. “Yeah.”

“All by yourself?”

“I do now. I was married when I bought the place. Some people have a baby to try and save their marriage. Julie and I bought this house.” The humor left his brown eyes.

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “Don’t be. There were no hard feelings. Sometimes it doesn’t work out. Julie and I kept bumping into each other on the curves. Hell, it was no one’s fault. Cops don’t make good husbands and neither do Haynes men. I had no business trying.”

She was about to ask why when he collected her in his arms again and started down the hallway next to the stairs.

“I’m going to put you in here,” he said, using his shoulder to push open a door. “There’s an attached bathroom. It’s small, but I didn’t think you’d want to hassle with the stairs.”

Even though she hadn’t moved much since leaving the hospital, her side was already aching. “You’re right.”

A double bed stood next to a window looking out on the side garden where roses had grown into a tangled disarray of blossoms. A single nightstand and a long dresser took up the rest of the space in the room. There was a half-open door and she could see through to a bathroom.

“This will be perfect,” she said.

“Mandy’s been sleeping upstairs.” He set her on her feet. “She can stay there, or I can dig up a cot for her in here. It would be a little crowded, but—”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure Mandy is happy where she is.”

“I’ll go get your luggage.” He disappeared back the way they’d come.

Elizabeth settled on the bed and touched her healing incision. Just three days ago she’d arrived in Glenwood, hoping to make a fresh start. Many things hadn’t worked out the way she’d planned, but they were getting better. She could feel it. She had to get on with her life. It was the only way to put the past behind her.

* * *

Travis looked at the empty plate on the table, then at Elizabeth. “Are you done?”

She laughed and patted her stomach. “Yes, thanks. It was wonderful. Here you had me believe you didn’t know how to cook.”

“I’m okay with omelets,” he said, and carried the plates over to the counter. “And I know my way around a barbecue, but other than that, it’s just me and the microwave.”

“I can make French toast,” Mandy announced proudly from her place opposite her mother.

“I know, darlin’. You made it for me this morning.”

“How long did it take you to clean up the mess?” Elizabeth asked.

Travis rinsed the dishes and put them in the dishwasher. “About an hour.”

She looked at him and smiled. “Amazing, isn’t it?”

“I found eggshells everywhere.”

“He ate four pieces,” Mandy said.

“Good,” Elizabeth said, but he could see she was more tired than enthused. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her smile wasn’t as bright as it had been that morning when he’d brought her to the house.

He wiped his hands and turned toward the table. The kitchen had been the first room he’d remodeled. That had been before Julie had left. She’d picked out the cream tiles edged in blue flowers, and she’d been the one to insist on bleached oak cabinets. He’d wanted a more traditional kitchen but he had to admit her taste had been better than his. The rectangular room was bright and airy, despite an overabundance of storage and the large subzero refrigerator and six-burner range.

“Mandy, let’s put your mama to bed. Then you can help me clean up.”

“But it’s early yet,” Elizabeth said.

“You’re dead on your feet.”

“I can’t be. After you left, I had a nap. I’ve only been up for—” she glanced at her watch “—three hours.” She punctuated her observation with a yawn.

Mandy laughed. “You’re tired, Mommy.”

“I guess I am.” Elizabeth braced her arms on the table and slowly pushed herself to her feet. Travis moved closer, but she waved him off. “I made it to the kitchen under my own power, I think I can make it back.”

“Have it your way.”

She took small steps. Mandy dogged her heels, and he brought up the rear, ready to jump to the rescue in case she slipped. Her nap wasn’t the only thing she’d done while he was gone all afternoon. She’d also showered and changed clothes.

The shorts and tank top had been replaced by a loose-fitting summer dress. It dipped low in front and back and, as he had served his famous vegetable omelet, he got a flash of cleavage. He hadn’t seen where the tan ended and her pale skin began, but the peek had more than stirred his interest. He’d spent most of dinner giving himself a stern talking-to.

Elizabeth was his guest. Despite his claim to want to be paid for the room, he would no more take her money than he would hurt Mandy. He was simply temporary shelter and the only friend she had in town. He couldn’t take advantage of her, or the situation. It wasn’t right. If he wanted a woman, there were plenty in town to oblige him. He’d never once had a problem finding company.

As she turned down the hallway, the last rays of sun caught the thick braid hanging down to her shoulder blades. Her hair gleamed with rich color, brown and gold with a hint of red, so different from Mandy’s pale blond hair. Had Elizabeth’s hair once been that color, turning darker with age, or had Mandy inherited her hair color from her father?

They reached the bedroom. Elizabeth sank onto the bed and smiled at her daughter. “I’m going to rest here for a few minutes before I get ready to sleep. Why don’t you kiss me good-night now and then go help Travis in the kitchen.”

Mandy reached up and kissed her cheek. “I love you, Mommy.”

“I love you, too, honey.”

“I’m glad you’re not in that old hospital anymore. Tomorrow can you come upstairs and look at my room?”

“We’ll see.” Elizabeth stroked her daughter’s head, then glanced at Travis. “Thanks for everything. I really appreciate it.”

“Just being neighborly,” he said from his place in the doorway.

“Hardly, but I do appreciate everything.” She motioned to the room, and then smiled at her daughter. “I don’t know what I would have done—”

He cut her off. “All you should worry about now is getting better. Leave the rest of it alone. Come on, Mandy. Your mother needs to sleep.” He held out his hand.

Mandy looked from him to her mother. “But, Travis, aren’t you going to kiss Mommy good-night, too?”


Chapter Four

Elizabeth looked up at him, obviously startled. Her big eyes got bigger and her lips parted slightly with surprise. But she hadn’t flinched.

He pushed off the door frame and slowly approached the bed. Her gaze never left his. “I do my best work under pressure,” he drawled.

“I’ll bet,” Elizabeth muttered, then looked away. “Look, you don’t have to—”

“Mommy, you need to be kissed good-night,” Mandy said, and bounced on the bed. “It’ll make you feel better. Travis made me feel better when he gave me a kiss. I didn’t have even one bad dream last night.”

“Simply medicinal,” he said.

“What’s mecidinal?” Mandy asked, struggling with the strange word.

He didn’t take his gaze off Elizabeth’s face. Color steadily climbed her cheeks. She glanced at him, at Mandy, at her fingers twisting together in her lap. He approached the bed and bent over.

“It means doing something for medical purposes,” he said. “Like taking medicine.”

He rested his hands on her shoulders. Their eyes met. Mandy asked another question, but he couldn’t hear all the words. Elizabeth’s irises were a pure brown, almost chestnut colored. Her sweet breath fanned his face. His stomach tightened in anticipation, which, he told himself, was stupid. She’d just had major surgery, her six-year-old daughter sat inches away. He was simply going to give her a quick peck on the cheek. So what was the big deal?

But he didn’t kiss her cheek. He moved his head to the left side of her face, but at the last minute veered back and brushed his mouth against hers.

He’d expected some kind of attraction. He was a healthy single male, and she was damned good-looking. But he hadn’t expected to get third-degree burns from the heat.

The contact, lasting no more than one or two seconds, seared his mouth and sent flames of need racing through his body. Instinctively, his hands tightened on her shoulders. Her arms reached up toward him. He felt them whisper by his sides then fall back. He wanted to haul her to her feet and pull her firmly against him. He wanted to feel her body pressing along his, thighs brushing, hips rotating, chest to breast in exquisite delight.

“Don’t you feel better, Mommy?” Mandy asked.

He raised his head. Elizabeth’s eyes were wide and unfocused as if she, too, had felt the conflagration. She swallowed and looked away. But not before he’d seen the answering desire in her gaze.

“Much,” she answered, her voice low and husky. She cleared her throat. “I do feel better. Thank you.”

Travis stared down at her. Who was this woman and what had brought her to Glenwood? Why was there no one, no man, for her to call in her time of trouble? He took a step back and fought a grin. Not that he minded the fact that she was single and in his house. If anything, their kiss had shown him the next three weeks could be very interesting. But why was she alone?

“Come on, Mandy,” he said, holding out his hand. “Let’s let your mom get some rest. I rented a movie for us to watch.”

“Okay.” Mandy jumped off the bed and gripped his fingers. “Night, Mommy.”

“Night, sweetie,” she said, and smiled at her little girl. Her gaze raised to the middle of his chest and stopped. “Good night, Travis. Thank you for…everything.”

Yeah, he couldn’t stop thinking about their kiss either, he thought. “Get some rest.” He led Mandy from the room and closed the door behind them.

A large sofa with a matching chair in soft ivory leather sat in front of an oversize television. Mandy released him and ran over to the VCR. Expertly she pulled the rented tape from its protective cover and inserted it in the machine. Her chatter made him smile, but he had trouble concentrating on her words. He couldn’t stop thinking about Elizabeth Abbott. He was sure there was a logical explanation for everything that was going on, but some sixth sense whispered there was a mystery.

As he sat on the sofa and Mandy climbed onto his lap, he mentally listed what he knew about Elizabeth and her daughter. It wasn’t much. He was too good a lawman to let anything that intriguing go unsolved. If Elizabeth wouldn’t cooperate and answer some questions, he was going to have to find out on his own.

* * *

Elizabeth got coffee going before her exhaustion and the pain in her side forced her to retreat to the kitchen table. She sank into one of the bleached oak chairs. She’d hoped the doctor had been kidding when he’d told her to stay off her feet for a week. Apparently not. He’d reminded her that despite all the improvements in medical technology, the fact was she’d had her tummy cut open, through all the muscles. There were multiple layers of tissues to heal. She hadn’t realized how much she used those muscles until she tried to move around and they reminded her they weren’t working well. She pressed her hand against her side and shifted on the chair. Maybe she would just sit here for a while.

She drew in a deep breath and inhaled the scent of the brewing coffee. At least she’d accomplished something. She smiled. Maybe later, when she’d gathered her strength, she would get wild and attempt toast.

“What are you smiling about, darlin’?”

That voice. It made her think of something warm and rich and decadent slowly slipping through her fingers. It made her think of liquid satin on bare skin. It made her think of last night and their brief kiss. She turned to look at him.

Travis stood in the doorway with his arms folded over his chest. Her breath caught in her throat. She’d never seen him out of uniform before. Her gaze traveled from his scuffed black cowboy boots up the long, lean length of his legs. Worn jeans, faded with lines of white radiating out from the seams by his hips and crotch, clung with the familiarity of an old lover. A red polo shirt stretched across his chest and shoulders, emphasizing his muscles. He looked powerful, but more than that he made her think of a dependable man, a hard worker. His watch was black, some sports kind with a couple of buttons. He didn’t wear any rings or other jewelry. Except for the glint in his dark brown eyes and his teasing smile, there wasn’t anything flashy about him.

Solid, she thought. That’s the word she’d been looking for. Travis Haynes was a solid man.

He took a step into the kitchen. His gaze moved over her face, pausing on her mouth long enough for the tingling to start in her toes and work its way up. Last night she’d lain awake in the dark reliving the brief touch of his lips on hers. It had been nothing significant. A teasing kiss instigated by her daughter. So why did she wonder what it would be like to be held in those powerful arms and pulled hard against that solid chest? Why was her heart beating faster and her breasts tightening in anticipation? Nothing had happened and nothing was going to happen. It couldn’t. She knew better than to get involved.

“You didn’t answer my question,” he said, strolling over to check the coffee. The pot had stopped sputtering. He opened the cupboard above the machine and pulled out two mugs.

“I don’t remember what I was smiling about.” Her voice sounded completely normal, she thought with some relief.

“How do you take it?”

“With milk, please.”

He stirred her coffee and handed her the mug, then took the seat opposite her. “How did you sleep?”

“Great. I feel better.”

“You’re supposed to be staying off your feet.”

“I know. I just wanted some coffee, and I didn’t know what time you got up.”

She felt a little awkward talking about the intimate details of living together. She barely knew Travis. She tilted her head toward the table, then glanced up at him through her lashes. She liked the way his hair curled slightly around his ears, and the trimmed mustache outlining his upper lip. Last night she’d felt the faint tickle of his mustache against her skin. She wondered what that soft, groomed hair would feel like—

The back door opened, cutting off her dangerous train of thought.

“Yoo-hoo, Travis, are you up?” a loud female voice called.

He grinned. “If I wasn’t, Louise, I would be now.”

A woman entered the kitchen. She was in her mid to late forties with short blond hair and a figure that could only be described as an hourglass. Her pants were a bright lime green color, her short-sleeved blouse a blend of greens, yellows and oranges. A wide gold belt emphasized her small waist, while a trio of silver chains dipped toward her generous bosom. Dark eye shadow and lots of mascara highlighted her blue eyes. Her red lipstick clashed with everything, but somehow looked all right.

“You must be Elizabeth,” Louise said, moving forward and holding out her hand. “Your daughter is the sweetest little girl.” She smiled and her eyes got a faraway look. “Maybe I should have had children.” She paused. “No, I think Alfred is more than enough trouble, don’t you?”

“Alfred?” Elizabeth asked as they shook hands. “Your husband?”

Louise laughed. “No, my dog. Hi, I’m Louise.”

Elizabeth didn’t know whether to be embarrassed or laugh back. She settled on smiling weakly. Louise bent over and gave Travis a kiss on the cheek, then moved to the refrigerator and started pulling out food.

“Louise is my housekeeper,” Travis said.

“I figured that.”

“She works here three days a week—”

“But I’m willing to come in more while you’re getting better, Elizabeth,” Louise said, cutting Travis off. “When I heard what happened, well, I just had to rush over and do whatever I could to help.” She set a pitcher of orange juice on the counter. “Maybe you would like to work on some crafts while you’re recovering. I’m thinking of doing something with clay.”

“Absolutely not,” Travis said. “There will be no clay in this house.”

Louise mumbled something under her breath about men being pinheads.

Travis leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Louise is going through a stage right now.”

The chesty blonde glared at him. “I can hear every word you’re staying and this is not a stage. I’m exploring my art.”

“She’s driving me crazy. She makes things and gives them to me.”

“It’s a sign of affection, but if you’d rather I didn’t, then fine.” She slammed the refrigerator door shut and turned her back on them.

“I have this drawer full of sweaters and socks.”

Elizabeth stared at him. “Why is that a problem?”

“They’re not—” he glanced from her to Louise and back “—normal. Most of the socks have no heel. The sweaters aren’t anatomically correct.”

Louise walked over to the table and grinned. “I’ll admit I didn’t quite get the hang of knitting. I never could figure out parts of the patterns, but some of the wool was real lovely.” She held two eggs in her right hand. “How would you like them cooked?”

Elizabeth blinked several times. “Scrambled?”

“Fine.” She glanced at Travis. “I know what you want, but the way you’ve talked about me this morning, I’m of a mind to let you go hungry.”

“Your threats don’t scare me.” As Louise passed him, he reached out and patted her rear end affectionately.

“Don’t you try your wild ways on me, Travis Haynes,” she said, giving him a mock glare. “I’m old enough to be your very young and attractive aunt.”

Elizabeth couldn’t help it. She started laughing. Even the sharp pains in her side couldn’t stop her from chuckling.

“Mommy.”

Mandy entered the room. She was washed and dressed in a pretty blue dress with tiny white flowers. She came over to her and held out her arms for a hug. Elizabeth pulled her close.

“Are you ready for your first day of school?” she asked. Travis was going to walk Mandy to the elementary school and register her.

Mandy nodded. “Travis helped me pick out this dress to wear. Did we choose the right one?”

“Of course, Mandy. You look perfect.”

“I have ribbons.” She held them out. “Will you put them in my hair?”

“Sure.”

Elizabeth turned and Mandy slipped between her legs. When the girl saw Louise, she squealed with excitement. “Louise, you found us.”

Louise looked at her. “Morning, baby girl. What do you mean I found you?”

“Travis said you were lost.”

Elizabeth glanced at him. He’d taken a sip of coffee just as Mandy spoke and now he started to choke. Louise came over and pounded him on the back several times while he coughed.

Louise gave her a quick wink. “He probably said I was trying to find myself.”

The next thud on his back sounded a little harder. He turned to her and held up his hand. “That’s enough,” he said, his voice raspy and faint. “I’m fine.”

Elizabeth wasn’t sure, but she thought she saw a flush of color on Travis’s cheeks. She bit back her laughter and concentrated on Mandy’s hair. When the braid was secured with the length of blue ribbon, Mandy pulled out a chair and climbed onto the seat. As Louise fixed breakfast, Many chatted with Travis and Louise about what Mr. Bear had told her in the night. Louise slid a plate in front of the girl, containing a waffle shaped like a popular cartoon mouse. Cut strawberries formed a bright collar at the bottom of the waffle. A glass of milk completed the meal.

Elizabeth looked up at the older woman. “Thank you for making that.”

Louise shrugged. “It’s nothing. The first day of school should be special for a little girl. And Alfred was never impressed with my waffles.”

Elizabeth wanted to ask if Louise really did feed her dog waffles, but she didn’t dare. As the smells of eggs, bacon and coffee mingled in the kitchen, she leaned back in her chair and savored her feeling of relief. She and Mandy were going to make it. In three weeks she would start her new job and move into her own place. In the meantime, they were safe here.

She glanced at Travis and found him staring at her. His gaze dropped briefly to her mouth. The sensation of being touched was so real, she wanted to touch him back. The attraction flickering just below the surface fanned to life.

He was her salvation and her greatest problem. This, this mindless reaction to him, had to stop. She knew better than to get involved with a man, any man. But he was even worse than most. She knew what his easy ways and quick, tempting smile meant. She’d already been seduced by one charmer and those results had been more awful than she could ever have imagined. The only decent thing to come out of her relationship with Sam Proctor had been Mandy—and that had been an accident.

Louise served them breakfast, then poured more coffee. Elizabeth hesitated before picking up her fork.

“Dig in,” Travis said. “Louise is a great cook.”

“I don’t doubt that, it’s just…”

He leaned across the bleached oak table and laid his hand on top of hers. Heat flooded her fingers, warming her blood and making its way up her arm. She told herself to ignore it, and him, but she couldn’t seem to look away from his dark gaze.

“It’s just nothing,” he said. “Everything is going to be all right. I’ll make it all right. I’m the sheriff. I can do anything.”

“I believe you,” she said and was rewarded with a smile. She did believe him. That was the problem.

She picked up her fork. It was only for a few weeks, she reminded herself. She just had to stay strong and resist the powerful charm of Travis Haynes. She could do it, she had to. Her life depended on it.

* * *

Elizabeth sat in the family room and stared at the television. The screen was blank. She picked up the remote control, then tossed it down. She didn’t want to watch television; she wanted to be with her daughter on her first day of school.

She swallowed against the lump in her throat, but the pressure didn’t go away. Her eyes burned and she wanted to scream at the unfairness of it all. Little Mandy had gone off with Travis an hour ago. She’d waved and smiled, and promised to make her mom something pretty in class.

“I should have been with her,” Elizabeth said softly, fighting the frustration. She touched her side, feeling the bandage under her shorts and panties. There was no way she could have made it from here to the school and back. It took all her strength to walk from the kitchen to the family room. But she’d so wanted to see Mandy’s classroom and meet her teacher. Her daughter would only enter the first grade once and she’d missed it. What kind of mother did that make her? It wasn’t enough she’d taken Mandy away from everything she knew in the world, but now the girl was going to a strange school, escorted by a strange man. It wasn’t fair.

“Television is generally more interesting when you turn it on,” Louise said.

Elizabeth looked up at her. The other woman stood in the doorway to the family room. She had a mug of coffee in each hand. “I wasn’t really planning on watching,” she said.

“Would you like some company?”

Elizabeth nodded. “That would be nice, if you have the time.”

Louise handed her one of the mugs and plopped down at the opposite end of the butter-soft leather sofa. “I’ve got plenty of time. That boy hasn’t even furnished most of the rooms in this monstrosity. There’s not that much cleaning to do. I suspect he hires me so that he can have a taste of someone else’s cooking and a friendly face to come home to a couple of days a week.”

“Are you saying Travis is lonely?”

“Could be.”

Louise fluffed up her bangs with her fingers. Elizabeth noticed she painted her long nails a bright red and had thin stripes of gold dotted on the tips.

“So what do you think of him?” Louise asked.

That was certainly subtle, Elizabeth thought, fighting a grin. “He seems very nice.”

Louise’s eyes narrowed. “Now I don’t think any of the Haynes boys would appreciate being called ‘nice.’ Ladies’ men, maybe. Irresistible, certainly. But nice?” She shook her head and smiled. “You’d better keep that opinion to yourself.”

“I guess I’ll have to.” She took a sip from her mug. “Travis mentioned he has three brothers.”

“That’s right, and his daddy is one of five.” She leaned her head back against the leather sofa. Her expression got soft and dreamy. “That means there are nine Haynes men walking around on this earth tempting women with their wicked ways. When I was in high school, Earl—that’s Travis’s father—came to speak to my class about drinking and driving. I don’t remember a word he said, but I do remember how handsome he looked in his uniform. When he smiled, I about melted in my seat.” She straightened and shrugged. “I was barely seventeen, and my boyfriend and I had just broken up. Earl Haynes looked mighty good. Of course he was a much older man.”

“Of course,” Elizabeth murmured. Louise was certainly a little left of center, but Elizabeth found herself liking the other woman.

“And his uncles. Hell-raisers all of them. I don’t think they were ever faithful longer than a minute. Heaven help the women who tried to tame ’em. Of course the Haynes men did give this town something to talk about. Then when Earl went ahead and had four more boys of his own, there was even more talk. Do you know there hasn’t been a girl born to the Haynes family in four generations?”

“Travis mentioned that.”

Louise laughed. “Travis is the most easygoing of the four boys. Not like Jordan. That one’s always been a mystery. But Travis knows what he wants and gets it.” She winked. “Maybe he’ll decide he wants you.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “I’m not interested in a relationship. Certainly not with a man like him. The last thing I need is some Don Juan upsetting my life.”

“Oh, you can’t believe everything you hear about him. He’s not exactly the heartbreaker everyone says. Despite what he thinks, he’s nothing like his daddy.” Louise grew serious. “You can trust me on that one, honey. I know for a fact.”

It didn’t matter how much of Travis’s reputation was real and how much hype. Enough of what Louise had said was true for Travis Haynes to be trouble.

Sam had been a charmer, too. His easy smile and quick wit had seduced her in a matter of hours. Of course she’d been a willing participant. And young. Far too young for a man like him. She’d never had a clue as to what was going on. She’d known the relationship was in trouble, but even that hadn’t prepared her for the police showing up at her doorstep in the predawn hours of morning. If she lived to be a hundred, she would never forget the feeling of horror when the Los Angeles Police Department officers had taken Sam away. Thank God Mandy had slept through it all.

Louise leaned forward and patted her leg. “You feeling better?”

“What?”

“I thought you might be a little down, what with missing Mandy’s first day at school. You feel better now?”

Elizabeth looked at Louise, with her bright makeup and dangling earrings. The left one was a teapot, the right, a cup and saucer. “You probably don’t want to hear this any more than Travis, but I think you’re nice, too.”

Louise gave her hand a squeeze and rose to her feet. “Just don’t let word get out. I have my own reputation to keep up. Now I’m going to get to work on lunch. I heard Travis’s truck in the driveway. He can tell you all about Mandy’s classroom. Don’t worry, honey. You’ll get to see it soon enough.”

She left the room and passed Travis in the doorway. Elizabeth half turned to face him. “How did it go?” she asked.

He studied her for several seconds. There was an odd look in his eyes, as if he’d never seen her before.

“Travis, is something wrong?”

“No. Everything went fine. Mandy loved her teacher and when I left, it looked like she’d already started making friends.”

Elizabeth sagged back in the sofa. Some of the tension left her body. Maybe, just maybe, she hadn’t destroyed her daughter’s life.

“These might help,” he said as he walked toward her. He held out several instant photos.

“You took pictures?”

“I thought they might make you feel like you’d been there.”

She smiled up at him. “That was so thoughtful.”

She took the photos and looked through them. The first showed Mandy smiling in front of the school. There were three shots of the classroom and one of Mandy with her teacher. The little girl was laughing at something the woman had said. Elizabeth felt tears forming in her eyes. She blinked them away.

“This is wonderful. I don’t know how to thank you.”

Travis shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “It’s nothing special. I didn’t even think of the idea. Craig does it for his kids. He says it’s fun to look back later. You’re not going to cry, are you?”

She sniffed. “No.” She touched one finger to the smooth flat surface, as if she could touch Mandy’s warm cheek. Her daughter’s smile made her own lips curve up in response. “She does look happy, doesn’t she? And the teacher looks nice. Did you talk to her?”

“I know her.”

There was something about the way he said the words. “Oh?”

“I sort of, you know.” He shoved his hands into his jeans pockets. “We dated for a while.”

“Ah. Is she—” Elizabeth paused, then found the correct word. “Is she nice?” She had to bite her lip to keep from smiling.

Travis was obviously uncomfortable with the conversation. “Yeah, she’s really great. With kids, I mean.”

“I’m sure Mandy will like her.”

“Most of the kids do.”

He pulled his hands out of his pockets and walked over to the window. The bright light outside lighted his tall, muscular body. He was very handsome, with his dark hair and eyes. Elizabeth could see why he’d acquired his reputation. If his brothers were half as good-looking, then it’s no wonder the town found the family a great source of gossip.

“Tell me about your ex-husband,” he said.

She felt as if he’d thrown a bucket of cold water in her face. Every muscle in her body tensed. She had to put the photos down when she realized she was mangling them. She folded her hands in her lap and forced herself to relax.

“I don’t have an ex-husband. I told you, I was never married.” She could feel the heat of her flush climbing from the scoop neck of her T-shirt, up to her face. It had been six months, yet she was still embarrassed to remember what had happened. Would this ever get easier?

“You’re sure?”

“I would hardly forget being married.”

He walked to the sofa and braced his hands against the tall back. “The reason I ask is because when I registered Mandy for school, she got confused about her last name. When I first asked, she said it was Proctor. I reminded her that your last name is Abbott. She said that was her last name, too. So which is it, Elizabeth?”

He was still handsome as sin, but the friendly, teasing man who had shared breakfast with her had disappeared. In his place was a probing stranger. For the first time she saw the dark side of him. No doubt he made an excellent sheriff.

But she couldn’t tell him the truth. It was too awful, too embarrassing, too unbelievable. She had trouble believing it had happened, and she’d lived through it. Besides, she didn’t want to see that pitying look in his eyes. She didn’t want to know he thought of her as less, or stupid. No, the truth was her own secret, one she would never share. She could, however, tell him part of the truth.

She raised her hand to flick her hair back over her shoulder. “Proctor is Mandy’s father’s last name. She used it for a while, but now she’s using my name.”

“I see.” He drew his eyebrows together. “You mentioned you had rented a house here in town.”

What did that have to do with anything? She nodded slowly. “I can take possession on October first.”

“Is your furniture in storage?”

“Why are you asking me this?”

He moved around the sofa until he was standing in front of her. She had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. She wished he was wearing his Stetson so she didn’t have to see the cold black swirling through his irises.

“Is it?”

“No. I don’t have any furniture. I left it all behind in L.A. I didn’t want to move it. Travis, why are you acting like this? Why are you asking all these questions?”

“So you have no furniture, Mandy has very few toys. In fact, all your possessions can fit in the trunk of your car.” He wasn’t asking a question.

Her heart pounded in her chest. She wanted to stand up and stare him in the eye, but the tension was making her side ache too much. She could only sit on the edge of the sofa and fight the fear.

“Travis—”

He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “I want the truth, Elizabeth. Did you kidnap Mandy?”


Chapter Five

She couldn’t have looked more stunned if he’d slapped her. All the color left her face and her lips parted, but she couldn’t—or didn’t—speak.

Travis noted her reactions, the cynical lawman side of him wondering if she was the genuine article or a very good actress. The male part of him, that part of his being that had reacted to her presence in his life, wanted to believe. He wanted her to be just a single mom looking for something better for herself and her kid.

It shouldn’t matter, he told himself. He wasn’t going to get involved. It would be better for his hormonal state if she was some kind of criminal. After his marriage had collapsed he’d acknowledged the futility of ignoring the truth. As long as he had Haynes blood flowing through his veins he didn’t have a prayer of having a decent long-lasting relationship. So he shouldn’t mind if everything about Elizabeth Abbott-Proctor, or whatever her name was, turned out to be a lie.

Except he knew it was too late. He couldn’t get involved with her, but that didn’t stop him from liking her. And Mandy. The kid had him wrapped around her finger. This morning—

Can it, he ordered himself. He couldn’t afford to think about how great it had been to take Mandy to her first day of school. So what if her trusting smile had given him a lump in his throat? Marriage, a wife and kids weren’t for him. He didn’t have whatever mysterious something it took to be a decent husband and father. He had to focus on Elizabeth and the mystery in her life. He might not be good domestic material, but he was a damn fine sheriff.

Elizabeth glanced up at him, then turned away. “It’s a very effective technique,” she said, her voice low and strained. “Glaring at people like that. I’m sure most of your prisoners crack under the pressure.”

Only then did he realize how long he’d been staring at her. But he didn’t look away. “Just tell me the truth. I’d have to be blind not to see there’s some kind of mystery in your life.”

She stood up slowly. Her mouth twisted, but he sensed it was from the strain on her incision rather than fear. When she was standing, she squared her shoulders and looked up at him. Emotional and physical pain darkened her wide eyes. All the color had faded from her cheeks, leaving her pale and drawn. He could see the beginning of tiny lines around her eyes.

Her long hair fanned out over her shoulders. He wanted to touch that hair, touch her and pull her close. He wanted to ease her pain and promise it was going to be all right. But he couldn’t. He didn’t know how it was going to be.

“I don’t know whether to be furious or grateful,” she said, and stepped away from him.

He knew she was too weak from the surgery to run, but instinctively his body tensed as he prepared to grab her if she went too far. He needn’t have worried. She circled behind the sofa and leaned against the back.

“There’s no mystery, Travis,” she said softly. She studied the leather couch and traced a line of stitching back and forth with her finger. “I’m not and never have been married. Sam Proctor is Mandy’s father. Our relationship—” She hesitated, then drew in a deep breath and looked at him. “Our relationship doesn’t exist anymore. Sam is out of our lives. I came up here to make a fresh start. I left behind everything Sam had given me, including the clothes and toys and furniture. I only brought what is mine and Mandy’s. Sam signed custody of Mandy over to me. I didn’t have time to open a bank account and get a safety-deposit box, so I have the papers with me. I would be happy to show you her birth certificate and anything else you’d like to see.”

“I don’t need to see the papers.”

“But you don’t believe me.”

“I didn’t say that.”

He didn’t have to. They both knew she’d been lying. Oh, not about Mandy. He did believe that. It almost made sense, the leaving everything behind part. It seemed like an expensive, impulsive gesture, but nothing about women surprised him.

She’d only lied once. When she’d told him there was no mystery in her life. There was a damn big one and he was no closer to figuring it out. She’d said she’d never married. He almost believed that. So what did that mean? That she’d shacked up with some guy and had his baby?

He studied her. With her hair loose around her face, she looked younger than twenty-eight. Had she gotten involved with a married man? He didn’t want to believe that of her. It reminded him too much of his father and the older man’s string of young women. Earl Haynes had gotten a kick out of seducing the innocents, making them believe he was going to leave his wife and family. He’d never left them, at least not permanently. His way of justifying his life-style had been waking up in his own bed every morning. Every time Travis had heard his mother and father fighting about his father’s infidelities, Earl had glossed over his behavior by saying he always woke up in his bed. What more could a woman want?

Travis had been there once, when it had happened. A woman in her early twenties had been in town visiting family. They’d met in the hardware store. Within fifteen minutes, Earl’d had the woman eating out of his hand and leaving the hardware store to get a drink. Travis had run away as fast as he could. He’d only been fourteen at the time, but he’d known what was happening. He hadn’t made it home before he’d had to stop and throw up in the bushes. He’d cried then for all he’d never had, cried for the loss of a father who was like other dads. A father who cared more about his wife and his sons than other women. It had been the last time he’d shed tears.

“Stop staring at me,” Elizabeth said, and spun away. The quick movement caused her to gasp and clutch her side.

He moved toward her, but didn’t touch her.

“I’m not going to faint or anything,” she said, straightening. “I just wish you’d stop looking at me like I… Jeez, I don’t know. I haven’t committed a crime, okay? Isn’t that enough for you?”

Anger radiated out from her, and that more than anything caused him to trust the feeling in his gut that said she told him the truth.

“I guess it has to be.”

“I didn’t ask to come here with you and I’ll be happy to leave.” She started for the door. “If Louise can’t give me a lift back to the motel, then I’ll call a cab.”

He caught her in one stride and gently took her arm. “I don’t want you to leave.”

“I don’t believe you.” She pulled her arm free and glared up at him. “You keep staring at me as if I’ve just made off with the family silver. I haven’t done anything wrong. None of this is my fault.”

It was the fact that she didn’t cry that finally convinced him. He could see the strength it took to hold on to her control. Her mouth quivered from the effort and perspiration dotted her forehead.

Maybe the guy had beaten her, he thought suddenly. Maybe her ex-boyfriend had been one of those sick types who got off on hitting women and children. He glanced at her bare arms, but there were no telltale marks. Of course she could have been on her own for several weeks.

Dammit, what the hell was her story?

She took another step and seemed to stumble. He caught her up in his arms and carried her to the sofa. She clung to him for a moment. He ignored the way her curvy body felt against his chest, the long length of her legs and the soft pressure of her breasts against his shirt. When he set her on the sofa, she immediately tried to slide away. The movement caused her to clutch at her side and glare at him.

The anger in her gaze made him smile. Her temper he could handle.

“You’re overreacting,” he said mildly.

Her mouth dropped open. “I’m overreacting? Wait a minute. You’re the one accusing of me of who knows what. Maybe it would be better if I just—”

“No.” He settled next to her on the couch and touched her cheek with the back of his hand. She jerked her head away, but there was no fear in her eyes. Relief flooded him. If she’d been beaten on a regular basis, she would have been terrified. Instead she reacted with completely understandable indignation.

“Don’t touch me, or try to sweet-talk me,” she said. “You accused me of kidnapping my daughter.”

“Given the little that you’ve told me, would you have thought any differently?”

“I—” She drew in a deep breath and brushed her hair out of her face. “I suppose not. But you didn’t have to be such a cop about it.”

“Just doing my job.”

She nodded slowly. “I understand.”

“So you’re not going to make a run for it?”

“To the best of my knowledge I haven’t committed a felony.”

He winked. “Sometimes the misdemeanors can be even more interesting.”

She smiled. “Oh, please. Don’t get me started. I don’t even want to know what you’re talking about.” Her smile faded. “I really haven’t done anything wrong, Travis.”

He hesitated and then said, “I know.”

She held out her hand. “Friends?”

She wanted to shake on it. As Travis took her warm fingers in his, he glanced at her full mouth and wondered if it would taste even sweeter if he kissed her without a six-year-old audience to censor the moment. Better to shake hands, he told himself. Safer. For both of them.

“Friends,” he said and released her. Only then did he remember he still hadn’t solved the mystery.

* * *

Elizabeth hobbled over to the table and gratefully sank into the seat. She was breathing heavily and all she’d done was assemble the ingredients to make cupcakes.

“From a mix,” she said, disgusted with her weakened condition. She grabbed the package and ripped it open. The effort necessary to raise the box to dump it in the bowl made her incision ache.

She leaned back in the chair and took a deep breath. Thank God she wasn’t trying to make it on her own in that small motel room. She and Mandy would have starved.

The line of thinking was a mistake, she acknowledged, as thinking of not being in the motel made her remember how she’d been rescued by the very handsome, the very inquisitive Sheriff Travis Haynes. Which made her think of this morning and what had happened between them.

He was not a man she wanted to cross. Despite the wicked charm and sinful good looks, he was intimidating when he was angry. All his questions had made her nervous, but he’d never once stumbled close to the truth. Of course, why should he? It wasn’t the first thing anyone thought of. Things like that only happened in the tabloids. That’s where she belonged. Right between the cover story on the aliens abducting the residents of a local pig farm and the woman giving birth to the four-legged child.

She felt guilty, too, knowing that Travis had given her the benefit of the doubt, trusting her when she hadn’t told him the whole truth. She picked up an egg and held it. Was it so wrong not to want him to know? She hadn’t done anything wrong, had committed no crime, save the one of being too young and too trusting. Okay, she’d been a fool. But was that illegal?

“Just what is it you think you’re doing?”

Elizabeth jumped guiltily at the sound of the voice. Louise stood in the doorway to the kitchen. She planted her hands on her curvy hips and stared.

“I’m, ah, making cupcakes for Mandy.”

Louise shook her head. “And you look like such a bright girl, too.” She walked over and grabbed the egg from Elizabeth’s hand. “The doctor told you to stay in bed for a week.”

“I know, it’s just—”

“A week is seven days. This is day two. If I have to tie you up, I will, but won’t that be hard to explain to the neighbors?”

Elizabeth grinned and held up her hands in defeat. “I give. Just don’t make me laugh. It hurts too much. If I promise to be good, can I at least sit here for a little while?”

Louise looked stern. “For a few minutes. Then I want you to go lie down until Mandy gets home.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Louise took the seat next to her and finished pouring in the mix. “I remember when I was little my mama used to make cupcakes for me.”

“Mandy loves them.”

“So do I.” The older woman smiled. “I haven’t baked anything in ages. I wonder if Alfred would like some cake with his dinner.” She thought for a minute. “No, he’s still trying to lose weight.” She leaned forward. “Alfred is a beagle and they tend to get a little heavy when they age.”

Elizabeth hoped Louise was only kidding about making a cake for her dog, but she wasn’t completely sure and she didn’t want to ask.

Louise stirred in the other ingredients, then started pouring the batter into the cupcake pan. “So, I heard you and Travis fighting. You want to talk about it?”

“You aren’t one to beat around the bush, are you?”

Louise shrugged. “I’m pretty straightforward,” she admitted. “It would probably be easier if I’d just learn to keep my mouth shut. Maybe I’ll get it eventually. But you seem like a real nice lady. Mandy is the sweetest little girl and I’ve found you can usually judge a mother by her children. Travis Haynes is one of my favorite people on earth. Why, if I was five or six years younger, I might just risk my heart on him.” She paused, then shook her head. “On second thought, I’ll leave the Haynes boys to the rest of you. I’ve already had my heart broken once by that family.”

It was too much information to absorb, Elizabeth thought, not knowing whether to laugh, cry, be insulted or flattered.

“He’s a good man,” Louise said, carrying the full cupcake pans over to the oven and sliding them inside.

“Who?”

“Travis.”

“I know that.”

“He was just doing his job, asking all those questions, I mean.” Louise poured herself a cup of coffee. When she held up the pot, Elizabeth shook her head. “Of course any woman would know you’re that girl’s mother through and through. She’s got your smile. Her daddy must be some kind of looker.”

“He is,” Elizabeth said. Sam certainly was good-looking. Not nearly as handsome as Travis, but attractive enough to make any woman look twice. She’d been so caught up by his face and body, the charm and easy smile, she’d never thought to question anything except her good fortune. Imagine little Elizabeth Abbott catching someone like Sam. Only, she hadn’t exactly caught him.

“So, you still mad at Travis?”

“No. I understand that he had questions.” But she wasn’t willing to give him all his answers. Still she couldn’t blame him for asking. She’d expected him to wonder what her story was, but she hadn’t expected him to come up with kidnapping!

“I’m glad.” Louise sipped her coffee, then glanced at the clock over the stove. “Looks like it’s time for me to leave. Travis and Mandy should be back in an hour or so. You’re not going to get out of control and start vacuuming, are you?”

“I promise I’ll behave.”

Louise set down her cup. She picked up her purse from the counter, then crossed to the table, bent over and gave Elizabeth a hug. “I’m here if you want to talk,” she said. “I might not have any answers, but I’m a great listener.”

Elizabeth hugged her back. The other woman’s perfume was a clingy Oriental scent that somehow suited her perfectly. Louise stepped back and waved, then left the kitchen. The back door banged shut behind her and the kitchen was silent.

Elizabeth stared around the empty room, wishing the digital clock would tick so there would be some sound. She was completely and totally alone. She wasn’t afraid to be on her own. It was the questions that came to her, making her wonder if she’d made the right decisions for herself, and more importantly, for Mandy. Had she had other options and not realized it? Would she ever know how many clues she’d missed? She’d been worse than a fool.

The timer on the oven clicked down another minute. She thought about Louise who had offered to be a friend. Elizabeth knew that she needed to make some friends. She desperately needed someone to talk to and have fun with. Louise was a little offbeat, but that didn’t matter. The reason Elizabeth couldn’t reach out to her was because of herself, not because of the other woman. She couldn’t dare be friends with anyone. She would always have to hold some part of herself back, be it from Louise or Travis.

Thank God he hadn’t guessed the truth. She leaned back in the chair and sighed. Every time she thought she’d put it all behind her, something happened to remind her again.

She tried to think about nothing more complicated than whether or not she had the strength to frost the cupcakes. In the end, she decided she didn’t and pulled the muffin pans from the oven and left them to cool. She lay down on her bed and closed her eyes, but she couldn’t escape her past even there. So she tried thinking about other things. About the kiss.

Her eyes flew open. Not that. But now that she’d remembered it, she found it hard to forget the soft brush of his lips on hers yesterday. Today, when he’d sat next to her on the sofa and they’d shaken hands, for a moment she’d thought he might kiss her. Softly, tenderly, holding her close in those strong arms.

He carried her so easily, but that was an impersonal gesture made to aid an invalid. She wanted to be held close by a man who needed to hold a woman. She wanted to know if Travis could make her feel safe and secure in his embrace, if he could loan her a little of his strength and confidence. Foolish dreams. She hadn’t answered all his questions. They both knew that. He might believe that she hadn’t broken any laws, but she’d seen the look in his eyes. He was reserving judgment on her until he knew the truth. Imagine what he would think of her then.

The back door opened and she heard Mandy’s laughter as she came into the kitchen.

“Mommy, Mommy, where are you?”

“In here,” she called, sitting up slowly and leaning against the headboard.

Mandy flew into the room. She had several papers in one hand and her bear in the other.

“How was your first day of school?” Elizabeth asked, holding out her arms.

Her daughter scrambled onto the bed and threw herself into her embrace. Elizabeth held her close. Even the pain in her side didn’t matter, she thought, as she stroked her daughter’s hair.

Mandy leaned back and knelt on the bed. “I had fun.”

“Did you?”

Mandy nodded. “Miss Brickman says we’re going to learn to read.”

Elizabeth touched Mandy’s paint-smudged cheek. Her dress was wrinkled, her ribbons loose and coming undone, but there was a bright glow of happiness in her child’s eyes that made her heart lighten. Maybe she had made the right decision after all.

“You already know how to read.”

“I know.” Mandy grinned. “She said she’d help me learn better. And we’re going to do counting, too. Here.” She thrust out her papers. “I did these.”

Elizabeth looked at the drawing of what she was pretty sure was supposed to be this large house, a sheet with Mandy’s name painstakingly spelled out in a childish scrawl, and a note from Miss Brickman outlining the homework schedule for the first half of the year.

“You’re supposed to sign this one,” Mandy said, pointing at the note from the teacher. “We’re going to have homework, just like the big kids.” She sounded delighted. Elizabeth wondered how long that would last.

“Someone’s been busy.”

She looked up and saw Travis standing in the doorway. He held a tray containing a plate with several chocolate cupcakes and two glasses of milk.

Mandy’s blue eyes got big. “Mommy, you made cupcakes for me.”

“I thought you weren’t supposed to get out of bed,” Travis said.

“Louise did all the work.”

“Why don’t I believe that?”

“Don’t ask me, because she did.”

“Sure.” He put the tray down on her nightstand, then pulled Mandy off the bed. “Maybe you should change into play clothes before you get crumbs all over that dress. What do you think?”

Mandy looked at her mother, who nodded, then sighed. “Okay, but don’t eat all the cupcakes before I get back.”

“We won’t,” Elizabeth said and watched her daughter scamper out of the room. She glanced at the cupcakes and saw they’d been iced. “Thank you,” she said. “I meant to get back to that, but I must have dozed off.”

“Hey, I opened a can. How hard could it be?” He perched on the edge of the bed. “You’re not overdoing it, are you?”

Exhaustion overwhelmed her with all the subtlety of being hit by a large truck. She tried to smile, but suddenly she was too tired. “Maybe just a little.”

He leaned forward. For a second she thought he was going to kiss her. She found out she had just enough energy left to get excited by the thought, then was disappointed when all he did was lay his hand against her forehead.

“No fever,” he said, “but you should stay in bed for the rest of the day. The last thing you need is to land yourself back in the hospital.”

“I know.” She picked at the bed cover, then looked at him. He’d shaved that morning, but the shadowy darkness of his beard highlighted his strong jaw. He had dark eyes framed by thick lashes. A firm mouth that was threatening to curve into a smile. Nothing in his expression reminded her of the questions he’d asked that morning. Yet that conversation sat in the room like a rather large intrusive elephant.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

His expression hardened, and his mouth pulled into a straight line. “You don’t have to apologize.”

“I want to. You’ve been very kind to me.”

“This is a full-service community.”

She chuckled, then clutched her side. “Travis, don’t make me laugh. It still hurts.”

“Okay, I’ll be serious.”

He leaned closer, bracing one hand on the far side of her body. She wanted to reach up and pull him close. She settled on inhaling the scent of his body. He smelled like a fall day, with a hint of musk thrown in for temptation.

“Tell me your secret,” he said softly.

When she’d first met Sam she’d thought she’d loved him with her whole heart and soul. He only had to look at her to make her want to be with him, next to him, touched by him. She’d learned later that her feelings for Sam Proctor were more about the newness of a physical relationship than anything else. But it had already been too late. She’d committed the ultimate foolish act and fallen in love with him.

Nothing about Sam’s practiced charm had prepared her for Travis’s lethal combination of strength and concern. It would be so easy to lean on those shoulders she admired, to tell him everything. But to what end? Once he knew the truth— She couldn’t even bear to think about it.

“I can’t.” She met his gaze and held it.

“You won’t.”

“Yes. I won’t. Please don’t ask me again. I don’t want to have to lie to you. I haven’t done anything illegal. It’s a silly little secret, but it’s mine to keep. If telling you everything about my past is the price for staying, then I have to leave.”

He studied her a long time. His gaze swept over her face, stopping at her mouth before dipping to her throat and returning. He reached up and touched her cheek, much as she’d touched Mandy’s. But his caress was anything but maternal. Her stomach tightened and her breasts tingled in response.

Before she could say anything, or think about touching him back, he reached down for the comforter folded up at the foot of the bed. He pulled it over her and smoothed it in place. Then he leaned down and brushed his lips against her forehead.

“Go to sleep, darlin’,” he said, and stood up.

She watched him leave the room and close the door quietly behind him. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. It would be so easy to let Travis into her world, she thought sadly. So easy to try to believe again. If she had the strength and the words, she would explain that it wasn’t so much about him. Sure, she couldn’t risk trusting a man again, but worse, she couldn’t trust herself.


Chapter Six

“You’re nervous,” Travis said, taking off his Stetson and sending it across the family room. It landed neatly in the center of a writing desk on the left side of the window.

Elizabeth sank into the leather sofa and rolled her eyes. “Number one, if you keep doing that hat toss trick to impress me, I’m immune.”

“Liar,” he said as he crossed the room.

His khaki uniform, slightly wrinkled from his day at work, made his shoulders look broader and his legs longer. His wide black belt emphasized his trim waist. And yes, she had been lying. The nightly toss of the Stetson got her heart racing as if she’d just climbed three flights of stairs.

He settled on the sofa and grinned. “What’s number two?”

“Number two is I have nothing to be nervous about.”

“Double liar.” He leaned closer, resting his weight on

his elbow. His perfectly trimmed mustache outlined the teasing curve of his mouth. “I’ve made tougher women than you swoon with my cowboy hat, and while there’s no reason to be nervous about having dinner with Rebecca, you are. I can see it in your eyes.”

She opened her mouth to deny his statement, then closed it. He was right; she was nervous. “Okay, just a little.”

He sat up straight, then leaned over and patted her bare leg. “Don’t be. Rebecca’s a sweetheart.” He kept his warm hand on her knee. She told herself she should move away, but she liked it when he touched her.

She raised her eyebrows. “Do you realize that every time a female citizen of Glenwood is mentioned, you’ve dated her?”

“Only if they’re between twenty-five and forty.”

She reached behind her for one of the throw pillows and batted his hand away. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m one of the Haynes boys. What else am I supposed to do?”

She’d been in Travis’s house for six days. Louise had filled her head with enough stories to tell her what being a “Haynes boy” meant. “Settle down with one woman. Try monogamy for a change. There is something to be said for quality rather than quantity.”

His good humor faded quickly. “I tried that, remember?”

“Oh.” She did recall him mentioning a divorce. “Sorry.” She was silent for a moment. “So what happened?”

He turned his head until he was looking at her. The lines around his eyes crinkled when he smiled. “You’ve been hanging around with Louise a little too much, don’t you think? You could have been a bit more subtle with that question.”

“Probably,” she admitted shamelessly. “So what happened? Or don’t you want to talk about it?”

“There’s nothing to say. It just didn’t work. I’m sure some of it was her fault, but I have to take most of the blame.” He held his hands out in front of him, palms up. “It’s a little difficult to get past who I am.”

“So that’s why you know Rebecca is a sweetheart?”

“Want to know a secret?”

She wasn’t sure she did, but Travis was difficult enough to resist most of the time, and now, when he was rumpled and just tired enough to let his guard down, he was impossible to refuse.

“Sure.”

He slid closer to her. Her body tensed. Her incision had healed quite a bit, although it still hurt if she moved around too much. She wanted to pull back, but there was nowhere to go except off the sofa. Six days with Travis had taught her two important things. The first was that being in his presence made her very aware of her body, his body and the potential those two bodies had together. She told herself it was just hormones, and being lonely and afraid that brought on that thinking. The second thing she learned was that even if she was ever foolish enough to get involved with a man again. Travis Haynes was absolutely the worst one she could pick. He and his brothers had reputations for being lady-killers and heartbreakers. Louise had told her story after story about the female conquests made and cast aside. Elizabeth had to admit that in most of the stories, Travis had been honest, caring and had at least tried to make the relationship work. But the reality was he made Sam Proctor look like an amateur when it came to seducing women.

He leaned over so he could whisper in her ear. His chin rested on her shoulder, pushing aside the thin strap of her tank top. Stubble grazed her suddenly sensitized skin, making her muscles jump and her toes curl against the thick carpet.

“Rebecca is my greatest failure.”

“What?”

She made the mistake of turning to look at him. He hadn’t pulled back and their faces were inches apart. Breath mingled with the heady scent of his warm body. She clutched her fingers tightly together to prevent herself from reaching out toward him and touching his arm, his chest, anything she could get her hands on.

“Shortly after we met, I took her out on a date. It was supposed to be this great seduction. I had everything planned.”

The pain in her midsection wasn’t from the surgery, she realized, chagrined. It was envy, pure and simple. She prayed he couldn’t see it in her eyes.

“I picked her up at seven-thirty. By eight-ten I figured out I’d made a large error in judgment.”

“Which was?”

“Chemistry. It was all wrong.”

She stared at him, at his dark eyes that suddenly seemed to be flickering with the most intriguing fire.

“What was wrong with it?” she asked, barely able to disconnect from the flames enough to follow the conversation.

“There wasn’t any between us. Rebecca and me. We were destined to be good friends. But it’s a secret. What would people say if they knew the truth? After all, the Haynes charm is supposed to be all-powerful.”

It was working just fine on her, she thought as she lowered her gaze to his mouth. So close. She licked her lips. Three, maybe four inches separated them. The longing inside of her grew. She wanted to know what it would be like to be kissed, really kissed, by him.

She closed her eyes and forced herself to turn away. Why was she doing this to herself? Hadn’t Sam taught her anything?

“Everybody needs friends, Travis. Rebecca seems very nice.”

“Oh, she is.”

He stood up and stretched like a powerful cat taking a moment’s rest from stalking the mouse. That was her destiny: Elizabeth Abbott-rodent. She giggled.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Nothing. I’m pleased that you and Rebecca are friends. Now I get the chance to spend some time with her before I start my job.” She smiled brightly, trying to banish the lingering lethargy and leftover passion, not to mention the image of herself with whiskers and a tail. “She’s going to bring some paperwork by for me, to help fill the days.” She pointed at the television. “I can only read so much, and TV is quickly losing its appeal.”

“Just so you don’t overdo it.”

She gave him a mock salute. “Yes, Sheriff. I’ll be careful. And I’ll keep your secret.”

“It’s just as well it didn’t work out,” he said, walking over and picking up his Stetson. “I have two women in my life already. Even I couldn’t handle a third.”

“Two women?”

Her heart seemed to falter slightly. He was dating two women? She told herself the sudden dullness she felt was exhaustion. She’d probably done too much when she’d gone to the grocery store with Louise that morning. She could feel her smile fading and did her best to keep it in place. She didn’t want Travis to know she was even slightly attracted to him. In fact she wasn’t at all. He had two women. Good for him. She wished him well.

He paused by the doorway and looked back. “Although I have to say, of the two of you, Mandy is definitely my weakness. I guess it’s those blue eyes of hers.”

Elizabeth’s mouth dropped open. She stared at him. The teasing glint in his eyes told her she’d been had.

She picked up the pillow beside her and tossed it at him.

He easily ducked out of the way. “Gotcha,” he said and stepped into the hallway. Before she could finish fuming, he poked his head back into the room. His mouth straightened and those flames were still flickering in his dark eyes.

“For what it’s worth, Elizabeth,” he said slowly, never taking his gaze from hers, “the feeling is mutual.”

With that, he left. She heard his footsteps as he walked down the hall, then made his way up the stairs.

Trouble. This was all very big trouble. She was willing to admit there was some kind of chemical reaction between her and Travis. Sometimes she worried that the heat between them was going to set the house on fire. But it didn’t have to mean anything. It couldn’t mean anything. She wasn’t ready to get involved. She might never be ready for a real relationship. Even if she was willing to take a chance, it wouldn’t be on Travis Haynes. The man was a walking, breathing heartbreaker. And she’d had enough heartbreak to last a lifetime. What woman would willingly give herself to someone who was destined to leave her for the next conquest?

She stood up and walked toward her room. Although she was healing, her side still gave her a little trouble. Travis had offered to move her to an upstairs bedroom so that she could be closer to Mandy, but she preferred to stay where she was. Her daughter was safe and happy in this big house, and Elizabeth wanted as much distance between her and Travis as possible. Just because she knew she would never get involved with Travis didn’t mean she’d figured out a way to tell her body to get over its physical attraction to him.

She undressed then stepped under the warm spray of the shower. There was still over an hour until Rebecca was due to arrive, but everything took Elizabeth longer since the surgery. She was getting her strength back, but not as quickly as she’d hoped. The doctor hadn’t been kidding about the recovery time needed. Her trip to the market with Louise had wiped her out for the entire day. She’d had to take a three-hour nap. But it had been worth it to get outside for the first time since the surgery.

As Elizabeth washed her hair, she wondered about Louise. The older woman had mentioned she was divorced. Elizabeth wanted to ask what had happened. For the most part Louise was funny and outgoing, but at the mention of her marriage, she’d gone all quiet. What made it all the more curious was her suspicion that Travis knew exactly what had happened. A couple of things Louise had said hinted at that. But Elizabeth wouldn’t be asking anyone for the story. As much as she’d tried to hold herself back, knowing there were secrets she could never share, she and Louise were becoming friends. If Louise wanted her to know the truth, she would tell Elizabeth herself. If not…well, she certainly understood the need to keep some things private.

After drying off, she applied a little mascara and blush, then started blow-drying her hair. It still hurt to hold the dryer up for very long, so the process was slow. As she rested, she thought about Rebecca and hoped her new boss remembered to bring over some work for her to do. She would like to get a head start on her job so that when she went back full-time, she would know what was going on.

Elizabeth clicked the dryer back on and held it in one hand while fanning out her hair with the other. What must Rebecca think about her living arrangement? What must the whole town think? She was a virtual stranger, living with a single man, in his house. Was there talk? She shook her head and continued drying. Of course there was talk. She was living with Travis Haynes. One of the Haynes. A man with a reputation for women and trouble.

Elizabeth chuckled. That made Travis sound like a guy in a black leather jacket from some sixties B-movie. He certainly wasn’t a troublemaker, although she wouldn’t mind seeing him in a black leather jacket.

She put down the dryer and picked up a brush. The small bathroom was still steamy from her shower so her damp hair curled up toward her shoulders. She smoothed it with the brush, then slipped on a rose-and-green fabric-covered headband.

Despite his rather wicked reputation, she had to admit he wasn’t at all what she’d thought he would be. Sam had left her alone so much, she’d practically raised Mandy on her own. She was used to making all the decisions and handling the responsibilities. She hated to admit it, but it felt kind of nice to have someone else making some of the choices. She even liked living with Travis. He was fun and easygoing. He made her laugh. Better than that, he helped her forget her past.

Her rose sundress had a sweetheart neckline and elastic ribbing in the back to hold it up. The skinny straps were more show than to secure the bodice. She pulled the dress down over her strapless bra and closed the side zipper. After slipping on a pair of high-heeled sandals, she stepped out into the hall.

She could hear a cartoon video playing in the family room. Mandy was excited at the thought of company at dinner, but even more thrilled that she was being allowed to watch her favorite show twice tonight. Elizabeth smiled. Life was certainly simple for a six-year-old.

She turned toward the kitchen to check on the dinner that Louise had made and left warming. A sound on the stairs caught her attention. She looked up and saw Travis.

He’d showered, as well. His hair was still damp, his face freshly shaved. She liked the clean look of his cheeks and jaw, but missed the darkening shadow of his afternoon stubble. He wore a long-sleeved white shirt rolled up to the elbows, and gray trousers. It wasn’t all that different from jeans or his sheriff’s uniform, but that didn’t stop her heart from beating a little faster or her breath from catching in her throat.

She waited until he reached the first floor, then she looked him up and down. “Very nice,” she said, struggling to keep her voice sounding normal. “Are you sure Mandy and I won’t be in the way?”

“I told you, Rebecca is just a good friend.”

“But it’s Friday night. Shouldn’t you be out on a date? You don’t have to stay in to keep us company.”

His dark eyes drifted over her face before dipping down to the bodice of her dress. She hadn’t thought it was all that low-cut before, but she had the sudden urge to check to see exactly how much cleavage showed. His gaze left her feeling shivery and her knees threatening to buckle. Maybe the dress was a mistake.

“I didn’t cancel a date to stay in with you, Elizabeth, so quit worrying about it. I want to spend time with you and Mandy, and I haven’t had Rebecca over for a while.”

He headed toward the front parlor. She followed, feeling that he was just being polite.

“But I don’t want you to think that—”

He turned so quickly, she almost ran into him. As it was she stopped a scant inch from his tall, broad body and had to crane her neck back to see his face.

“I don’t think anything,” he said. His eyes darkened to the color of black velvet before brightening with a fire she didn’t dare identify. “Except that you look very beautiful.”

She blushed. Elizabeth wanted to put her hand on her cheek to make sure, but she knew the sensation of heat on her face could only mean one thing. “I— You—” She swallowed. “Thanks, but you don’t have to say that. I mean, I’m just a paying guest here.”

“Hardly that.” He moved away to a stereo set on the floor in the corner. Wires disappeared into the walls. Louise had mentioned that he’d put speakers in the whole house. While he flipped through his CD’s, she walked around the large empty room.

“This is going to be a beautiful place when it’s finished,” she said.

“I hope so. It’s taking longer than I’d thought.” He slipped a couple of CD’s into the machine, then rotated the table to insert three more. “So what about you, Elizabeth? Why don’t you have some guy from L.A. pounding down my door?”

“Me?” She laughed. “I haven’t had a date in years.” Seven years to be exact, she remembered. Her last date had been with Sam. That’s when she’d told him she was pregnant with Mandy and had foolishly assumed they would do the right thing and get married. It was hard to believe her life had ever been that simple.

She touched the bare walls of the cavernous room, then looked up at the high ceiling. The basic structure of the house was lovely. Nothing like the cramped place she and Sam had rented. She’d wanted to buy a house, but he hadn’t. She remembered the fights they’d had about that, and about having another child—she’d wanted four. That had changed, as well. She’d realized that with Sam gone so much, more children would be difficult. She’d practically lived as a single mother. She’d had such high hopes for the relationship, but the truth was it had been in trouble for the past two years. She’d been on the verge of leaving Sam when the police had arrived to take him away. What irony, she thought, stopping by the window and staring out into the night. She’d been wrestling with her commitment to Mandy’s father, wondering if leaving was the right thing, or just the easiest solution to her unhappiness. She hadn’t known that in a matter of days the question would be decided for her.

The soft sounds of classical music filled the room. Elizabeth turned and looked but she couldn’t see the speakers. Travis stood up and brushed off his hands.

“Pretty impressive, huh?”

She nodded. “A regular seduction factory.”

He grimaced. “Hardly. You might want to keep in mind that Louise does have a tendency to exaggerate things.”

“Oh? You haven’t seduced every female in a fifty-mile radius?”

He moved closer. “Nah. Now if she’d said a thirty-mile radius, that would be different.”

“Oh, Travis, we are a pair, aren’t we? You can’t decide how many women you want, and I never want to get involved again.”

“Is that why you haven’t had a date in years?”

He asked the question so casually, she almost answered it. Almost. She nearly blurted out, “No, it’s because I was married.” But she caught herself in time.

“I was involved with Mandy’s father. Call me a prude, but I’ve always believed in one relationship at a time.”

“Me, too.”

She stared at him in disbelief.

He put his hands on his hips. “Okay, what has she been telling you?”

“Nothing.”

He raised his dark eyebrows. “She had to have said something for you to assume that I’ve never been committed to one woman at a time.”

“Are you?”

“Yes. I believe in monogamy.”

“For everybody, or do you exclude yourself?”

“Elizabeth!”

She shrugged. “I’m just asking. You have to admit you have this reputation in town. I heard it from the nurse, Louise—even Mandy mentioned something about it. You’ve dated her teacher, my boss. What am I supposed to think? That you’re in training to be a monk?”

He grinned. The curve of his mouth and the flash of white teeth had her smiling in response. Realistically, she should be angry at him in the name of femalehood or something. But the truth was she liked Travis. Despite his obvious flaws, he was a good and kind man. At least he kept his socks picked up.

“I am involved with one woman at a time, Elizabeth Abbott.” His voice got lower and more seductive. She felt herself falling under his spell and she couldn’t summon the energy to care. “That woman gets my complete attention, the total sum of my energy and focus for as long as the relationship lasts.”

His gaze never left hers. His hands stayed on his hips. So why did she feel as if he were physically touching her all over? Her skin grew heated, her fingers curled into her palms. How could he do that with just a look and his voice?

“Oh.”

With that he left the parlor and stepped into the hall. Before she realized she’d been abandoned, he was back with a bouquet of flowers.

“These are for you, darlin’,” he said.

That woman gets my complete attention. She stared from the flowers to him and back. No. He couldn’t mean anything by them, could he?

“Why?” she asked, almost afraid to hear his answer. What if he wanted her? What if he didn’t?

“It’s been a week since your surgery. I thought you might be feeling a little lost.” He thrust the flowers at her and she was forced to take them. “You can lose that panicked expression. I’m not out to seduce you.”

“You’re not?” She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed.

He shook his head. “Not while you’re under my protection.”

Which might mean she would have to watch herself when she wasn’t under his protection, or it might be a polite way of saying he wasn’t interested in her at all. Stop thinking about it, she ordered herself. She was the one not interested, remember? She was the one sworn to never get involved.

She lowered her head and sniffed the bouquet of flowers. The colorful blooms smelled rich and sinful, not like those long-stemmed roses Sam had often brought her after he’d been gone for several weeks. She’d never had the heart to tell him she didn’t like those roses. They were so straight and scentless, almost mutated versions of natural flowers.

She touched the cheerful pink petal of a carnation. “Thank you.” She turned toward him and smiled. “They’re beautiful.” He was close enough to touch. She reached out and placed her hand on his forearm. “This is probably going to make you cringe, but I think you’re very nice.”

The second to the last thing she expected was him to say, “I’m glad.” The last thing she expected him to do was step closer and wrap his arms around her waist. She almost dropped the flowers before gripping them in her right hand. Emotionally she was too stunned to pull back; physically, she was too intrigued. Sam had been tall—maybe an inch or so taller than Travis—but Travis was powerful and strong. She could feel the muscles in his arms where they pressed against her side. She could see the strength in his shoulders.

And his eyes. She would like to stare into his brown eyes forever, warmed by the fire flickering there. Her gaze dropped to his mouth. He wasn’t smiling. She was glad. She would have hated him to find this moment funny. She didn’t think it was at all amusing. If anything, she was fighting the burning at the back of her eyes. She didn’t know why she wanted to cry. Maybe it was because in his arms she felt safe and secure. She hadn’t felt that way since she was a young girl, not much older than Mandy.

He pulled her close, until her thigh brushed against his and her breasts flattened against his chest. She reached up and placed her free hand on his shoulder. He was going to kiss her. For the first time since he touched her, she remembered she was supposed to be fighting this. Travis wasn’t for her. But she needed him to kiss her. She needed to forget, even for just a moment. She sensed that once his lips touched hers, she wouldn’t be able to think about anything else.

He didn’t disappoint her. He breathed her name, then lowered his mouth to hers. Soft and hard and prickly and hot. She absorbed the sensations of his lips brushing back and forth on hers, the fire that flared between them. Her eyes drifted shut. Questions of right and wrong, her place in his house, Sam, her future and Mandy all faded, silenced by the powerful force of pleasure. He didn’t assault her or press for more. He simply held her close and moved his mouth slowly, so slowly until she knew every millimeter of his lips.

She wrapped both her arms around his neck, carefully holding on to the flowers. But that was her only conscious thought. Everything else she simply felt. The hard chest flattening her breasts, the stroking of his hands up and down on her back, the shivers as his fingers grazed the bare skin by her shoulder. Her position pulled her incision, but not enough to matter.

He moved his head slightly so he could brush his lips against her jaw, then her ear. She arched her head back, liking the gentle caresses, the absence of pressure. Her blood flowed faster, hotter, fueled by the slow assault. His warm breath tickled, sending goose bumps rippling down to her toes.

He nibbled on her earlobe. She caught her breath, then whispered his name. With her free hand, she touched his still-damp hair, liking the way the smooth strands felt against her fingers.

He read her perfectly. When she grew impatient with his gentle teasing on her jaw and throat, he returned to her mouth. He didn’t ask or hint, he simply opened his mouth on hers. As if she had no will, her lips parted to admit him.

Like his previous caresses, he moved slowly, tenderly, tracing her lips, touching the damp, sensitive inside, touching the edge of her teeth before stroking her tongue with his.

One small flicker was like the first faint flash of lightning. He moved against her again, touching, retreating, touching, circling, touching, tasting. The storm moved closer and closer. She felt the vibration of the thunder, the echoing of his heartbeat, matching the rapid cadence of her own. She saw the flash of light behind her closed eyelids.

Her body sought his, pressing harder to absorb his strength. Against her belly, she felt the hardness of his desire. Between her thighs an answering need flowered, leaving her warm and waiting. Her breasts tightened in anticipation. His hands moved lower, down her back, over the curve of her hip to cup her derriere in his large hands. He didn’t pull her up against him; instead he squeezed gently, lovingly.

She reveled in the feel of being next to him. Every move was slow, not calculated as she might have thought, but savored. As if he had nothing more important in his life than this moment. As if he’d spent the whole day thinking about kissing her.

He wasn’t as tall as Sam, but he was broader and she liked the way his size made her feel protected. Foolish needs, she thought, knowing that she was on her own. But for these few minutes it was enough to hold and be held, tempt and be tempted.

He sucked on her lower lip, the delicious sensations forcing all thoughts from her mind. He kissed her harder now, hungrily, the passion building between them. It was all she could do to stay upright and not sag completely against him. Her fingers had trouble holding on to the bouquet of flowers. His scent and warmth filled her body until she wanted him to be a part of her. He seemed to sense her need, moving even closer, tightening his arms around her as if he were as hungry for love as she.

Love. The word echoed in her brain, the cold reality of its meaning doused her passion and she pulled back. She wasn’t hungry for love. She couldn’t afford to be. Passion, maybe. Sex—well, it had been a while, so probably. But not love. Never love.

She stared at the open V of his white shirt and watched his chest rise and fall in a rapid cadence that matched her own. Not love. Never love. Love makes you blind. You can’t trust it. Ever. She’d learned that lesson the hard way. She’d loved Sam with all her heart, and he had betrayed everything she’d held sacred and special. There had been a hundred clues, but she’d missed them all.

Travis was just like Sam. He was a womanizer, a smooth-talking charmer who made a hobby of breaking hearts. So what if he claimed to practice monogamy? That was part of the trappings of his disguise. She knew what he really was.

She realized they’d been standing there, breathing heavily for several seconds. She half expected him to say something, apologize. But he didn’t.

The worst part of it was that her body still tingled from the power of their kisses. Her breasts ached, her thighs felt trembly and weak, and her blood hummed with a powerful need that even the most rational of arguments couldn’t quench.

She swallowed thickly, then forced herself to look up at him. The fire in his eyes burned hotter than she’d ever seen it. His mouth was still damp from her passionate kisses. She wanted to look down but didn’t dare. She couldn’t bear to see the proof of his need. She would think about how he would feel next to her, inside of her. It had been over a year since she’d made love, but some chilling little voice at the back of her head whispered this wasn’t all about simply doing without. It was more about the man in front of her than the need within her body, and that thought scared her to death.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice shaking. “We shouldn’t have done that. It’s better if it doesn’t get out of hand.”

He smiled then, a slow, lazy, satisfied and very male smile. The skin on the back of her neck tingled and her breasts swelled painfully.

“What do you mean—‘it’?” he asked.

“You know. Our relationship.”

The smile turned into a grin. “I didn’t know we had a relationship.”

His amusement fueled her temper. “You’re right,” she snapped. “We don’t have a relationship, and I would prefer to keep it that way.” She turned and started to walk away.

He caught up with her instantly and touched her arm. She wanted to pull back, really she did, but she couldn’t. It felt too good to have him touch her. A bright danger sign flashed before her eyes, but she had a bad feeling it was already too late.

“Don’t be upset,” he said, his thumb stroking her forearm.

“I’m not.”

He arched his eyebrows. Yeah, well she’d never been a very good liar. So what else was new?

“It was just a kiss, Elizabeth.”

She pulled free of his hand and continued walking down the hall. When she had turned the corner and was out of sight of the parlor, she raised the bouquet to her face and smelled the sweet flowers. Then she touched her free hand to her still-trembling lips. It had felt like a whole lot more than just a kiss to her.


Chapter Seven

“And then there was the time the blood bank brought one of those mobile trucks. You know the kind. They stay for a few days and take donations.” Rebecca paused long enough to finish setting the silverware, then looked up and laughed. “He dated both nurses.”

“You’re kidding?” Elizabeth asked. “Both. So much for monogamy, Travis,” she called, glancing back at him over her shoulder.

“I was monogamous. The first one didn’t work out, and her friend wanted to comfort me,” he said from his seat on the floor at the edge of the big dining room. It was one of the few rooms he’d actually bothered to furnish. The rosewood table and hutch had once belonged to his mother. She’d left it behind, along with everything else when she’d left him and his brothers. Their father hadn’t wanted the set. Both Jordan and Kyle lived in apartments. Craig had told him to take it because his three boys would destroy the beautiful pieces in a matter of days.

“Travis, it’s your turn to move,” Mandy said impatiently. “Hurry, ’cuz I’m winning.”

“I’m hurrying,” he told the little girl. He rolled the dice and counted out the squares with his marker. Mandy crowed when he landed on a chute that carried him almost to the bottom of the board. “Guess you’re going to win, huh?”

She nodded vigorously, her blond braids bouncing on her shoulders. She grinned. “Mommy, I’m winning. Come see.”

Elizabeth turned in her chair and looked down at the game. “Very good, sweetie.” She gave him a quick glance. A tiny spot of color stained each cheek, but she didn’t turn away.

Travis was glad. He’d barely had time to recover from his obvious and somewhat painful reaction to their kiss when Rebecca had arrived for dinner. So far he hadn’t had the chance to make sure Elizabeth was all right. He told himself he hadn’t meant to kiss her, but he knew he was lying. He’d been thinking about it ever since her first night here, when he’d briefly touched her lips with his. He’d wanted to know if the heat between them was real or imagined. The still-burning scars reminded him the heat was plenty real. Their kiss had only made him want more.

Which was, he acknowledged, an obvious problem. He didn’t want to get involved with Elizabeth for several reasons. Not only was she a guest in his house, but he knew better than to risk it all with someone like her. She was the kind of woman who believed in commitment and forever. He didn’t know how to do that. If he was honest with himself, he didn’t have what other men had to make something special last. Four generations of failed relationships couldn’t be argued with.

But the kiss had been tempting. He only wished he’d had a chance to ask Elizabeth if everything was okay. But Rebecca and Mandy were in the room. If that wasn’t bad enough, his friend was taking perverse delight in telling Elizabeth a string of stories about his supposed conquests with women.

“What about that trick roper you dated?” Rebecca asked.

Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “A trick roper. I don’t think I want to hear about that one.”

Travis shook his head. “That happened about six years ago. Long before you’d even heard of Glenwood,” he said, turning to Rebecca. “You’re repeating gossip.”

“I know. Isn’t it terrific?” She walked over and patted his shoulder. “I love this guy. He is the ultimate male weapon against women. One look and they go weak in the knees.”

He rolled the dice and moved three places. Mandy rolled and won the game. She laughed with delight, then leaned forward and gave him a big hug. He held her close. Funny how both Abbott women got to him. Elizabeth made him want dangerous things, while Mandy made him feel a fierce need to protect her. And a longing to be more. He would give his soul to be a decent father to some kid. She planted a wet kiss on his cheek. Deep in his chest, he felt a sharp stab of pain piercing his heart.

“You’re the best, Travis,” Mandy said.

“I rest my case.” Rebecca headed for the kitchen.

Mandy scrambled off his lap and followed “Becca,” as she called the other woman. He glanced up at Elizabeth still sitting in her seat watching him.

“I took each of the nurses out once,” he said, wondering why he was defending himself. She wouldn’t believe him. No one ever did. “I don’t think I even kissed the second one good-night.”

“Sure.” She smiled.

“The trick roper was an old friend. I’d known her in college. You know people make up a lot of stories about me and my brothers. They think we get a lot more—” He hesitated, searching for a polite word.

“Action?” she offered helpfully.

“It wouldn’t have been my choice.”

God, she was beautiful. The skinny straps of her rose sundress showed off her tanned shoulders. The long line of her neck made him remember how she’d tasted when he’d kissed her there. Her mouth was perfect, pulling into a wide smile. It was her eyes that always got to him, though. There was a wariness in her expression that seemed out of place. Was it that Sam guy who had made her cautious? What had happened in her life? What was the big secret? Hell, a man could go crazy thinking about it.

He rose to his feet and took the chair next to hers. “A lot of people assume my brothers and I get a lot more action than we do. Part reputation, part circumstances.”

She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her small ear. “Are you trying to make me feel sorry for you?”

“No, I’m trying to make sure we’re still friends.”

“I would think you have so many women in your life that one more wouldn’t matter.”

He leaned close to her, stopping only when their arms brushed. He was pleased that she didn’t move away. “I’m not talking about women in general. I’m talking about you. Friends?”

She glanced at the tablecloth. He couldn’t see her expression, so he sweated it out. He hated that it mattered what she thought.

“I’m not a jerk, Elizabeth. I’m not what everybody says.”

“I know.” She bit her lower lip. “You’re a nice guy.”

He winced.

“You are!”

“Great.”

“You want to shake on it again?”

He’d rather kiss on it, but hey, he would take what he could. Her hand felt small and delicate in his, but it was her smile that just about knocked him from his chair. She grinned up at him then leaned forward.

“So tell me the real story about the trick roper.”

* * *

They had barely sat down to dinner when the doorbell rang. Travis threw his napkin on the table. “I’ll get it,” he said, rising to his feet.

He walked to the front door and pulled it open. He grinned. “Austin, come in.”

Austin Lucas strolled into the hallway and paused. He sniffed the air. “I smell dinner.”

“You hungry? Louise left plenty.”

His friend shrugged. “I wouldn’t say—”

“Travis, who is it?” Rebecca called.

Austin raised his dark eyebrows. “Sorry. I didn’t know you had company.”

“It’s not what you think.” Travis grabbed his friend’s arm and steered him toward the dining room. Austin let himself be pulled along, but Travis knew his heart wasn’t in it. Austin didn’t go out of his way to be sociable.

“Look who I found on the doorstep,” he said. Elizabeth and Mandy both looked up expectantly. Rebecca rose to her feet and smiled, even though she couldn’t see who was behind Travis. He stepped to one side and let Austin precede him into the room.

He raised his arm to Austin’s shoulder, as much to show affection as to keep the other man from bolting. Austin didn’t do crowds.

“Austin Lucas, this is Elizabeth Abbott and her daughter, Mandy. They’re staying here while Elizabeth recovers from a bout with appendicitis. Next to my brothers, Austin is my oldest friend in Glenwood.”

Elizabeth stood up and held out her hand. Travis watched her sharply, waiting for the inevitable reaction. She said hello and smiled at him, but that was it. Interesting, he thought.

“And you’ve already met Rebecca,” he said.

Rebecca nodded several times. “The committee meeting on town support for the home. You were there.” She paused. Her brown eyes widened. “I mean, everyone was there, weren’t they? All the people in the town.” She paused. “Not all of them, of course, but a good many. Not just you.” Color flared on her cheeks. She smiled tightly. “Good to see you. Again. Here, that is.” She reached for her water glass. Her fingers slipped and she knocked it over on the table. “Oh, no. I’ll just—” She motioned helplessly toward the rapidly spreading pool of water. “I’ll get a cloth.”

“I’ll help,” Elizabeth said and followed her into the kitchen.

“What’s gotten into her?” Travis asked no one in particular; then he glanced at his friend.

“Don’t look at me. This is only the second time I’ve met the lady. She was a lot like this at the meeting, too. She must have dropped her pen a hundred times.” He shrugged.

Elizabeth came back alone with a couple of dishcloths. She mopped up the spill. Travis waited, but Rebecca never reappeared.

“Have a seat,” Travis said.

Austin shook his head. “I just came by to tell you that I’ll be here for the football game.”

“Great. But really, there’s plenty of food.”

“You’re having dinner with two beautiful women. I don’t want to get in the way.”

“You wouldn’t be.” Travis meant it. In the past several minutes, Elizabeth hadn’t even given Austin a second glance. Good news because his friend’s reputation with women rivaled that of any of the Haynes brothers. Austin topped Travis by at least three inches. He’d been described as handsome as the devil himself. Between his self-made fortune, his solitary ways and the gold hoop earring Travis and his brothers never tired of teasing him about, he drew women like a shell game drew suckers. So Elizabeth was somehow immune to the infamous Lucas charm. Too bad he couldn’t say the same about Rebecca.

“Mister?”

Travis glanced down and saw Mandy was tugging on the sleeve of Austin’s shirt.

“What?” Austin asked.

“I’m beautiful, too. Mommy said so.”

Austin drew back his head and laughed. “You’re right, Mandy. You are very beautiful. I’m sorry I didn’t include you.”

The little girl dimpled, obviously charmed.

“Tell me, Mr. Lucas, how long have you lived in Glenwood?” Elizabeth asked.

Austin looked at her. “It’s Austin, and I’ve lived here since junior high school.”

She folded her arms over her chest. The action pushed her full breasts up slightly. Travis remembered the feel of them against his chest. His mouth grew dry.

She smiled slowly. With her long hair curling over her almost-bare shoulders and the rose-colored dress outlining her feminine curves, he knew he didn’t have the power to resist what she offered. Fortunately for him, she wasn’t doing any offering. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt Elizabeth.

“I was wondering. I’ve heard all these stories about Travis and his women. Are the stories true?”

Austin glanced at him. Devilment twinkled in his pale gray eyes. “Every word, ma’am. Gospel.”

Travis jerked his thumb toward the door. “Get out of here, you traitor.” He followed Austin down the hall toward the front door, all the while accompanied by the sound of Elizabeth’s laughter.

“I’ll get you for this,” he said as Austin got into his car.

“I’m scared.” Austin gave him a salute. “Enjoy the ladies.” He pulled his car door shut and started the engine.

When Travis returned to the dining room, Rebecca had come out of the kitchen.

“Oh, is he gone?” she asked, twisting her hands together. “I hate it when that happens.”

Elizabeth glanced at the other woman. “What exactly happened?”

Rebecca sank into her chair and buried her face in her hands. “I can’t be around that man without turning into a klutz. I have a master’s degree, I got good grades in school. I run the entire child services department for the county.” She looked up at Travis. “I do a good job, don’t I?”

“The best.” He had to fight back a grin.

“Don’t you dare laugh, Travis,” she said. “I’m a pathetic creature. Every time I’m around that man, I fall apart. I drop things.” She grimaced at the tablecloth. “Or spill them. I can’t finish my sentences. I’ve only met him three times, but it’s getting worse.” She sighed. “Maybe I should move.”

Elizabeth giggled. Rebecca turned toward her. “This is not funny.”

“I’m sorry.” Elizabeth bit her lower lip, then burst out laughing. “You have a crush on him.”

“I know. It’s awful.”

Travis reached over and rested his hand on Rebecca’s shoulder. “Be careful, kid. Austin has broken more hearts than my brothers and I put together. He’s not into relationships except for the convenient kind.”

She looked up at him and smiled. She was dressed in a floral print dress that floated around her body. The garment was loose enough not to even hint at curves below. With her long hair, minimal makeup and flat shoes, she looked like everyone’s stereotypical idea of a librarian. Or a Sunday school teacher. The innocence lurking in her gaze had been one of the reasons nothing had happened between them. He didn’t want that on his already-full conscience.

“I know that,” Rebecca said. “There’s just something about him.”

“He’s dangerous.”

“Yeah, kinda like you.”

* * *

He and Rebecca sat on the front porch swing while Elizabeth put Mandy to bed. He could hear the sounds of Mandy’s laughter floating out of the upstairs window. He liked the domesticity of their arrangement. If he couldn’t have the real thing, this was a damn close second best.

“Elizabeth seems very nice,” Rebecca said, pushing off the porch with her foot and causing the swing to rock.

“Uh-huh.”

“That’s what I like best about our friendship,” she said, poking him in the side. “Your articulate statements.”

He didn’t bother responding. Rebecca had something to say, but he wasn’t going to make it any easier for her.

“You’re a fool if you let her get away.”

He didn’t answer.

“I know you probably think it’s too soon to know if she’s the one or not, but you two look right together. She’s bright, funny, great with her daughter and—”

“Shut up.” He softened the words by resting his arm on the back of Rebecca’s shoulders and pulled her next to him.

“But—”

“No, Rebecca. I can’t do this. I’m not a fool if I let her go, I’m a fool if I try again. You’re right. Elizabeth is great. Mandy’s irresistible, but so what? I come from a long line of failures in the relationship department. None of my uncles, or my brothers have been able to make it work. Neither could I.”

“Maybe Julie wasn’t the right one for you.”

“Maybe I should quit trying to be something I’m not.”

She looked up at him. The porch light illuminated her pale skin and the concern in her eyes. She was as slender and fragile as a porcelain figurine, and just as beautiful. He’d held her close, even kissed her once. And felt nothing. Damn. Why did Elizabeth Abbott have to be the one to make him crazy? It would have been easier to try again with Rebecca. He told himself it was because they were friends, but he knew better. It would have been easier with Rebecca because with her he didn’t have as much to lose.

“You don’t have to be like them,” she said, snuggling closer. There was a slight chill in the air. He welcomed the decrease in temperature. Maybe it would cool his desire. “You’re your own person. Blaze a new path. Start a new tradition in the Haynes dynasty.”

“If it looks like a duck and walks like a duck and sounds like a duck, it’s probably a duck. No point in trying to be something else.”

She grinned. “What are you saying?”

He chuckled. “That I’m a duck.”

“Well, go ahead and be one if it makes you happy.”

The ”trouble was it didn’t make him one bit happy. He wanted more. That was the hell of it. He couldn’t be like his father, going from woman to woman. None of his brothers were. They all wanted to make a relationship work and settle down with one woman. Like them, he wanted to get married, have a herd of children and wake up in the same bed for the next fifty years. What right did he have to try for something that was doomed to failure?

“But maybe Julie wasn’t the one for you.”

“She was the perfect wife. A guy couldn’t ask for more.”

“Maybe you didn’t love her.”

Interesting thought. He was beginning to think he didn’t know what love was.

“Travis!”

He stood up when he heard Elizabeth call his name. “Be right back.”

Rebecca rose and stretched. “I’ll come with you. I want to say good-night to Elizabeth and then leave. I have a lot of work tomorrow.”

She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. He waited, hoping for some reaction. Some hint of desire. Nothing. Not even the tiniest spark. She could have been his sister.

“Hang in there,” she said.

“I will.” He opened the front door for her to go in first.

Elizabeth watched Rebecca and Travis enter the hallway. They looked good together. Both tall and attractive. Rebecca said something, and Travis laughed. How easily they spent time together. Elizabeth fought down a feeling of envy. After the first year it had never been easy with Sam. He’d been charming, of course, but he’d never let her inside and never shared his feelings. Now, of course, she knew why. But then she’d always wondered what was wrong with her. Why wasn’t she enough to keep her man happy?

Travis looked up at her.

“Mandy wants to say good-night to you,” she said.

“Sure.” He climbed the stairs two at a time and went into Mandy’s room. Rebecca followed more slowly.

Elizabeth wanted to ask what they’d been talking about outside. She’d heard the creak of the swing. It had been an intimate sound. Elizabeth told herself she wasn’t jealous. Why should she be? She wasn’t interested in Travis. At least not romantically. She resisted the impulse to touch her nose to see if it was growing.

Tonight she was going to have to have a long talk with herself. She couldn’t afford to get involved with anyone, and certainly not him. He would sweep her up in passion, muddle her thinking, pleasure her body and then leave her for the next one on the list. Which almost made it easier. If Travis wasn’t such a flirt, she would have a more difficult decision. She would have to face trusting her judgment about a man. She shook her head. Never again. She was done making those kinds of mistakes.

Rebecca reached the landing. “I’m glad we got to spend some time together.”

“Thanks for bringing me the work. I’ll get started on it in the morning.”

“Oh, please take your time.” Rebecca frowned. “I don’t want to be responsible for you not getting better. You don’t have to do any of it if you don’t feel up to it. Her frown turned into a smile. “Heaven knows the paperwork has waited for months now. A couple more weeks isn’t going to matter.”

“I’m desperate for something to do during the day. Between Louise and Travis, I barely have to move around at all. I’m looking forward to getting back to work.”

“Your desk is waiting for you. Rebecca nodded toward Mandy’s room. “Now you take care of yourself and that hunk in there. He needs some looking after.”

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “After all the stories I’ve heard, looking after is the one thing he doesn’t need more of.”

Rebecca sobered. “Maybe I shouldn’t have passed on all those stories about Travis. He really is a nice man. Don’t judge him too harshly.”

“I don’t judge him at all. He’s been great to me and Mandy, but he’s not my type.”

“Too bad. He’s not mine, either.” Rebecca stared off in the distance for a moment. “There must be someone brave enough to take on this particular Haynes boy. I haven’t known Travis for all that long, but I know him well enough to know it would be worth the trouble.” She touched Elizabeth’s forearm briefly. “Get better, but don’t push yourself. The piles of paper aren’t going anywhere. Good night.”

She started down the stairs. Elizabeth moved to follow her but Rebecca stopped her with a raised hand.

“I’ll find my own way out. You’d just have to climb the stairs again to tuck in your daughter. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“By.”

Elizabeth watched as her boss left. When the front door closed, she stared at it for several minutes. Rebecca was great. She was looking forward to working for her. It would be nice to have some new friends in her life. Except—

She shook her head and turned toward Mandy’s room. Except for the secrets she had to keep. They made it hard to open up. There was always a barrier between herself and anyone she wanted in her life. She knew she should put it behind her, but she couldn’t. What would Louise and Rebecca think if they knew the truth? Worse, what would Travis think? She didn’t want to even imagine that moment. He would know what a fool she’d been. He would blame her, as she blamed herself, for not figuring it out, for not getting the clues. There must have been hundreds.

Stop thinking about it, she told herself. But it was hard to forget what was keeping her from the life she really wanted. Tonight’s dinner had reminded her how much she liked having people in her life. Being with everyone had taunted her with the vision of what she’d once imagined her life with Sam to be like. She’d thought they would be a family together; she’d been wrong.

Brushing aside the unpleasant thoughts, she moved toward Mandy’s room. As she entered the room she saw Travis sitting on the edge of the bed holding Mandy in his arms. They both had their backs to her.

“Sometimes I miss my daddy,” Mandy said.

“I know, honey,” Travis answered.

Elizabeth felt as if someone had stabbed her in the heart. Mandy had adjusted so well to all the changes that sometimes she allowed herself to forget how this must be upsetting her daughter. Of course she missed her father.

She wanted to go to Mandy and comfort her, but Travis seemed to be doing a fine job. Besides, it was her fault the girl didn’t have a father anymore. She’d been the one to demand Sam sign custody of their child over to her. She clutched the door frame. Sam hadn’t given her any trouble. He’d signed the papers, then passed them to her. His blue eyes had spoken his silent apology as the prison guards had led him away. That quiet apology hadn’t been enough.

Elizabeth knew this was hard on Mandy, but it was better this way. Sam had never really loved either of them. She’d finally figured out it had all been a game to him.

“How come your hugs make me feel better?” Mandy asked, settling back on her bed.

“They’re magic hugs.” Travis bent over and kissed her cheek. When he straightened, he saw Elizabeth standing just inside the room. “Hi. We were discussing her father.”

“I heard,” she said. Elizabeth addressed Mandy. “Were you feeling sad?”

“A little.” Her little girl looked up at her with Sam’s eyes. “Travis gave me a magic hug and I’m better now.”

“Aren’t you lucky.” Elizabeth picked up her stuffed teddy and placed him next to her. “Are you ready to go to sleep?”

Mandy nodded.

“I love you, sweetie.”

“I love you, too, Mommy.”

Elizabeth fussed with the covers for as long as she could, knowing she didn’t want to turn around and face Travis. What must he be thinking about her? Every time they came to some kind of agreement, something was there to remind him about the mysteries in her life. She knew he was curious. She just prayed he would stop asking her questions she couldn’t answer.

Travis was waiting for her in the hallway. Without saying a word, he placed his hand on the small of her back and led her down the stairs. When they reached the foyer she was about to say good-night, but he opened the front door.

“Come outside,” he said. “It’s a beautiful night.”

She hesitated. It would be better for both of them if she went to her room—alone. The two of them sitting in the dark could get into a lot of trouble. Their kiss this afternoon had proved that, and it had still been daylight. But the cool night beckoned. She was tired from her long day, but not in pain.

“I won’t bite,” he promised.

How could she resist him? “If you’re sure,” she said, and stepped out onto the porch.

The light beside the front door cast a soft glow down the steps. The swing was to her left, but she felt that would be tempting fate too much, so she sat on the top step and pulled her full skirt over her knees to her ankles. Travis settled next to her. The night air was full of sounds: crickets, the soft buzz of invisible flying wings, the hoot-hoot of an owl. She inhaled the smells. Damp earth from a brief afternoon shower, the last lingering sweetness of the roses by the porch rail and the hint of woodsmoke from some faraway fireplace.

A quarter moon hung just above the horizon. This was a different sky than she was used to. The lights of Los Angeles washed out most of the stars, but up here she could see the twinkling lights of the constellations.

Travis sat close enough for them to touch. Shoulder to thigh. She should probably pull away, but he was warm and familiar, her only anchor in her new world.

“You want to talk about Mandy’s father?” he asked. He’d lowered his voice, but it still sounded loud in the quiet evening. “I assume you heard what she said.”

“Most of it.” She folded her arms on top of her knees and rested her chin on them. “I can’t.”

“How about your father?”

“What?”

She glanced sideways at him. He smiled at her. In the soft light, he looked like a chiseled statue. His hair and mustache were the color of midnight, his skin a polished bronze. If it wasn’t for the warmth of his arm brushing her and the heat seeping through her dress from hip and thigh, she would have wondered if he was real. She’d escaped her past and had somehow stumbled upon this man. Was fate being kind or playing the most horrible joke on her?

“I’m changing the subject. Tell me about your family. Did you grow up in L.A.?”

“In the area. Near San Bernardino. A small town, a lot like this one. Then I went to the big bad city to go to college.”

“And you’re the only child.”

“Yes. Mom was in her late thirties when I was born, and that was a lot less popular then. I was lonely growing up. I’d always planned on having three or four kids of my own to make up for it, but it didn’t turn out that way.”

“You could have them now.”

“I’m not sure. Being a single mom is hard. I’m not getting married.” Again. She almost said it, but at the last minute held back the word. Still it hung in the night like a winged creature before taking flight and disappearing into the silence. She cleared her throat. “What about you?”

Either he didn’t notice that now she was the one changing the subject, or he was too kind to comment. She had a feeling it was the latter.

“Four boys, an assortment of uncles dropping by to visit. It was noisy.” He shrugged. She felt the rise and fall of his shirt as it brushed against her skin. It was nice. “My dad was sheriff of Glenwood for about twenty-five years.”

“Did you work for him?”

“Yeah.” He chuckled. “For about a minute. He took an early retirement, but there was a month there when I was his newest deputy.” He paused. When he spoke again, his voice was different. “He rode me hard.”

“Did it make you angry?”

He turned to look at her. “Why do you ask?”

“You sounded...” She trailed off. “Bitter, I guess.”

“Maybe I am. Not about the work, that was fine. Dad and his brothers were the original good ol’ boys. They lived hard, drank hard, played hard. By the time I was ten, three of my four uncles were divorced. The fourth one, Bob, never bothered getting married. I knew my dad had a bunch of girlfriends, not to mention a mistress he kept in the next town.” He drew in a deep breath. “This is the seedy side of the Haynes family legend. Sorry. You don’t want to hear this.”

She felt bad that he’d gone through that, but part of her was grateful to have something to focus on other than her own problems. She shifted until she was facing him. Her knees bumped his thighs. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and letting his hands hang loose.

“People in town think it was all good times and parties at our house,” he said at last. “It wasn’t. My folks fought a lot. You can imagine what my mom thought of my dad’s activities.” His mouth twisted into a grim smile. “He was so damn proud of himself. He had four sons and, no matter what else he did, he woke up every morning in his own bed. What a saint.” He drew in a breath. “She split when Kyle was fifteen. Packed her bags and left. Not a word, or a note. We thought about looking for her, but we figured if she wanted to stay in touch, she knew where to find us.”

“How old were you?”

“Twenty-one. It didn’t really bother me. I’d just finished college and was about to find my own place anyway, but it hit Kyle hard. Jordan, too, but he wouldn’t show it.”

Elizabeth’s heart squeezed painfully. Jordan wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to show his pain. Travis might have been older, but she had a feeling his mother’s abandonment had hurt him just as much. She was torn. Part of her couldn’t blame the woman for walking out on Travis’s father, but she didn’t understand how a mother could abandon her sons.

“So you decided to punish all women for what she’d done?” she asked.

“No. It’s not like that. None of us are angry at women. Nobody has figured out how to make it work.” He turned his head and looked at her. She saw the sadness in his eyes. Instinctively she reached out and rested her hand on his forearm. He didn’t acknowledge the comfort, but she didn’t mind. He felt warm and strong, even with all his pain. She liked to think she was giving a little back.

“Craig got married right out of college. Had three boys. But he couldn’t make it work. I tried with Julie. You know what happened there. I come from a long line of ducks.”

“What?”

“If it looks like a duck and walks like a— Never mind. We talked about it, my brothers and I. Watching our dad and the uncles fool around convinced us that we were all going to be faithful to the women in our lives. Wishing isn’t enough, is it? Monogamy doesn’t guarantee success. There’s something else we all just don’t get.”

He stared into the night. Their backgrounds were so different, she thought. Yet here they sat together, facing their personal demons. She was glad that she and Travis could be friends. They needed each other.

“So you stay single forever?” she asked.

“There doesn’t seem to be a choice.”

“What about children?”

He turned on the step, shifting so his back pressed against the railing. He parted his thighs and rested his right foot on the porch, bending his knee. His other foot balanced on the bottom step. Her calves brushed against his inner thigh. It was a very intimate position. Her gaze seemed drawn to his chest, drifting lower to his trousers. She looked away before she reached dangerous territory, but their new positions made her hyperaware of his heat and scent. She clutched her arms to her chest.

“I’d like a family,” he said, seemingly unaware of what he was doing to her. “But it’s not in the cards for me.”

“Too bad. You’re wonderful with Mandy.”

He brushed off her compliment with a flick of his wrist. “Speaking of Mandy, I’ve been thinking. There’s a soccer league for the younger kids. It gives them something to do during football season. The teams are coed, but they match them up by size and skill. Sign-ups are tomorrow. I thought I could take her to the park. What do you think?”

“I think you’re a sheep in wolf’s clothing, Travis Haynes. All this tough talk, but underneath, you’re a sweetie.”

His slow, sexy grin chased the last of the shadows from his eyes. “Tell anyone, and you’re dead meat.”

“Tough guy, you don’t scare me. Soccer will be great for Mandy. Thanks for offering to take her.”

“No problem. I know the coaches. She’ll have fun and make lots of friends.”

She leaned forward. “Travis, you’re wonderful with kids. This is a perfect example. You shouldn’t dismiss that.”

“The truth is, I’m a sprinter. It’s easy to play daddy for a couple of hours, but it makes a big difference when the kids are yours. I know. I’ve seen Craig struggling.”

“You keep saying that you don’t have what it takes, but from everything I’ve seen, all the parts are in working order.”

He raised his dark eyebrows. Instantly her gaze dropped to his crotch and she remembered the feel of his hardness pressing against her. She blushed and looked away. “You know what I meant.”

“I prefer my interpretation of what you said.”

She sank back against the railing. “I think it’s time for me to say good-night.”

“Not so fast.”

He stood on the bottom step and loomed over her. His head moved lower, blocking out the night stars. His hands touched her almost-bare shoulders, making her instantly tremble. But at the last minute, she turned her face away. His mouth grazed her cheek.

“Elizabeth?”

“I can’t,” she whispered. She risked looking up at him. Confusion filled his brown eyes, fighting the fire there and slowly putting it out. She couldn’t. For a thousand sensible reasons that all boiled down to being afraid of making the same mistake again.

If only she’d met Travis seven years ago. If only he’d been the one to steal her heart and seduce her body. But it hadn’t been Travis, it had been Sam. Maybe if Sam had beat her or cheated on her, it would have been easier to get over what happened. But how was she supposed to recover from being a fool? How was she supposed to forget the lies?

Travis stepped back and held out his hand to help her up. She ignored him and rose. A pain jabbed her side as her movements pulled the incision.

“I’m sorry,” she said, looking over his left shoulder. “I can’t do this. I’m not what you think I am.” She smiled sadly, knowing she either had to smile or cry. Already her eyes were burning. She prayed she made it to her room before she gave way.

“So it all comes back to that damn mystery,” he growled. “What is so terrible?”

“Don’t ask me, please. I really appreciate everything you’ve done. I’m very grateful.”

“I don’t want your gratitude.”

She blinked several times, but it didn’t help. One tear rolled free. She brushed it off her cheek. “It’s all I have to give you, Travis. There’s nothing else. Please believe me. I’m not who you think I am.”


Chapter Eight

The coach blew his whistle, but none of the kids on the field paid any attention. They continued to chase the white soccer ball, screaming with excitement in the frenzy of being the first one to actually kick the ball. When the ball made a sudden left turn, Mandy was right there. She stared down at it, her expression a mixture of confusion and delight; then she kicked for all she was worth. The ball sailed into the air and landed out of bounds. Travis stood up and cheered. The coach wearily shook his head and continued to blow the whistle. Finally the dozen or so six-and seven-year-olds quieted down to listen.

For the fifth time, the coach explained the rules of the game. Each of the children nodded earnestly, then scattered in an effort to find and kick the ball. Travis chuckled. Mandy was right in the middle of the pack. With her bright red shorts and T-shirt she was easy to spot. Her blond ponytail swung with each step.

“The kid’s a natural athlete,” he said.

“You sound like a proud papa.”

He shifted on the bleachers set up on the side of the field and turned around. A sultry brunette with legs that stretched from here to forever smiled down at him. Her cropped T-shirt and microscopic shorts left little to the imagination.

“Unless you’ve been hiding something, Travis, she couldn’t possibly be yours.”

“No, Amber. She’s the daughter of a friend of mine. I brought her to the practice. I’m surprised to see you here.”

“Jimmy’s playing.” She motioned to the field. A short dark-haired boy ran tenaciously after the ball. “You know how Karl is about sports.”

He did know. Karl was one of his deputies. A former college football hero, Karl had hoped for a career in the pros. He had the heart but lacked speed. Amber had married him before the 49ers released him from his contract. Rumor had it she wasn’t happy about being cheated out of her role as the professional football player’s wife. Travis couldn’t confirm the rumors, but the last two times he’d stopped Amber for speeding, she’d offered to pay her ticket with something other than cash. He’d refused. Even if Karl hadn’t been his subordinate and a friend, Travis didn’t dally with married women.

“My husband’s working today,” she said, moving down closer to where he was sitting. “But then you know that, don’t you? Are you going to be at all the practices? They take a couple of hours, don’t they?” She moved closer and smiled. “Maybe we could get a cup of coffee, or something.”

It was the “something” that had him worried. “Thanks, but I don’t think so, Amber. I’d rather stay with the kids.”

Her perfect features twisted into a snarl. “I always knew your reputation was a lot of hype, Travis. Figures there’d be nothing hot in this crappy little town.” She jumped off the bleachers and stalked away.

It was starting to make sense, he thought, remembering how distracted Karl had been lately. Amber must be making his life hell. He grimaced. Looks like the Haynes boys weren’t the only ones who couldn’t keep their marriages together.

He returned his attention to the field. The coach was trying to set up drills for the kids. It wasn’t working. Travis thought about volunteering his services, but he was already committed to a pint-size football team. In a couple of weeks the practices would overlap.

Mandy continued to run back and forth, laughing as she tried to kick the ball. Her smile made him think of her mother.

Life wasn’t fair. Amber was ready to get involved in an affair. She would understand it for what it was and not expect more of him. He hadn’t had a woman in months, so he should have been tempted. But Amber didn’t do a thing for him. Not to mention the fact that she was married. He shrugged. He had a bad feeling that even if Amber had been single, he wouldn’t have been interested.

Elizabeth, on the other hand, could turn him on in a heartbeat. She was single but not available, and certainly not the type a man played around with. If it wasn’t for that damned feeling he got when he was around her—the sense of belonging—he could put her out of his mind.

But instead of trying to not think about her, he recalled their kiss. Hot and perfect. She’d gone all soft in his arms, holding on, kissing him back. His chest still burned where her breasts had pressed against him. She’d tasted sweet and ready. God knows he’d been ready. Even thinking about it made his jeans uncomfortable. He shifted on the bench and glanced at the kids still playing. Think about something else, Haynes, he told himself.

I’m not who you think I am. Her words haunted him. What could they mean? She said she wasn’t married, and he didn’t think she was a liar. So what was it? Damn. He should have made her tell him. Barring that, he should have kissed her again, kissed her until neither of them cared about her mystery, or anything but the feelings they generated when they were together.

A white sheriff’s car pulled up, distracting him. He stood and stretched, then walked over to the vehicle. Kyle stepped out and walked around the car.

“What’s up?” Travis asked.

Kyle shook his head. “Nothing’s up. I called the house and Elizabeth said you were here.” Kyle grinned. “Is she as pretty as she sounds?”

“What happened to Lisa?”

Kyle leaned against the car and folded his arms over his chest. “We broke up.”

“You dumped her.”

“Yeah. I guess.”

Travis studied his twenty-eight-year-old brother. He’d been the one hardest hit by their mother’s leaving. He was six-two, lean, with the Haynes dark hair, eyes and good looks. Girls, women and old ladies loved him. He dumped them all before they could dump him.

“What happened this time?” Travis asked.

“You know, same old thing. She wasn’t right. So tell me about Elizabeth. I heard from Louise that she’s really pretty. And about my age.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Travis growled.

Kyle grinned. “Jealous, old man? That’s a first.”

“I’m not jealous. Elizabeth is going through some things right now and she doesn’t need to get involved with a Romeo like you.”

Kyle leaned forward and mockingly punched him in the stomach. Travis feinted right and shot back a jab of his own.

“You’ve got it bad, big brother. The lady has you hogtied with luvvvv.”

“It’s been less than two weeks. We’re just…friends.”

Kyle dropped his arms to his side. “Sell it somewhere else. I recognize the signs. You’ll be parking your slippers under her bed by the end of the month.”

Travis shoved his hands into his jeans front pockets. “It’s not what you think, Kyle. I like her.” How long had it been since he’d admitted that to himself or anyone else?

Kyle’s good humor faded. His mouth pulled straight and his eyes darkened with sadness. “I guess that means you’re going to stay away from her, huh?”

“I don’t have much choice.”

“The Haynes curse.” Kyle turned and braced his forearms on the top of the marked sedan. “We’re all pretty bright. You’d think we’d have figured out a way to break the thing.”

“You keep trying.”

“Not anymore. I’m giving up on women.”

“That’ll last about a minute.” He looked out at the field and watched Mandy play. She saw him and waved then went back to her game. “We make a sorry group, Kyle.”

“That we do. And we’re contagious. Austin was probably normal before we got ahold of him.”

Travis shook his head. “I don’t think so. Austin had trouble before he ever got to Glenwood. Maybe the five of us should start a twelve-step program. Hi, my name is Travis, and I don’t know how to make a relationship work.”

Kyle pushed off the car and stepped into the street. “Let me know if it helps. Are we on for the game this Sunday?”

Kyle, Austin and whichever of his other two brothers were around usually came over to watch football in the fall. He’d canceled last week because of Elizabeth.

“Sure. She’s feeling better.”

“So I will get to meet her.” Kyle’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Yeah, but watch yourself.”

“I will.”

Travis watched his brother open his car door. Before he stepped inside, Travis called, “Wait a minute.” He walked around the hood of the vehicle and hesitated. “Can you run a name for me?”

“Sure. Who?”

He shouldn’t do this. If Elizabeth found out, she would be furious. Worse, she would be hurt. She’d said she hadn’t done anything illegal, but what if she’d been lying? He didn’t want to think that of her, but there was obviously something she wasn’t telling him.

He pulled a pad of paper out of his back pocket and borrowed Kyle’s pen. He vacillated another second, then wrote the name “Sam Proctor” down and handed Kyle the sheet.

“Call me if you find anything. And keep it under your hat.”

Kyle studied the name. “No problem. See you Sunday.”

Travis watched the car pull away from the curb. What would Elizabeth think when she’d found out what he’d done? What would he think if he learned her secret?

* * *

Mandy licked her ice-cream cone frantically, but the drips were faster. “Travis, help,” she called, holding out her hand.

He grabbed two napkins and wiped her clean. By the time he was done with that hand, the other one was a mess.

“You’ve got to learn to eat them quicker, honey.”

Mandy giggled. She had several grass stains on her shirt and shorts from the soccer practice. There was a smudge of dirt on her cheek and chocolate ice cream on her chin. She was adorable.

“I’m done.” She gave him the half-finished cone, which proceeded to drip all over his hand.

“Great. Thanks.” He licked it a couple of times, then tossed it in the plastic-lined trash container in the ice-cream shop. He wiped both their hands, then collected their packages. Mandy slid off her stool and followed him out onto the street.

“Hold this,” he said, handing her one of the bags. He reached in his back pocket and pulled out the list Elizabeth had made. “Okay, we bought T-shirts.”

“Three of them,” Mandy said helpfully.

“Yes, three. And shoes. We got underwear.”

“With pink bunnies.”

“The bunnies are nice.” It had been tough deciding between bunnies, a popular female cartoon figure and flowers. He’d picked out female lingerie before, but not cotton panties for a six-year-old. He hoped Elizabeth approved of the bunnies. He scanned the list. “That’s it, kid. We just have to go by the post office and collect your mom’s mail. Then we’ll head home.”

“Okay.” She started down the sidewalk.

“Mandy?” he called.

“What?”

“It’s that way.” He pointed in the other direction.

She smiled. “Okay.” The bag was light, but almost as big as she was. He reached down and took it from her.

“I didn’t mean for you to carry that, sweetie. I’ll take it.”

“But I want to help.”

He sorted through the other packages. “Here. Take this one.”

“Mommy’s present?” She looked in the small gift store bag and smiled. “Mommy will like it.”

“I hope so.” It had been an impulsive purchase. A small yellow stuffed duck. She wouldn’t get the joke, but seeing it would remind him not to try to be other than he was.

Mandy walked at his side chatting about school and soccer practice. He liked the sound of her voice and her stories. He liked how she looked up at him and simply assumed he would keep her safe. She accepted him with the tacit trust of a child raised in a house full of love and security. So where was the girl’s father?

Thinking of Sam Proctor sent a shiver of guilt slipping down his spine. As they crossed the street and he saw a restaurant up ahead, he had the urge to step inside and use the phone to call Kyle at the station. It would be easy enough to tell his brother to back off. Why did it matter who Sam Proctor was? But he passed the restaurant without making the call.

They reached the post office. There was a short line. Mandy stood patiently, humming softly under her breath. He glanced down at her pretty face and beautiful blue eyes. Eyes she had to have inherited from her father. He smiled at her. She grinned in return and reached for his hand. The trusting gesture twisted his heart. A stab of loneliness caught him off balance. It was going to be hell when Elizabeth and Mandy moved into their own place.

When it was their turn, he approached the counter and collected Elizabeth’s mail. She was having her forwarded correspondence held until she had her own place. He resisted the temptation to flip through the stack of envelopes. Checking on Sam Proctor was one thing, reading her mail quite another.

“Ready to go home?” he asked.

She nodded. “I had the best time, Travis. I like doing things with you. My old friends did stuff with their daddies but mine was always busy. I like soccer, too.”

The slightly confused speech gave him the in he’d been hoping for. As they approached the car, he dug in his front jeans pocket for his keys.

“You haven’t seen your daddy in a long time, have you?”

Mandy shook her head. “Mommy said he had to go away. My daddy left because he’s big.”

She’d said that once before. What the hell did it mean?

“Big?”

She nodded. “I heard her say that once. Mommy was on the phone. I was supposed to be in bed, but I got up for a drink of water. Mommy said Daddy was big. Then she started to cry.” Mandy’s mouth twisted into a frown. “I got scared and went back to my room. Mommy and Daddy fought sometimes. I could hear them.” She handed him the bag then climbed into the front seat of his Bronco. As he bent over to fasten her seat belt, she glanced up at him. “It made Mommy sad when he went away. It made me sad, too.”

He could see that sadness in her eyes and felt like the lowest kind of scum for questioning her. To distract her, he bent over and tickled her.

“Sad? No one is allowed to be sad in my car.”

She twisted away and giggled. “Is it a magic car, like the magic hugs?”

“Absolutely.” He handed her the mail and closed her door.

After tossing the packages on the back seat, he climbed in and started the truck. Mandy’s good humor had been restored and she chatted happily. His mind reeled with curiosity.

My daddy left because he’s big. Elizabeth Abbott, who are you? He signaled to turn out of the post office parking lot. Frustration welled up inside of him. He drew in a deep breath. He wasn’t going to get answers anytime soon. Kyle might come up with something, or he might not. Until then, he would just have to let it go. He liked Elizabeth and found it hard to believe she was involved with anything shady. His gut trusted her, and he trusted his gut.

“Look at the pretty dog,” Mandy said, pointing at a teenage boy walking a collie.

Travis stopped at a red light and turned to look. Mandy raised her hands to wave at the dog. The mail on her lap slipped off on the floor. He glanced at the light to make sure it was still red, then bent over and picked up the envelopes. He told himself not to, but he couldn’t help glancing at the address. It was a suburb of Los Angeles. He looked up a line, to the addressee. His teeth clenched together. He flipped through the rest of the envelopes. Almost all of them were addressed to the same person: Elizabeth Proctor.

She’d lied.

* * *

Elizabeth wiped the kitchen counter. Again. It had been clean the last four times she’d wiped it. She was wasting time, trying to avoid the inevitable.

Travis had put up a good front through the late afternoon and even into dinner. But she knew there was something wrong. She could see it in his eyes, hear it in the way he hesitated before answering her questions. He’d held himself apart from her ever since he and Mandy had come home.

She looked around the clean kitchen, liking the way the cream-and-blue tiles complemented the bleached oak cabinets. It wasn’t a traditional kitchen, but it suited her, and the house. She would miss it when she left.

She walked over to the coffeepot and poured out two cups. Sitting on the shelf above the sink was a stuffed yellow duck. The little creature seemed to smile at her, as much as a duck could smile. The gift had delighted her. Only Travis’s seeming emotional distance distracted her from her pleasure. Something was wrong and she was going to find out what.

She carried the mugs carefully to the stairs and started to climb. Travis was fitting cabinets in the big bathroom off the master bedroom. Mandy had been in bed for almost an hour. Her morning on the soccer field had worn her out. She had new clothes, thanks to Travis’s patience at shopping, and several new friends. Life was good for the six-year-old.

Elizabeth walked down the hallway to the last door. Like most of the rooms in the house, the master bedroom was vacant, the walls stripped of wallpaper, the hardwood floor in need of repair. But even empty and abandoned, it was a beautiful room. Bay windows overlooked the back of the property, creating an intimate sitting area. There was a stone fireplace in the corner and a huge bathroom through the doorway at the far end.

She made her way over the stacks of supplies and tools. She could hear a file rubbing against wood.

“You ready to take a break?” she called. “Or should I come back later?”

“I can take a break.”

“Good.” She entered the bathroom. Molding for the ceiling lay stacked in the center. Travis had told her he planned to do the master bed and bath in a Victorian style. He’d even ordered a claw-footed bathtub. Several cabinets stood around the outside of the room. Pipes stuck out from the wall.

Travis sat in the middle of the floor, an open cabinet in front of him. He looked up as she entered. Something flickered in his eyes. Not passion, not even interest. It was almost a fleeting hint of sadness, followed by a healthy dose of mistrust. She stopped dead in her tracks.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing.” He blinked and the expression was gone, replaced by one she couldn’t read.

Her stomach tightened as worry made her gnaw on her lower lip. She handed him a mug of coffee. He took it and nodded his thanks, then sipped the steaming liquid. Silence stretched between them. She didn’t know what to say. Apparently he didn’t, either, because the room stayed quiet.

She walked over to the rolls of wallpaper and studied the rose-and-ivory pattern. She could feel Travis’s gaze on her back. What had she done?

“You didn’t have to stay home tonight to keep me company,” she said at last, still staring at the wallpaper.

“I’ve been neglecting the house.” He picked up his file and went to work on the cabinet.

She wanted to believe that was all it was, but she couldn’t. The knot in her belly was too big to be ignored.

“Then tell me what’s wrong. Are you angry with me?”

The file clinked when he dropped it to the floor. She heard him stand up and move close to her. She drew in a deep breath and turned around.

He’d set his coffee on the cabinet and stood with his arms folded over his chest. Worn black jeans hugged his strong thighs. His flannel shirt, rolled up to the elbows, had seen better days. The faded, soft fabric clung to him, highlighting his strength. When she gathered enough courage, she raised her head to look at his face. Dark eyes revealed nothing, nor did the straight set of his mouth.

“I didn’t deliberately look through your mail,” he said.

The knot in her stomach tightened. When he and Mandy had come back with her mail, she’d had a moment’s unease. What if Travis had noticed who it was addressed to? But Mandy had proudly told her that she’d carried it all by herself. When Travis hadn’t said anything, Elizabeth had assumed he hadn’t looked.

“Mandy kept it on her lap. When it fell off, I picked it up. It’s all addressed to Elizabeth Proctor. There’s a postcard from your parents, Elizabeth. Your own parents use Sam’s last name. Why did you lie?”

She expected the shame. When the hot emotion flooded her, she had to fight to keep from ducking her head. She could feel the blush creeping up her cheeks. Even in the soft light of the bathroom he would be able to see her embarrassment. But she hadn’t expected to feel such sadness and regret. Travis had believed her. Despite the evidence against her, despite his questions, he’d trusted her to be who she said she was. He hadn’t pressed to know her secrets. He’d been there for her, a good friend, and now that was gone.

“I’m sorry,” she said slowly, gripping her mug tightly. “I didn’t want anyone to know. I couldn’t tell you because I knew what you would think.”

“What’s the problem?” he asked. His eyebrows drew together. He unfolded his arms and held out his hands, palms up. “It’s no big deal. People get divorced all the time. Hell, I’m divorced. Why would you think anyone would care?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“What’s not that simple? Did he beat you? Was he into men instead of women? Dammit, Elizabeth, tell me the truth.”

She’d always known it would come to this. She should have known the secret would get out. What would Travis think of her when he knew? Would he despise her? Call her a fool? She shook her head. He couldn’t say anything worse than what she’d already told herself.

“None of those things,” she said at last. “Sam Proctor was already married when I met him. I didn’t know, and he didn’t tell me. Sam was a bigamist.”


Chapter Nine

If the situation hadn’t been so sad and serious, Elizabeth might have laughed. Travis couldn’t have looked more shocked if she’d stripped off all her clothes and started dancing around naked. The giggle in the back of her throat cracked and threatened to become a sob. She covered her mouth with her hand and turned away.

“You’re the second wife?” he asked.

“Y-yes.” She cleared her throat. It didn’t help. Her legs started to tremble. She clutched at a stack of boxes of tiles, but the support wasn’t enough. Shame, bitter regret, pain and confusion flooded her. She didn’t want to lose Travis. Not yet. She needed him to be her friend. Now everything was lost.

She stopped trying to hold on and sank to her knees. The floor was cold through her jeans, but she didn’t care. She clutched her arms to her chest and fought to stay coherent.

“I didn’t know,” she said, not turning around to face him. She didn’t want to see the disgust in his eyes. “I swear I didn’t know. I should have, of course. I was stupid. Young, naive. It was my fault for not questioning more. But I was barely out of my teens. Things like that didn’t happen to girls from like me.” She spoke quickly, as if by telling the tale fast he would be more likely to believe her.

“I met Sam at a lecture, at college. My parents had wanted me to stay home and go to a local junior college, but I wanted to get away. They seemed so old and out of touch with everything. I was working and going to school part-time. There was this lecture. I saw his picture. He was blond and good-looking. When he spoke, it was wonderful. The lecture was on staying motivated to achieve goals. He was very big on staying motivated.” She paused to catch her breath.

“You don’t have to tell me this,” Travis said quietly. He was still behind her. She didn’t dare turn around; she couldn’t. Maybe if she explained it all correctly, he would understand. Maybe he would know that she’d tried, really tried. She hadn’t meant to make such a big mistake.

“I sat in the back because I was shy.” She sniffed. “Silly. I didn’t have the courage to ask my questions in front of the group. There were probably two hundred people in the room. But afterward I went up to talk to him. There was a crowd, mostly women. They were older and well dressed. I was just a kid. When he spoke to me, I was enchanted. He looked at me as if I were something special. Something different. That meant a lot. When he asked me to go for coffee…well, I couldn’t refuse.”

“Elizabeth, don’t.”

“I have to. I have to make you understand.”

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t.” She looked up at him. Shock still flared in his dark eyes. He sat on the edge of the cabinet staring down at her. His arms were folded over his chest. His body language told her he’d pulled back. The teasing man who opened his home to her was gone, replaced by a judging stranger.

“I was a late bloomer. I didn’t know how to dress or act around kids my age. My parents didn’t help. The clothes they bought me were inappropriate for school. Too dressed-up and conservative. I’d never had a boyfriend. Sam was ten years older than me, but very hip and sophisticated. I was overwhelmed.” She looked up at him and forced herself to smile. It felt a little shaky. “You know how that is, Travis. You’ve knocked your share of women off their feet.”

“One or two,” he admitted. “But I’m not judging you.”

“Yes, you are. Of course you are. Do you think I don’t judge myself? I made it so easy for him.” She closed her eyes remembering how eager she’d been for his kisses, his touch. She’d never been with a man before. Sam was tender, teaching her the ways between a man and a woman. She’d fallen in love in a matter of days.

“He lived in Seattle but commuted to L.A. on business a lot. I even visited him there, once, at his apartment.” She opened her eyes and stared at her clenched fists. She tried to relax her fingers, but she couldn’t. She was holding on to all of herself to keep from breaking down. It was overwhelming, knowing what Travis thought, what other people would think. Knowing she’d been irresponsible and foolish and gullible. Feeling horribly alone. There was no one to turn to.

“I know now that apartment must have belonged to a friend. He was already married. He has two children with his real wife. A boy and a girl. When I got pregnant, I just assumed we’d be married. He’d never said anything about a wife. I never thought to ask. He said of course we would. He loved playing the odds. It was all a game to him. His dual life was exactly the kind of challenge he thrived on. I should have known.”

“Elizabeth, I don’t know what to say.”

“I don’t blame you. I didn’t know what to say, either. I lived with that man for six and a half years.” She laughed, then stopped before the laugh turned into a sob. “I found out when the police knocked on my door in the middle of the night. They arrested him, right there in my living room. You know the funny part?”

He didn’t answer.

“I was going to leave him and get a divorce. The marriage—the whatever we had together—had been in trouble for a while. It didn’t work with his separations. Of course his already being married would have put a strain on things, too, if I’d known.”

“Elizabeth—”

“No, I know what you’re thinking. Any kind of moron could have figured it out. My God, in six years there should have been hundreds of clues. There were. I know there were.” She couldn’t look at him anymore. She stared at the loose tiles in front of her. One was plain cream with tiny flecks of rose. The other was the same cream background with rose-colored flowers in each of the corners. The bathroom was going to be beautiful when he was done. She wondered if he would let her come and look at it then, or if he wouldn’t ever want to speak to her again. She couldn’t blame him. Her friends had stared at her with disgust. Most had stopped calling. The ones who had continued to speak to her had made her feel worse. She hated their pity.

“I should have known. There I stood on my wedding day, so happy. I knew I would be the best bride, the best wife, the best mother. It was all a joke.”

The colors on the tiles blurred. She heard a movement behind her. Travis crouched next to her and grabbed her shoulders. “Dammit, stop beating yourself up.”

She stared at him, at his wavering image and only then did she realize she was crying. She raised one hand to her cheek. It was wet with tears.

“I told you,” she whispered, her voice low and husky. “I warned you I wasn’t who or what you thought.”

“Give me a break,” he said impatiently. “You made a mistake. So what? People make mistakes all the time.”

“Not like this.”

“Hey, this isn’t half as terrible as some of things I’ve been imagining.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“Elizabeth, you aren’t the bad guy. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Except be stupid.”

He smiled slightly. “That’s not against the law.”

She pulled free of his grip. “You haven’t thought this through, Travis. It’s not just about being stupid. I was never married. Every document I have is a lie. I won’t even bother with the details of what the IRS had to say about this. We had joint property together. It’s still not all straightened out. And my daughter—” Her voice started to shake. “My daughter doesn’t have a father anymore. I wasn’t married when she was born. Even her birth certificate is a lie. I love her more than anything, yet I might have destroyed her life. I only wanted the best for her and look what happened.”

“I’m sorry.”

He reached for her, but she pulled back. She leaned against the pile of tiles. “Do you know what it’s like having the police show up at your door at four in the morning? Do you know what my neighbors thought or said the next day? Sam was gone about two weeks every month. I used to wonder why he didn’t want to buy a house. Now I know it’s because his other life would show up on the credit report. He didn’t want me to go back to work, but thank God I did. When this all hit, I walked away with my daughter, my personal savings account and only what I’d paid for. I left behind everything else. I wanted to start over.” The tears began to flow again. She felt her voice getting thick, but she couldn’t stop. She had to explain it all. “I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t know.”

“Hush.” He reached for her and this time she didn’t have the strength to resist him. After months of carrying around her guilty secret she felt cleansed, having spoken the truth at last. She knew that Travis would never be able to understand what she’d been through or look at her without feeling disgusted, but right now she couldn’t deal with that.

He drew her into his embrace. He was warm and comforting, all the things her life lacked.

“Don’t touch me,” she said, willing herself to fight, but not able to find the strength. “I’m incompetent. I ruined my life and Mandy’s, and—”

“Never,” he whispered. He rested her head on his shoulder and stroked her back. “Never.”

“It’s true. I am. I’m—”

He silenced her with his kiss. His firm lips brushed against hers, his mustache tickled her skin. He tasted salty; then she realized it was her own tears. She clung to him, to his strength, letting herself believe that this was real. Even for just a second, it was enough. His powerful body acted as a shield from the horrors of her past. In his arms, she could forget her part in the debacle that had been her life. She could ignore how it had affected Mandy, and caused them both to be cut off from friends and family. Even her parents didn’t know the truth. She couldn’t face telling them.

She turned her face away, breaking the kiss. “I wish you didn’t know,” she said, inhaling the scent of his warm body, knowing he would soon remove his strength from her reach and she would be alone again. “I wish I didn’t have to see the disgust and pity in your eyes.”

He touched her chin, forcing her to look at him. “What do you see in my eyes?” he asked.

She saw the flames that had been there the last time they’d kissed. She saw compassion, and something she couldn’t identify.

“You haven’t had time to think it through,” she said, not willing to believe it was that easy.

“Give me a little credit for knowing myself.”

She didn’t say anything because she knew he was wrong. In time he would get angry at her for being so young and blind. Her friends had. She’d certainly gotten angry at herself. She was used to the weight of disapproval.

He rose and pulled her to her feet. Then he bent over and picked her up in his arms. She thought about protesting, but she didn’t have the energy. She wrapped her arms around his neck and savored the feeling of being safe.

He carried her down the hall into his bedroom. She’d never been in here before. There was a large sleigh bed pushed against one wall. It dwarfed this room, but would look perfect in the master suite. An antique rocker stood in one corner. He settled down on the seat. She started to struggle.

“I’m not Mandy,” she said. “I don’t need to be treated like a child.”

“Maybe not,” he said mildly, “but you need a good holding anyway and this is the best way I know to do it. Relax, Elizabeth. Everything is going to be all right. I promise.”

“You can’t make it all right.”

“Sure I can. Even if I can’t make it right forever, I can fix it now. Close your eyes. Don’t think about it anymore.”

He held her head against his shoulder. His other hand moved slowly up and down her back. The comforting embrace weakened her resistance. She felt the tears forming. She clutched at his shirt and gave in to the pain.

It filled her, surrounding her. All the days and nights she’d lived with her shameful secret, all the lies she’d told, willingly and unwillingly. She’d hoped for a fresh start in this small town. Nothing was the way it was supposed to have been. This shouldn’t have happened to her.

Travis murmured quiet words of encouragement. Her sobs lessened. She drew in a ragged breath and turned her face toward his neck. His shirt was damp against her cheek, his legs hard beneath hers. Big strong hands held her gently, as if she were the most fragile of creatures. Something precious. She wanted to believe his embrace. She wanted to know that she was fragile and special, something of value.

“Better?” he asked when she’d been silent for several minutes.

Elizabeth nodded slowly. “Thanks for understanding. Sometimes I’m so overwhelmed by all of it. Not just what went wrong with Sam, but for everything we’ve lost. I wanted to give my daughter a perfect home with two loving parents.”

“Mandy is fine. You have a new job, you’re healing from the surgery. You’re both going to make it. So what’s the problem?”

She stared at his neck, studying the way his evening stubble roughened his skin. She wanted to touch him there, to see what he felt like against her fingers, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t right to repay his kindness with her own selfish needs.

“I can’t marry again. I would never trust myself to pick the right man.”

“That’s a big decision to make, based on one mistake.” She sat up and glared at him. “It was a hell of a mistake. Who are you to be telling me what I should think about marriage? You’ve had one bad experience, and you’re never getting married again.”

One corner of his mouth turned up in a smile. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.” She tried to wiggle out of his lap, but he held her firm. “It wasn’t just one experience,” he said, resting his hands on her waist.

She stopped fighting and sagged against him. “Does it hurt you, too? Does it hurt to know you’ll always be alone?”

“Yeah. It hurts like hell.”

He reached down for her at the exact moment she raised her head toward him. Their lips met. Unlike their other kisses, there was nothing gentle this time, no soft exploration. It was hard and hot, hungry and desperate. She could feel her own pain and his pain. The hurt, the bleakness of their futures compounded one another, growing until they were both close to drowning in need.

She clung to him, to his arms and shoulders, shifting to move her body closer. His strength would be her salvation. Just for this night, just for this tiny slip of time, she would steal what she had to, give all she could so he would be saved, as well.

His mouth angled over hers, his lips parted. She welcomed him, welcomed the sensations he brought, the forgetfulness of pleasure. That is what she needed, she thought, feeling his tongue with her own, tasting him, being tasted. She needed to forget everything in her life.

He touched her face, her hair, her shoulders, her back. Whisper-light touches that barely grazed her skin. They set her on fire. She moved closer so that her side pressed against him. Her breasts ached. She wanted him to touch her there, touch her everywhere. The heat of the fire helped her forget. She could get lost in the smoke. Disappear into the flames. He made her come alive in ways she’d forgotten existed.

His hands rested on her waist, then began to move higher. Her breasts swelled, her nipples puckered inside her bra. Against her hip she felt the hard ridge of his erection. An answering wanting moistened her panties.

“Travis,” she breathed in anticipation as his fingers stroked her rib cage.

He buried his face in her neck, kissing the sensitive skin under her jaw, nibbling on her earlobe, whispering her name like a prayer. His lips were warm and damp.

His hands moved higher still, at last cupping her full breasts, taking their weight into his palms. His thumbs swept across her nipples, sending sharp jolts of pleasure down to curl her bare toes. She arched against his caress, searching for more and more of his touch. But instead of assuaging her need, he moved his hands up to her shoulders, then slipped his fingers through her hair and held her head in place.

She opened her eyes and stared at him. The fire burning in his dark irises left no room for any emotion other than passion. She reveled in the need and desire that matched her own.

Never taking her eyes from him, she touched his face. Her fingers traced the straight line of his nose, the shape of his jaw. She heard the rasp of her fingertips against his stubble, and felt the smoothness of his mustache. She touched his damp mouth, tracing the shape, enjoying the heat. He parted his lips and licked the tip of her finger.

She laughed. He smiled at the sound; then his smile faded and she saw the questions forming in his eyes. Questions that quenched the fire and overpowered the need.

The loss was more than she could bear. “Don’t,” she whispered.

“Elizabeth, you’re reacting. It’s too soon.”

The disappointment tasted bitter. “I thought men always wanted to get women into bed. I guess it’s not true.” She tried to slide off his lap, but he held her in place. She flushed. “Or it’s not true with me.”

He thrust his hips forward, pressing his erection hard against her. “Do you need more proof that I want you? I’m trying to keep you from having regrets in the morning.”

“You’re thinking about my past.” It hurt to be rejected out of hand. The feeling was made worse by the fact that he was the first man she’d been attracted to, or had even kissed, since Sam. She hadn’t made love for over a year. She’d never once been tempted to stray, and since she found out the truth about her marriage, she’d been too ashamed to try dating. Nothing had changed. She was still the shy little nobody. The girl who didn’t understand boys or know how to attract them. The boys had grown into men, but she was just as lost as ever.

“I’m sorry I embarrassed you,” she said stiffly, wishing she wasn’t turning bright red.

“Damn it, Elizabeth, what do I have to do to prove to you that I’m trying to act like a gentleman?”

“Nothing at all— What are you doing?”

He placed one arm around her back and slipped the other underneath her legs. As he rose to his feet, he pulled her against his chest. He walked four steps to the bed.

“You are the most stubborn woman,” he growled as he bent over and placed her on the comforter.

“Stop. You don’t have to do anything. In fact, I’d rather you didn’t.” She started scrambling off the other side.

He grabbed both her hands in his. One he held down at the mattress, the other he drew to his crotch and placed against him. Even through his jeans he was hard and hot. He held on to her wrist and moved her palm up and down. A tremor shot through his body, and he gritted his teeth.

“Had enough?” he asked, his eyes once again burning with the fire.

“No,” she said truthfully.

“Elizabeth, don’t tempt me like this. You’re still recovering from your surgery. You’re upset about your past. I don’t want you to wake up and hate my guts. I like you too much for that.”

If he’d promised to love her forever, she would have never believed him. If he’d said the truth didn’t matter, she would have never forgiven him for the lie. But liking her she could believe. She liked him back. He was the closest thing in the world she had to a friend. He knew the truth about her and hadn’t turned his back on her. He might tomorrow. He might pity her or get angry. But for tonight he was her friend.

She reached for the first button on his jeans. “It doesn’t have to mean anything. It could just be about tonight.”

“Hell.” He brushed her fingers away and bent down and kissed her.

He didn’t wait for an invitation, but thrust inside her mouth savagely, hungrily, as if he’d been given permission to devour that which he most desired. He sucked on her lower lip, nipped her chin, then moved lower to the neck of her T-shirt. He paused long enough to slip off the offending garment and continue his journey of exploration.

His hands led the way, unfastening her bra to bare her breasts. The evening air was cool, in contrast to the heat of his mouth trailing ever closer. Damp kisses ignited her skin. His scent surrounded her, filling her with images of the man who touched her. She reached out to embrace his body, feeling the muscles in his arms and back, touching his short dark hair.

He murmured her name over and over again as if it were an incantation. His fingers reached for and found her puckered nipples, toying with them, readying them for his mouth.

He moved until he was straddling her. Their jeans slid back and forth creating friction. The bulging male part of him mated with her softer, damper center. Through the layers of clothing, she felt the promise of their joining.

Her hands fluttered against his chest and touched the buttons of his shirt. Before she could unfasten even one, he touched her right nipple with his tongue.

All rational thought fled. Her body awakened painfully to the joy of moist heat, the suckling that pulled exquisitely from her breast through her belly down to her swelling center. Her arms fell to her sides and her hands clung to the comforter. Her hips arched against him seeking the release of his touch.

Her breathing increased. She’d tried not to think about making love with Travis. She hadn’t been as successful as she would have liked. She’d known he would be tender and patient, qualities she’d seen in him every day. She thought she might enjoy the feel of his body close to her, on top of her, his powerful strength reminding her of her femaleness. His broad shoulders made her feel fragile—and safe. She’d known she would enjoy his attentions, but she hadn’t expected to lose control.

His fingers toyed with her other breast, teasing the hardened tip with the flick of his thumb. His kiss on her deepened, then he drew back and moved his lips over her nipple. The individual hairs of his mustache swept over her sensitized skin, making her gasp and bringing her shoulders up off the bed. She reached up and grabbed his head, holding him in place. She’d never been aggressive in bed before. She’d never offered any comments on Sam’s performance. He’d pleased her most of the time, and she’d been content with that. He’d occasionally asked her to be the aggressor, but she’d never had the courage to act without being acted upon.

But now, she had no choice in the matter. Those tiny prickling caresses made her breath catch and legs tremble. She couldn’t bear for him to stop. He kept moving back and forth against her breasts, taunting her with the movement. Her hips flexed again and again, pressing harder against his arousal. She was more ready than she had ever been. So close it hurt to breathe hard, and yet he hadn’t even touched her there.

When she thought she would explode or go mad, he slid down her body, trailing kisses to the waistband of her jeans. He sat up and unfastened the button and slipped the zipper down. She had enough awareness to raise her hips to assist him.

It was only when she felt his mouth on her thigh that she realized he’d taken off her panties along with her jeans. Before she could be embarrassed, he moved his hands between her legs and urged her to part them.

She willingly availed herself to him, anticipating the skillful touch of his fingers. Something warm fanned her most secret place. A breath of air. Her eyes opened. Before she could react, his fingers drew her open and he kissed her moist, quivering center.

A thrill of pleasure shot through her. Her protest died unspoken. She’d read about this, of course, had even taken Sam into her mouth once, but he’d pushed her away telling her it was dirty. She’d wondered what it would feel like to have a man touch her so intimately. A thousand questions filled her mind. What exactly was he doing with his tongue? Did he like the taste and scent of her? Could he feel her muscle contracting as he—

Her breath caught in her throat. It was as if he knew exactly how to touch, where to touch. She relaxed back on the bed and forgot her questions. Nothing mattered except the feel of him against her, loving her over and over. The rhythm increasing in cadence, matching the thunder of her heartbeat.

She whispered his name without thinking, then got embarrassed. He paused long enough to tell her to say it again. So she did. She spoke his name aloud, gasped her pleasure, rotated her hips mindlessly and surrendered to his masterful touch. The fire grew, burning hot and brighter. The flames didn’t frighten her—nothing frightened her. Travis was strong enough to save her. This night was a magical escape from her real world, from everything except the passion.

He moved faster against her, then shifted, slipping one finger into her woman’s place, moving it slowly. Once again she was shocked, but this time there was no room for questions, no room for anything but the sudden tension that locked her muscles and the explosion that shattered her into a million tiny pieces of perfect pleasure.

* * *

He held her tightly in his embrace, comforting her as the aftershocks rippled through her. The dull ache in her side told her that she’d used her stomach muscles too much. Who cares, she thought sleepily, and sighed.

“That sounded very contented,” he said, his voice rumbling against her hair.

“It is.” She snuggled closer, rubbing her cheek against the soft flannel of his shirt. His shirt? She opened her eyes. “You’re not even naked!”

“I know.” His slow, lazy smile belied the erection she could see pressing against the fly of his jeans.

“Travis?”

“Hush.” He brushed her hair out of her face and gently stroked her head. “Rest, darlin’. You’ve had a long and difficult day.”

It didn’t make any sense. If she’d taken too long with Sam, he had simply pleasured himself and left her unsatisfied. She’d always understood that a man’s needs were more uncontrollable than a woman’s, that a man had to find release or face a painful night. It had never been just for her.

“But you didn’t…do anything.”

“You’re too sore,” he said and reached down to touch her healing incision. “I saw you wince when you settled down. You can’t even drive yet. There’s no way your insides are ready for anything vigorous.”

She drew her eyebrows together. She couldn’t fault his argument. Just the thought of anything thrust inside of her was enough to make her side ache more. But this didn’t feel right. It wasn’t the way she’d planned it.

He moved his hand from her side to her breast and gently caressed the sensitized flesh. Her eyes drifted shut. It had felt so good when he’d loved her with his mouth. She couldn’t remember ever experiencing such exquisite sensations. In fact—

The idea came to her full-blown. She rose up on one shoulder, then collapsed back on the bed.

“What?” he asked.

She didn’t answer. Sam hadn’t wanted her to do that. But Travis wasn’t Sam, she reminded herself. Sam hadn’t done what Travis had done to her, either.

“Elizabeth?”

She exhaled deeply. “I was just wishing I’d had more lovers.”

“What?”

She laughed. “Just so I’d know how to handle this situation.”

He shook his head. “You’re handling it just fine. Trust me. Now lay down and relax.”

She shimmied closer, so that she could rest her chin on his chest. “I don’t think so.”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing,” she said, innocently and sat up. She straddled his hips and leaned forward so she could start unbuttoning his shirt.

“What are you planning to do?” he asked.

“Just wait and see. If you don’t like it, I promise to stop.”


Chapter Ten

Travis warned himself not to blow it. Just because he was naked and she was sitting on his bare belly kissing his chest didn’t mean she was going to reciprocate what he’d done to her. But he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Couldn’t stop imagining what it would be like to have her taste him, touch him in that most intimate way. He told himself just having her in his bed, trusting him with her body, was enough. The hardness between his legs throbbed in time with his heartbeat and told him he was a liar.

Her hands were everywhere. His shoulders, chest, neck, arms. Soft skin brushing, stroking. Her small hot mouth pressed against his flat nipples, teasing him to frenzied awareness.

She slipped back and down, settling between his legs. He thought about telling her she didn’t have to do that. He could simply lie here a few minutes and explode from the need. He tried to think about other things, to get control, but every time he closed his eyes, he was back on top of her, touching and tasting her, loving her cries of pleasure, feeling her release against his lips. She’d been made to be pleasured by a man—by him.

Her hands rubbed up and down on his thighs. He looked at her. She nibbled on her lower lip as she studied him, obviously trying to figure something out.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said, cursing his mother for raising him right.

“Do what?”

Hell. “Whatever it is that has you confused.”

She tossed her hair over her shoulders. The movement caused her breasts to sway slightly. The sight of her hard peach-colored nipples bouncing in the air made his erection surge toward her.

“I want to, but I’m afraid you won’t like it.”

He tried to laugh. It came out a little strangled.

“I’ve never done this before. I can’t hurt you, can I? I don’t want to, you know, do anything awful.”

The muscles in his legs and arms started twitching. If it wasn’t for the small red incision, bright and angry against her pale flat belly, he’d roll her on her back and bury himself deep inside of her. That would end the debate and the growing pressure.

“I doubt you’d do anything awful,” he said, trying not to grit his teeth. “But we can stop now.”

She smiled. “Did you know the veins on your forehead are sticking out?”

“I’m not surprised,” he muttered, knowing he was being punished for some previous offense. It must have been pretty bad, whatever it was.

He couldn’t stand it any longer. He started to sit up, determined to suffer the indignity of a cold shower when she reached forward and touched his arousal.

His groan sounded loud in the silent room. She bent over him, her brown hair falling like an erotic curtain, caressing the tops of his thighs. He sank back on the mattress and held his breath.

Her touch was sweet, wet and tentative. A delicate pressure, careful yet adventurous. He could have exploded then, but thought better of it. Her fingers traced small circles at the base of his desire, moving through the hair, slipping lower to cup his softer parts. Weighing them in her hands tentatively, then moving more boldly when he exhaled his pleasure.

It wouldn’t take long, he knew. A few slow strokes, a flick or two with her tongue and he was ready.

“Elizabeth,” he said, tensing his muscles, ready to stop and have her complete him just with her hands. “You can stop now.”

She looked up and tossed her head. At that second their eyes locked. It was the most erotic sight of his life. Her heart-shaped face poised over his engorged maleness, her breasts swinging freely. Pale on tanned, he saw the lines of her bathing suit. She licked his sensitive tip once, then smiled.

“I don’t want to stop,” she whispered.

And she didn’t.

* * *

It was nearly two in the morning when he woke up. He smiled in the darkness when he felt Elizabeth’s warm body pressing against his side. One of her soft, delicate arms lay across his chest. Her face was buried against his arm. He could smell the scent of her body and the lingering aroma of sex.

In seconds he was hard. He didn’t have to fully form the memory of what she’d done before he was ready to have her do it again and again. He figured he’d get tired of looking at her and making love with her in about fifty years. That thought scared the hell of out of him.

Slowly he slipped out of bed, being careful not to disturb her. He picked up his jeans and stepped into the hallway. After closing the door softly behind him, he pulled on his jeans and buttoned the fly.

He checked to make sure Mandy was sleeping soundly, then picked up her bear off the floor and set it on her pillow. Finally he made his way downstairs. Louise took care of the grocery shopping and kept him stocked with all the essentials. He reached in the back of the refrigerator for a bottle of beer and twisted off the top.

The cold liquid went down easily. Not bothering to turn on any lights, he walked into the family room and settled on the sofa. The leather was cool against his bare back. He shifted to get comfortable, then relaxed and closed his eyes.

A bigamist. He would never have guessed that one. It was hard to believe something like that had happened to someone as sweet as Elizabeth. It wasn’t right. His hand tightened around the beer bottle as if the slick glass were Sam Proctor’s neck.

She’d mentioned that her ex-husband—former husband, or whatever the hell he was to her—was still serving time in prison. Travis was glad. He hoped the bastard never got out. The anger inside of him simmered down to a slow burn, tempered by the question of what he was supposed to do now. Elizabeth had obviously been embarrassed when she’d told him the truth. He’d hated doing that to her. He’d tried to get her to stop talking, but she’d continued on as if finally telling someone about her past was the ultimate act of absolution.

He’d hated knowing she was uncomfortable around him. Had their lovemaking made it better or worse? He shook his head and took another swallow. The knot in his gut told him it was all about to get worse. Damn. He should have handled it better. He shouldn’t have kissed her in the first place, or he should have tried harder to get out of making love with her.

He grinned mockingly. Oh, yeah, Haynes. Get out of it. As if making love with Elizabeth had been some irritating charity work instead of the most incredibly intimate, erotic act of his sorry life.

He rubbed his hand over his face, then scratched his chin. None of this was helping him answer the most important question. Now what? What did he do with the truth, and what about what happened between them last night?

Okay, knowing the truth. That was easy. Elizabeth would want it kept quiet. That wasn’t hard to figure out. He just wouldn’t tell a soul. He sat up straight and swore.

“Kyle.” He’d asked his brother to run a check on Sam Proctor. Damn. He knew exactly what his deputy was going to find out. He would have to have a talk with Kyle and tell him to keep the information to himself.

The knot in his stomach tightened. He’d felt like slime when he’d asked his brother to run the check. He should have listened to that feeling.

A bigamist. It boggled his mind. He smiled suddenly, his mood lightening as he remembered what Mandy had said about her father. He’d had to leave because he was big. The kid almost had it right, he thought, draining the beer and setting the bottle on the coffee table in front of him.

His smile faded. Where did they go from here? Despite his stellar reputation, he wasn’t the casual sex, one-nightstand kind of guy. He’d had enough of that at college. He generally held back physically until there was an emotional connection. He knew nothing was going to last forever, but he’d never played fast and loose with a woman before. Elizabeth didn’t strike him as overly experienced. With his luck, she’d only ever been with one man—Sam. Which meant she was going to be hating life and him come morning. Would she expect something of him? A commitment of some kind?

It wasn’t, he realized with bone-chilling shock, a horrible idea. He liked Elizabeth, he adored Mandy. They got along well and—

Slow down, boy, he told himself. Nothing was going to happen between him and Elizabeth. Last night was a…a… He hated to use the word mistake. It hadn’t been a mistake for him. Last night had been an unusual circumstance. They’d both needed each other. But there wasn’t going to be anything permanent between them. He didn’t have what it took to make that kind of relationship work. Even if he did, Elizabeth had made it clear she wasn’t interested in getting involved with him or any man. After what Sam had done, he almost couldn’t blame her.

In a week her medical restrictions would lift. She would be driving, and leaving him for her own place. If they both tried, they could put last night in its proper place and stay friends. It’s really all he wanted.

The sounds of the night crowded in around him. The cool air made him shiver. He told himself to go back to his bed, to snuggle against Elizabeth’s warm naked body and savor the moments while he had them. But he couldn’t. Not yet. Not when he’d finally realized how hard it was going to be to let her go.

* * *

“It’s a fumble on the twenty-yard line. Dallas recovers and runs it in for a touchdown. San Francisco is now down by fourteen points.”

Travis groaned and reached for the remote. He hit the mute button and sank back against the couch. Mandy looked up from her place on the floor where she was working on a jigsaw puzzle.

“Is your team doing bad, Travis?” she asked.

“They’re getting their fannies kicked.”

“Really?” She glanced toward the TV screen. “I don’t see anyone kicking fannies.”

He chuckled. “Hopefully it won’t happen again.”

She abandoned her puzzle and climbed into his lap. “I’ll make you feel better,” she said and gave him a hug. “They’re magic, just like yours.”

He hugged her back. “I do feel better. Thanks.” He pointed at the puzzle. “What is it going to be?”

“A dog.” She pursed her lips together. “Mommy says there’s bunnies at our house and I can see them when we get there, but I was thinking maybe I could have a puppy instead. Do you think Mommy would like a puppy?”

“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask her.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Maybe later. She’s cooking, and if you ask her stuff now, she usually says no.”

He’d heard the pots rattling in the kitchen and had decided to stay clear himself. He was giving Elizabeth time to recover from what happened between them last night. “You’re a very smart girl.”

“I know.”

Her smile took a direct line to his heart. She wore sweatpants and a matching sweatshirt in bright pink with a redheaded mermaid on the front. Her pale blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her bangs hung almost to her eyebrows. She was going to be a heartbreaker in a few years; when she left with her mother at the end of the week, she was going to break his heart.

Elizabeth walked into the room. She stared at a point above and to the left of his head. “Mandy, there are still a few flowers left in the garden. Why don’t you pick some for the table?”

“Okay.” The little girl slid off his lap and grinned. “I get to pick flowers.”

“I heard.”

She practically quivered with excitement. “You can finish my puzzle if you want to,” she told Travis.

“I’ll pass and let you do it.”

She nodded and ran out of the room, singing a song about flowers. Elizabeth turned to leave, then hesitated.

She wore her hair as she had the first time he’d seen her, in a ponytail on top of her head. The loose strands tumbled down to her shoulder. A light touch of makeup accentuated her chestnut-colored eyes. An oversize peach sweater hung midway down her thighs. Matching leggings outlined her curves, taunting him with what he’d seen and touched and tasted the previous night. Her flat loafers didn’t give her any height, and she looked small and ill at ease.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, rising to his feet.

“Nothing.” Her voice was hoarse, as if she was having trouble speaking. “I was just wondering if you wanted to cancel the party.”

“A couple of friends over for a late lunch and football is hardly a party.”

“I know, but…” Her voice trailed off. She clasped her hands together in front of her waist and stared at the ground. “I thought you might prefer to keep me away from your friends because of last night.”

That didn’t make any sense. “Because we made love?”

She shook her head. “No, the other thing.”

The spot of color on each cheek had nothing to do with cosmetics. She looked as if she were praying for the ground to open and swallow her whole. It was all his fault.

In an effort to be a gentleman, he had left their bed that morning to give her the privacy to wake up alone. If he was going to be completely honest with himself, he would have to admit there had been something other than altruism in the act. He hadn’t wanted to wake up and see the regret in her eyes. Unfortunately, she thought he was the one having regrets. She might say she was worried about her confession, but her body language told him she was thinking about the sex.

He crossed the room and reached toward her. Before he could pull her close, she stepped back. “Don’t,” she murmured.

“I’m not sorry we made love,” he said quietly, aware that Mandy could return at any moment. “I left you alone this morning to give you some privacy, not because I didn’t want to be with you in bed. I wanted us to make love again, but I was worried about you being sore and Mandy waking up. It was wonderful, Elizabeth. At least it was for me. I guess I’ll understand if you’re having second thoughts.”

“I’m not sorry, either.”

She looked up at him and he saw the sadness in her eyes. It puzzled him. If she didn’t have regrets, then why was she sad?

“It doesn’t change anything, though,” she said dropping her arms to her side.

Make that: it hadn’t meant anything. He’d been so damned worried about what she would be thinking and feeling that he hadn’t spared a thought for his own feelings. “So you’re saying, ‘Thanks for the good time, no regrets, but gee, let’s never bother doing that again’?”

“Not exactly.”

He would have laughed but there was this pain deep in his chest. He’d been a one-night stand. Women across the county would be crowing with delight if they ever learned a Haynes had finally had his comeuppance. He’d been looking for something more, and Elizabeth was the one backing off.

“Don’t worry about me,” he said. “As for the company. Hey, why would it matter that people came over? Don’t worry, I won’t talk about your secret or last night.”

“Thank you,” she said, looking at him oddly.

“So nothing’s changed. We’re exactly where we were yesterday. Friends. Great.”

“Travis, are you okay?” Her brows drew together in confusion. “Have I said anything to—”

The sharp ringing of the phone cut her off. “Excuse me,” he said, and reached for the phone on the end table. “Hello?”

“Hey, Travis, it’s Kyle.” His brother sounded wary. “I ran that guy you asked me to. Sam Proctor. You’re not going to believe what I found.”

“I already know.”

“About the bigamy?”

“Yeah.”

“Elizabeth Abbott is in the report. The second wife, or whatever you’d call her.”

“I know that, too.”

“You okay?”

Travis turned back toward Elizabeth, but she’d left the room. No, he wasn’t okay; he was never going to be okay again. She’d touched him and loved him in his bed, and now she was going to shut him down. Part of him couldn’t blame her. He was the last guy in the world she should get involved with. He would only screw up the whole thing. But his brief experience of paradise had left him hungry for more. He wanted to be different, he wanted to be the kind of man who could marry and have a family. He wanted—

“Travis, are you there?”

“Sorry. I’m fine. Look, Kyle, I want you to keep this information to yourself, okay?”

Kyle exhaled in disgust. “I might be the youngest, Travis, but I’m not a kid. I know this could hurt Elizabeth. I won’t say anything.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Look, could you just get your butt over here as quickly as possible?” He needed someone to run interference before he said or did something stupid. Worse, before he made a promise he knew he could never keep.

* * *

“I can’t sit out there with those boys if I know you’re in here doing all the work,” Louise said walking into the kitchen. “What can I do to help?”

Elizabeth closed the oven door and smiled. For the first time that day, her sense of doom lifted a little. “Nothing. I’ve got everything under control.”

“You make me feel guilty. I’m supposed to be looking after you.”

Elizabeth laughed and moved to the kitchen table. “I’m feeling great. Doing more things every day.” She bit down on her lower lip. She’d almost blurted out, “Last night Travis and I made love, and I felt wonderful afterward.” That would have given Louise something to talk about. “My incision hardly gives me any trouble at all.” Except for a slight tenderness after they’d— Stop thinking about it, she ordered herself. It only made everything more difficult.

“Do you want some coffee?” she asked, pointing to the full pot. “It’s fresh.”

“I’ll get it,” Louise said. “You sit down for a minute and rest yourself. There’s no point in spending all this time getting better if you’re just going to wear yourself out in one afternoon.”

She poured herself a cup, then offered one to Elizabeth. She shook her head in refusal. Louise poured in milk and added a rounded teaspoon of sugar.

Today she was dressed all in purple. A frilly blouse that did nothing to hide her generous curves, a calf-length ruffled skirt and bright purple cowboy boots. Her short blond hair had been puffed and sprayed into little spikes. She wore saddle earrings and lots of black mascara. The kindness and concern in her blue eyes made her look beautiful.

“I’m doing great,” Elizabeth said. It wasn’t an actual lie. Physically she was doing well. Emotionally, she was hovering about a half inch off the ground. Last night had been perfect, but this morning, when she’d woken up alone in Travis’s bed, all her doubts had crashed in around her. They’d made a terrible mistake. The lovemaking had been so right between them, but the memory was tainted by the reason he’d reached for her in the first place. Once Travis realized that, he wouldn’t want to remember what had happened at all. He would put it and her out of his mind. She hated to think about that. She knew there was no hope for any kind of long-term relationship between them, but she’d counted on them staying friends.

“You want to talk about it?” Louise asked, then took a sip from her mug. She walked to the table and plopped into the seat next to Elizabeth.

“I—”

“Don’t bother lying, honey. I can see the pain in your pretty eyes. Did something happen here, or is this about whatever made you come to town in the first place?”

Elizabeth stared at her. Had the other woman guessed or had Travis said something?

“Don’t give me that look,” Louise said. “It doesn’t take a lot of brains to figure out something is wrong with you. When you first arrived you spent most of your time looking over your shoulder. Who are you afraid of?”

Elizabeth fought the urge to confide in Louise. She’d felt better after telling Travis the truth. Confession was good for the soul. But she was afraid. She hadn’t even told her own parents. She couldn’t face the disappointment and shame she would hear in their voices. Would Louise understand? She gathered her courage together.

“If it’s about you and Travis being lovers, then you don’t have anything to worry about.”

Her courage fled and with it her composure. Her mouth dropped open. “He told you?”

Louise leaned forward and smiled. “No one had to tell me, honey. I could feel it the second I walked into this house.” She patted her hand. “Don’t worry. The boys are too dense to figure it out. Your secret is safe with me.”

“It doesn’t make any difference,” Elizabeth said, staring at the water glass in front of her. She moved it back and forth over the bleached oak table. “Travis isn’t the kind of man a woman settles down with, even if I was interested.”

“You be careful about believing all of his press,” Louise said. “He and his brothers paid a high price for their father’s and uncles’ ways. The boys have worked hard to be decent to the women in their lives. They mostly lack any kind of skills in relationships. No role models—at least that’s what they usually say on those daytime talk shows.” She smiled. “Maybe you should think about giving him a chance.”

“I can’t.” She drew in a deep breath. The courage returned. “I came to Glenwood to get away from my life in L.A. Mandy’s father was a bigamist, and I was his second wife.”

She told the story quickly, even the embarrassing details about how stupid she’d been. She finished, then braced herself for Louise’s well-intentioned scolding.

“That bastard,” Louise said, glaring at her. “Excuse my French, but that’s exactly what he is.”

Elizabeth blinked. She couldn’t have heard the other woman correctly. “No, you don’t understand. It’s my fault. I should have known.”

“How were you supposed to know?”

“He was my husband.”

“All the more reason to trust him. Oh, I just hate men like that.”

“But, Louise—”

“Don’t you ‘but, Louise’ me. You were a virgin when you met him, weren’t you?”

Elizabeth was too surprised by her friend’s anger to be embarrassed by the question. “Yes, but—”

“And you were faithful to him during your relationship.”

“Of course, but—”

Louise rose to her feet and started pacing the kitchen. “I’d like to find him and give him a piece of my mind. No. I’d like him castrated.”

Elizabeth giggled. “That sounds a little harsh, even for Sam.”

Louise paused and leaned against the counter. “Okay, maybe we’ll just threaten him with dismemberment. Just enough to put the fear of God into him.”

Elizabeth’s smile faded as she felt tears forming in her eyes. Louise wasn’t judging her, she was defending her. It was a miracle.

“Does this means we can still be friends?” she asked tentatively.

“Why in the world wouldn’t we be?” Louise hurried over to the table and bent down to give her a hug. Her spicy perfume comforted Elizabeth, reminding her of her own mother.

“Thank you,” Elizabeth said. “Thanks for giving me a chance.”

“I’m not giving you anything.” Louise straightened and smiled. “But while we’re on the subject, you might think about giving yourself a chance. Travis, too. I know that boy, and I think he’s smitten.”

It would never work, Elizabeth told herself. If she gave Travis a chance, he would break her already fragile heart. Leaving Sam had been hard enough. If she got much closer to Travis, leaving him would be the end of her world.


Chapter Eleven

They finished eating close to four. Despite Elizabeth’s protests, everyone helped clear the table and set out dessert. Travis looked at the small group sitting around the dining room table. Jordan and Craig couldn’t make it back for the game, so it was just him, Elizabeth, Louise, Austin and Kyle. Oh, and of course Mandy who had seated herself next to him. He was torn between wanting to ease her shyness with Kyle and Austin and being pleased that she sought him out for protection.

“Of course I specialize in stopping long-haired types like you,” Kyle said to Austin.

The other man ignored the teasing and gave Mandy a wink. His charm even worked on six-year-olds. She dimpled delightfully, then buried her head in Travis’s arm. Travis glanced over at Elizabeth and saw she had noticed the exchange. She gave him a little smile. Better, he thought, remembering how she’d avoided his gaze for the first part of the meal. Every time she looked at Austin, his gut clenched as he waited for her to figure out his friend was handsome as sin and richer than God. So far she seemed singularly unimpressed.

“Kyle is leading the pack this month,” Travis said, stroking Mandy’s hair. “Giving out the most tickets.”

“That must make him popular with the locals,” Elizabeth said.

Kyle shrugged. “At least I’m not like you, big brother. Always parking in the same place. He’s got the worst record in tickets.”

Elizabeth began cutting the cherry cheesecake in front of her and placing the slices on plates. “If you’re the sheriff, why do you give out tickets at all? I wouldn’t have thought that was part of your job.”

He made the mistake of looking at Kyle, who was making cow eyes at him, mocking him before he’d even started to answer the questions.

He balled up his napkin and tossed it across the table. Kyle burst out laughing, Elizabeth remained calm, Louise muttered about boys being boys and Austin stayed out of it. As always, his friend was on the fringe of the group, watching but never actually belonging.

“I don’t ask my men to do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“That’s fair,” Elizabeth said, as Kyle clutched his hands over his heart and pretended to swoon. “If you don’t behave, Kyle,” she said, her voice staying even and friendly, “I’m going to make you stand in the corner and not give you any dessert.”

Travis burst out laughing. Kyle looked suitably chastised. Even Austin smiled.

“He also parks his car in one place,” Austin said, taking the plate she offered. “By the main highway. Whenever he’s out looking for speeders, we all know where to find him.”

Elizabeth glanced at him. “I’m glad you were there,” she said. “If you hadn’t been, who knows what would have happened.”

“Travis took Mommy to the hospital,” Mandy said, taking her serving of cake and picking up her fork. “I was scared, but he used the siren and made sure Mommy was all better.”

“Just doing my job,” he said, slightly embarrassed.

Elizabeth saved him by changing the subject. She cut the last piece of cake and started to hand it to Kyle. His baby brother was her age, but she treated him as if he were several years younger. Travis couldn’t help being pleased by that.

“Are you going to behave?” she asked, holding out the plate.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. No more trouble from you, young man.” Her voice was stern, but her eyes danced.

Travis watched her tease Kyle and felt a warmth burning deep in his chest. He glanced around the table, at the people he loved most in the world. It felt right to have Elizabeth share in this part of his life. Louise chatted with Austin. Mandy scraped her plate clean. For the first time in years, he felt content.

Elizabeth looked up at him and their eyes met. The sadness and wariness from that morning was gone. In their place something soft and lovely flared to life. He wanted to make love to her. Instantly heat boiled through him, burning in his blood and engorging his groin. An answering passion made her lean forward slightly and lick her lower lip.

He wanted to feel her and taste her, loving her until she writhed with need. The room faded and all he saw was her. The V neck of her sweater had slipped slightly, allowing him to see the valley between her breasts and the hint of a curve. He wanted her naked, next to him. Under him. As much as he’d loved the feel of her mouth on him, this time he wanted to be inside, claiming her. He figured that line of thinking meant he was pretty primitive, but that didn’t make his erection go away.

Louise stood up and asked if anyone would like coffee. Her prosaic question broke the spell between them, and Elizabeth looked away. After a few minutes, Travis managed to quench his desires. The conversation moved from speeding tickets to the local high school football team and the chance they had at the local championship.

Mandy climbed onto his lap. He put his arm around her back to support her. She leaned against his chest.

“You’ve got gravy on your shirt,” he said, pointing to the spot on her sweatshirt.

She glanced down and held the shirt out so she could see it. “I always spill, huh?”

“Yeah, but I like it.”

“You like it?” She grinned. “That’s silly. You’re not supposed to like it.”

“Well, I do.”

He bent over and tickled her under her arms. She squirmed and laughed. When he stopped, she sagged against him and sighed. “You’re nice, Travis.”

“You’re not too bad yourself.”

“There’s a boy in my class. He said he lost his parents, but then he found new ones. I guess his mommy and daddy were too lost to ever find their way home.”

He didn’t know whether or not he should explain what the boy had meant by “lost.” Before he could decide, she continued.

“He loves his new mommy and daddy, but he misses the old ones. He says new parents are fun. I lost my daddy. Mommy says he’s not ever coming back. Could you be my new daddy?”

He felt as if he’d been hit by a speeding train. All the air rushed out of him and his chest ached. He tried to speak, but couldn’t. His throat was too dry.

Mandy stared up at him, her wide blue eyes trusting him with her heart. He glanced around the table. Everyone else was busy with their own conversation. No one had overheard Mandy’s question.

“I’m flattered you would ask me,” he said at last, touching her soft cheek, then tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “But I don’t know how to be a daddy. I don’t have any children of my own. Why don’t I just be your friend instead?”

She frowned. “Do you have to learn how to be a daddy?”

“I think so.”

She raised her shoulders and let out an exaggerated sigh. “Okay. You can be my friend, and then when you learn how to be my daddy, you can be that, too, okay?”

He hadn’t cried in about twenty years, but suddenly he felt a burning behind his eyes. He pulled Mandy close and hugged her tight. “It’s better than okay, Mandy. It’ll be great.”

* * *

The house was still. Elizabeth stood by the door and listened to the creak creak of the swing on the front porch. She balled her hands into fists, then consciously relaxed them. The company had gone home, Mandy was asleep in her bed. Elizabeth couldn’t avoid Travis forever, even if she wanted to. But what was she going to say?

She shook her head. The problem wasn’t what to say, it was where to start the conversation. They had many things to discuss, not the least of which was what had happened between them last night.

She walked toward the front door, placed her hand on the handle and paused. All of this would be a lot easier if she knew what she wanted. She knew what she didn’t want. She didn’t want to make another mistake like the one she’d made with Sam. She didn’t want to be a fool again for a man. The easiest and safest way to ensure that was to never get involved again. Especially with someone even worse than Sam. Travis was too good-looking by far. He was kind, tender, sweet with her daughter and hot in bed. By comparison, Sam was an amateur, his smooth-talking ways falling far short of Travis’s charm. Logically, she had to steer clear of Travis Haynes. If not, she would be risking herself all over again, and she would have learned nothing from her false marriage.

False. Just the word was enough to send waves of shame surging over her. Her cheeks heated. She pressed her hands against her face and prayed that she would one day be able to look back on what had happened and not feel so disgusted with herself. Friends had told her she was overreacting. Even Travis had told her to stop beating herself up about it. They didn’t understand, she told herself. They didn’t know what it was like to have made that big a mistake in judging someone’s character. They weren’t going to have to explain it to Mandy when she was old enough to understand. They didn’t have to spend the rest of their lives knowing they had been taken in by a con man. Elizabeth knew she had been so starved for love and affection, too eager to believe that someone—a man—finally loved her, that she hadn’t wanted to see that Sam was using her.

She drew in a deep breath. One day she would be able to look back on this without wanting to crawl away and die. It had to get better; time was all she had. She grabbed the door handle and turned it, then pulled open the door and stepped out onto the porch.

The night was dark, the moon a faint sliver in the inky sky. Stars hung low, as if they wanted to eavesdrop on what she had to say. She knew Travis had seen her come outside, but the creaking of the swing continued in the same rhythm—slow, steady, seductive.

She told herself to go lean against the railing where it was safe. Better to keep her distance. But she was too tired and tense to be sensible. She moved over to the swing and sat next to him.

One long arm stretched along the back of the wooden seat. She relaxed and rested her head against the slats. He shifted, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and pulling her close against him. She told herself to resist, to stiffen and move away, but she couldn’t. Her cheek rested against his hard chest. She could feel the muffled thudding of his heartbeat. The slow, steady sound reminded her of last night. She awakened several times to find herself in his arms. The warmth of his body, the scent of their lovemaking, and the sound of his heart had soothed her back to a restful sleep. For the first time in months, she’d felt safe.

“The meal was terrific,” he said. His voice rumbled through his chest, vibrating against her skin. “Thanks for going to all that trouble. You’ve spoiled everyone. They’re used to me cooking hot dogs or something out of a can.”

“I enjoy cooking,” she said, fighting the urge to look up at him. She wanted to see what he was thinking, she wanted to read the expression in his eyes. She was equally terrified of what she would see there. What if he didn’t want her? Worse, what if he did?

“Do you cook a lot?” he asked.

“Some.” She smiled and snuggled closer. “I used to think if I was a better wife, Sam would stay home more. So I took a couple of courses given by a restaurant and started really doing some exotic things. It didn’t seem to help. For the longest time I assumed it was my cooking.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Of course not. It was his wife and kids. The fanciest beef dish in the world can’t compete with that.”

“Elizabeth, Sam cared for you.”

She grimaced. “Maybe. Sometimes, when I’m feeling rational, I believe that he did. In a sort of sick, twisted way. If he’d really cared, he would have told me the truth about himself.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about him anymore. Thanks for including me today. I enjoyed having your friends around. Sam never wanted— Damn. Now that I’ve spilled the beans about him, I can’t seem to stop talking about what happened. Sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

Travis slid his hand up her shoulder to her head. His long fingers slipped through her hair to the band that was holding her ponytail in place. He tugged gently, easing it down the strands until her hair was loose and falling over her shoulders. She should probably tell him not to touch her so intimately. She was giving him the wrong idea. But she couldn’t help herself. She liked the feel of his hands on her. He made her feel safe and cherished. She hadn’t felt any of those things in a very long time.

He bent down and kissed the top of her head. “You were saying Sam never wanted what?”

“Sam never wanted us to have friends over. He didn’t want me to have friends at all. But the crowd today was nice.”

He chuckled low in his chest. “If you think this was a crowd, you should wait until my other brothers join us. Between Craig’s three boys and everybody’s dates trying to figure out who belongs with whom, it’s a madhouse. I’ll give you plenty of warning before letting that group descend on you.”

It sounded lovely, she thought wistfully, thinking of her own solitary childhood. She shifted on the swing. Her right breast pressed against his chest. Her nipples hardened in response to his body, but she ignored the tingling sensation.

“I wouldn’t mind,” she said, then realized she would be gone by the time Travis’s family invaded. She would be driving at the end of the week and moving out to her own place next weekend.

A sharp stab of regret and disappointment startled her. She didn’t want to think about what it meant, so she recalled what Travis had just told her.

“You mentioned dates,” she said. “I thought the Haynes brothers didn’t want to get involved with anybody.”

“We all want it to work out, so we seem to keep trying. I guess each of us is praying for a miracle.”

The bitterness in his voice surprised her. “You sound upset.”

“It gets damned lonely,” he admitted. “It’s probably a matter of wanting what we can’t have. Craig got burned big-time. His wife walked off with one of his closest friends, leaving him with a pile of bills and three little kids. Damn fool keeps looking for the right woman. Kyle dumps his girlfriends before they have a chance to dump him. I’m sure it has something to do with our mother abandoning him when he was fifteen and the string of women Dad brought into the house right after. We went through three stepmothers in three years. And then there’s Jordan.”

Travis paused. Elizabeth wished she could move closer to offer him comfort. She could feel his pain. It radiated out from him like the heat of a fever. In the past, he’d talked about his family and his resistance to believing relationships lasted, but this was the first time she’d really understood all that he and his brothers had been through. She was the last one to be giving him any kind of advice, though. Her own track record was pretty awful. So she didn’t say anything. She reached up her hand to his face and stroked his cheek. His evening beard poked at her palm. He felt warm and alive. A quivering began low in her belly; she told herself this wasn’t about sex.

“Jordan, hell, I don’t know about him. He keeps everything inside. He was always the odd one out. The rebel.” He grabbed her hand and brought it to his mouth. His kiss on her palm was sweet and damp, his tongue tracing an erotic line from the base of her thumb to her little finger. She shivered.

“After all,” he continued, “look at what he does for a living. He’s a fire fighter, the crazy fool.”

He laughed and she joined him. It felt good to be with Travis like this. He turned toward her, angling one knee across the bench. His position moved them a little apart, but now she could see his face.

He looked good by porch light, she thought, studying the way stubble darkened the hollows of his cheeks and made his eyes more mysterious. She wanted to lean close and touch him all over, relearning the body she had caressed so intimately the night before. His pleasing scent made her remember other smells and tastes, his laughter made her think of other sounds. The way he’d called her name, his voice husky with disbelief and pleasure. Her breasts grew more sensitive inside her bra; her most secret place dampened in anticipation. Desire filled her, but she kept it firmly in check.

“I had an interesting conversation with Mandy at dinner,” he said, resting his palm on her thigh.

“I thought I saw you two talking. What about?”

“Her father.”

She started to fold her arms over her chest. He grabbed her hands, pulled them down on top of his knee and held her in place. “She was telling me that a boy at school lost his parents. She assumes that they’re physically lost and won’t be able to find their way back to him. She thinks Sam is lost to her, as well.”

Elizabeth tried to ignore the soft denim of Travis’s jeans, the heat of his leg below and the warmth of his hand above hers. She tried to ignore the feeling of panic boiling to life in her belly. She’d known it would come to this with Mandy, but not yet. She wasn’t ready.

“I told her that Sam wouldn’t be able to see her again,” she said. “But I can’t explain the rest of it to her. Not yet. She’s too young.”

She dropped her head so that she could stare at her lap. No doubt Travis would disagree with her decision. She didn’t care. When she’d asked Sam to sign away the rights to see Mandy, he hadn’t even bothered to protest. He’d never been much interested in the girl. Not having him visit every few months would make it less confusing for Mandy.

“I agree,” he said, surprising her. “But I think you should be willing to let her talk about missing her father if she wants to.”

“Thanks for the advice,” she said, surprised she wasn’t irritated with his interfering.

He turned her hand over and placed his on top, palm to palm. His skin was rough from his carpentry work—warm, yet dry. He had large hands, strong, capable fingers. She trusted his hands as much as she trusted the man. A big mistake, she warned herself, hoping it wasn’t already too late.

“She asked if I could be her father instead of Sam.”

Elizabeth’s heart clenched. Fierce jealousy and possessiveness poured through her. She wanted to jerk her fingers free and use that hand to slap Travis away. How dare he try to worm his way into her daughter’s affections?

She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again. He hadn’t done anything wrong, a small rational voice whispered. He had been nothing but sweet to her and her daughter. Of course Mandy would respond to that affection. She’d spent more time with Travis in the past few weeks than with Sam in the past year.

“What did you tell her?” she asked, daring to look at him.

His dark eyes met and held her own. He shrugged sheepishly. “I told her I didn’t know how to be a dad, but that I was willing to be her friend. I hope that’s okay.”

He was obviously concerned about her feelings. She was grateful she hadn’t given in to that moment of jealousy and destroyed the special friendship she and Travis had built. It made sense that she would be protective of Mandy. Look at all that had happened to them. But Travis wasn’t the enemy. She would do well to remember that.

She smiled softly. “You shouldn’t have lied to her, Travis.”

He straightened, obviously startled. “I didn’t lie to her.”

“Of course you did.” She leaned a little closer to him, allowing the night to shut out the rest of the world. “You know exactly how to be a father. It’s something you do very well.” She held up her hand when he started to protest. “Think about it. You took her to soccer so she could have fun and make friends. You eat raw French toast and tell her that her cooking is wonderful. You hold her tight and protect her from the world.”

He dismissed her words with a shrug. “That’s the easy part. Anyone could do that.”

“Sam didn’t. It’s not what you do with her, it’s taking the time to make the little things matter. I think you’re a terrific father. Mandy does, too, or she wouldn’t have asked.”

“I— Thanks,” he said, looking distinctly uncomfortable. His gaze darted around the porch, to the ground, the sky—anywhere but at her. “I hope I can still see her. You know, when you guys move.”

“Sure. She’ll love it.”

“And I think you should talk to her about Sam.”

“Travis, I know what’s best for Mandy.”

“You don’t have to tell her about the bigamy, just let her talk about being without him. Glenwood is a small town. We don’t have a lot of single parents around here. Mandy probably feels different from everyone else she knows.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted. “It makes sense. I’ll talk to her.” She drew in a deep breath. She should have seen that on her own. “See, you’re not the only one who questions about parenting skills.” Would she ever get it right? First she messed up completely by believing Sam. Now she was concerned about making a mistake with Mandy. When would the second-guessing end?

“You’re going to make yourself crazy,” he said, taking her in his arms and pulling her toward him. “Stop worrying. Everything is going to be fine.”

“But—”

“No ‘buts,”’ he said, covering her mouth with his finger. ”That’s enough thinking for tonight. I don’t want you to tax your brain with anything more complex than how wonderful this feels.”

He lowered his mouth to hers. She told herself she should stop him. They couldn’t do this again. But it felt too good. Too right. His lips were hot against hers. His arms felt strong and safe as he enfolded her against his broadness.

He shifted, pulling her onto his lap. Of their own accord, her arms reached around his neck. One of his hands slipped up from her thigh to her waist, then to her breast. He touched her curves, stroked the puckering nipple. Elizabeth gasped her pleasure and knew that she was seconds from losing control.

She pulled her mouth away from his drugging kisses, away from the pleasure and escape he promised.

“I can’t,” she whispered, fighting the tightness in her throat and the screams of protest from her aroused body. “Please don’t make me do this again.”

“Darlin’, no one’s going to make you do anything.”

She risked looking up at him. He wasn’t smiling, but he didn’t look angry. “I didn’t mean it like that. Oh, Travis, you are wonderful and there’s nothing I’d like better than to make love with you tonight.”

“But?”

“But I don’t want to fall in love with you or care about you more than I do. If we make love again, I won’t be able to be just friends.” She pulled free of his gentle embrace and stepped onto the porch. It was tearing her up inside to leave him, but she knew she had to. For both their sakes.

“I’m doing you a favor,” she said, looking down at him, hoping that wasn’t hurt she was seeing in his eyes. “After all, aren’t you the one claiming you don’t want to make another mistake? Aren’t you the one who doesn’t want to get involved again?”


Chapter Twelve

The question hadn’t left him alone in two days. Elizabeth was right—he had told her he didn’t want to get involved again. It went against everything he believed. Trying for a long-term relationship was a sure guarantee of heartbreak. Not only for himself, but for the woman involved. It would be crazy to start something he didn’t intend to finish. The easiest thing for both he and Elizabeth was to stop playing footsie under the table and get on with being friends. At the end of the week, when she was able to drive and her rental house was available to move into, she would go back to her life and he would get on with his. No big deal.

He moved closer to the edge of the soccer field and watched Mandy race across the grass as she chased the elusive ball. She and her new friends squealed with excitement when she connected with her toe. The ball landed far short of the goal, but no one cared, least of all Mandy. She raced over to him and grinned.

“Did you see me kick it?” she asked, panting.

“You bet.” He ruffled her bangs, then gave her a little push. “Go back to the game, honey.”

“Okay, Travis.” She raced off.

He shoved his hands into his uniform trouser pockets. He was supposed to be taking care of paperwork back at the station. But this morning when Elizabeth had asked him if he could take Mandy to soccer practice, he hadn’t been able to say no. Time was ticking by too quickly and he wanted be with the little girl as much as possible.

He wanted to spend time with her mother, as well, but that was dangerous. And confusing. What the hell was going on with him? He should be pleased that Elizabeth was well enough to spend the afternoon with Rebecca at the office learning about her new job. She was certainly excited enough to be out of the house. But he’d hated dropping her off at the child services center. It wasn’t because he didn’t want her to have a job or be independent, it was that he didn’t like the reminder that she was leaving.

“You thinking about taking on a new coaching job?”

He turned and saw Austin walking toward him. As always, his friend was dressed in jeans and cowboy boots. A small gold hoop hung in one earlobe. He looked like a modern-day pirate.

“Just baby-sitting,” Travis said, pointing to Mandy. “What about you?”

“One of the deputies told me you’d be out here,” Austin said, stopping beside him. “I wanted to let you know I’m going to be out of town for a few days.”

“Vacation?” Travis asked, then grinned. To the best of his knowledge Austin had never taken a vacation.

“Nope. I’m giving a paper at a conference in France. Technical stuff. I’ll be gone about five days.”

Travis nudged his friend with his elbow. “You know what they say about French women, buddy. Have a great time.”

“Are you going to start living vicariously, now that you’ve got the hots for Elizabeth?”

Travis started to deny the statement, then figured, why bother? “You saw?”

“Sunday, at your place? Sure. The way you two were looking at each other, you about set the table on fire.”

“It’s more than sex.”

“Then you’ve got a problem.”

Travis looked at the field where Mandy was in the middle of the young crowd of soccer players. She darted left, the ball went right and she landed on her rump. He could hear her laughter from across the field. Involuntarily, he smiled.

“You know anything about being a father?” he asked.

“No.”

“Me, neither. Except I wouldn’t want to be like my old man. I’d want to be more interested in my kids than in other women.”

“So be more interested in your kids.”

“As simple as that?”

“Why make it hard?”

It made sense, Travis thought, in a twisted, Austin sort of way. “You have any kids?”

For the first time since they’d started talking Austin smiled. “I’m very careful.”

“I just bet you are. You don’t want any gold digger getting a part of your money.”

Austin glanced at the playing field, then looked back at Travis. For once his guard wasn’t up and Travis was able to see past the usual blankness in his cold gray eyes. Something ugly and painful flared there. Something that made Travis want to apologize for ever bringing up relationships, women or kids.

“It’s not the money.” The shutters went back down and Austin was once again in control. “It’s about belonging.”

Austin had never belonged. Travis remembered the first day his friend had shown up at the local junior high school. He’d been a skinny misfit of thirteen. Within two days he’d been in the middle of four fights and had a rainbow-colored black eye. He’d started an argument with Travis, not realizing that messing with one Haynes boy had meant getting involved with all four.

Travis looked over at the good-looking man next to him and wondered when he’d begun to change. He liked to think it had been at the moment Travis had stood with him, against his brothers. He always wondered why he’d done it. Maybe it had been the hopelessness he’d seen in Austin’s expression, or the fear behind the bravado. Craig, down from the local high school had been willing to let Austin off the hook, but Kyle was too excited about his first fight with his older brothers. Jordan, more like Austin than any of them, had stood on the outside watching and waiting.

In the end no one could remember what the fight had been about. When the boys’ vice principal had come to investigate, the Haynes brothers had closed ranks, including Austin as one of their own. He’d never forgotten, Travis knew. Austin hadn’t said anything; he hadn’t had to. Even after he’d run away from his foster home and gotten into trouble and been sent away, even when he turned up years later, never once saying where he’d been, even now that he was wealthy enough to live anywhere, he stayed close. Travis trusted him as much as he trusted any of his brothers. Maybe more. Austin stayed because he wanted to, rather than simply because of the loyalty of blood.

“You chose not to belong,” Travis said.

“You chose not to get involved.” Austin jerked his head toward Mandy. “Face it, Travis, you’ve got it bad for the lady and her little girl. You can run but you can’t hide.”

“No. It’s not like that. I’ll admit Mandy’s got me by the short hairs. I would do just about anything for that kid. Her dad won’t be showing up in her life anytime soon. I want to be there for her. Warn her away from guys like you.”

Austin grinned. “Don’t worry. I stay away from the innocents. Unlike you.”

It was true. Austin only spent time with women who understood the rules of his game: no involvement. “Elizabeth’s not an innocent.”

“So you are involved.”

Travis glared at his friend, then smiled sheepishly. “Okay, I’ll admit I’m tempted.”

Austin glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to get going if I want to make my flight.” He turned to leave, then paused and looked back. The afternoon sun caught him full in the face, highlighting his strong features and boring into his gray eyes. For just a second, some emotion flickered there. Travis wasn’t sure, but he thought it might be envy.

“You shouldn’t believe it all, buddy,” Austin said. “What people say about you. Sure you had some tough breaks with your dad and all. But it doesn’t have to be like that again. You have a choice. Don’t screw it up just because you think that’s all you know.”

With that he walked over to his car and climbed in. Travis was still staring after him long after he had disappeared down the road. He shook his head and turned his attention back to the game. Austin made it sound so damn easy. As if he’d wanted to mess up before, just because it was easier. It wasn’t like that. He’d tried with Julie. They’d both tried. It hadn’t worked out. Despite Austin’s feelings to the contrary, Travis knew there was too much of his father in him to ever risk anything again.

“We make a sorry group,” he muttered to himself. “Maybe men are just born stupid about women and love.”

He watched Mandy sprint across the field and kick the soccer ball. It bounced off the goalie’s shin, over his head and hit the net. There was a moment of stunned silence on the field, then the kids erupted into screams of delight. Mandy caught his eye and grinned victoriously. Travis called out his approval.

The coached strolled past him. “Are you working with her between practices?” he asked.

“A little.”

“It shows. Most parents don’t take the time.”

Travis started to remind the man that Mandy wasn’t his child. He shrugged. It would take too long to explain. He worked with Mandy because they both enjoyed the time spent together. The fact that it improved her soccer game was just a by-product of the fun. Practicing football with his brothers had been one of the best parts of growing up in his family, he remembered. Not that their father had spent much time with them.

Travis frowned. Earl had been kept pretty busy. Between his job as sheriff of Glenwood, and his extracurricular activities, there hadn’t been a lot of spare time leftover for four growing boys.

Without even trying, Travis found himself remembering the past. One day in particular, that day in the hardware store, came back to him. He’d seen his own father pick up a woman and take her with him. He’d heard most of their conversation, had winced at the practiced lines, had been shattered and embarrassed as his father had touched a woman who wasn’t his wife. He’d seen the lust in Earl’s eyes, watched as his father’s big hands, hands too much like his own, had rested on that woman’s back, then slid lower to her backside. He remembered the smiled promise, the way the woman had brushed her breasts against his father’s arm. He’d seen her nipples hardening to tiny points through her thin tank top. At fourteen, what he’d seen had disgusted him, but the woman’s body had also aroused him. The conflicting feelings had forced him to run away before he confronted his father.

Even now, Travis could feel the burning in his lungs as he’d run farther and faster than he ever had. Away from his father and that woman, away from what was happening to his family, away from his own adolescent desires. He remembered he’d cried that afternoon. Alone on the banks of the stream, hidden from everyone by a screen of bushes, he’d sobbed out his heart, crying for the pain of what he’d lost. Thinking then it had only been for the loss of his father, knowing now those tears had been for the end of his innocence. He’d never told anyone about that afternoon at the hardware store. His mother hadn’t asked why he didn’t return with the items she’d sent him for. He wondered now if she’d seen the truth in his eyes.

It had been nearly twenty years since that day, but he could still remember every moment. He’d clenched his fists, raising them high toward the heavens, and sworn he would never be like his father. He’d declared that he would never treat a woman like his father treated his mother. He’d sworn to be faithful, no matter what. He’d risked his soul in a pledge of honor to his yet unknown wife. At fourteen he’d assumed that all emotional problems could be solved if a man didn’t cheat. With the hindsight of adulthood, he knew it wasn’t that simple.

The soccer ball bounced past him, calling him back to the present. He reached over and grabbed it, then threw it back into the fray. The kids were tiring from their practice. A few wandered past the lines marking the playing field. Mandy was on the other side of the grass, kneeling on a stretch of dirt tying one of her shoelaces. Someone kicked the ball toward her.

Travis saw the bounce of the ball and in that moment, he knew what was going to happen. He started to call out her name, but it was too late. Before she’d even risen to her feet, he was partway across the field. She turned toward the ball, grinned and stepped after it. She hadn’t finished tying her laces, though. When she took a step, she caught the loose lace, and tripped. She put out her arms to brace herself for the fall, but her forward momentum was too strong. She hit the dirt, hands and knees first, and went skidding.

The coach was closer and got there first. By the time Travis reached her side, she was crying hard enough to break his heart. The coach bent over to help her.

“No!” she screamed, pushing him away. “Travis! Travis!”

He was down beside her in an instant. “I’m here, honey.” He gathered her close in his arms.

Her small body shook with sobs. He could feel her tears soaking his shirt, but he didn’t care. The other children started to gather around, but the coach shooed them away.

“It’s okay, Mandy.” He bent over and looked at her knees. Dirt caked both of them and the right one was already bleeding.

“I have a first-aid kit,” the coach said. “Let me get it.”

Mandy looked up at him. Her pretty round face was blotchy and damp. Her long lashes had spiked together and her blue eyes were filled with tears. Her breathing came in gasps, between the sobs.

“I—I h-hurt my h-hand,” she said, as fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. He looked at her palms. They were scraped and bloody, with bits of dirt and small pebbles stuck to the skin.

“Oh, baby. I bet it stings, huh? I’m going to give you a magic hug to help, then we’ll get you cleaned up.”

“M-make it really b-big magic, okay?” she said, clinging to him.

As he hugged her for all he was worth, the pressure in his chest grew. Damn, he didn’t want anything to hurt this little girl ever. Unfortunately, reality was going to get in the way of that desire. He couldn’t control the future, but he could control keeping her a part of his life.

He picked her up in his arms and carried her over to the water fountain. There was a small hose attached to the middle of the pipe. He stood Mandy up and took off her shoes and socks; then he turned on the tap and grabbed the hose.

“This is going to be cold,” he warned, hoping it was cold enough to numb some of the stinging.

She stood bravely as he hosed off her knees. The dirt came out easily. Her hands took a little more work, but he was able to get them clean without having to hurt her more. The coach handed him a towel to dry her off, some antiseptic and a few bandages. By the time Mandy had stopped crying, she was patched up and ready to go home.

He knelt before her on the muddy ground, not caring that he was ruining his uniform trousers. She sniffed, then wiped her eyes.

“I need another hug,” she said, holding out her arms.

He pulled her close. The tears started up again, but he knew they were more from shock than from pain. “It’ll be okay,” he whispered. “I promise.”

Her body was slight against his chest. Her little-girl scent—part dirt, part sunshine—made him want to smile. The trust implicit in her embrace twisted in his chest like a dagger. He was probably ten different kinds of fool, but he couldn’t let her go.

He and his brothers had decided long ago that cops made lousy fathers. The hours were long, the interruptions unavoidable. For all his thirty-four years he’d believed that as much as he’d believed in the existence of gravity.

But as Mandy clung to him with her sobs breaking his heart, he knew he couldn’t believe it any longer. Not when he remembered his own father. No one had forced his old man to pick up that woman in the hardware store. No crime, or criminal had been the reason he’d come home late every night smelling of sex and booze. Earl Haynes had decided early that his right in life was to have lots of women, his wife and family be damned. He had chosen.

Travis swallowed hard. It had been a decision on his father’s part. Not genes, not an unavoidable family curse. Earl had chosen his destiny. And he’d used his position as sheriff to hide away from his real responsibilities to his family.

Travis didn’t want to risk hope and then have it blow up in his face, but Mandy wasn’t leaving him a lot of options. In the past few weeks she’d stolen her way into his heart. He couldn’t cut her out now. If it was a matter of choice, he could choose a different path from the old man’s. After all, Craig was a great father. Travis could be one, too.

Mandy released him and stepped back. She smiled and wiped her face. “That was a magic hug,” she said. “I feel better. Can we get ice cream before we pick up Mommy?”

“Sure,” he said. He rose and held out his hand. Mandy slipped her smaller one trustingly in his and started walking toward the car.

He would talk to Elizabeth, he decided. Mandy needed a father and he needed the little girl. He would be there for her as much as Elizabeth would let him be. He’d made his decision and nothing was going to steer him off course.

* * *

Elizabeth stepped out into the bright sunshine and smiled. She felt wonderful being out of the house and back at work. If she had to be cooped up, then Travis’s place was a wonderful home in which to recover, but after almost three weeks, she’d grown tired of staring at the same collection of walls.

She sat on the bottom step to wait for her ride. Late-September sunshine warmed her skin through the light cotton dress she wore. Beside her was a briefcase full of paperwork. Rebecca had teased her about not having to get it all done in one night. Elizabeth didn’t mind the extra work. She had a lot of time to make up for. Besides, she liked feeling that she was actually accomplishing something.

A familiar black Bronco turned at the corner and pulled to a stop in front of her. She walked across the sidewalk as Travis leaned over and opened the passenger’s door.

“Hi, guys,” she said, slipping into her seat.

“We had ice cream,” Mandy announced.

“Good for you.” Elizabeth snapped her seat belt into place, then half turned to look at Mandy. Her breath caught in her throat. Mandy’s face was tear-streaked and there were bandages on her hands and knees. “What happened?”

“I fell down, but Travis gave me a magic hug and now I’m almost all better.” Mandy rubbed her left palm with her fingers. “But it still hurts a little.”

“I’ll bet.” Elizabeth glanced at Travis.

He grimaced. “She tripped on her shoelace at practice. Unfortunately, she was outside of the grass playing field and on some dirt. I cleaned her up and patched the worst ones. I think she’ll be okay.”

“She looks fine. Thanks for taking such good care of her.”

“No trouble.”

They drew to a stop at a traffic light. He glanced at her. His normally open expression seemed slightly shuttered and cautious.

He faced front again. She took the opportunity to study his strong profile, the straight line of his nose, his trimmed mustache, the firm yet sensual curves of his mouth. How was she supposed to resist this man when even the faint scent of his body was enough to make her weak with longing?

Only a few more days, she told herself. She would already be driving her own car if the clutch wasn’t so stiff. She’d tried it that morning, but shifting gears had caused a sharp pain in her side. Her gaze slipped over Travis again. Being chauffeured by him wasn’t the worse punishment in the world.

“Would you mind if we went by my rental?” she asked. “The landlord dropped off the key at work. I’d like to take a look at what furniture is there and what I need to buy.”

“Sure.”

There was nothing in his voice to indicate that he was pleased or sorry to take her there. Did he think about her leaving as much as she did? Did he want his house back to himself or would he miss her? It wasn’t fair, she told herself. She wanted Travis to miss her terribly, yet at the same time she knew she had no business staying involved in his life. She couldn’t do anything but hurt both of them. She wasn’t getting involved again. Ever. It was too dangerous. She didn’t have the common sense to know when a man was right for her. Even if she did, everything about Travis warned her that he was all wrong. They were both relationship impaired, neither of them knowing how to make love work. It would be foolish to try.

So why was she thinking about it? She stared out the window and bit back a sigh. She had no answer. She was probably just tired from her first day back at work. Think about something else, she ordered herself.

As they drove through Glenwood, Elizabeth gave him directions to her rental house. The neighborhood wasn’t anything like Travis’s, she noted, eyeing the homes that hadn’t seemed so small the last time she’d been here.

Mandy sat as far forward as her seat belt would let her. She peered out the window searching for the promised bunnies. “There were really three of them, Mommy?” she asked, her voice laced with pleasure.

“Yes, honey. I saw them from the kitchen window. They’re probably hiding in the backyard. Maybe you could look for them.”

Mandy bounced with excitement. “Okay.”

Travis stopped in front of a small, tan-colored, one-story house. There were two windows facing the front, and a garage. She opened her door and slipped out. Mandy was already racing in circles on the lawn.

Elizabeth pulled the key from her dress pocket and led the way up the walk. She opened the door, then stepped inside. The house opened directly onto the living room. To her left was a small dining alcove, in front of her, the dark hallway. She could see the entrance to the kitchen beyond the dining room.

The carpeting was only a couple of years old. A muddy brown that would wear well and not show the dirt. Two gold patterned couches filled the living room. There were a couple of end tables and a big square wood-and-glass coffee table. The entertainment stand was empty. She would have to get a TV. She walked down the hallway. A green-tiled bathroom was flanked by two bedrooms, one slightly larger than the other. The master bedroom, if it could be called that, had a king-size bed and a single dresser. The other room was empty.

The kitchen hadn’t been remodeled since the house was first built in the fifties, so the large tiles on the counter and up the wall were light and dark green. The refrigerator was newer, but the gas stove was large, with massive burners and curved edges. Over the kitchen sink, a window looked out onto a fenced backyard.

“There’s no furniture in the other bedroom,” Mandy said, bouncing into the kitchen. “Am I going to sleep on the floor?” She sounded slightly intrigued by the idea.

“No.” Elizabeth brushed her bangs out of her eyes. “I’m going to buy you a new bedroom set.”

“Golly!” Mandy’s eyes got round. “Can I have a desk, too? So I can do my homework in my room like a big girl?”

“Sure.” Elizabeth opened the back door. “Why don’t you go see if you can find the bunnies?”

“Okay.” Mandy raced outside. The screen door slammed shut behind her.

So far, Travis hadn’t said a word about the house. She turned toward him. “What do you think?”

He stood in the doorway to the kitchen. With his arms folded over his chest, and his khaki shirt pulling across his broad shoulders, he looked like some kind of conquering warrior.

“It’s very nice. I’m sure you’ll be happy here.”

There was something in his voice, something dark and broken. She wanted to ask what, but she was afraid. Instead, she dug in her purse and pulled out a small notebook. “I need tons of things. Do you have the time to wait while I make a quick list?”

“Sure.” He stepped back to allow her to pass him.

But he hadn’t moved back far enough, or the floor was uneven, or her feet unsteady because she managed to brush her arm against his chest as she went into the hallway. The heat from the brief contact sent a tremor up her arm and into her breasts. It was dark in the small house. Dark enough to make her forget it was still daytime outside and that her daughter was just a few feet away. Dark enough to give her the courage to look up at his face and meet his gaze. Dark enough to wonder if the fire would return to his irises and flicker there, matching the flames she felt burning inside.

The house smelled musty and unused. The furniture wasn’t to her taste. After being in Travis’s beautiful home, this place was a rude awakening. It could all be fixed, she told herself. A few throw pillows, some lacy curtains, a good scrubbing and airing out—then everything would be fine. But it wasn’t the house at all. It was the man.

He tempted her. Even though she knew it was foolish and wrong and this time more than her pride would be at stake, she couldn’t resist him. He made her care about him, even when she didn’t want to. Even when it made her a fool twice in the same lifetime. Even when she knew they were doomed to heartbreak. Which is why she had to leave him as quickly as possible.

He reached out to hold her at the exact moment she stepped away. His arms hung there a moment, giving her time to step back into his embrace. He would kiss her. She could see the promise in his eyes. He would hold her and tonight he would make love to her. She turned her back on him and started down the hall.

Within twenty minutes she’d completed her list. Travis had followed her from room to room, offering suggestions. It was as if that moment in the hall had never happened. But it had. Her fingers trembled as she wrote out the items she would need. Her heart raced in her chest and her eyes burned with more than regret.

“I think that’s it,” she said. “The miniblinds will make a big difference at letting in light. Thanks for the suggestion.”

“You’re welcome.”

She pocketed the small notebook and led the way back to the kitchen. “Is there some kind of mall around here? I need to buy Mandy furniture, as well as some other supplies for the house.”

“There’s a furniture warehouse store about forty miles away,” he said as he followed her. “I have tomorrow off. I could drive you there if you’d like.”

The screen door slammed open and Mandy ran into the kitchen. She glared at her mother. “I looked everywhere and I couldn’t find even one bunny.”

“I’m sorry, honey. Maybe they’re hiding.”

“But I looked!” Mandy’s lower lip thrust out. “I don’t care about any stupid bunnies. I want to stay with Travis and get a puppy.”

Elizabeth drew in a deep breath. Of course, she thought, wondering why it hadn’t occurred to her sooner. She wasn’t the only one who was going to miss their host and his wonderful house. Mandy would, as well. She shook her head. She should have thought of that already.

“You’ll like it here,” Travis said, squatting down to the child’s level. “There are lots of kids for you to play with right here on this street. You’ll forget all about me, but no matter what, I’ll still be around.”

He paused, as if waiting for Elizabeth to disagree. She wasn’t going to; she was pleased he wanted to stay in touch with Mandy. The little girl needed some continuity in her life.

“This house is dumb.”

“It’s not dumb,” Elizabeth said, touching her daughter’s hair. “I’m going to buy you a beautiful bedroom set and a real big-girl desk.” She tried to ignore the flash of guilt. She didn’t usually try to buy Mandy’s cooperation, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

Despite the bribe, Mandy didn’t look convinced. It was only after Travis tickled her into a giggling pile on the floor that her good humor returned.

While Mandy raced ahead to the car, Travis locked the front door.

“You should be able to get everything you need at the furniture store,” he said. “The entire first floor is filled with household items. Linens, miniblinds…that sort of thing.”

“Do you know if they deliver?” she asked, taking one last look at her new home.

“I think so. Are you thinking for the bedroom furniture?”

“Yes.” She squared her shoulders. “Mandy is becoming too attached to you. I need to get us into our own place as quickly as possible.”

Travis didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure if she was sorry or glad. Maybe a little of both. If he’d responded at all, she would have been forced to admit that Mandy wasn’t the only one becoming too attached.


Chapter Thirteen

They took the elevator to the top of the giant furniture warehouse, then started the circular descent to the ground floor. Sample rooms had been set up, followed by rows of couches, entertainment centers and end tables.

“Oh, good. They do deliver,” Elizabeth said, pulling her list out of her jeans pocket.

“Yeah, within forty-eight hours,” Travis replied, pointing to a sign posted on the wall.

“Great. If we buy Mandy’s bedroom set today, it can be delivered Saturday when we move in.”

She’d been reading the sign, but she felt Travis stiffen at her side. She risked glancing at him. He stared down at her, his normally readable face expressionless.

“That’s quick. When did you make that decision?”

Yesterday, when I figured out how much Mandy and I were going to miss you, she thought. “It makes sense, Travis. I’m completely back on my feet. I’ve arranged for Mandy’s afternoon daycare, although I’ll be getting off work at three-thirty, so she’ll need it for less than an hour. My car’s clutch is still a little too stiff for me, but Rebecca is going to give me a ride to and from work for a couple of days.”

“I see.” He turned toward a fabric-covered sofa next to them. “You’ve got everything figured out.”

“I guess I do. I’m sure you’ll be pleased to see the last of us.”

“Sure.” He looked back at her and smiled. “We both need our lives to get back to normal.”

If his smile didn’t reach his eyes, she wasn’t going to comment on the fact. If he noticed that she couldn’t stop looking at him or brushing against him as they walked through the store, he didn’t say anything, either.

The tension between them stretched until she could physically feel it tugging on her insides. She didn’t want it to be like this. She wanted Travis to be her friend. She needed him to be there, to be strong. Was that wrong?

Before she could figure out the answer to the question, he darted across the aisle to a selection of leather furniture. There were three different rooms displayed, all in the same soft, buttery leather. He dropped down onto a black sofa and leaned back his head.

“This is wonderful,” he said, closing his eyes. “I may do my entire house in leather.”

“Even the bathrooms?” She bit back a giggle.

He opened one eye. “Laugh all you want, but this is man furniture.”

“Oh, I see. So you’ll want a gun rack right next to the TV. And what about your famous knife collection? You know, the ones you used to hunt the woolly mammoth.”

She’d made the mistake of moving too close to him. He growled out a warning, but before she could jump back, he reached forward and tackled her legs, pulling her toward him. She landed in a heap on his lap. Their faces were inches apart; his breath fanned her cheek. It could have been a dangerous moment, but they were both laughing too hard.

His thighs were hard beneath her legs. Their jeans—hers blue, his black—rubbed together, generating an erotic heat. Low in her belly, wanting grew. She acknowledged the feeling, acknowledged that Travis’s hands became less teasing and more caressing on her arms. But he didn’t try to kiss her. In that moment of laughter, their friendship had been restored. Apparently neither of them wanted that threatened again.

The sound of someone clearing his throat broke through her musing. She looked up, then blushed like a high-schooler caught necking in the back seat of her father’s car.

“May I help you?” the small, gray-haired man asked, his bushy white eyebrows raised above his wire-rimmed glasses.

Elizabeth tried to slide off Travis’s lap, but his large hands held her in place.

“No, thanks,” Travis drawled. “We were just testing the sofa.”

“I see. Does it work to your satisfaction?” the man asked, glaring down at them.

“We’re not sure yet.” Travis winked. “I think it needs a little more testing.”

The man turned on his heel and marched away. Elizabeth struggled to break free. “He’s probably gone to get the manager.”

“So what?” Travis leaned forward and kissed the tip of her nose. “The store is practically empty and we weren’t doing anything wrong.”

She couldn’t help herself. She sagged against him and giggled. “Maybe you should have worn your uniform. At least then you could have threatened to arrest him.”

“You just miss seeing me in my cowboy hat. If I’d known you were so attached, I would have worn it today.”

“Oh, stop.” She gave one last, hard push on his chest and broke free. She scrambled to her feet and smoothed the front of her shirt. Her fingers caught on an open button right above her bra. “I was flashing him,” she said, horrified.

Travis chuckled. “He was getting a bit of an eyeful, but I doubt it’s anything he hasn’t seen before.” He stood up and stretched. “Need some help?” he asked, approaching her.

“Don’t even think about it.” She slapped his hands away. “No more pit stops. We have a list.” She waved the piece of paper in front of him. “I want you to behave for the rest of the day. Do you promise?”

He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. She knew she should resist, but it was just for one day, she told herself. They were in a public store. What’s the worst that could happen?

“I’ll behave,” he said, whispering in her ear. “But I just might want to test-drive a mattress or two.”

She managed to steer him clear of the adult bedroom section, but they spent almost an hour picking out Mandy’s furniture. She stood between a bedroom done in white, with a canopy bed and delicate furniture, and one done in light pine. That bed was a four-poster design with a raised mattress.

“She’d practically need a step stool to get on it,” Elizabeth said, gauging the distance.

“But it comes in a double. The canopy doesn’t. If you get the bigger bed, she can have a friend over to sleep with her. Even if they use sleeping bags on top of the covers it’ll be more fun than one of them on the floor.”

She eyed him warily. “How do you know what little girls want?”

“Mandy tells me things.”

“What kind of things?”

“Things like how she’d enjoy having a friend spend the night occasionally, and how much she wants a puppy.”

“A puppy?” Elizabeth looked at the bed. “It would be a lot less messy to get the larger mattress. What do you think of the desk?”

It matched the pine dresser. There were two small and one large drawer on either side. A bookcase sat next to it.

Travis knelt down and ran his hands over all the edges of the desk. He checked the workmanship, then tested the drawers and the sturdiness of the shelves.

“I like it,” he said. He glanced up at her. “If it’s about money—”

“It’s not,” she said, cutting him off. She perched on the edge of the four-poster bed. “You might not understand my logic, but running off and leaving everything Sam had bought us wasn’t something I did lightly. I know it wasn’t the most sensible thing I’ve ever done, but it was a symbolic act for me. One that really proved to me I wasn’t kidding about completely cutting him out of our lives. I think doing that is what has allowed me to heal as much as I have.” She held up her hand. “I know what you’re going to say. I haven’t healed completely. I know there are a few things I’m working through, but I’ll get there.” She paused and drew in a breath. “Why are you grinning at me?”

He stood up and pulled out the desk chair. After turning it around, he sat down, straddling it, resting his arms along the slatted back. “You seem to know everything, so you figure out why I’m grinning.”

“Travis!”

“I was just thinking about how strong you are. I believe that you will put this behind you and get on with your life. I admire that.”

She ducked her head. “Thanks,” she said softly. “Your support means a lot to me.”

A different sales clerk approached. This one was a young woman in a navy suit. “May I write up an order for you?” she asked, her gaze locking on Travis’s.

Elizabeth was too contented to care. “Yes, for me.”

The young woman forced her eyes away from Travis. “What can I do for you?”

Elizabeth hesitated, then pointed at the pine set. “I’d like this bedroom set. All the pieces, please. Can you have it delivered on Saturday?”

* * *

They made the rest of her purchases quickly. They had one argument in the linen section, picking out sheets for Mandy. Elizabeth wanted something floral while Travis voted for the redheaded cartoon mermaid. In the end she bought them both.

“You’re worse than Mandy,” Elizabeth grumbled as she tossed the sheets into her cart.

“You love it,” he said, coming up behind her and planting a quick kiss just below her left ear. Instantly a shiver raced through her body. She did love it. That was the problem.

They went through the kitchen accessories. She picked out some dinnerware and glasses. She started to hold up the box for his approval, then stared at him.

“What?” he asked, standing at the end of her cart. “Have I grown horns?”

“I don’t care if you like these,” she said.

“Thanks so much.”

“No.” She smiled. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I meant, I don’t have to get your approval on anything. I don’t have to get anyone’s approval ever again.”

Travis frowned and planted his hands on his hips. “I have a lot of flaws, Elizabeth, but I’m not an ogre.”

“Oh, I know.” She put the dinnerware in her cart. “I suddenly realized that I don’t have to get Sam’s approval. Even though he was gone so much, I thought he should be a part of the decision making. I waited to get his opinion on drapes, dishes, what time Mandy should go to bed. I don’t have to anymore. I can do what I want.”

“It sounds like you’re over him.”

She glanced up at him. He held himself stiffly, as if regretting making the observation. Around them, shoppers chattered about their purchases. She could hear the faint electronic beeping of the cash registers. They stood alone in the middle of housewares discussing the state of her heart. Why did she feel her answer was so important? It couldn’t be. Not now, not after she was just getting over what had happened.

“I am. The relationship had been in trouble for a long time. I was ready to ask for a divorce, and then it turned out I didn’t need one. I know what he did to me has made me wary of trusting anyone again. But that’s about pride, not about my heart. I’ve been over Sam Proctor for years.”

“Soon you’ll be over me, too,” he said, his voice teasing.

But she didn’t smile back. “Travis, I’ll never get over what you did for me and Mandy. You came to my rescue when I was in dire straits, and I’ll never forget that. You gave me more than a roof over my head. You were good to Mandy and a great friend to me.”

You showed me how it’s supposed to be between a man and a woman.

But she didn’t say her last thought aloud. Better for both of them if they simply put it out of their minds. If only it were that easy. If it had just been sex, she would have been able to forget. Being with him had been more than that. It had been warm and tender, loving and caring. He’d made love to her slowly and easily as if he’d been waiting for her all his life, as if he’d had all the time in the world.

He’d made her feel cherished.

“I’ll never forget what you did,” she repeated. “I’m going to miss you when I move out.”

She waited, but he didn’t answer in kind. And suddenly the warmth in her belly turned very, very cold.

* * *

Travis checked the rearview mirror for traffic, but the main highway was empty on a weekday afternoon. He looked in the mirror again, this time glancing at the boxes and bags stuffed in the back of his Bronco. They’d managed to fit everything in except for Mandy’s bedroom set. That would be delivered to Elizabeth’s new house in time for her to move in on Saturday. She was really leaving.

He didn’t want to think about that, or how it made him feel. He tried to come up with some topic of conversation. The cab had been quiet for too long. Elizabeth sat in her seat, with her hands folded on her lap. She never once glanced at him.

He knew why. He hadn’t said he would miss her, as well. He cursed under his breath. Those words were inadequate to describe what he was feeling. Hell, he didn’t even know what he was feeling. Everything was confused. It had happened so fast. One minute he was living his life, with no concerns and no questions. A few short weeks later he was deeply involved with a woman and her daughter. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do. Should he ask her not to leave, or just forget about her? Could he risk another relationship? Would she be willing to take that chance? Was it genetics or bad luck that kept the four Haynes brothers single? Was he or was he not a duck?

The last question made him smile. He saw Elizabeth glance at him out of the corner of her eye. He drew in a deep breath to plunge into an emotional discussion, but at the last second chose something more safe.

“Mandy’s going to love everything you bought her,” he said.

“I hope so.” She brushed her hair off her shoulders. “Everything cost enough. If she doesn’t like it, I think I’ll make her get a job to pay me back for everything.”

He grinned. “We can always use another deputy.”

For the first time in almost an hour, Elizabeth grinned back. She looked at him, some of the concern leaving her eyes. “She’d love that. I suspect she’d spend her day running the siren.”

“That would be a problem.” His smile faded. “Look, I’ve been thinking about this whole money thing. I don’t want you to pay me for the rooms. You’re going to need it to get on your feet, financially.”

She turned until she was facing him. He gave her a quick glance. Her mouth pulled into a straight line and her jaw was clenched.

“I insist,” she said forcefully. “We made a deal, Travis. The money was the only thing that allowed me to accept your hospitality. It was too little to begin with, it probably didn’t even cover food. If I can’t pay you, it’s too much like lying about everything.”

He should have known she would make this more difficult than it had to be. He grabbed the steering wheel tightly, then moved into the right lane for the turnoff to Glenwood. “I don’t need the money and you do. As for covering the food bill, give me a break. You two hardly eat anything. I want to do this for you. I want to help.”

She rested her hand on his forearm. He liked the feel of her fingers brushing against his skin. It was hard not to get distracted.

“I don’t need your help anymore,” she said. “Even if I did, I can’t accept it. This isn’t about you, it’s about Sam. He paid for everything. He didn’t want me to work. When I did, after Mandy started school, he was very unhappy. He insisted that I keep my money for myself. I have almost a year’s salary saved up. It might sound silly to you. You’ve always been responsible for yourself. But for six years a man controlled my life. I don’t want that to happen again. Please don’t start changing the rules on me now.”

He drove past the sheriff’s station and the small park with the duck pond. At the corner he turned left and entered the residential section where Elizabeth was going to live. He made a right on her street, then pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine.

He understood what she was saying, but he didn’t have to like it. So much of her life was still tied up with Sam Proctor. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. Who was he to talk? So much of his life was tied up with his past and reputation.

“I don’t care about the money,” he said at last. “If you insist on paying me, at least let me use the money to buy Mandy something. A bike, maybe. Is that against the rules?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “No. That would be wonderful. I appreciate all you’ve done with her. She really cares about you.”

“I care about her. I know you don’t want the rules changed, but I don’t have a lot of choice about this one. I can’t let go of Mandy. I don’t want to lose her. I’m not saying I’m a great father figure, but I’m not as bad as I thought. I want to stay involved with her.” He shifted in his seat, turning to face her. “Can we make that work?”

He hadn’t expected tears. Her big brown eyes glistened as she blinked frantically. One tear slipped onto her cheek. She brushed it away impatiently. “You’re a damn fine man, Travis Haynes. Don’t you dare let anyone tell you otherwise.”

He could feel something uncomfortably like a blush heating his cheeks. He cleared his throat. “Yeah, well, don’t let it get around, okay? I have this reputation.”

She leaned forward and touched her hand to his cheek. “I’m beginning to think your reputation is all talk. You’re far too decent to be any kind of a heartbreaker. I would like it very much if you would continue to see Mandy. I’ll work around your schedule or whatever it takes. She adores you.”

In the close confines of the Bronco, the scent of her body—the sweetness of her woman’s fragrance and the spicy temptation of her perfume—mingled together in a seductive aroma designed to drive him crazy. Her face was so near his, he could see the individual lashes framing her dark brown eyes. A few curling hairs drifted onto her cheek. The red lipstick she’d put on that morning had long since worn away, leaving her mouth soft and rose-colored.

This conversation was supposed to be about Mandy, but all he could think about was Elizabeth. Even as his mind screamed at him to just let her go, his heart protested the parting. He was torn between what he believed and what he wanted. Could he fight the legacy of his father? He and his brothers were so terrified of falling in love, of failing. Was it circumstance or destiny? He’d chosen to become involved with Mandy. Could he choose to become involved with Elizabeth? Could he choose to love her? Could he make it work?

He’d tried once, and failed. Julie had been his wife. But he’d never felt these powerful emotions before. He’d never needed her the way he needed Elizabeth. Was it enough?

“Travis?”

He had to let her go. It was the only sensible decision to make. Everything in his past warned him that he would fail if he tried again. Yet his heart begged for one more chance. What if everyone was wrong? What if he could do it? Making it work with Elizabeth would be worth anything. What did he have without her?

He took her hands in his. Her fingers were small and delicate, yet capable. She stared at him, her eyes concerned yet trusting.

They hadn’t been together long enough.

She was moving out; he didn’t have any more time.

“Don’t go,” he said.


Chapter Fourteen

“What did you say?” Elizabeth asked, sure she must have heard him incorrectly.

“Don’t go. I want you and Mandy to stay with me.”

“Are you crazy?”

“Maybe. But stay anyway.”

“No,” she said loudly. “No, I can’t. I won’t. Don’t ask me. Dammit, Travis. What are you doing?”

She didn’t wait to hear the answer. After undoing her seat belt, she opened the truck door and jumped down to the ground. She moved to the back of the Bronco and started grabbing her packages. He stood and watched her.

“I care about you. I don’t want to lose you.”

Each word was a blow to her heart. Her chest tightened and her breathing became labored. “I asked you not to change the rules. Why are you doing this?”

“Why are you angry?” His voice was low and quiet. She could hear the pain in each word.

The anger would keep her strong, but she couldn’t tell him that. When she’d collected as much as she could carry, she walked past him to the front door. After fumbling with the key, she stepped inside and dropped her bags on the ugly gold sofa.

The house still smelled musty. The small dark rooms would never be more than what they already were: a temporary escape from her life, from her past and the shame that haunted her.

She stood in the center of the living room and fought the tears. Pain clawed at her stomach. She folded her arms over her belly and tried to hold it all inside. Not now, she prayed. Not like this. Not Travis. Didn’t he know how much she’d grown to need and trust him? He couldn’t change now. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair.

She heard him behind her. He set several boxes on the floor.

“Elizabeth.”

“Don’t say anything.” She turned to face him. “I don’t want to hear it. We had everything planned. We were going to be friends. Travis, I desperately need you in my life, but only as my friend. I can’t do more. It’s too dangerous. I’ve made that mistake before and I’m never going to do it again.”

He was tall and powerful standing there in the darkened room. His white, long-sleeved shirt emphasized his strength and good looks. She studied the lines of his face, the sadness in his dark eyes. His arms hung loose at his side, but his hands were clenched into fists.

“You don’t understand,” he said.

He was right, she thought. She didn’t understand and she didn’t want to.

“I love you.”

His words hit her with the force of a lightning bolt, and she nearly went down. Her legs trembled and her breathing stopped. She stared at him, then gasped in a breath. He loved her?

“You can’t,” she said.

He shrugged. “All my life I’ve been told I couldn’t be a good husband or father. My dad made a mess of both. My uncles are all failures in that department, as well. Every time I tried to make it work, I couldn’t. After a while I gave up trying. If it looks like a duck and walks like a duck and sounds like a duck, it’s probably a duck.”

She remembered the small stuffed yellow duck he’d brought her when he’d gone shopping with Mandy. Even then he’d been wrestling with his feelings for her. She should have known. But what difference would it have made? Would she have left him? She wanted to say yes, of course she would have, but she wasn’t sure it was true. Her time with Travis had been magical. Would she have willingly cut it short?

“What I have figured out,” he said, continuing, “is that everyone has choices. Earl and his brothers didn’t try hard enough. They could have made it work if they wanted to. I could have made it work with Julie. I cared about her. The marriage failed because of a lack of chemistry or each of us being lazy, not because I’m incapable of making a relationship last.”

“I don’t want to hear this.” She started toward the hallway.

He grabbed her arm as she passed him. “You have to listen. It’s important. This thing between us isn’t going to go away. I’m willing to take a chance, Elizabeth. I know you’ve been burned. I have, too. I know it’s frightening. It’s too soon, we don’t know each other well enough. But I can’t risk losing you and Mandy. I love you both. I never thought I’d ever say those words again, but I believe them to be true with all my being. Trust me. Trust us.”

She tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let her go. She was forced to look up at him, at the fire flaring in his eyes. These flames frightened her more than the fire of desire. His gaze burned with the heat of conviction. He did believe what he told her, that he loved her. That they had a chance. She wanted to weep from the sadness of it all. Couldn’t he see that this was all a cruel joke? It would never work out; she wouldn’t let it.

Oh, but she wanted to believe. Her heart had leapt when he’d said he loved her. For a single heartbeat, joy had filled her. Reality was too powerful, though, and couldn’t be ignored.

“I don’t want to hear this,” she said and looked away from him. “I don’t believe you. Even if I did, it doesn’t change anything.”

He was stunned. She could tell by the way he stiffened. He released her instantly and stepped back. “Why?”

She closed her eyes against his suffering and against the temptation he offered. If only she had never met Sam, she might have been able to respond to the gift Travis offered. But she had met Sam and he had changed her.

“Love isn’t enough. I loved Sam and look what happened. In his own twisted way, he might have even loved me.”

“I don’t appreciate the comparison. I’m not a bigamist. I don’t have a secret past. I’m not going to destroy your life, I’m going to make it better.”

“I like my life just the way it is. Mandy and I don’t need anyone. Sam disappeared, never bothering to say why he’d done it. He barely apologized. He signed over custody of his daughter as if she meant less to him than a car. I’m never going to risk that again. Never.” She knew she was practically shouting, but she couldn’t help herself. He wanted too much. She wouldn’t take a chance, she couldn’t. “I know. The loving doesn’t keep you safe.”

Travis moved close and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I am not Sam,” he said, speaking slowly as if she couldn’t make out the words clearly. “I would never do that to you. What I do is a part of who I am. The ideals of my job are here—” He touched his chest, then brushed hers, just above her left breast. “And here. You know that, Elizabeth. You’ve always known you could trust me. That’s why you came home with me. That’s why you’re afraid now. You don’t want to believe, but I’m not going to give you another choice in the matter. I’m not Sam Proctor. I won’t leave you or lie to you. I’ll take care of you and Mandy. I’ll be here every night to protect you.”

His words were like quicksand. The more she struggled, the deeper she sank. Soon she would be swallowed whole into his world. She fought against his spell. “I don’t need rescuing. I’m fine on my own. Why won’t you believe that?”

Suddenly she was free. He jerked away from her and the quicksand disappeared into nothing. His emotional bonds had snapped. She was alone, as she had requested.

He walked to the window and stared out at her front yard. The pain radiated out from him. Waves and waves crashed over her, making her want to weep for both of them.

“Why?” he asked, without looking at her.

She had no answer because she didn’t understand the question. Did he ask why she couldn’t love him back, or why he had loved her at all? She didn’t want to know which. He had come to the end of his journey, had shed the false covering learned from his family and had finally seen the true man inside. To what end? She was the last woman in the world to be able to give him what he needed. She would carry that guilt with her forever.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “So very sorry. I want to be what you need, what you want, but I can’t be. If it was just me, I might take the chance again. But I have to think about Mandy. I won’t risk either of our hearts.”

“Why won’t you listen?” he asked, still staring out the window. “I’m not Sam.”

“I know. I just wish it was enough.”

He turned then. Anguish filled his face, drawing his mouth straight and tightening his jaw. “Have you considered the fact that it might be too late?”

She fought the urge to step back. Too late? Too late because she had already fallen in love with him? “It’s not.” It couldn’t be.

He smiled then, a cold smile without humor. “You’d better pray that you’re right.”

“Please don’t be angry with me. I wish I could explain.”

“No!” He crossed the room in two strides and grabbed her. This time his grip was hard and bruising. Before she could start to fight, he pulled her up against him. “I’m the one who has to explain. Why can’t I find the words?”

“Because there’s nothing you can say.”

“You’re wrong.”

She expected a verbal assault. Instead he began another campaign, one much more deadly to her peace of mind.

He kissed her. Not the hot ravishing kiss she might have expected. Despite his firm hold on her shoulders, his mouth was tender against hers. Familiar warmth curled through her, starting at her toes and working its way up to her breasts. The fingers on her shoulders began to knead her tense muscles, soothing them, relaxing her to the point of weakness.

He used his body to speak for him. His chest pressed against hers, offering strength and a place to rest. Long, powerful legs brushed her own. His arousal spoke of passion and perhaps even love if she was foolish enough to believe.

She told herself to push him away, to be cruel to be kind. Better for both of them. She raised her hands to his arms to give herself the leverage necessary to walk away; then she felt the sweet brush of his tongue on her lips.

Instantly her body responded to the caress. Her breasts swelled. Already puckered nipples sought the relief of his touch. Between her thighs the ache deepened as moisture dampened her panties. One last time. One last moment of passion. One last embrace. One last chance to lean on him, to accept his strength and his comfort. While his love frightened her, she could understand and accept the solace of his body. When he knew what she had done—willingly come to him, knowing it was never going to be more than this moment—he wouldn’t forgive her. She wouldn’t have to bother with sending him away. He would go on his own, hating her.

He was her weakness and her greatest strength. She would be with him, fully knowing that each moment of pleasure would cause her to die a little.

She opened her mouth to him, accepting him inside. He swept over and around, touching, tasting. She stroked his shoulders and back, then moved up to slip her fingers through his curly hair. When he stepped away from her, she murmured a protest. He picked her up in his arms and carried her toward her bedroom. She clung to him, kissing his neck, tracing the line where his afternoon stubble met smooth skin, wrinkling her nose at the slightly bitter taste of his after-shave.

The king-size bed had no sheets or covers. He placed her in the center, then bent over her. Before he could touch her, she began to unbutton his shirt. She worked quickly, while she was able, then pulled the loose ends free of his jeans. She crushed the still-warm fabric in her hands, savoring the feel of his body heat. He sat up and shrugged out of the shirt.

His chest was broad and tanned, with a faint sprinkling of dark hair between his flat nipples. Slipping free of his long legs, she, too, sat up, mimicking his position and pulled her own shirt over her head. Their eyes locked. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. She caught the spirit of their game and reached for her shoes and socks.

Her athletic shoes hit the floor the same time as his boots. She settled back on the bed, kneeling in front of him. He reached for the first button on his fly. She did the same. As he unbuttoned, she unzipped.

The air around them grew thick with tension and the heady smell of desire. Her heart pounded harder and her fingers trembled. His hands moved to the waistband of his now-open jeans. She shook her head.

He raised his eyebrows questioningly. She touched his bare chest, then fingered the strap of her bra. They weren’t starting from the same place. He sat back on his heels and watched.

She wanted to unfasten her bra and pull it off quickly. Instead she drew her fingers up from her belly, along her ribs to her breasts. Travis swallowed. She locked her gaze on his face, watching him watch her. His breathing increased.

He rested his hands on his thighs, motionless, and she could see his hardness straining against his white briefs. He was already large and swollen with desire.

Slowly, very slowly, she reached for the front fastener. It released and slid open across her pale breasts. The lace cups caught on her nipples. His breathing increased. She tossed her head, sending her hair back over her shoulders and freeing the bra. It drifted down her shoulders and she tossed it to the floor.

Travis returned his hands to the waistband of his jeans. She matched the movement. They pulled them off together. Clad only in briefs and panties, they stared at each other. She was already weak with desire. Every inch of her body was ready for him. Her breasts ached, her thighs trembled. She drew down her panties. His briefs followed, freeing his engorged maleness to view.

The silence in the room was broken by the faint sound of cars passing on the street and the occasional call of a bird. Their breathing blocked out all other noises. She would have thought she would find this dance unnerving, but it aroused her. She liked knowing what she could do to him without saying a word or even touching him. She liked that his skin gleamed with perspiration and his hands shook as they hung at his sides.

Their eyes met.

She raised her hand to his neck. He matched the motion. She wanted to see more of him, she wanted to know what pleased him. She needed these memories to carry her through the long winter of her life.

He took her breasts in his hands. She covered his flat male chest. When he tweaked her nipples, she did the same. The rate of their breathing increased.

She moved her hands lower, across his belly. His hands followed. Her gaze dropped to his hardened length. How powerful and male he looked.

Her eyes burned as tears threatened. He moved closer, at last drawing her down on the bare mattress. He kissed her face and neck and chest, then suckled her nipples into taut points of need. She felt his hardness probing her thigh. When he would have pulled back, she reached for him drawing him closer to her waiting moisture.

He hesitated before entering. She knew he worried about her healing muscles. She didn’t care about any of that. She needed him to be inside of her. She arched her hips toward him, enveloping him in her heated dampness. He groaned once and thrust forward.

The feelings were too perfect, too intense. She clutched at his back, then lower at his buttocks, urging him deeper. Her breath came in pants. He’d barely begun to move when her muscles began to convulse around him. He stared at her, obviously surprised by the suddenness of her release. Fighting against her instinct to hide, she kept her eyes open, letting him see her wonder, her pleasure, her sorrow as her body spent itself. He moved back and forth, giving her all the time she needed to quiver against him, reveling in her soft cries of ecstasy. When the tension in her body had become a satisfied hum, he moved again, quickly bringing himself to the same place.

The game played on as he met her gaze, leaving his own emotions bare as his body shook with release. She saw the muscles in his chest and neck tighten, then relax. His eyes flashed with pleasure and promise, then flared with love.

As he held her close and she listened to the pounding of his heart, she at last gave in to the tears. She believed he loved her. Knowing that truth, she would still leave him. The tears fell silently in mourning for all she had lost.

* * *

Travis turned left onto his street and did his best not to speed. He’d left the station early, even though Kyle had been giving him trouble most of the day. His brother knew him too well not to notice his sudden lack of concentration. Thank God nothing out of the ordinary had happened that day in Glenwood. Of course any kind of serious crime was pretty unusual in the small community. Even so, Kyle had been on him from early that morning, making comments about his big brother being at the mercy of a woman. Travis had taken the teasing good-naturedly for two reasons. First, because there had been a note of envy in his brother’s voice, and secondly because it was true.

He hadn’t been able to think about anything but his night of making love with Elizabeth. After they’d gathered themselves together yesterday afternoon, they’d left her place to pick up Mandy, then had spent the evening together. He grinned as he pulled into the driveway. Elizabeth’s car was gone, but he wasn’t concerned. She’d taken it to work that morning. As she’d lain in his bed with him that morning, watching the sunrise, she’d said she felt better than she had in days. He knew the feeling. Being with her, holding her, telling her he loved her, had changed him, as well.

It had been a night without sleep, but he didn’t care. The promises her body had whispered had been enough for him.

He stopped in front of the house and got out of the car. After reaching in the back seat, he pulled out the bottle of chilled champagne he’d picked up on his way home, and a bouquet of lilies and exotic orchids. He was bearing more than gifts. In his back pocket was a list of arguments to convince Elizabeth that they belonged together. He understood her concerns. Hell, he even shared some of them. They had both been burned in a big way. She with Sam, and him with his whole damn family. But that didn’t mean they were destined to fail at love. It just meant they had to try a little harder to make it work. He took the porch stairs two at a time. The victory would be that much sweeter for their effort. She was right for him. She needed him, Mandy needed him. And more important, he needed them. But he only had tonight to convince her.

He opened the front door and stepped inside. The quiet of the house was unsettling. He frowned and tried to figure out why. His brow cleared. He was used to coming home to Elizabeth and Mandy, but neither of them was there. Even Louise was off today.

He walked into the kitchen and stuck the champagne in the refrigerator. They would be back shortly. He would start talking to Elizabeth then. He had to convince her. If he didn’t, she would leave him in the morning. He didn’t doubt that he could eventually show her that they belonged together, but he knew it would be a lot easier when they were still living in the same house. If he had to, he would resort to guerilla tactics and seduce her.

He knew she cared about him. Last night her body had spoken the words for her. He’d told her over and over that he loved her and would never hurt her. She’d heard him. He liked to think she’d believed him. He shut the refrigerator door and leaned against it. He was in love.

He shut his eyes and smiled. Who would have thought it would happen to him? He’d given up hoping. All his brothers had. If he’d known what being in love was really like, he wouldn’t have made the mistake of marrying Julie. He knew now that had been about pride and a desire to prove everyone wrong. Not the greatest basis for a marriage. This time he was getting involved for all the right reasons.

He laughed out loud for the sheer joy of it, then pushed away from the refrigerator. A piece of paper caught his eye. He turned to look and saw that Mandy had left him a new picture. He picked it up, staring at the three figures shown standing in front of a large white house. There was a brown blob in front of the three figures.

“It’s us,” he said aloud, his throat suddenly thick with emotion. Mandy had drawn a family scene with him—he recognized his khaki uniform and Stetson—Elizabeth, and Mandy herself. The brown blob was probably the puppy she wanted so much.

He put the picture back on the door, anchoring it with magnets. He would thank her when she got home. He started to walk out of the room, then paused. Slowly, very slowly, he turned back and stared at the sketch. It hadn’t been there that morning. He would have noticed it. Which meant she’d done it that day at school. So Elizabeth had picked her up, brought her home and then…

And then what? And then she’d left? For where?

A cold feeling swept over him. Without thinking, he raced toward Elizabeth’s room. The door was partway closed. He flung it open and stared at the perfectly made double bed. The dresser was clean, the end table bare of anything save a white envelope addressed to him. He didn’t have to look at the signature to know who had written the note. He recognized Elizabeth’s handwriting. There were no personal effects in the room, no half-packed suitcase, no nightgown hanging by the bathroom door. No smell of perfume or makeup.

He grabbed the note without reading it, then climbed the stairs and entered Mandy’s room. His chest ached as if someone had wrapped a band around his ribs and was slowly tightening it. Her room was the same as Elizabeth’s: clean and impersonal, as if no one of importance had ever lived there.

He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t see. He couldn’t do anything except feel the pain. It surrounded him, filling every pore of his being until it darkened to black and he fought against drowning in the hopelessness. She was gone.

She’d left without giving him a chance to convince her to stay. She’d left after they’d made love throughout the night. She’d left after he’d told her how much he loved her. None of that had mattered to her. He hadn’t mattered to her.

When the honed edges of the razor-sharp emotion had faded to a mind-numbing ache, he opened the envelope. Several fifty-dollar bills floated to the floor. He held the single sheet of paper and read it.



Thanks for your warm hospitality, Travis. I don’t know what we would have done without you. I hope you understand that I think it’s time for Mandy and me to make our own home. We were both becoming too attached to you.

It wouldn’t work, you know. No matter how much we wanted it to. I wish it could have been different. I wish I could have been different. But it wasn’t meant to be. I hope you find someone as wonderful as you deserve, and that we can still be friends. I need a friend like you in my life, but I’ll understand if that’s asking too much.



He stared at the words, studying the shape of her letters and the way her signature scrawled across the page. He thought about the champagne and the flowers, the list of arguments and how he’d assumed loving her would be enough. He crumpled the note and let it fall to the ground, then walked down the stairs and out into the coming night.


Chapter Fifteen

“How drunk are you going to get?” Rebecca asked as she stretched across the leather couch in Travis’s family room.

Travis stared at the half-empty glass in his hand, then glanced at the bottle sitting on the coffee table. There were about three more inches of Scotch waiting for him. Through his slightly drunken fog, he wondered how much longer it was going to take for the alcohol to allow him to forget. The liquor was dulling his senses enough for him to breathe without feeling that his chest was going to cave in, but he could still sense the broken edges of his exposed heart. He could still remember everything. Damn Elizabeth Abbott and damn his own sorry hide for ever being stupid enough to care.

He drained the glass in his hand, then rose from the leather wing chair sitting at right angles to the sofa. It was exactly three steps to the coffee table. He kept the bottle that far away deliberately. As soon as he wasn’t able to navigate those three steps, he would know it was time to stop drinking.

“A lot more drunk,” he said carefully, conscious of the effort it took to form words correctly.

Rebecca stared at him. Her dark hair was held away from her face by a headband. Even though it was Saturday afternoon and most people were dressed in jeans and casual shirts, she wore a floral print jumper over a white silk short-sleeved shirt. He knew it was silk because she’d explained it to him once. He’d actually figured out the difference between it and cotton. That’s how he’d known Elizabeth’s skin had felt like silk against his body.

He stared at her white shirt and wondered if it would feel like Elizabeth’s skin. Or would it feel differently because Rebecca wore it? Or if he was still sober enough to grab the Scotch bottle. Maybe if he asked politely, Rebecca would pour for him. He frowned. Judging from the way she was glaring at him, he didn’t think she would be willing to cooperate.

As if she’d read his mind, she grabbed the bottle. He held out his glass hopefully. She shook her head and set the bottle on the far side of the couch. He sighed and sagged back in his chair. He didn’t have a prayer of getting that far. Not with the buzz filling his head or the weakness in his legs. His coordination was shot. He just wished a benefit of his condition included a lapse in memory.

“I want to talk to you while you’re still reasonably sober,” Rebecca said, settling down on the edge of the sofa closest to him.

“Terrific. Pour me another drink—then I’ll listen.”

“I’m your friend, so no, I’m not going to pour you anything else. You’re drunk enough. In the morning, you’re going to wish you were never born.”

He set the glass on the floor next to him. “I already wish I hadn’t been born. Nothing’s going to change that.”

“Elizabeth needs time.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“This isn’t about you, Travis. This leaving. She needs some time to find her way. You’ve got to give her that.” She spoke slowly and patiently, as if dealing with a slowwitted child. He thought about protesting, but he didn’t think he could get the words out. His tongue was getting thicker by the minute, and who had started spinning the room?

He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. That was better. “Of course it’s about me,” he said carefully. “I’m the one she left.”

“Fool.” She said the word affectionately. He thought about taking offense, but he didn’t have the energy. “You’re her knight in shining armor. Unfortunately, your timing couldn’t have been worse.”

That comment was almost worth opening his eyes for—almost. “That’s me. A knight. Show me the dragon. I’ll slay it. Maybe it’ll slay me instead. That would be better.”

“Travis.”

He held up his hand, then let it drop to his side. When had his arm gotten so heavy? “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get maud…maud…” What was that word?

“Maudlin?” she offered.

“Yeah. That. So my timing stinks. Nah. It’s not that. It’s me. I tried. Not supposed to try. Forgot who I was.” He rubbed his hand over his face, then grimaced as he felt two days’ worth of stubble. He hadn’t shaved that morning. Hadn’t done anything except drink more Scotch and try to forget. He couldn’t forget; he made a lousy drunk.

“You’ve got it all wrong,” Rebecca said, sounding slightly impatient.

“I know.” He risked opening his eyes. Rebecca was glaring at him. He closed his lids again to shut her out. “It was all pretty pointless from the beginning. Who was I trying to kid? She figured it out. That I couldn’t do it. Not the right type. Who’d want me for her kid’s father?”

“I would.”

Travis looked at her. “You’re just saying that because I’m your friend and you have to be nice to me.” He got so caught up in being pleased that he’d completed such a long sentence that he almost forgot what they were talking about.

Rebecca stood up and moved over until she was standing in front of him, looking down. Fire flashed in her eyes. She planted her hands on her hips, her chest heaved. She wasn’t built like Elizabeth. Rebecca’s curves were subtle. He’d never cared one way or the other because he’d never really been attracted to her. It didn’t mean anything. But he still admired her.

“You are so beautiful,” he said wistfully, wishing that staring at her got him aroused. He only had to think about Elizabeth and he was ready to make love, but Rebecca left him with a warm fuzzy feeling and zero passion. The great cosmic joke.

Rebecca drew in a deep breath, then let out a laugh and sank to the floor. She knelt between his legs and rested her hands on his thighs. “You need your butt kicked.”

“That’s pretty harsh.” He raised his eyebrows, or thought he did. His face was getting numb.

“You’re thinking about yourself, Travis, and none of this is about you at all. It’s about Elizabeth. She’s got the problem, not you. Finally you’ve figured out that you can make a relationship work. I think that’s terrific. You’re right, you do love her, and she left you.” Her big eyes grew sad as they met his own. “Find it in your heart to forgive her. She’s running because she’s afraid. That’s good. That means she cares back.”

He covered Rebecca’s hands and squeezed tight. “If it’s so good, why does it feel so bad?”

“Because she hurt you. But hang in there. Give her time to understand what she’s given up. She’ll come around. I promise.”

His face was completely numb, his tongue thick, his legs heavy beyond movement. None of it helped. He could still feel the sharp stabs of pain in his chest and gut.

“I told her I loved her,” he said, softly. He had to look away from his friend’s compassionate gaze. “I promised her the world, and she left anyway.”

“Give her time.”

“Why? Nothing will change.” He forced his thick lips into a smile. “I can’t blame her for leaving me. Look at what Sam did to her. Look at who I am. There’s no way she’s going to get past my reputation. I’m the last man on earth she’d ever want. That’s why I’m drinking, Rebecca. So I can forget the truth.”

She touched her cool hand to his cheek. “Is it helping?”

“No. I played the game and I lost.” He shrugged. “I gave her everything I had and it wasn’t enough. Let it go, honey. I’m going to try my damnedest to do just that.”

* * *

Seven days later it didn’t hurt any less and he still hadn’t learned to forget. He’d given up the alcohol by Sunday morning. Mostly because he had a job to do and responsibilities he couldn’t hide from. Also, because he was a lousy drunk. Even Rebecca had told him that when he’d awakened with the mother of all hangovers. He knew he had to get on with his life. Elizabeth had chosen not to be a part of that. Fine. He didn’t understand her reasoning, but he respected her right to make that choice. But there was still the matter of a six-year-old girl.

He stood in front of Elizabeth’s front door for several minutes before gathering the courage to knock. He heard voices from inside, then the sound of little footsteps hurrying down the hall.

“I want to get it,” Mandy said. She opened the door and stared at him. “Travis!”

She flung herself at him. He caught her in his arms and pulled her hard against his chest. Her thin legs came up around his waist.

“Hi, Mandy,” he said, and was surprised his voice sounded so gruff.

She buried her face in his neck and sniffed, then glared up at him. “You’ve been gone, Travis. You said you’d come to my soccer game, but you didn’t. Mommy said you were working.” Her pale blond eyebrows drew together mutinously. “You promised me you’d come. Why weren’t you there?”

Because I couldn’t face seeing your mother, he thought, then kissed her forehead and set her on the ground. His relationship with Mandy was important to both of them, regardless of what was going on between him and Elizabeth. He squatted down beside the little girl. “I’m sorry,” he said, holding her shoulders. “You’re right. I did promise. I’ll be there for the next one, and all the ones after that. I might have to leave early if I’m working, but nothing else will keep me away. Okay?”

Mandy thought for a moment, then grinned. “Okay. I’m going to get a goal next time. You watch!”

Something small and brown scurried out the front door. Mandy shrieked. Travis leaned down and grabbed the fur ball by the scruff of its neck and raised the animal up to eye level. It was a small dog of undetermined breed. Big brown eyes stared into his face; then the puppy barked excitedly and licked his nose.

Mandy laughed. “That’s Buster. He’s our new dog. We got him at the pound. He sleeps in my bed and everything.”

Travis smiled and handed her the puppy. Mandy held him carefully. Buster wiggled in her embrace, quivering with excitement. Apparently the dog had already figured out where his loyalties lay.

Travis heard a soft sound and looked up. Elizabeth stood in the center of her small living room. The band around his chest tightened as he looked at her familiar heart-shaped face.

Her mouth was pulled straight, as if she were in pain, and her eyes were dark with emotion. Her pale color, the shadows and lines of exhaustion, told him that she’d been suffering as much as he. Because he was a fool where she was concerned, he was pleased with the obvious signs of her distress. He had meant something to her.

His happiness faded as quickly as it had arrived. The operative word about her feelings was had. Whatever affection she’d maintained for him hadn’t been enough to keep her in his house or his bed. It hadn’t been enough to allow her to believe in him.

“Hello, Travis,” she said, her voice soft and husky.

He rose to his feet. God, he loved how she sounded. Even now, just looking at her and hearing her, his whole body went on alert. From the ten or so feet that separated them, he could smell the scent of her perfume. She wore a cream sweater over jeans. Her hair was pulled back in a braid. He supposed there were men who wouldn’t think her beautiful, but to him she was perfection itself.

“Elizabeth.”

He was afraid she would see how she affected him so he stuck his hands into his leather jacket pockets. The business-size envelope there crackled as he touched it. His ace in the hole. Later, he told himself. Patience was the key.

Elizabeth studied him, her gaze drifting over his face, to his chest and lower. He saw the slight blush that appeared on her cheeks. He got to her. Good. Please God, let it be enough.

“Mandy, why don’t you take Buster into the backyard and play?”

Mandy nuzzled her pet and giggled. “Okay.” She turned away, then spun back. “Travis, there’s a play at my school. I’m going to be broccoli and an Indian. Please come.”

He tore his gaze away from her mother. “I wouldn’t miss it for anything. Give me a kiss before you go.”

She raised her face. Her lips were pursed. He bent down and brushed them with his own. She gave him a sweet smile that warmed him to the bottom of his soul, then ran through the living room and into the hall.

“Would you like to come in?” Elizabeth asked, moving to the door and drawing it back.

“Sure. For a minute. I still have some things to take care of today.” He stepped inside and glanced around the small living room. She’d hung the miniblinds at the front windows. A lace shawl was draped over one of the ugly gold couches. “This is nice.”

She closed the door and wrinkled her nose. “No. It’s still small and dark, but it’s ours. We’re making it a home.” She cleared her throat. “How have you been?”

He could have made it easy for her, but he was hurting too much inside. She’d gone and left him, and then had made a home for herself and her daughter. He’d been abandoned, cast aside without a second thought. “How do you think?”

She folded her arms over her chest, then straightened them. “I’m sorry,” she said.

His hands closed into fists, but his jacket hid his reaction from view. “Are you? Why don’t I think so? If you were sorry, you wouldn’t have walked out of my life.”

“I meant to call.” She stared at the carpet.

“So you’re a liar as well as a coward.”

Her head shot up. Anger burned in her eyes. “How dare you say that to me?”

“If the shoe fits, lady. You’re the one who snuck out of my house like some damn thief. You didn’t even have the courage to say goodbye in person. I thought that we meant something to each other. I guess I was wrong.” He stopped talking because it was starting to hurt too much. The act of breathing caused his chest to ache. Deep inside, around his heart, the hole deepened as pieces of his soul slipped away.

“You have no right to judge me,” she said, leaning forward toward him. “No right at all.”

“The hell I don’t. What about all your concerns about Mandy? I’m more than willing to have her in my life. You’re the one keeping her away from me.”

“I—” Her anger fled as quickly as it had flared. Her shoulders slumped. “You’re right. About everything. I’m sorry, Travis.”

He wanted to go to her and hold her tight. He wanted to fight her battles and conquer her demons. The only flaw with the plan was the fact that he was her biggest problem.

“I didn’t want to make love to you that day, but I couldn’t help myself. You make me feel…” She shook her head sadly. “I can’t explain it. You make me want things that I know I can’t have. I can’t do what you need me to do. I can’t be that woman. I can’t trust again.”

“You mean you won’t.”

Their eyes met. Her pure brown irises shone with tears. “I won’t,” she agreed. “I wish I was stronger. You are a wonderful man. Strong, sensitive, caring, funny. Far too good-looking for your own good, or my peace of mind.”

She was ripping him apart inside. He didn’t know how much longer he could stand this. “You forgot about being dynamite in bed,” he said, hoping the joke would make them both feel better. It didn’t help him, and judging by the tears on Elizabeth’s cheeks, she didn’t find it all that funny.

“That, too,” she whispered. She reached up and brushed away the tears. “That’s why I ran. Because it was too wonderful. I couldn’t bear to believe and then have it turn out to be another mistake.”

He’d expected to be sad, even disappointed. He hadn’t thought he would feel the cold ice of rage. He pulled his hands out of his jacket pockets and clenched them into tight fists. He’d lost it all—they’d both lost everything—because she was afraid.

“I thought you were stronger,” he said, fighting the urge to roar with anger. “My mistake.”

She flinched as if he’d slapped her.

Before she could say anything he spoke again. “I don’t claim to understand what you’re thinking. But there are more than two people involved here. I have a commitment to Mandy, and I intend to honor it. Are you going to give me trouble with that?”

She mutely shook her head.

“Good. Then I’ll be at her school play and her soccer games and anything else she wants me at.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for Mandy and for myself.”

There was a loose strand of hair floating around her face. He wanted to touch that strand, to brush it back and tuck it behind her ear. His rage disappeared as quickly as it had come. He wanted to stroke the smooth skin of her face and neck. His fingers ached to touch her. His body rebelled at being left unsatisfied. If it wasn’t for Mandy, he would gladly go the rest of his life and never see Elizabeth Abbott again. She was going to be the death of him.

He reached in his jacket pocket for his keys. His fingers touched the envelope again. He pulled it out and looked at it.

“I thought there might still be a chance,” he said. “But I see Rebecca was right.”

“What did she say?”

“That this wasn’t about me at all. This is your problem and there’s nothing I can do to help you get over it.” He looked at her then, studying the shape of her face, the smooth skin, the tears. He’d finally fallen in love. Unfortunately it was with the one woman who would never trust him enough to love him back. A perfect ending to a Haynes family story.

He handed her the envelope. “It’s not worth the paper it’s printed on, but what the hell. It’ll give you a laugh. Years from now you can use it to remember me by. That crazy Haynes brother who was stupid enough to fall in love.”

“Travis!”

She raised her hand toward him. He gave her the envelope, being careful not to touch her. It would be too easy to get lost in her for the night. Just one last time. However he knew if he did it again, he would never find his way back. This time he would stay lost.

She opened the envelope. He told himself to leave, but he couldn’t help standing there watching. Just in case it got ugly, he reached back and gripped the door handle.

She pulled out the three sheets of paper and studied them. A slight frown drew her delicate eyebrows together. “I don’t understand.”

He opened the door and stepped onto the porch. “It’s a report from a private investigator,” he said and shrugged. “I paid to have myself investigated. Just so you’d know I have nothing to hide. His number is in there, along with his license information. The guy’s legitimate. Check it out if you don’t believe me.”

“But why would you do this?”

“I wanted you to know I wasn’t like Sam. I didn’t realize it was already too late to change your mind.”

* * *

The harvest play was held in the school auditorium. The seats weren’t all that comfortable, but Elizabeth knew her restlessness was due to more than the hard wooden chair. Travis had promised to come and see Mandy in her acting debut. She, along with the other first-graders, had small parts in the school production.

Elizabeth had draped a sweater over the seat next to her on the outside left aisle. Her heart thundered in her chest. She prayed Travis would show up and not disappoint her daughter. With equal fervency, she prayed he did forget the date, time or location of the play. She couldn’t face him again. Nothing made sense anymore, but she was getting used to living in a state of confusion.

Leaving Travis had felt horrible, but she’d known it was the right thing to do. What choice did she have? It was either leave with some small portion of her heart intact, or risk making the same mistake again. She’d judged so badly with Sam, how could she risk doing it all over again? It wasn’t just about her, either. What about Mandy’s feelings? She’d already lost one father. She would really be hurt to lose Travis.

But he was still seeing her daughter, a little voice in her head whispered. She tried to ignore the sound, much as she ignored her sweating palms and trembling legs. Good thing she was sitting down, she thought, trying to find the humor in the situation and failing badly.

She shifted on the hard seat, and smoothed her narrow wool skirt. The autumn weather had taken a cool turn. She’d bought several sweaters and a few skirts and trousers in a nearby town. Rebecca had accompanied her on the shopping trip. Try as she might, Elizabeth hadn’t been able to gather the courage to ask her friend about Travis. She supposed her reticence was part embarrassment, part shame. If Rebecca had given Travis advice, then she knew the entire story. Elizabeth had wanted to say that it wasn’t her fault, but she knew it was. She was the one who didn’t have the courage to try. She sighed. No one understood what it was like to wake up one morning and find out her entire life was a lie. Okay, she should get over it, but not just yet.

The crowd of excited parents continued to file into the rapidly filling auditorium. Elizabeth looked over her shoulder, scanning for a familiar face. She nibbled on her bottom lip. What if he showed up? What if he didn’t?

At last she spotted Travis threading his way through the other adults. She stood up so that he could see where she was sitting, then quickly sat back down. What if he didn’t want to sit next to her?

She hunched down and stared fixedly at the stage. He’d already told her it was a lost cause. She still remembered the words as clearly as if he’d just spoken them. He’d been standing in her living room, handing her the detective’s report.

Why had he done it? Why had he paid to have himself investigated? She’d called the man, then the state licensing board. Everything had checked out. Travis had no secrets in his past. She appreciated the gesture, but it didn’t change anything.

“Are you saving that seat for someone?” a man asked.

She recognized the voice before she looked up and met his gaze. He wore his khaki uniform, with the Stetson she loved so much. The brim hid his eyes from view, but she could see his trimmed mustache, and the straight line of his mouth. He wasn’t smiling. Why was she surprised?

“For you,” she said, and moved the sweater.

He settled next to her. His arm brushed hers on the armrest. She started to move, then left her arm in place. If he didn’t like them touching then he could be the one to shift in his seat.

Brave words, she told herself. They were in the middle of a crowd. Nothing was going to happen.

“You look very nice today,” he said.

She glanced down at her new skirt and sweater, then smiled and looked at him. “Thank you.”

Her smile faded when he removed his hat and she saw his eyes. Nothing flared to life in his brown irises. No emotion darkened the volatile color, no quick grin curved his lips. She was looking into the face of a stranger.

And then she knew the truth. He hadn’t been lying when he’d said it was all a lost cause. Whatever feelings he’d felt for her had been locked away in a place she could never reach.

The room darkened and the first students appeared on the stage. There was no time for conversation. Elizabeth blinked several times and knew that it didn’t matter. She’d turned her back on his offer of love, she’d taken the detective’s report and had never called to discuss it with Travis. He’d gotten her message loud and clear. He knew she wasn’t interested, so he was shutting her out. She’d gotten exactly what she’d asked for. Everything was working out perfectly.


Chapter Sixteen

“What on earth did you expect?” Rebecca asked that night after dinner at Elizabeth’s house.

Elizabeth shrugged. She cocked her head toward the living room. Mandy was watching one of her favorite cartoon videos. “I didn’t expect him to ignore me like that.”

“You tell the guy to take a flying leap, and now you’re surprised that he’s not all over you?”

Elizabeth took the chair opposite her friend. She placed her coffee mug in front of her. “No one ever mentioned the words flying leap.”

Rebecca sighed. “I saw him the next day, Elizabeth. He was in bad shape. You walked out on him without a word. In my book, that qualified as pretty cruel behavior.”

Elizabeth stared at the table. She could feel the heated blush on her cheeks. “It was awful. I’m so sorry I did that. Travis is a great guy and he deserves better.”

“I’m not the one you should be telling this to.”

“I know that, too.” She risked glancing up. “What am I going to do?”

“What do you want from all this?”

That was easy. She wanted him to sweep her off her feet and make mad, passionate love to her. She wanted to spend the night lost in his arms. She wanted him to promise to love her forever, then hold her tight and never let her go.

Her eyes began to burn. He’d already done that and more. She’d rewarded him by throwing it all in his face. But she couldn’t risk another mistake.

“I don’t know.” She saw Rebecca’s wide mouth twist with impatience. “Go ahead and yell at me, but you don’t know what it’s like. You haven’t made the same mistakes I have.”

“I’ve made others.” Rebecca leaned back in her chair and tucked her long curling black hair behind her ears. “I’ve made plenty of mistakes. One thing they’ve all taught me is that the way to learn from them is to get on with your life. Hiding out accomplishes nothing.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing?” Elizabeth demanded.

Her friend looked at her steadily. “Yes, I do.”

“You don’t know what it was like.”

“You’re right. I don’t. So what? It’s over, Elizabeth. Travis isn’t Sam. You’re losing a good man because you’re terrified of making the same mistake again. Here’s a news flash. Everyone makes mistakes. And everyone gets to deal with making at least one huge one. Forgive yourself and get on with your life.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

“You make it sound so hard. It doesn’t have to be.”

Elizabeth sipped from her coffee. After the play Travis had stayed long enough to congratulate Mandy and to warn the girl he wouldn’t be able to stay for the entire soccer game the following Saturday. Elizabeth had offered to bring her home instead. They’d made the arrangements, then had parted. It had been so civilized, she’d wanted to scream. She didn’t want calm, rational conversation with Travis. She wanted the passion.

“It’s difficult to give up hiding once you’ve learned how,” she said quietly.

“I know. But you have to try.” Rebecca leaned across the table and squeezed her hand. “If you don’t forgive yourself and get on with what’s important, you’ll have paid the highest price of all.”

Elizabeth sighed. “I’ll have lost Travis.”

“Worse. You’ll have lost yourself.”

* * *

Elizabeth stood in the silence of her small house. It was lunchtime and Mandy was still at school. Buster was asleep on his bed in the corner of her daughter’s room.

Normally, being alone was a pleasure. She reveled in the quiet, knowing it would soon explode into childish laughter, the sounds of the television and Buster’s high-pitched barking. Today she found no peace.

The pain in her heart hadn’t gone away. If anything, it had grown, along with her sense of failure. She gripped her purse tightly in her hands and stared at the living room. When she’d left Sam, she’d been so sure she’d made the right decision. She’d protected herself and her child and had sworn to never make that kind of mistake again. She’d promised herself never to be emotionally vulnerable to love.

Had that been the lesson Sam’s deception should have taught her?

She walked into the kitchen and studied the calendar pinned to the wall. Mandy had marked all her soccer games. Tomorrow Travis would arrive early and take the girl to breakfast. They would leave, laughing with each other. Elizabeth knew she would stand at the window and watch Travis smile at her daughter. She would feel the loss when he touched her easily, perhaps even carrying her piggyback-style to the car. She envied her daughter’s relationship with Travis. Elizabeth shook her head and wondered when she’d become a fool.

Next to the calendar was a bulletin board. Several of Mandy’s class projects had been pinned up, as had a postcard from Elizabeth’s parents. They were back from their trip. They’d called a couple of weeks ago to tell her all about the Orient. Elizabeth had listened politely and had avoided questions about her personal life. She’d never had the courage to tell them the truth about Sam. Her parents sensed something was wrong, but they wouldn’t ask.

She couldn’t tell them the truth. They wouldn’t understand how she could have been so stupid. Elizabeth tossed her purse on the small table and balled up her fists. Damn him. She was tired of living only half her life.

It wasn’t an emotional connection that kept her tied to the past. She knew that much. Her feelings for Sam had faded over the years. Looking back with the perfect vision of hindsight, she could see that she’d never loved him. He’d charmed her, showing up in her life just as she was ready to spread her wings.

So why couldn’t she let go? She glanced down at her hands and slowly straightened them. Her fingers were bare. For over six years she’d worn a wedding band. She’d thought she was married. Mrs. Sam Proctor. It had all been a lie. That’s what she couldn’t let go. Being married had been part of her identity. It’s as if she’d lost part of herself when she’d learned the truth. Her world had exploded, nothing had been as it seemed. She’d been left empty and broken, feeling as if she’d spent her whole life being a fool.

And lonely, she thought suddenly. Very, very lonely. Sam had kept her isolated from the world. He hadn’t wanted her to work or have friends. Now she knew it was his way of making sure he controlled the game. She’d finally defied him and started working. That had given her a measure of independence, but hadn’t taken away the feelings of isolation. She’d spent her entire marriage being on her own.

She stepped closer to the bulletin board and touched one of Mandy’s drawings. It was a duplicate of the one she’d done for Travis. Three stick figures stood in front of a white house. Her daughter had even drawn in a puppy. The sight of the brightly colored picture made her smile. Mandy was going to be all right. Even as her world had been falling apart, Elizabeth had made sure she’d been there for her daughter. Her smile turned wry. Of course she’d had six years practice of being a single parent. With Sam gone so much, most of the responsibility had fallen on her shoulders. She knew she was capable of making it all work out.

So what was she trying to prove?

The thought came out of nowhere and stunned her. What was she trying to prove? That she was strong enough to make it on her own? She knew that already. That she had to punish herself for making a mistake? Maybe. She should have known. She should have seen the clues. She should—

“Stop!” she said out loud. “Just stop.”

She hadn’t known. She hadn’t thought to look for clues. Did that make her a bad person? Was Rebecca right? Did everyone get one free big mistake? Was it time to let the whole thing go?

Her gaze drifted from Mandy’s picture to the postcard her parents had sent. The feeling of loneliness swept over her again. She realized how much she hated hiding from them, hiding from the world. She’d been so worried about what everyone would think that she’d allowed the fear to rule her life. She’d left herself with no support to get her through the rough times.

Without giving herself time to talk herself out of it, she walked to the phone and picked up the receiver. She dialed from memory.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mom. It’s me.”

Her mother laughed with delight. “Your father and I have missed you, honey,” the older woman said. “How have you been?”

Elizabeth felt the hot tears flood her eyes and flow down her cheeks. She leaned against the wall and twisted the cord in her fingers. “Not that great, Mom. I have some things to tell you. About Sam. I don’t know how to say this. I’m so sorry. I never meant to disappoint you. It turns out—”

“Just a minute, dear. Before you say another word, you don’t have to apologize for anything to either me or your father. We love you, no matter what. Do you want us to fly out and be with you? We could get a flight today.”

Elizabeth sank into a kitchen chair and smiled through her tears. “No. You don’t have to. Mandy and I are okay. But thanks for offering.” She drew in a deep breath to tell the rest of her story and realized she’d spoken the truth. She was okay. Probably for the first time in years.

* * *

“You’re not eating,” Mandy said, waving her fork at Travis’s full plate. “Don’t you like the pancakes?”

“I’m just not hungry.” He winked at the little girl. “You sure wanted your breakfast, though.”

Mandy looked down at her half-eaten meal. A thin pancake wrapped around a sausage was all that was left of everything she’d ordered. “I was hungry. I went to bed early, so I could sleep a lot. Mommy says I need to be rested to do good at my game. I’m going to score a goal.”

“I bet you are.”

She chatted about school and all her friends. He studied her small face, loving the way her eyes lighted up with her stories. Her hair was pulled into two pigtails. A red ribbon, matching her red-and-white soccer uniform, had been tied on each end. Her fresh-scrubbed face looked innocent and trusting.

He sipped from his coffee cup and tried to control the emotions swelling up inside of him. He adored this little girl. He missed the sound of her laughter and her cartoons, the endless questions, the way she crawled into his lap and demanded a story. He missed being loved by her.

He knew she still cared about him. They had planned several activities together over the next few weeks, but it wasn’t the same as living with her. Or her mother.

Damn, he didn’t want to think about Elizabeth. But he couldn’t help himself. Staring at Mandy, knowing most of her features came from her father, he still saw traces of the woman he loved in her face. Loving and losing Mandy had broken his heart. Loving and losing Elizabeth was killing him.

The hell of it was he didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t think of any more words to convince her. He knew Rebecca had been right in telling him this was Elizabeth’s problem and not his. Knowing the truth didn’t stop him from wanting to fix everything. He couldn’t, though. No one would tell him exactly what to fix. Louise preached patience and cooked his favorite meals. Neither made him forget. He’d tried words, he’d tried making love, he’d even tried giving Elizabeth that damned detective’s report. Nothing had worked, and he’d run out of ideas.

“Mommy called Grandma yesterday,” Mandy said, then nibbled on her sausage. “She told me.”

“That’s nice,” he said, then frowned. Hadn’t Elizabeth mentioned she didn’t talk to her parents much because she was ashamed? She hadn’t even told them the truth about Sam. A flicker of hope sparked in his chest, but he doused it with cold, wet reality. Calling her parents didn’t mean anything.

“They’re coming to visit us at the end of the month. Grandma’s going to take me out for Halloween.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Mandy nodded vigorously, her blond pigtails bouncing against her shoulders. “I talked to her last night. I’m going to be a fairy princess.”

A phone call was one thing, a visit quite another. If they were coming out, Elizabeth would have to tell them the truth. Maybe she already had.

Hope threatened again. Travis did his best to ignore it. So what? They were her parents. She still hadn’t contacted him in any way. This morning, when he’d driven up to get Mandy, she’d sent the girl outside without giving him more than a brief, impersonal wave.

Mandy put her fork down and looked at him. Something in her big blue eyes made him give her his full attention. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Are you and Mommy fighting?”

He didn’t have an answer for that one. They weren’t angry at each other, but they sure weren’t getting along. “Why do you ask?”

Mandy shrugged. “Mommy was crying last night. I heard her after I went to bed.”

His gut clenched into a hard knot. Rather than give in to the impulse to jump up and find Elizabeth, he gripped the table. It wasn’t his fault she was crying. If she wanted his comfort, she knew where to find him. He’d already told her he loved her. What else was there to say?

“We’re not fighting,” he told the little girl. Although he wasn’t sure he hadn’t made her cry.

Mandy seemed relieved. He changed the subject. “I told you I can’t stay for the whole game,” he reminded her. “I have to work this afternoon.”

“I know,” she said, nodding. “I’ll score my goal early, okay?”

He leaned across the table and ruffled her bangs. “You do that, kid.”

They left the restaurant and he drove them to the park. Most of the parents and children were already there. Mandy ran off to join her team. Travis walked to the edge of the field and stared at the players. He didn’t want to look around and see Elizabeth. If there was any lingering trace of her tears, he would feel obligated to ask what was wrong. Maybe it was weak of him, but he couldn’t face her shutting him down again. He needed a little time to let the wounds heal.

Apparently she didn’t share his feelings. He’d barely been there a minute when he inhaled the soft scent of a familiar perfume. His body reacted instantly. His groin flooded with heat and his chest tightened.

“Hi, Travis.”

“Elizabeth.” He forced himself to look at her. She wore an oversize blue sweater over jeans. Her hair was loose and shiny in the autumn morning. All traces of tears were long gone. Her brown eyes glowed with something, but it wasn’t pain or unhappiness. He wanted to believe it had something to do with him, or at the very least, was the result of talking to her parents, but his luck wasn’t that good. He glanced around the field. There were several single men here. Any one of them could have put that special light in her eyes.

He wanted to ask about her parents and what had prompted her to call. He wanted to tell her how much he loved her and beg her to come back to him. He wanted to hold her in his arms until he convinced her that they belonged together. He did none of those things. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but endure the heartache of knowing what could have been.

“Mandy mentioned you’ll be leaving early,” she said. “Yes.

Can you take her home?”

“Of course.” Her gaze met and held his own. He tried to read her emotions, but he couldn’t. Just as well, he thought, turning away. What was there to see?

“I’ve got to go,” he said abruptly and walked away.

“Travis?”

He kept on going. If he moved fast enough, maybe the pain wouldn’t be able to catch up with him.

Elizabeth stared at Travis’s retreating back. The hurt and hunger in his eyes had left her with tangible wounds. She could feel the ache pouring through her body. Every part of her screamed at her to take a chance. One small risk. He wasn’t Sam. He wasn’t lying about anything in his life. He’d told her the unvarnished truth about himself, his past and his family. She’d seen his shame when he’d talked about his father. Travis had even risked telling her he loved her. He had no secrets left.

She took a step after him, then paused. Could she risk it? What about the mistakes she’d made?

“Take a chance.”

Elizabeth spun on her heel and found Rebecca standing behind her. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

“One of the kids from the children’s home is playing. I thought I’d come watch and show support.” Rebecca stared at her. “Elizabeth, this may be your last opportunity. Don’t be a fool.”

“I can’t.” Elizabeth closed her eyes. “I can’t risk—” Her eyes flew open. She clasped her hand over her mouth, then dropped her arm to her side. “I can’t risk losing him, can I? What have I been thinking? Travis Haynes is the best thing that ever happened to me.”

Rebecca grinned. “Finally. He went that away.” She raised one finger and pointed.

Elizabeth hurried off in that direction. She scanned the growing crowd but there was no tall man in a Stetson anywhere. She stopped and looked toward the parking lot. Her heart sank. The sheriff’s car was gone. Travis had left.

Disappointment dragged at her. Now what? Should she wait until he came off his shift? She shook her head. No, she couldn’t wait another minute. They’d both suffered for too long.

She ran to a phone on the edge of the park. Dialing quickly, she shifted her weight from foot to foot. Finally the phone rang.

“Sheriff’s Office.”

It wasn’t Travis, but the voice was familiar. “Kyle?”

“Yes.”

“Hi, it’s Elizabeth Abbott. I’m looking for Travis. Is he around?”

There was a pause. She bit her lower lip. Maybe Travis had told his brother about her behavior. If so, Kyle might not want to help her. Oh, but he had to.

“He’s subbing for one of the deputies. He’s out on patrol, giving out tickets.”

“Oh, then I’ll never find him.”

“I don’t know about that. Is this good news?”

She clutched the metal cord. “Very good news, Kyle. The best news.”

“He’s been walking around here like a kicked dog.”

“I know. I’m sorry about that.”

“He deserves something wonderful, Elizabeth.” Kyle’s voice got husky. “He’s a good man.”

“I know. Believe me, I know. I need to find him before it’s too late.”

There was a pause; then Kyle said, “Do you remember where he stopped you that first day?”

“Yes.”

“He always parks in the same place. The locals know to avoid him. If you go now you’ll be able to find him.”

She thought for a second. “I have to wait until the soccer game is over. I can’t leave Mandy alone.”

“I’ll be by in five minutes to get her.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“I’m doing it for Travis.”

She had to fight against the tears burning in her eyes. To think she might have lost the man she loved because of her own fears. “Thank you, Kyle. I really appreciate this.”

“Yeah, well, don’t make me regret it.”

“I won’t. I just hope it’s not too late. By.”

“Elizabeth?”

“Yes?”

“It’s not too late.”

She hung up and prayed he was right. She started toward the parking lot. At the sight of her car, she paused. Travis knew her car. She didn’t want to give him time to get away from her or start to think up reasons why it wouldn’t work. Not now. She glanced around the playing field and saw one of the coach’s wives standing close to her. She rushed over.

“Mary, can I borrow your car for a few minutes?”

The young woman looked startled. “Didn’t you bring your car?”

“Yes, but—oh, it’s difficult to explain. I need to find someone and I don’t want him to know it’s me until it’s too late and please, I promise I’ll be careful.”

Mary looked at her for several seconds, then grinned. “Sounds like man trouble to me.”

“It is.”

The blonde reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out a set of keys. “It’s the red station wagon right there.”

Impulsively, Elizabeth gave the other woman a hug. “Thanks. I’ll be right back.”

“Take your time.”

She ran to the car, slid inside, fastened her seat belt, then started the engine. After drawing in a deep breath for courage, she pulled out of the parking lot and turned onto the main road.

* * *

Travis stared morosely down the highway. Even for a Saturday morning, the traffic was light. He’d only seen half a dozen cars and all of them had been going the speed limit. Not that he was in the mood to stop anyone.

He leaned his head back and groaned. Mandy was going to be upset that he’d left before her game had started. There was no way he could explain to the little girl that he hadn’t had a choice in the matter. It had been too hard to stand there staring at Elizabeth and knowing he could never be a part of her life. Just seeing her had been difficult. How was he supposed to get through the torture of being her friend?

Friends. He swore. She might as well just shoot him in the back and get it over with.

He heard a car engine and straightened. A red station wagon barreled around the curve behind him and zoomed past onto the straightaway. Travis checked his radar and raised his eyebrows. Someone was going somewhere in a hurry.

He pulled out onto the highway and hit the gas. His patrol car was gaining, but slowly. He flipped on his blue light and accelerated, then frowned when he realized the driver in the red car was going faster than he’d thought. He stared ahead, but all he could see was the person wore a baseball cap. At last the driver glanced in the rearview mirror, saw him and turned off onto the shoulder of the road.

Travis parked behind the car and collected his ticket book and Stetson. He stepped out and walked over to the car. The window was already rolled down.

“You were going pretty fast there.” He flipped open his ticket book, then glanced up at the driver. And about dropped his pen. “Elizabeth?”

“Hi.” She jerked off the baseball cap and her brown hair tumbled over her shoulders. “I wondered if you’d see me.”

“You were hard to miss, especially when you hit the straightaway doing eighty.” He glanced at the unfamiliar car and frowned. “Why are you driving this?”

“That’s not important.” She opened the car door and got out. “I was speeding. Are you going to give me a ticket?”

He frowned. What kind of game was she playing? There was an odd flickering in her eyes, some suppressed emotion. Her mouth quivered, but he couldn’t tell if she was upset or trying not to smile. None of this made sense.

“You were over the speed limit,” he said.

“I know. Ask me for my story.”

“What?”

“Travis.” She planted her hands on her hips. “Isn’t it a tradition here in Glenwood? If I tell you a story you haven’t heard before, don’t you have to let me go?”

He shoved the ticket book and pen into his back pocket, then folded his arms over his chest. He could feel his heart thumping. That damn hope flared to life again. This time he let it burn hot and bright. This time he dared to believe. But he wasn’t going to ask. She was going to have to tell him.

“What’s the story?” he asked cautiously, wondering if she was about to say something he wanted to hear, or if she would deliver the death blow.

The odd flickering in her beautiful brown eyes turned into something he could have sworn was caring. Her mouth curved up in a smile. When she leaned forward and placed her hands on his chest, it was all he could do not to pull her close.

“I love you,” she said, then touched her lips to his.

Fire exploded through him. His mind echoed with the wonder of her words. He grabbed her arms and held her away from him. “What did you say?”

“Oh, Travis, I’ve been a fool. I was wrong to judge you by Sam’s actions, and wrong to let the past destroy my future.” She shook her head. “Our future. I could have lost you forever.”

“Elizabeth.” He breathed her name. “You would never have lost me. I have nowhere else to go. No one else to love.”

“I love you.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her hard against his chest. He kissed her once, softly, savoring the reality of knowing they were at last together. Then he angled his head and thrust his tongue into her mouth. They met in a conflagration of sensation. When they came up for air, they were both breathing heavily.

“Does this mean I don’t get a ticket?” she asked, and smiled.

He grinned in return. “It’s a story I haven’t heard before, so I guess not.”

“Good. I would have been a little cranky on our wedding day if you had given me a ticket.”

He stared at her.

Her smile faltered. “You do want to marry me, don’t you? I mean I assumed that was the next logical step.” She bit her lower lip and blushed. “Oh, Travis, we don’t have to if you don’t—”

He grabbed her hands and pulled them to his mouth. After kissing each palm, he stared into her eyes. “I love you, Elizabeth Abbott. Will you marry me?”

A single tear slipped down her cheek. “Yes.”

“We can get married when your parents are here if you’d like.” When he saw her confused frown, he kissed the tip of her nose. “Mandy told me. You’ll be a beautiful bride, darlin’.”

He bent his head toward her mouth again. The kiss quickly heated them both. He was thinking about which of their houses was closer when a burst from a siren made them jump apart.

Travis turned and glared at the patrol car rolling toward them. Kyle was driving, with a young girl bouncing at his side. When the car came to a stop, Mandy opened the front door and jumped out. Her smile about split her face in two and her blue eyes were shining.

“Mommy, Mommy, Uncle Kyle says you and Travis are getting married, and we’re going to live happily ever after. Is that true?”

Elizabeth laughed and pulled her daughter close. “Uncle Kyle has a big mouth, but yes, it’s true.”

Kyle got out more slowly. “Sorry, Trav. I just thought the kid might want to know.”

Travis pulled Elizabeth and Mandy into his embrace. “No problem, little brother. We are going to live happily ever after.”

Mandy looked up at her mother. “Are you going to have a baby now?”

Elizabeth glanced at him. He swallowed hard. “Maybe,” he said, not wanting to hope for too much.

“Yes,” Elizabeth said firmly.

The joy in his heart doubled.

Kyle came forward and slapped him on the back. “Another Haynes son. You can name this one after me.”

“Why a son?” Elizabeth asked.

Travis touched her cheek. “There hasn’t been a daughter born to the family in four generations.”

“I’d forgotten about that.” Elizabeth looped her arm around his waist. “I just might surprise you all.”

He held her close and felt the loving warmth of her body. “You already did, Elizabeth. You already did.” She had been, he knew then, the best surprise of all.

* * * * *


Part Two


Chapter One

Sandy Walker had come to Glenwood for old-fashioned family values and a place to raise her children. She hadn’t expected to find a tall, dark stranger riding a Harley up her driveway.

She stood alone in front of her newly purchased house, right next to the two-year-old station wagon that had brought her and her three kids safely to the small town. She wasn’t nervous, exactly, she told herself as the man rode closer. She was…curious.

He stopped the motorcycle about ten feet from her car, killed the engine and expertly nudged the kickstand in place. Then he stood, straddling the bike. They grow ’em big in Glenwood, she thought dryly, wondering if she should be concerned. The man was a good head taller than her own five feet seven inches.

He reached up and removed his helmet. She’d half expected to see long hair spilling onto his shoulders, but instead he was clean-cut, with short, dark, wavy hair that would barely fall to the top of a dress-shirt collar. Aviator sunglasses hid his eyes. He had a square jaw and a slight smile teasing his lips.

“May I help you?” she asked formally, striving for her let’s-be-pleasant-but-I’m-a-little-busy tone.

“That was my line, Sandy.” The teasing smile broadened. He had a nice mouth and white teeth. He could be in one of those toothpaste ads. He could—

She took a step back. “You know my name?”

He reached for the zipper on his jacket, then pulled it down in one long smooth motion. “It hasn’t been that long, Sandy. Have you forgotten that everyone here knows everyone’s business? Word’s been out since the day you bought the old Michaelson place. Welcome home.”

The man spoke as if he knew her. She supposed he could have. She’d spent five years in Glenwood, from the time she was twelve until she left for college. She’d had lots of friends, although most of them had been female. Still, it wouldn’t have been difficult for this man to find out her name. The shiver of apprehension that slipped up her spine was the result of living in Los Angeles. People did things differently in Glenwood, she reminded herself. Neighbors were friendly, they cared about each other. That was why she’d moved back in the first place.

He’d finished unzipping his jacket. Now he shrugged out of it and swung his right leg clear of the motorcycle. He folded the garment and laid it across the seat, then turned toward her.

Sandy swallowed. Hard. It was a perfect summer afternoon, with the temperature creeping toward eighty. Bright sunlight flooded the front yard of her house, tall oak trees and a couple of pines cast long shadows on the driveway. She could smell flowers and freshly mowed grass. She could hear the chirping of birds and faint snatches of conversation from around back where her kids were exploring the property. It was all very ordinary.

So there was no reason for her heart to start pounding in her chest, her palms to get sweaty or her mouth to drop open. She was a completely rational, thirty-two-year-old woman who had never made a fool of herself over a man. Not even when she’d been a teenager. She’d never swooned over rock stars or guys in the movies. She was far too sensible to dream for what she could never possibly have. She’d never once felt weak at the knees. Until this moment. Until a guy on a Harley took off his black leather jacket and exposed the most incredible body she’d ever seen.

His red tank shirt emphasized the muscles in his arms and chest. He was tanned and broad, with the kind of strength that comes more from hard work than hours in a gym. Worn jeans closely fit the lower half of his body, outlining long legs and powerful thighs. Sunlight glinted off the silver tips of his cowboy boots. He looked like a male model. Better than that, he looked like a female fantasy come to life.

Maybe there was a photo shoot somewhere in town and he’d gotten lost. But that didn’t explain how he knew her name. Or what he was doing walking purposefully toward her.

She panicked and started backing up. “Who are you?” she demanded, clutching her car keys in her right hand and wondering if she should just make a run for it.

The man stopped less than two feet in front of her. He reached up and pulled off his sunglasses. “You don’t remember?” he asked, obviously disappointed.

Remember? He wasn’t the sort of man a woman would forget. Even one who didn’t consider herself the least bit romantic or given to feminine fancies.

Her gaze focused on his. Thick lashes framed impossibly dark eyes. Lines fanned out toward his temples as if he spent a lot of time smiling. He was good-looking enough to melt butter in a snowstorm. And familiar.

She blinked. The sense of horror started low in her belly and spread, like a rash. She’d been a widow for almost two years and in that time she’d never been tempted to look at a man twice. In all her life, she’d never been tempted to look at a man twice. Appearances weren’t that important to her. So why did she have to notice this particular man? Why now? Why him?

“I saw that,” the man said. “You do remember me.”

She blinked again. Lord have mercy. “Kyle Haynes,” she said softly.

“Bingo.” Then before she could move or stop him, he bent down and kissed her cheek. “Welcome back, Sandy Morgan. It’s been, what, fifteen years? You look terrific.”

The brush of his lips against her skin forced all her nerve endings to go on alert. She hated that, so she chose to ignore the sensation. His low, sexy voice made her shiver, as if someone had run a feather across her skin.

“It’s Sandy Walker,” she said firmly, holding out her hand.

What was supposed to be an impersonal handshake turned into something much more when he took her hand in his. His palm was warm, his fingers long. She didn’t know whether to jerk her hand free or jump into his arms.

He grinned. “Sensible Sandy. Walker, did you say? Is there a Mr. Walker?” He glanced around at the front yard, then bent over and stared at the interior of her car. All the while still holding on to her hand.

Heat crept up her wrist to her forearm. Her skin began to tingle, while her heart continued its erratic dance inside her chest. She pulled free of his touch, then casually wiped her fingers against her white shorts. As if she could brush away the lingering sensation of warmth.

“Mr. Walker was killed in a climbing accident two years ago,” she said abruptly. “I’m a widow.”

Instantly, Kyle’s smile faded and his eyes darkened with concern. “I’m sorry.”

He sounded as if he really meant it. “Thank you.” She paused, not sure what to say next. He was still standing close to her. Too close. She moved back a little more, until she bumped into the station wagon. “What are you doing here?”

“In Glenwood or on your property?”

He didn’t smile, but there was no missing the teasing glint in his eyes. Some things might have changed, apparently the Haynes brothers weren’t one of them. When she’d first arrived in town, all those years before, she’d been intrigued by the stories about the four brothers, their father and uncles. No female between the age of fourteen and seventy-five had been immune to the famous Haynes charm. Even Sandy had succumbed briefly, dating Jordan Haynes the summer she turned sixteen. It had been a short romance, not even lasting a month. In the end, she and Jordan had decided they made better friends than they did a couple. After that, she’d gotten to know each of the brothers, including Kyle, who was, if she remembered correctly, a couple of years younger than her.

He’d grown up, she thought, eyeing his chest. He probably broke three hearts a day before lunchtime, just to stay in practice.

“Why are you still in Glenwood?” she asked, going for the safer of his two questions. She wasn’t worried about giving in to the famous Haynes charm. A playboy bachelor was the last thing she needed in her life. Still, keeping her guard up was wise. Her body’s reaction to Kyle’s closeness told her she wasn’t quite as immune as she would like to be.

“I work here,” he said. “I’m a deputy. My brother Travis is the sheriff.”

“Like father, like son,” she said, remembering Kyle’s father had once been sheriff of the small town.

Kyle’s dark eyes clouded, as if she’d brought up a painful memory. “Not exactly,” he said, then smiled slightly. “What about you?”

“I’ll be teaching at Glenwood Junior College. Business English and Business Communications.”

“How come my teachers never looked like you?”

She wanted to put her hands on her hips and mutter, “You’ve got to be kidding,” but she resisted. Instead, she offered him a tight smile and wondered how long she was going to have to stand there listening to her hormones sighing in appreciation of his perfect male form.

“Don’t you want to know what I’m doing in your driveway?” he asked.

She would rather know what he was doing standing so close. It was getting difficult to breathe regularly. Damn it all, she thought crossly. She didn’t need this aggravation. She’d come to Glenwood to get away from her problems, not to create new ones.

“You’re part of the local welcoming committee,” she said hopefully as a hideously awful thought occurred to her. It couldn’t be true, she told herself firmly. She wouldn’t let it be true. Fate wasn’t that unkind.

She was wrong. Fate might not be unkind, but it had an interesting sense of humor. She knew it the moment Kyle turned and pointed back the way he’d come. She peeked around him. At the end of the long, tree-lined driveway was a small four-room gatehouse—a rental unit that she now owned. The real estate agent had told her the leasee was a police officer. She closed her eyes briefly and prayed he hadn’t really meant a deputy.

“I’m your tenant,” Kyle said.

Sandy swallowed a groan. It didn’t matter, she told herself. It couldn’t matter. “You live there with your wife?” she asked, daring to have one last flash of hope.

“Nope.” His grin broadened. “I’m not married.”

She noticed something in his eyes as he held her gaze a second longer than was comfortable. A brief flicker of interest. Sandy folded her arms over her chest. Even as her heart continued to flutter in her chest, and her palms grew damp, she firmly squashed any romantic thoughts her foolish hormones might want to generate.

Kyle wasn’t interested in her. She was sensible enough to know the truth about herself. She didn’t need to wear a paper bag over her head, but she’d never once stopped traffic. She was okay-looking, nothing more. Kyle was gorgeous. The kind of man who made a woman forget how to breathe. His not-so-subtle come-on was simply reflex. Not interest. She wasn’t his type. More important, he wasn’t hers.

She nodded at him, then smiled impersonally. “It was very nice of you to welcome me back to Glenwood, but I don’t want to keep you from whatever you have planned.” She waved toward the motorcycle. “I’m sure we’ll run into each other from time to time.”

He didn’t take the hint. Instead, he moved closer. “When the real estate agent told me you’d be arriving today, I made sure I was available. I figured you’d need some help getting the old place ready.”

“I have everything under control. The furniture doesn’t arrive for several days. Between now and then, the children and I will be able to clean the house. I’ve made a list.” She nodded toward the front seat where she’d left her clipboard.

Instead of glancing that way, Kyle stared at her intently. “Children?”

Finally, Sandy felt she was gaining control of the conversation. Most single men lived in fear of a woman with children. If she couldn’t calm down her hormones, at least she could drive away the object of their desire. “Yes. Three of them. My daughter Lindsay is twelve, Blake is ten and little Nichole is eight.”

“I love kids,” Kyle said, and looked around the yard. “Where are they?”

Her heart sank. Actually, her spirits sank and her heart increased its lovesick pounding in her chest. She sighed. It was not turning out to be a great day. She should have guessed when Nichole started the morning by eating too many pancakes for breakfast, then throwing up in the car.

“I’d really like to meet them,” he said. “That way, when they start to bug you, you can send them down to my place.”

Sandy resisted the urge to snort with disbelief. No doubt Kyle had a revolving door at his house, and attractive young women circled through with the regularity of the tide. He wasn’t the sort of man she wanted influencing her children.

“That’s very kind,” she said politely.

“I mean it. My brother Travis has two girls. I—”

He was interrupted by the clatter of running feet. Sandy turned toward the sound as her eldest came skittering around from the back of the house.

“Mo-om, this place is awful. Did you know there’s a field behind our house?” The twelve-year-old’s mouth twisted in disgust. “A field! Like we’re pioneers, or something. I haven’t even seen one store or movie theater. What are we supposed to do—” Lindsay stopped talking at the exact moment she stopped walking forward. She glanced from her mother to Kyle. Her mouth opened, then closed.

Sandy watched Lindsay and bit back a sigh. She recognized the look of wonder in her daughter’s brown eyes. It had probably been shining in her own the first moment she’d seen the grown-up and improved version of Kyle Haynes. But she was a mature woman, able to control her instinctive reaction. Lindsay was caught between girlhood and a world she didn’t understand. Her daughter flushed and clasped her hands in front of her. The awkward beauty of a coltish preteen became simply clumsy as she shuffled her feet and stared at the ground.

Sandy had known Lindsay was growing up fast, but she hadn’t expected to get a demonstration of the fact. Yet here it was. Lindsay’s first awareness of someone of the opposite sex.

“Lindsay, this is Mr. Haynes,” Sandy said. “He’s our neighbor.”

“I live in the gatehouse,” Kyle said as he approached her daughter. He held out his hand. Lindsay glanced at her, then the man. She stuck out her hand and giggled when he took it in his. “Nice to meet you, Lindsay. I knew your mom when she was just a couple of years older than you are right now.”

“Really?” Lindsay stared at her as if she couldn’t ever imagine her mother being young. “What was she like?”

“Pretty much the way she is now. We used to call her Sensible Sandy.”

Lindsay rolled her eyes. “Figures. She still wants to organize the world. I guess she hasn’t changed at all.”

“You’re right. She still looks—”

“There’s Blake,” Sandy interrupted, not wanting to let Kyle continue. She had no idea what he planned to say. Probably some unrealistic compliment about how great she’d looked in high school. “Blake, come and meet our new neighbor.”

Her son came around the side of the house. As always, when she saw him, she bit back a sigh. Blake was physically the most like his father. He had dark red hair, freckles and wore glasses. But while Thomas’s light brown eyes had gleamed with humor and a zest for life and adventure, Blake’s expression was serious, as if the weight of the world rested on his slim shoulders. He preferred to read rather than play outside, and he didn’t make friends easily. Sandy wondered if all parents worried about their children as much as she worried about hers. She was doing the best she could to make them feel safe and secure after losing their father, but she wasn’t sure her efforts were enough.

“This is Mr. Haynes, Blake,” she said, smiling at her son and nodding for him to shake hands with their neighbor.

“Call me Kyle.”

Blake mumbled something that could have been a greeting, then dropped his arm to his side and stared at his shoes. Before Sandy could think of something to say that would include him in the conversation, Nichole came running toward her.

“Mommy, Mommy, there are flowers and birds in the backyard.” Wide green eyes tilted up at the corners as the eight-year-old grinned. “I saw a bluebird.”

Lindsay planted her hands on her hips. “That wasn’t a bluebird.”

“Was too.” Nichole spotted the stranger. She ducked behind her mother, then stuck her head out shyly and smiled. Dimples appeared on both cheeks.

Kyle crouched down next to her. “Hi there. You must be Nichole.”

“Uh-huh.” Her youngest nodded.

“I’m Kyle. I live right there.” He pointed to the gatehouse, then rose. “This one’s going to be a heartbreaker when she gets older.”

“I know. Killer dimples,” Sandy said.

Kyle winked at the little girl. “I’ve always had a thing for green eyes.”

Sandy fought the instinctive urge to point out her eyes were green, too. What was it about this man that got to her? Maybe it was spending the last two years living alone. Since Thomas had died, she hadn’t been on a date. She wasn’t interested in getting involved. So why was she so completely aware of Kyle?

Lindsay leaned against the station wagon and tossed her long brown hair over her shoulder. She gave them what Sandy called her “I’m so sophisticated” look.

“Is there anything fun to do in this hick town?” Lindsay asked.

Kyle glanced at her. “You don’t like Glenwood?”

“I’m from L.A. It’s like this is a different planet.”

Kyle grinned. Lindsay swallowed. Sandy ruffled Nichole’s red curls and knew exactly how her daughter felt.

“You’ll like it here,” he promised. “Life’s going to seem a little slower, but there’s lots of fun stuff for kids to do. There’s softball and soccer.” He glanced at Nichole. “There’s a team for girls just your age. And my brother Travis has a daughter who’s eight.”

“That’s fine for the children,” Lindsay said, her tone pointing out how much more mature she was than the other two. “But what about me?”

“We’ll find something,” Kyle promised.

“It’s really not your problem,” Sandy said. “I appreciate the welcome and all that, but we’ve got work to do. Children, say goodbye to Mr. Haynes.”

Blake muttered something under his breath, while Nichole just smiled winningly. Lindsay gave her mother the hate stare, then said, “Goodbye, Kyle. I’m sure we’ll run into each other again.”

“I’m sure.”

He turned and started toward his motorcycle. Lindsay noticed the bike for the first time.

“Way cool,” she said and started after him.

Sandy grabbed the girl’s arm. “Another time.”

“But Mom—”

“We’ve got to get the house ready.”

Kyle picked up his jacket, then turned toward her. “Have you been in the place yet?”

She glanced at the house. “No. We’ve just arrived.”

He hesitated. “Maybe I should take a look around first.”

“Why?”

“The house has been closed up for a while. You don’t know what could be inside.”

If she hadn’t been afraid he would think she was as immature as Lindsay, she would have rolled her eyes. Couldn’t he come up with a better line than that? “The roof and plumbing have just been replaced. We’re not afraid of a little dirt or a few spiderwebs.”

“I hate spiders,” Nichole said.

“I know, honey. I’ll take care of any we find.” She returned her attention to Kyle. “We’ll be fine. I promise.”

Sandy grabbed Nichole and Blake by the hand, then started toward the house. “Come on, Lindsay,” she called as her daughter stood there staring foolishly at Kyle. Lindsay’s attraction to the older man was understandable. He was incredibly good-looking. Handsome, tall, strong, with a smile that could— She forced herself away from the specifics. He had everything a girl could want in her first adolescent crush. But the idea that Lindsay had just discovered the opposite sex made Sandy feel old. Lindsay had just taken her first steps into womanhood. Sandy felt as if that part of her life was over. She was only thirty-two. According to women’s magazines, she was entering her sexual peak. Unfortunately, she had no plans to find a man and take advantage of her condition.

“See you around,” Kyle called.

“Bye.”

As she reached into the pocket of her white shorts for the house key, she realized that Kyle hadn’t been scared off by her children. If anything, he’d seemed genuinely interested in them. That was unusual. Most men couldn’t run fast enough in the other direction.

So what, she thought as she fitted the key into the lock. Maybe he was pretending. Of course, it didn’t matter if he wasn’t. He wasn’t going to be interested in a woman like her, and she sure didn’t want to get involved with a man like him. Or any man. She was very happy being single and in control of her life.

“You guys ready?” she asked as she pushed open the door.

None of their responses were very enthusiastic. Sandy felt a twinge of guilt. She’d uprooted her kids from everything they’d ever known. It was the right decision, she reminded herself. They would adjust. Being raised in a small town like Glenwood was better for them than a big city like Los Angeles. Still, the guilt persisted. She knew it would be hard on them. The move was going to be hard on her, too. But doing the right thing usually was.

She stepped into the house. The foyer was huge, larger than their old living room had been. The house was dark. Dust covered the hardwood floors and cobwebs hung from the ten-foot ceiling. But the structure was stunningly beautiful.

Sunlight filtered through a crack in the drapes, highlighting the fancy molding and the curved staircase that led to the second story. The old place needed a good cleaning and a coat or two of paint. They could easily get that done before the movers arrived with their furniture.

“Mom?” Blake said, tugging on the sleeve of her red T-shirt. “What’s that over there?” He was pointing to a far corner of the foyer where something small and dark moved.

“I’m not sure.”

“I’m getting out of here,” Lindsay said.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Sandy said. “It’s nothing.” She started walking toward the small shadow. “It’s just—”

The shadow moved toward the light. Sandy, Nichole, Blake and Lindsay screamed in unison.


Chapter Two

Kyle was halfway up the front-porch stairs before they finished screaming. He raced across the porch, flung open the door. Four people turned toward him—four pairs of eyes begged for help. As he hurried toward Sandy and her kids, he instinctively went for his pistol. There was nothing at his hip except for his jeans. Damn.

“What is it?” he asked. Everyone answered at once.

“That thing there,” Sandy said, pointing behind her. She shivered.

“Totally gross,” Lindsay agreed.

Nichole moved closer and clutched his leg.

“It’s coming toward us,” Blake cried.

The four of them shrieked and descended upon him. Sandy pressed against his left side. Lindsay huddled behind his back. Nichole kept a hold on his right leg, while Blake held on to Sandy.

Kyle almost didn’t mind. Having Sandy plaster herself against him gave him a nice warm feeling in his belly…and a few inches farther south. She stared up at him with her big green eyes. Mascara darkened her lashes, but other than that, she didn’t seem to be wearing any makeup. He liked the freckles scattered on her nose and the way her normally firm mouth quivered at the corners. She smelled nice, part floral fragrance, part something a little more sensual. He could feel her breasts, and one hipbone. Her legs brushed against his and he wished he were wearing shorts instead of jeans.

But there were children present, he reminded himself. So he turned his thoughts from the very enticing Sandy Walker to the large empty room in front of them. Aside from a few cobwebs and some dust, he couldn’t see anything to get excited about.

“What are we hiding from?” he asked.

Sandy pointed toward the corner. “That…that thing!”

He squinted, trying to see into the shadows. One of the shadows moved. “It’s a mouse.”

“Oh, God, I know. The place could be infested with them. I hate rodents. Mice, rats. Yuck.”

Yuck? Sensible Sandy had said yuck? He liked that.

Kyle tried to take a step, but they wouldn’t let him. “I want to go check it out,” he said, trying to free himself from Nichole. She just held on tighter. Her small hands clutched at his jeans as if she would never let go.

“Why?” Sandy asked. “I’ll have to call an exterminator.”

“You can’t kill it, Mom,” Lindsay said from behind him.

“Fine, then it can live in your room,” Sandy snapped.

“Mo-om!”

Nichole glanced at her mother. “Mommy, don’t hurt the mouse. Please.”

“Honey, you don’t understand. We can’t live with it running around. Mice are dirty. They get in the food and they could make us all sick.”

Nichole’s eyes, so like her mother’s, darkened with tears. “You can’t kill it.”

“Ladies,” Kyle said. They ignored him.

“We’ll talk about this later,” Sandy said.

“That means the mouse is going to die for sure,” Lindsay grumbled.

“Ladies,” he repeated.

“You don’t know everything,” Sandy said, her voice strained. “There are humane ways to get rid of mice. I don’t want to see it killed any more than you do, but it and its friends cannot live here with us.”

“The mouse has friends?” Nichole asked.

Kyle raised his right hand to his face, stuck his thumb and index finger in his mouth, then blew hard. The piercing whistle silenced them instantly.

“Now that I have your attention,” he said, “will everyone please take one step back and let go of me?”

Sandy stared up at him for a moment, blushed, then quickly moved away, brushing her hands against her shorts. “Sorry,” she mumbled, obviously flustered. “I guess we overreacted to the mouse.”

He wanted to tell her that she didn’t need to apologize. He’d liked her pressing up against him. It did him good to know she wasn’t as completely in charge as she wanted the world to think. It also evened the score a little. She’d been tying him up in knots since the first time his brother Jordan had brought her home sixteen years ago.

Something about her had set his adolescent heart on fire and he’d never forgotten her. Still, this wasn’t the time or place to review old memories.

Kyle glanced around the empty foyer, then at the small mouse that had returned to its nest in the corner by the stairs. “I want to look over the rest of the house before you get to work,” he said.

Sandy bristled. Her spine stiffened and her hands curled into fists. “I’ve already had the house inspected,” she said, staring at him. “The man told me the building was in excellent condition and that the only problem I should expect would be cleaning up after a lengthy vacancy.”

Kyle tried to remember if she’d always had this much trouble accepting help. He couldn’t say for sure. Maybe it was something she’d learned while she was gone. “Did he say anything about mice?” he asked.

She hesitated. “Well, no. He probably thought they were normal for as long as the house has been vacant.”

“You want to be by yourself when you find out what else this guy considered normal?”

“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.”

He grinned. “So you don’t mind if I check out the rest of the house?”

Her hands relaxed. “Um, no. Thanks. I appreciate the help.”

“I’m not staying in here with that,” Lindsay said, pointing at the mouse’s nest.

“Why don’t you kids wait outside while your mom and I check things out,” Kyle said. The children didn’t budge.

Sandy looked from him to her kids, then sighed. “Lindsay, take your brother and sister outside and keep an eye on them, please.”

Lindsay walked to the door without looking back. Blake followed silently. Only Nichole hesitated.

“Go on, sweetie. I won’t be long. It’s warm outside. Why don’t you go and see if you can find that bluebird again?”

“Okay.” Nichole smiled.

She had dimples in each cheek and her mother’s eyes. Kyle felt a slight twist in his gut. Sometimes he got the crazy notion that he should have risked settling down and having kids. He knew better. It was like wishing for the moon. Something to think about when he’d had too much to drink or got lonely, but completely irrational. He wasn’t the type. Long-term relationships didn’t work out.

When the children had left, Sandy turned to him and nodded purposefully. “Let’s begin in the kitchen,” she said, and turned to the right.

“It’s this way.” He motioned to their left.

“But they sent me a floor plan.”

“Then your floor plan was reversed. The kitchen is through here.”

“How do you know?”

“I used to know Kelsey Michaelson. I’ve been in this house before.” He looked at the dust and cobwebs. “But not in a long time.”

“I see.” She started toward the kitchen.

“Hold on.” He caught up with her and took her hand. Her fingers were warm against his. She looked startled when he touched her. Good. He would deal better with Sandy if he kept her off guard. “Why don’t you let me lead the way.”

Her gaze narrowed as she pulled her hand free of his. “Why?”

“In case we run into something creepy or slimy—or yucky.”

“All right.” She stepped back to allow him to pass.

He led her through the empty dining room. The hardwood floors were dirty, but otherwise in great shape. He stopped and bent down. “These will clean up and look terrific,” he said, brushing his fingers against the wood.

She stopped next to him. Close, but not too close. He grinned. If his instincts were correct, he made Sandy nervous. The thought pleased him.

“The realtor told me all the floors are in excellent condition,” she said. “I’ve been reading up on refinishing, in case some of them need a little work.”

“You can’t do that yourself.”

She planted her hands on her hips. “Because I’m a woman?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “Give me a break. I don’t need a man in my life to make things work. I can do it all by myself, thank you very much.”

He stood up slowly, moving closer as he did. “Not because you’re a woman. Because there’s probably a thousand square feet of hardwood flooring on the first floor alone. It would take you months if you did it yourself, and some of the materials you have to use can smell pretty nasty. You wouldn’t want your children breathing in that stuff for so long, would you?”

She held his gaze, searching his face as if looking for deception. “That makes sense,” she said grudgingly.

“And because you’re a woman.” He grinned, then held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Just kidding, I promise.”

A slight smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. “You haven’t changed at all.”

“Not enough to matter,” he agreed. “Come on, let’s check out the house.”

He led the way to the large bright kitchen. Big windows opened onto the side yard and driveway. The curtains looked as if they’d been lunch for a hungry swarm of moths, while an army of ants trooped across the white tile counters. Sandy checked out the pantry and utility porch behind the kitchen, and Kyle opened cupboard doors.

“I don’t see any signs that your mouse has relatives living here,” he said.

She paused in the doorway to the pantry. “I won’t ask what you’re looking for.” She folded her arms over her chest. “At least there’s a lot of storage space in the pantry.”

Kyle walked over to where she was standing. He put his arm around her shoulder and tried to draw her close. She resisted. He settled on giving her a brotherly squeeze.

“You’re discouraged,” he said.

She shrugged.

“It’s going to be a lot of work, but I’ll help. By the time the furniture arrives, we’ll have the place clean and painted.”

Sandy made a great show of pulling free of his arm, then walking to the other side of the kitchen. “I appreciate your willingness to help,” she said. “But no thanks. The kids and I want to do this by ourselves. We don’t want, or need, a man in our lives. The children and I have everything under control.”

“I could tell by how you all reacted to the mouse.”

She looked away. “Yes, well, that was different. I wasn’t expecting to find a mouse. Now that I know there might be more, I can handle it.”

He glanced around at the dusty cupboards, the trail of ants and the limp, gnawed curtains. “You’re not planning to sleep here tonight, are you?”

“We’re staying at a motel in town.” She took a step toward him, then paused. “Look, Kyle, you’re being really nice and neighborly, but it isn’t necessary. I’m not the sort of woman who needs rescuing. I knew the house hadn’t been lived in when I bought it. It needs a little cleaning and some paint. We’ll manage.”

“The ceilings in most of the rooms are over ten feet high,” he said. “Do you have the equipment to handle that?”

“I’ll buy a ladder.” She pointed back the way they’d come. “I don’t want to keep you.”

She was throwing him out. Okay, maybe putting his arm around her had been a little too much, but she’d looked as if she’d needed a good hug. If she was a widow, she probably hadn’t had a hug in a long time. Unless she was seeing somebody. He frowned.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

He stared at her. She wore her wedding ring on her left hand. Was she still in love with her late husband, or did she use the ring to warn men off? From what he remembered of Sandy, it could be either. And he was willing to bet there was no other man in her life.

“Kyle?”

“Hmm? Nothing’s wrong. I was just thinking. Okay, Sandy. You win. You want to take care of this by yourself, you go ahead. If you need me, I’m just at the end of the driveway.”

“I’ll remember.”

She escorted him out the door and down the porch steps. Her three children were waiting for them by the station wagon.

“Any more mice?” Lindsay asked.

“None that we saw,” Sandy answered briskly. “So there’s no reason to avoid the cleaning.” She opened the back of the car and started pulling out buckets and brooms. Lindsay and Blake groaned. Nichole grabbed a feather duster and smiled.

Kyle didn’t want to leave them. The job was too big. There was no way they would finish before the furniture arrived. The downstairs had been bad enough. Who knows what it was like upstairs. There could be carpet to tear up and—

Let it alone, he told himself. Sandy had made it clear she wasn’t interested in him or his help.

“See ya,” he said, and started toward the gatehouse.

“Wait,” Sandy called.

He turned toward her.

“Would you mind calling an exterminator about the mice?” she asked. “The phone here won’t be hooked up until tomorrow.” She looked down at Nichole and smiled. “We need one who doesn’t kill the mice, but just traps them and takes them away.”

“No problem,” he told her. “If you need anything else—”

“I know. I’ll let you know. And thanks for calling the exterminator.” She waved, then turned back to the station wagon. The children gathered around her, Lindsay and Blake grumbling about their chores.

Kyle walked over to his motorcycle and slipped on his leather jacket. After pulling on his helmet, he settled onto the seat and started the engine, then slowly drove back to the gatehouse.

He parked the bike by the back door, next to the small garage where he kept his Camaro. Ever since he’d found out Sandy had bought the Michaelson place, he’d been eager for her to arrive. He could have walked the twenty or so yards between their two houses, but he’d taken the bike, because, dammit, he’d wanted to impress her.

Sandy had been so impressed she couldn’t wait to get rid of him. He’d come on too strong. He shouldn’t have teased her. Impatiently, Kyle grabbed his jacket and helmet and headed for the back door. When had he started second-guessing himself about his behavior with women?

He unlocked the gatehouse door, then stepped into its compact kitchen. His entire place would fit into about a third of Sandy’s downstairs, but it suited him fine. The living room was large, as was the master bedroom. There was a small study alcove off the dining room, and the bathroom had an oversize shower. He lived alone, he didn’t need any more room. He liked his house, even if it was a little quiet sometimes.

After dumping his jacket and helmet on the kitchen table, he crossed the floor to the refrigerator next to the window. He pulled out a soda and popped the top. Before he could turn away, a faint sound of laughter caught his attention. He looked out the window. Sandy and her three kids still stood by their station wagon. Blake was carrying a bucket full of cleaning supplies. Lindsay was loaded down with brooms and mops. Sandy wrestled with a ladder that was taller than she was but that would never reach the high ceilings. They were all looking at little Nichole, who held the feather duster behind her like a tail. She pranced around the yard, scratching like a chicken looking for worms. Sandy said something and they all laughed again. Then they started toward the house.

Nichole climbed the stairs and went inside last. The yard was empty, the laughter gone. He was alone. He told himself he should be used to the silence. But he wasn’t. He glanced at the phone. There were any number of people he could call. Any number of women. They would spend his afternoon off with him, and the night, if he asked. He didn’t, as a rule, bring women to his place. He preferred visiting them at theirs. That way, he could leave when he wanted to. He preferred to be in control. A little like Sandy.

Had it really been fifteen years since he’d last seen her? He remembered her leaving as though it had just happened. She’d been going off to college. In his heart, he’d known she wasn’t coming back. She’d never suspected how he felt about her. Even if she had, she wouldn’t have cared. She had been seventeen—almost eighteen and already graduated from high school. No one had known how he’d dreamed about her.

Kyle turned away from the window and walked into the living room. He grabbed the book he’d been reading and carried it over to the leather recliner in front of the small, stone fireplace. But instead of reading, he closed his eyes and pictured Sandy as she’d been all those years ago. What was it about her that appealed to him? She wasn’t all that pretty, at least not in an obvious way.

Someone had once figured out that between the four of them, the Haynes brothers had dated every cheerleader in town for ten years straight. When Kyle had been old enough, he’d carried on the family tradition. He’d dated the prettiest girls, the most popular ones. But not always. Once he’d dated the class brain, just because she always tried to look superior whenever they spoke. He’d sensed something else lurking behind her glasses and quick answers. It had taken him the better part of a semester to get her to go out with him, but it had been worth it. In fact, next to his crush on Sandy, dating Melinda had been the highlight of his high school years. She’d gone off to MIT and was now working for NASA. They still kept in touch at the holidays.

But Sandy had eluded him. He’d just been a kid of fourteen. He hadn’t known what to do with his feelings, how to tell her or what would happen if he did. And then she’d left. But he’d never forgotten. Now she was back.

He took a sip of his soda. All this time later, the two years difference in their ages didn’t seem to matter so much. But she still wasn’t for him. She’d chosen her life, had married and had three kids. She was a widow. No doubt the next man she picked would be just like her husband. Kyle had heard that Sandy’s husband had been a professor at a prestigious Los Angeles university. Kyle knew he couldn’t compete with that. He was just a deputy in some hick town. He loved his job and he didn’t want to change it. Not that anyone was asking him to. Sandy hadn’t given him a second look. He grinned. Maybe her eyes had widened a little when he’d taken off his jacket, but so what? He knew he was good-looking. All the Haynes boys were. That and fifty cents could buy a cup of coffee. A woman like Sandy wouldn’t care about that. She would be more concerned about what was inside a man. About his character. She would want guarantees and that was one thing he’d never been able to give anyone.

* * *

Three days later, he stood outside washing his car. The white finish gleamed in the bright morning sunlight. He moved slowly, his brain and body not working well together after pulling a sixteen-hour shift. His replacement had gotten food poisoning, so Kyle had volunteered to stay through the night. He fought back a yawn. It didn’t used to bother him, but since hitting thirty, he hadn’t been able to pull all-nighters with the same ease. The worst part about the double shift was relaxing enough to sleep when he got home. Usually his mind was cranking along at fifty miles an hour, while his body was so tired he could sleep standing up. He’d learned that performing an undemanding physical chore allowed him to unwind so that he could get to sleep.

He tossed the soapy sponge back in the bucket, then reached for the hose. He turned the nozzle, adjusting the spray to a light mist, when he heard voices behind him. A quick glance told him Lindsay, Blake and Nichole were walking down the driveway. Kyle continued rinsing his car.

He hadn’t seen his neighbors since they’d first arrived. He’d been working a lot and generally trying to stay away. Sandy had made her feelings clear. If she didn’t want his help, far be it from him to impose. But he’d thought about her a great deal. And when she’d left after that first day of cleaning, he’d gone by the house to make sure the doors and windows were locked.

“Hi, Kyle,” Lindsay said when the kids reached the split in the driveway that led to his garage. “That’s a cool car.”

He glanced at the Camaro. “Thanks. How’s the house-cleaning coming?”

Lindsay wrinkled her nose. “Mom’s driving us crazy.”

“Mommy’s blowing her mission,” Nichole said and smiled at him. “She said a bad word, too.”

“Her mission?”

“Children,” Lindsay said, then patted Nichole on the head. “You’ll have to forgive her. She’s very young.”

Kyle thought about pointing out that Lindsay wasn’t that old herself, but he didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “What does she mean?”

“The moving company left a message that they would be late delivering the furniture. The truck blew its transmission.” She moved closer to him and lowered her voice. “Mom called them and said she was going to blow more than a transmission if they didn’t get our stuff up here.” She glanced at him and swept her lashes up and down several times. “So we’re stuck.”

“When do they think the truck’s going to arrive?”

“In another three or four days. I don’t think it matters that much. The house is still a mess. We’re not getting a lot done.”

“I am,” Nichole said. “I’ve got three stars.” She held up the right number of fingers. “When I get five stars, I get to buy a new book.”

“Stars?” he asked, confused.

“One of Mom’s attempts to keep us as organized as she is,” Lindsay said. “She’s got a chart up on the wall. Everyone has chores listed. When you complete a certain number of chores, you get a star. After so many stars, you get a reward.”

“What’s your reward?” he asked Blake.

The boy looked up, obviously startled that he’d been noticed. Light brown eyes peered at him through thick glasses. Except for the freckles across his nose and the shape of his mouth, Blake didn’t look anything like his mother. His slight shoulders hunched forward. “I haven’t picked one yet.”

“Oh, he’ll get another game for his silly computer. He sits in front of it all the time.”

Blake glared at his older sister, but didn’t defend himself.

“What about you?” he asked Lindsay, then wished he hadn’t. She moved even closer and stared up at him intently.

“I want clothes. Something pretty.”

“Uh-huh. That sounds, uh, nice.” He cleared his throat.

If his brothers could see him now, they’d all roar with laughter. Any of them could handle a flirtatious woman with no problem. But a vamping preteen was out of his realm of expertise. He wished Sandy would show up.

“So you guys are having trouble with the house?” he asked.

Lindsay rolled her eyes. Nichole giggled, and even Blake nodded.

“It’s too big,” Nichole said. “I washed the kitchen cupboards forever and they’re still not done.”

“We haven’t even started on the upstairs,” Lindsay said. “Mom wants us to get the painting done, too. She’s crazy. This isn’t how I planned to spend my summer.”

“I know it’s hard,” Kyle said. “But your mom really needs your help. This is hard for her, too. Moving to a strange town, and all.”

“No one asked her to drag us to this dumpy place.” Lindsay’s brown eyes snapped with anger. Her posing was forgotten as she drew her eyebrows together and glared. “There’s nothing to do. There are no kids around here, no beach, nothing. I hate it. I don’t care if the house never gets finished.”

“Glenwood isn’t so bad,” he said. “There’s a mall on the other side of town.”

“Wow,” Lindsay said sarcastically. “A mall. Gee, now I love it here.”

Nichole skipped over the hose and motioned for him to bend over. “Lindsay’s being a brat,” she whispered loudly. “Mommy says it’s just a stage.”

He crouched down and smiled at the child. She had curly red hair, but her mother’s beautiful green eyes. “You’re a pretty little girl.”

Nichole dimpled. “I know. Mommy told me.”

Kyle grinned.

“There you are,” a voice said. “I’d wondered where you’d run off to. I told you not to bother Mr. Haynes.” Sandy stood at the end of his driveway. Like her children she was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. Unlike his noncommittal response to their clothes, he found her outfit intriguing. Her red shorts exposed long tanned legs. Her round hips drew his eye toward her waist, then up to her breasts. She wasn’t overly curvy, she was…just right.

He stood up slowly. “I’d rather they call me Kyle, and they weren’t bothering me. I heard about the truck.”

She wouldn’t—or couldn’t—meet his gaze. “Yes, well, I just got off the phone with the moving company. The truck will be here Monday for sure.”

“But it’s Friday,” he said. “What will you do until then?”

“Stay at the motel where we’ve been staying. The kids don’t mind. It has a pool.”

“By the time we get back there, we’re too tired to go swimming,” Lindsay grumbled.

Her mother shot her a warning look. “The extra time will give us a chance to finish the house.”

Lindsay groaned.

“How’s that coming?”

She stared at his car, then at the ground, finally her gaze landed on his knees and settled there. Kyle wanted to believe she was having trouble looking at him because he was wearing cutoffs and nothing else. He wanted to believe the sight of his bare chest and legs left her speechless. He wanted to believe he would one day win the California lottery. Right now they seemed equally likely.

“Fine,” Sandy said shortly. “Just fine. We’re cleaning and soon we’ll start painting.”

“We’re never going to finish,” Lindsay said.

“Nonsense. I’ve come up with a new plan. It will allow us to work more efficiently.”

“Mo-om.” Lindsay planted her hands on her hips. At that moment, she looked exactly like her mother. “We’re kids, not slaves.”

“And just an hour ago, you were trying to convince me you’re all grown up. You’ll have to pick one, Lindsay, you can’t have it both ways.”

Kyle opened his mouth to offer his help, then thought better of it. He didn’t want to give Sandy another chance to shoot him down.

Sandy glanced at his car, then at him. “We’d better let you get back to work. Have fun. Come along, children.”

She took Nichole’s hand and started down the driveway. Lindsay followed slowly. Only Blake hesitated. He stared at the car for a moment.

“Do you like Camaros?” Kyle asked, suddenly curious about the quietest member of the Walker family.

Blake nodded. “Does it go fast?”

“Pretty fast.” He grinned. “I’m a deputy in town, so it’s not right for me to break the law. I keep her at fifty-five.”

“Blake, come on, honey,” Sandy called.

“Maybe you and I could go for a drive someday,” Kyle offered.

Blake stared up at him, nodded, then ran off to join his mother.

As Kyle picked up the chamois, he watched Sandy and her kids enter the big house. He remembered how dirty it had been. Yesterday, the exterminator had come by to drop off his traps, so the mouse problem was being handled. Still, there was the whole upstairs that Lindsay said they hadn’t even started on. And painting. How would they get that done?

He wiped off the roof of the car. Maybe he shouldn’t offer to help. Maybe he should just take care of it. She would hate that. Of course, if he didn’t give her a chance to refuse, she would have to hate it silently.

He looked at the oversize home again, then tossed the chamois down and went inside his house. He knew exactly how to take care of Sandy’s problem. He had brothers, and they all owed him.


Chapter Three

It was like being descended upon by locusts. Tall, handsome, male locusts. There were only three of them, but that was enough.

Sandy stood at her front door Friday afternoon and stared at the men in front of her.

“We’re here to help,” Kyle said.

“But I don’t—”

He pushed past her into the house. “Sure you do. Be polite, say thank-you, then show us what needs to be done. We’re not going away.”

Lindsay came running down the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she stared at the three men. “Wow.”

Yeah, wow, Sandy echoed silently. There was enough testosterone in the room to float a football team.

“She’s speechless,” the tallest of the men said. They all had dark hair, but this one had cool gray eyes and was wearing a gold earring.

“Sandy?” Kyle said, coming up and putting his arm around her. “Not her. She’s just mentally organizing her next attack. Sandy always has a plan.”

She usually had a plan, she admitted to herself. She just didn’t have one right at this minute. Besides, how was she supposed to think when Kyle was standing so close? She told herself she should pull away, but her legs weren’t listening. It had been bad enough when she’d walked over to his place that morning. He’d been wearing shorts and nothing else. Just the thought of his bare chest was enough to make her hyperventilate.

“Maybe you should introduce us,” the third man said. He was obviously one of Kyle’s brothers, but Sandy couldn’t remember which one. He had the same dark hair and warm brown eyes. He was handsome as sin. They all were.

“Good idea,” Kyle said. “This is Lindsay.” He pointed to the preteen still standing on the bottom stair, gaping at them. “And this is Sandy.”

Kyle’s brother waved at her daughter, then nodded at her. “Hi, Sandy. I’m Travis. The second oldest of the Haynes brothers. You dated Jordan, right?”

She shook the hand he offered and grinned. “I’m amazed you could keep any of us straight,” she said. “Girls came and went through your lives with the speed of light.”

Travis chuckled. “Maybe, but a few were memorable.”

Sandy felt herself blush at the compliment.

The man with the earring moved toward her. “I’m Austin Lucas.” His gray gaze met hers. He was almost as handsome as Kyle, but there was something dark about him. Dangerous. She noticed a ring on his left hand and wondered who’d been brave enough to tame this man.

“Hey, enough of that,” Kyle said, stepping between them. “You’re married, she’s not interested, let’s get to work.”

“I picked up the paint you ordered from the hardware store,” Travis said, stepping out onto the porch.

“We’ve brought a decent ladder, too,” Austin told her.

Sandy barely heard them. She couldn’t seem to notice anything, not even when Blake and Nichole rushed into the room to see what was going on. All she could do was stare at Kyle, at his dark brown eyes and that lock of curly hair that fell over his forehead. He’d almost sounded…

She shook her head and told herself to quit being silly. He hadn’t sounded anything. It wasn’t possible. A man like Kyle wouldn’t be interested in a woman like her. And even if he was, she wasn’t. She wanted a mature, responsible man, not a handsome hunk who probably had women lined up for miles. None of which explained why Kyle had ended the conversation between herself and the other man. Or why he’d specifically told her that Austin was married. Kyle wasn’t jealous. Was he?

It was a dangerous train of thought. Mostly because her heart hadn’t recovered from its earlier aerobic workout when she’d gone to find her children and had also found Kyle practically naked.

His chest had been as big and broad as that tank shirt had promised three days ago when she and her kids had arrived. His tan went clear to the waistband of his shorts, and probably lower. The sprinkling of dark hair, the faint outline of impossibly firm muscles and the heat radiating from him had made her palms itch to press against him. She’d wanted to touch and taste and—

“Mom, how long are you going to stand there staring into space?”

Lindsay’s question jerked her back to the present. She landed with an emotional thud, then blushed hotly as she wondered if everyone knew what she’d been thinking about. She glanced around frantically. No one seemed to have noticed. Austin and Travis trooped past her carrying ladders, paint cans and drop cloths. Kyle was standing next to her, studying the list she’d posted to the wall detailing the chores that had yet to be done. Only Lindsay stared at her, exasperated.

“Mom?”

“I was thinking,” she said quickly, then cleared her throat. “Kyle, this is very nice of you and your brothers, but I really can’t—”

He turned and smiled. Her heart rate increased. Thank God he was wearing a T-shirt so she didn’t have to deal with his chest again. “Of course you can. Just say ‘Gee, Kyle, you’re a nice man. Thanks for your help.”’

“Kyle, you are a nice man, but—”

He turned and touched his finger to her lips. Electricity shot through her body, starting at her mouth and jolting clear down to her toes. Her blood heated as an unfamiliar longing stirred to life deep inside her belly.

“No buts,” he ordered. “You can’t do all this work by yourselves, Sandy. We both know that. You can give in gracefully, or you can fight me and look like a stubborn fool. The choice is yours.”

His eyes were an impossible color. Not black, just a deep, dark shade of brown. Long lashes framed his eyes. He had a straight nose with a small bump on one side. She wondered if it had once been broken. From what she remembered, the Haynes brothers weren’t afraid of a good fight.

She forced her thoughts away from the man and back to the task at hand. Her children stood around her, gazing up at her hopefully. They’d worked hard these last few days. Unfortunately, Kyle was right. They couldn’t do it all themselves. They’d barely finished the downstairs. There was still the upstairs to clean out, not to mention the painting. Her body ached, her muscles screamed in protest every time she even thought about climbing the stairs. This was supposed to be their summer vacation, and they needed a break.

“Thank you,” she said at last.

Lindsay and Nichole cheered.

“Just because we’re accepting help doesn’t mean we’re not going to work,” she said. “Girls, you know the routine. Start upstairs with the bedrooms. Blake, you come with me and we’ll tackle the bathrooms.” She looked at Kyle. “Travis and Austin are painting. What are you going to do?”

He winked. “Supervise.”

* * *

By five that afternoon, the smell of paint drifted through the house and all of the upstairs had been cleaned. Kyle had done more than supervise. He’d taped off windows, painted the wooden window frames and all the downstairs baseboards. Travis and Austin had finished painting the kitchen and then had moved into the dining room.

Lindsay dumped the last of the dirty water and leaned against the bathroom counter. “Now what?” she asked, her voice tired, her face flushed.

Sandy gave her a weary smile. “Now we take a break. There are sodas in the ice chest. Take Blake and Nichole, and go outside and rest.”

“Can you carry me down the stairs?”

“I think you can make it.”

Lindsay started out of the bathroom, then paused. “What about dinner? I’m starved.”

“I thought about ordering pizza.”

“Really?” Lindsay’s brown eyes widened with surprise. “But whenever we ask for it, you always say it’s expensive and has no nutritional value. You never order pizza. I only get to eat it when I’m staying with a girlfriend.”

“I’m ordering it tonight.”

“Okay, cool.” Lindsay walked down the hall. “Blake, Nichole, come on. Let’s go get a soda. And guess what?”

Nichole came running out first. “What?” she demanded.

“We’re having pizza for dinner.”

Nichole clapped her hands together. “I want three slices.”

“You can’t eat that much.”

“I can too.”

Blake joined his sisters, but didn’t speak. The three of them went downstairs and their voices faded.

Sandy stood in the doorway of the guest bathroom and stared after her children. Was pizza that big a deal? She tried to remember if she’d ever ordered it for them before. She shook her head. She’d always preferred to cook. It was more economical and nutritious. She’d known Thomas could be counted on to eat junk food when given a chance, and the children didn’t always spend their lunch money wisely, so she’d felt it was her duty to provide a good, wholesome meal at dinnertime. But she didn’t think she’d been so strict about food that ordering pizza was an event worth noting on the calendar.

Besides, she needed to pay back her helpers, and she was reasonably sure they would accept food while they would be insulted by an offer of money. Thinking of which, things had been quiet downstairs for some time.

She followed the children down to the first floor. All the windows were open and a sweet breeze blew through the house. Cans of paint had been neatly stacked in the foyer. The drop cloths were folded next to them, and a ladder lay on the floor of the dining room. The house was silent.

“Kyle?” she called.

“In the study,” he answered.

She went down the long hallway beside the stairs. There was a small bathroom behind the living room, then a set of double doors that opened onto a study. She stepped into the room.

An old stone fireplace with bookshelves on either side filled one wall. Opposite were more bookshelves. Large windows let in sunlight. The room smelled of lemon-scented furniture polish. She and Blake had cleaned all the wooden shelves and paneling the previous day. Only the wall containing the windows was painted. Kyle was on his knees at the windows, finishing the baseboard.

“Where is everyone?” she asked.

“Austin and Travis left already.”

“But they didn’t say goodbye.”

“They’ll be back tomorrow.”

“I was going to order pizza.”

Kyle stood up. “Good, I’m starved.”

She glared at him. “It’s not just for you. I wanted to say thank-you.”

“You can thank them tomorrow morning. They’ll be here about eight. With all of us working together, we should be able to get all the painting finished.”

“Why is everyone being so nice to me?” she asked, convinced Kyle was trying to pull something on her.

“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” He frowned. “You know, I never understood what that meant. Who’d want to look in a horse’s mouth, anyway?”

“Why am I sure you’re purposely changing the subject?”

“Because you have a suspicious mind.” He crouched down and put the top on the paint can. After tapping it back in place with a hammer, he grabbed the can and his brush and headed for the kitchen. She trailed after him.

“Travis and Austin left because they both have families who are expecting them for dinner,” he said. “They’re going to come back tomorrow because I asked them to. I’ve been helping Travis remodel his house for the last year. Before that, I spent hours working on Austin’s loft. So stop thinking the worst of me.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.” He set the paint can on the counter and stuck the brush under the faucet. “If you’re still ordering pizza, I prefer sausage to pepperoni, and I like mushrooms. Or have you changed your mind?”

She still felt there was something he wasn’t telling her, but she couldn’t be sure what. “I don’t want to keep you if you have plans,” she said. “It is Friday night.”

“I’m available.”

For what? she almost asked.

She stared at his broad shoulders, his narrow hips and long legs. He was the most tempting man she’d ever seen, and she was just staring at the back of him. If he was to turn around and smile at her… She sighed. She wasn’t sure exactly what she would do, but she was pretty sure it would be embarrassing.

Sometime when she was alone, she would figure out why she was reacting to Kyle this way. He wasn’t her type. She didn’t have a type. She’d only dated a little in high school and college. Then she’d met Thomas and they’d gotten married right away. She’d been so positive when she’d met him, confident that she’d found her soul mate. Someone kind and responsible, willing to share life’s burdens. How was she to have known that this tenured philosophy professor was just an adolescent in disguise? She’d learned one thing from her marriage—that she didn’t want to be the only adult in a relationship. When she got involved again—if she got involved again—it was going to be with someone who understood life wasn’t a game. It was going to be with someone who took things seriously and lived up to his commitments.

It was not going to be with an overgrown playboy who had a body that sent her stomach plummeting to her toes. And never with someone like Kyle.

“You’re looking fierce about something,” he said, turning to study her.

“What? Oh, I was just thinking. I’ll order the pizza now.” The phone had been installed the previous day. She walked over to the phone books that had been delivered and flipped to the right page. “Which place do you recommend?”

He set down the wet paintbrush, leaned over her shoulder and studied the list. The scent of him—male sweat, paint and something else, something subtle but compelling—drifted to her. She inhaled deeply, savoring the aroma. It made her think of tangled sheets on a Sunday morning. Of croissants and coffee after great sex.

The clear visual image startled her so much, she tried to back away. But Kyle was right behind her. She bumped into him, her head hitting his chest as her heel came down on the toe of his athletic shoes. At the moment of contact, she jerked forward and her hipbone rammed against the counter. She yelped.

“You okay?” he asked, putting his hands on her shoulders.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. She could feel his fingers through her T-shirt. The heat surprised her. As well as the way her muscles turned to liquid. She cleared her throat. “Ah, which place?”

He slid one of his hands down her arm and onto the page of the phone book. “That one,” he said, pointing. “Why don’t you tell me what you want to order and I’ll call? They’ll have to deliver it to my house, anyway.”

“Your house? Why?”

He stepped back. She didn’t turn around. It didn’t help. She could still hear the smile in his voice. “You don’t have any plates here. Not to mention chairs. Don’t worry, Sandy. There’s nothing to be frightened of.”

“I’m not afraid.”

* * *

Sandy managed to get through dinner without embarrassing herself. She was thrilled. By the time all three kids had gotten cleaned up and they’d walked over to Kyle’s gatehouse, it was almost time for the pizza to arrive. Between sorting out who wanted what to drink, picking off mushrooms for Blake and mopping up Nichole’s spills, she’d even forgotten to be nervous. Until now.

Sandy grabbed the last of the plates from the table and carried them to the counter.

“I’ll do that,” Kyle said, but he didn’t move from his chair in front of the window.

“I’ll wash the dishes. I insist. It’s the least I can do.” She put the stopper in the sink and started running the water. From the living room came the musical introduction to a familiar cartoon video. “I’m a little surprised that you have videos for kids,” she said without turning around.

“What did you think? That the house would be done in red velvet and paneling, with X-rated movies and mirrored ceilings? I live here, Sandy. It’s my home.”

Mirrored ceilings? She certainly hadn’t thought that. But she had assumed there would be some signs of the seductions that must have taken place here. If the walls could talk.

She glanced around the small kitchen. Everything was clean and in its place. The floor looked swept, the only items on the counter were a pile of mail and the hat from his uniform.

“I didn’t expect to find naked women in the closets, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she said. “I would hate for us to cramp your style. It is Friday night.”

“That’s the second time you’ve said that. You’re really hung up on which day it is, aren’t you?”

“No. It’s just that, well, you are a single man.”

“And you’re a single woman.”

She swallowed. “No, I’m not. I’m a single mother. There’s a big difference.”

“Bull.”

She risked glancing at him over her shoulder. He’d propped his legs up on the chair to the right of him and leaned back against the wall. His arms were raised, his hands tucked behind his head. A slow, lazy grin tugged at his mouth. He was six feet two inches of fed, satisfied, hunky male.

She forced her thoughts away from his body and back on the conversation. “If I’ve learned one thing in the two years Thomas has been gone, it’s that most men don’t want a woman with children.”

“You mentioned that before, too. I happen to like kids.”

“You’re in the minority.” She reached for the dirty plates and lowered them into the soapy water, then turned off the faucet. “It’s been very enlightening to be single again. Things have changed since I was young.”

“Because you’re so old now?” he teased.

“I’m mature.”

“You were born mature.”

“Maybe.” She rinsed the plates and slipped them into the dish rack. She hadn’t been born mature, but she’d grown up fast in her house. She hadn’t had a choice. Painful memories threatened, but she pushed them away.

“Do you miss him?” Kyle asked. His voice was quiet. “You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to.”

She picked up a glass and placed it in the soapy water. “Thomas, you mean? I do. Sometimes. I see him in the children. Blake looks a lot like his father. So does Nichole.”

“But she has your eyes.”

She almost dropped the glass. He’d noticed? Why? What did it mean? Nothing, she told herself firmly. After all, he was Kyle Haynes and she was just an ordinary person. Or she would be as soon as she got her body’s reactions to him under control.

“I heard somebody mention he was a professor, right?”

“Uh-huh. Philosophy.”

“You’re kidding?”

She finished washing the last glass and pulled the plug. As the water swirled down the drain, she reached for a dishcloth and wiped her hands. “You sound horrified,” she said, glancing at him.

“I am. Philosophy? Why would anyone do that on purpose?”

“Thomas was a very good professor.”

“I bet he was. Is there a more boring subject?”

“Some people like intellectual pursuits.”

Kyle didn’t look convinced. “Did you guys, you know, talk about philosophy a lot? Is it something you discussed over pizza?”

“We didn’t have pizza very much.” Ever, she reminded herself. Maybe that’s what had gone wrong in her marriage. There hadn’t been enough pizza. Sandy shook her head. That was crazy. What had gone wrong in her marriage was that Thomas had refused to grow up. He’d left her in charge of everything while he’d run off to play. She’d spent most of her marriage being a single mother.

“I didn’t mean to bring up unhappy memories,” he said.

Sandy took the seat opposite him and rested her forearms on the table. “They’re not unhappy in the way you think. It’s been two years. I’ve gotten used to the fact that he’s never coming back. The children and I have started a new life together. In many ways, it’s better.”

He shifted on his chair and leaned forward. Before she knew what he was going to do, he reached out his hand and touched her fingers. Sandy told herself to pull back. Except she couldn’t. Sparks leapt between them. She was surprised when she didn’t actually see them arcing across the table. A warm feeling of lethargy moved up her arm, heating her blood and making her yearn for something more. Something…dangerous.

The cartoon video played on in the background. She could hear her children talking. Beyond the house were the sounds of the night. A car driving by, crickets chirping. She felt caught in some powerful force. Slowly, she raised her gaze from the table to Kyle’s chest, then higher to his face.

Stubble shaded his jaw. There was a dab of paint on one cheek. His eyes darkened to the color of a midnight sky. Her gaze dropped to his mouth and the shape of his lips. She wondered what it would be like to be kissed by that mouth. Kyle had probably kissed hundreds of women. She’d kissed about five men. No doubt she would be completely out of her league. Still, the thought had merit.

Tension crackled around them. She wanted to lean closer, but the table was too long. She thought about getting up and walking over to him. Would he pull her close and kiss her? Would he hold her in his arms and—

He yawned.

Sandy straightened, blinking frantically as if she’d just been doused with a bucket of cold water. “I hope I’m not keeping you up,” she snapped.

“No.” He covered his mouth with his hand and yawned again. “It’s not you. I pulled a double shift last night. Normally it doesn’t bother me, but I didn’t get any sleep today. Sorry.”

“You haven’t had any sleep since the night before last?”

He shook his head. “It’s catching up with me.”

Now that she looked closer, she could see faint shadows under his eyes. There were lines of weariness around the mouth she’d been admiring.

“I should have realized,” she said, rising to her feet. “I’ll get the kids and we’ll go.”

“They can finish their movie.”

“Nonsense. They’ve seen it before. You need to be in bed.”

She hoped he couldn’t tell what image had sprung to her head at the word bed. It was too embarrassing. She’d been sitting there having incredibly erotic thoughts, and he’d been struggling to stay awake. Figures.

“Okay,” he said, standing. “I’m pretty tired. But I’ll be back tomorrow to finish the painting.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

“But, I—”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her close. Kyle did a whole lot of touching, she thought, wondering if she should step back or just plain give in. Her body was already humming. Jeez, she’d spent the last two years without a single sexual thought, but since arriving in Glenwood, she couldn’t get sex off her brain.

“You talk too much,” he said lazily. “In my experience, women who talk too much are generally hiding something.”

“I’m not one of your women.” She jerked her hand free, but didn’t step back. “I don’t have anything to hide and I don’t want anything, so don’t waste any of your smooth, practiced lines on me.”

“I promise.” He made an X over his chest, then stared down at her. “You have the most beautiful eyes.”

“I thought you just promised you weren’t going to try any of your lines on me.”

“It’s not a line, it’s the truth. Green is one of my favorite colors.”

She stared up at him, immobilized. She told herself to run. This wasn’t happening, and if it was, it was happening too fast. She couldn’t get involved with Kyle Haynes. He would use her and dump her. He was irresponsible, immature. She didn’t need any more children in her life.

But the feelings he aroused in her were far from maternal. She felt trapped by the heat of his gaze. Or maybe it was her own stupidity that kept her standing so close to him, staring into his dark eyes and praying he would just kiss her and get it over with.

“Kyle, this is a mistake,” she said desperately as his head lowered toward hers.

“Tell me about it. But I’ve been waiting sixteen damn years for this, so either run or pucker up.”


Chapter Four

“Sixteen years?” Sandy asked, staring at him. He couldn’t have meant what he’d said. Kyle had been waiting to kiss her? “What are you talking about?”

“It’s not important.”

Nothing in his expression gave away what he was thinking. His mouth was still impossibly tempting, his gaze steady. She must have misunderstood him. But for a brief moment, she desperately wished it had been true. That Kyle had thought of her and longed for her all this time.

Get a grip on reality, she told herself. Kyle had no more spent the last sixteen years missing her than pigs had suddenly sprouted wings and taken flight.

So why was he staring at her so intently? And why were they still standing close enough for their bodies to generate the heat required to start a bonfire?

She told herself she was a fool, but that wasn’t new information. She’d suspected it for a long time. She continued to stare at his face, then lowered her gaze to his mouth. With every bit of energy she could summon, she willed him to kiss her.

He bent forward, lowering his head until their lips nearly brushed. She could inhale the masculine scent of him, feel his sweet breath on her cheek. She could almost—

“Mommy, can we go get some ice cream?”

Nichole’s voice cut through the silence in the kitchen. Sandy stepped back at the exact moment Kyle shook his head and straightened. She glanced over her shoulder, but the doorway to the living room was empty. Nichole hadn’t seen anything.

“Ah, sure, honey,” Sandy called.

She walked around Kyle and stepped into the other room. All three children were sitting on the floor facing the television. They didn’t know what had almost happened. Relief swept through her, leaving her a little shaky. At least she told herself it was relief. The tremors in her legs couldn’t possibly be the result of her having just been so close to Kyle.

“Let’s go now,” she said.

Lindsay glanced up at her. “The movie isn’t over yet.”

“I know, but you can finish it another time. It’s getting late, and Kyle needs his rest. He was up working all last night.”

Lindsay grumbled something under her breath, then stood up. Blake joined her without saying a word. Nichole turned off the video and the television, then bounced to her feet. “I want chocolate ice cream.”

“No problem,” Sandy said. She pushed the children through the kitchen, barely stopping long enough to thank Kyle for his help that day. Once outside, she took a deep breath and sent off a brief prayer of thanks that nothing had happened. If she was this nervous and shaky after almost kissing him, imagine what she would have been like after the real thing!

* * *

Sandy was avoiding him. Kyle dipped the brush into the can of paint, then wiped off the excess. There was no denying the truth. If he walked into a room, she walked out. Aside from mumbling a greeting to him that morning, she hadn’t said a word to him. Not even to ask him how he liked his coffee. She must have asked Travis, because shortly after he’d started work, she’d silently handed him a cup, then disappeared before he could say anything. He’d taken a sip of the steaming liquid. Black, two sugars. Yup, she was avoiding him.

He glanced around the bedroom he was painting. He was about finished with the windows and the trim. Next, he would use a roller on the walls. Conversation and bits of laughter drifted up from downstairs. He knew Travis was still working down there, as were Sandy and her kids. Austin was up here with him, but in another bedroom. Kyle didn’t mind the quiet, but it gave him too much time to think. About Sandy and about last night.

He shouldn’t have tried to kiss her. He wouldn’t have except she’d been looking at him the way a woman looks at a man she’s attracted to. He was familiar with the look. He’d been getting it from women since he’d turned sixteen. It had never been anything but a convenience before. Yet last night he’d been glad Sandy was attracted to him. He’d wanted to kiss her, even knowing her kids were in the other room. Not his brightest idea. From what he remembered—and it didn’t look as if she’d changed all that much—Sandy wasn’t the type to fool around. Besides, she’d only been back a week. What did he really know about her?

Kyle pushed open the window, then painted over the smudge mark his fingers had made. A breeze blew into the room, chasing out the paint fumes. He set his brush on the newspaper that covered the floor and poured some paint into a tray. After screwing the extension into the roller, he started painting the ceiling.

The smooth back-and-forth movements relaxed him and freed his mind to wander. Last night, Sandy had filled his senses. Even after she’d left his house, he’d been able to inhale the scent of her body and feel her close to him. There was something about her that got to him. In sixteen years, that hadn’t changed. He still remembered the first time he’d seen her. Jordan had brought her home one day after school. Kyle had been sitting at the kitchen table working on his algebra homework. The door had opened and the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen had walked into his life.

It had been spring, and warmer than usual. She’d been wearing a green dress, the exact color of her eyes. Even now, he could remember every detail about that moment. The way she’d hesitated before stepping into the kitchen, the brush of her light brown hair against her shoulders, the curiosity shining from her eyes, the way the neckline of her dress had dipped slightly, exposing nothing, but making him think about her body. He had reacted to his thoughts in a painful and embarrassing way. When he’d wanted to politely stand and greet her, he’d had to stay seated.

She’d carried her books in her arm. His brother had been holding her other hand. Kyle remembered staring at their joined hands and feeling as if he’d been punched in the stomach. The most beautiful girl in the world belonged to his brother. It was hopeless. Then she’d smiled at him. A warm, wide smile that had made him forget to breathe. After that, he hadn’t cared about anything but her.

He was sure Jordan had introduced them, although he couldn’t remember the conversation. He’d recognized her name. She was known as “a brain.” Sensible Sandy. Travis had teased Jordan about dating her, asking if she organized his kisses the way she organized everything else. Kyle hadn’t paid attention to the good-natured ribbing. He’d never understood his brother’s interest in girls. Until that day.

He dipped the roller in the tray, then continued working on the ceiling. It had all happened a long time ago, yet that afternoon had been one of those significant moments that had changed his life. He’d never looked at girls the same. He’d started returning some of the teasing smiles sent his way. He’d stolen his first kiss, his first embrace, had wished for his first lover, although that hadn’t happened for a few more years. But through it all, he’d dreamed of Sandy.

All this time later, he still wasn’t sure what it was about her that got to him. To him, she was beautiful, but he knew most people didn’t share his opinion. Her strength and intelligence had scared off lots of guys. He’d wanted to tell her it didn’t scare him; he’d admired her. But she wouldn’t have cared. He was two years younger than her. Now it didn’t matter, but when she’d been sixteen and he’d been fourteen, those two years had seemed like an uncrossable barrier. When he’d finally gathered the courage to speak to her, she’d been friendly but not interested. He was just her boyfriend’s kid brother.

He drew the roller across the flat ceiling toward the corner. He’d used the brush to paint along the edges and now he blended the paint to make a smooth coat. He grinned as he recalled how happy he’d been the day Jordan had announced he’d broken up with Sandy. The woman of his dreams was now available. He’d quickly realized not only was he too young to ask her out, but now she would stop coming to the house and he wouldn’t get to see her at all. He’d spent the next few months standing outside the high school hoping for a glimpse of her.

It had been a year later that he’d walked into his kitchen and found Sandy talking with Jordan. His heart had thudded wildly in his chest, his face had flushed and his voice, which had changed two summers before, had started cracking again. For a horrible moment, he’d thought they were back together again. He quickly found out they were just friends. For reasons he could never understand, Sandy had preferred his house to her own. She’d spent much of her senior year hanging out with the Haynes brothers. By then, Kyle had been fifteen, and a high school student. By taking inconvenient routes to classes, he caught glimpses of Sandy during the day. She was nice to him, friendly but never encouraging. No matter what he did, she never really saw him as anything but Jordan’s kid brother.

One night, when his mom had gone to a parent-teacher meeting, Sandy had volunteered to cook dinner. While she’d watched over a pot roast, he’d wrestled with an essay for English. Sandy had sat next to him and helped him. She’d leaned close, pointing out the awkward construction and mismatched sentences. He’d barely been able to write, with her right next to him. The scent of her body had driven him wild. He’d wanted to kiss her, to touch her, to do anything to let her know how he felt. He could still remember the freckles on her nose and the light in her eyes as she’d smiled at him.

Their arms had brushed together. Electricity had raced through him, from his head to his toes. When the paper was finished, he’d waited for her to move away, but she hadn’t. He’d stretched his arms wide, yawning exaggeratedly, then he’d casually dropped his arm over her shoulders. He’d hugged several girls by then, but with Sandy he felt as if he were doing it for the first time. He couldn’t think of anything to say. His mouth had gone dry, his tongue twisted up. She’d turned slightly toward him, her smile soft and knowing.

“I think you’re a great guy, Kyle,” she’d said. “You’re going to make some girl very happy.”

She should have just shot him and been done with it. Not even the brief kiss on his cheek was enough to make up for the humiliation of that moment. He’d tried and he’d failed. He didn’t have a chance with her.

Kyle started on the walls of the bedroom. The hell of it was, after all this time, he still hated the way she’d dismissed him. Years later, he could still taste the defeat.

Was that what this was about? he wondered. Was he just trying to prove something to himself and maybe to Sandy? Or had those long-ago feelings simply been lying dormant, waiting for her to return?

He shook his head. That was crazy. He hadn’t been waiting for her to return. But he sure wished he’d kissed her last night. The thought of holding her in his arms had kept him awake until after midnight. Maybe what he should do is—

“You’re almost done in here.”

He turned toward the voice and saw Lindsay walking into the bedroom. The preteen gave him a winning smile, then tossed her ponytail over her shoulder.

“It’s going pretty fast,” Kyle said, dipping the roller into the tray. “Whose room is this going to be?”

Lindsay moved close to him and fluttered her eyelashes. Obviously she hadn’t gotten over her crush. “Mine.”

He was sorry he’d asked. Still, he didn’t say anything to her. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings. He, of all people, knew what it was like to be dismissed by the object of his affection. Yet he didn’t want to encourage her, either. The situation made him damn uncomfortable.

Lindsay crossed the room to the window. “We’re going to put up a wallpaper border.”

“That’ll look real nice.”

“You think so?”

She stared at him earnestly, as if his answer mattered more than anything. Kyle finished the wall opposite the window and nodded. “Yeah, sure it will. Did you come up to see how I was doing, or did you want something specific?”

“Oh, Mom’s ordering sandwiches for lunch. What would you like?”

“Lean roast beef with everything.”

She wrinkled her nose. At that moment, she looked just like her mother. Kyle grinned. “You don’t approve?”

“I hate onions.”

“Then I won’t make you eat any.”

Lindsay laughed. Kyle couldn’t figure out if he was making it better or worse. Before he had a chance to decide, Travis poked his head into the room.

“Lindsay, your mom’s looking for you,” he said.

“Okay.” She glanced at Kyle. “I’ve got to give her the orders. You can come downstairs if you’d like. Everyone is taking a break.”

“Thanks. I’ll do that.” He waited until she left, then grimaced at his brother. “What am I going to do about her?”

Travis came into the room and laughed. “I can’t help you, little brother. Lindsay is way out of my league.”

“Thanks for nothing.” Kyle slipped the roller into the tray, then turned toward the last unpainted wall. “When you were first dating Elizabeth, did you have any problems with her daughter, Mandy?”

“Mandy was six at the time. She only ever saw me as a substitute father. Can’t you just tell Lindsay you’re too old for her?”

“Sure. But then I’ll hurt her feelings and humiliate her.”

“I wish I had something better to tell you.”

Kyle shrugged. “Me, too.” He raised his arms and moved the roller up and down above the closet door. “I’ll think of something.”

Travis grinned. “I don’t understand why there’s a problem in the first place. You’re usually so good with kids.”

“It’s different this time.”

“Why?”

Because I think I care about Sandy. Except he didn’t want to admit to that. Not yet. Just thinking about it was enough to make him break out in a cold sweat. He knew better than to care. It was dangerous. If his brothers, father and uncles had taught him one thing, it was that Haynes men didn’t make good husbands and fathers. They’d been failing at it for several generations. He frowned. Except for Travis. His brother had been married for over two years. He and Elizabeth had had a daughter. They were happy. So Travis had escaped the Haynes family curse. That didn’t mean Kyle was also going to get lucky.

“Maybe you should think about settling down,” Travis told him.

“I’m not the type. My relationships don’t last.”

“That’s because you leave the women before they can leave you.”

“What am I supposed to do about it? Stay, and let them leave me?”

“How about trusting they might want to stay?”

Kyle put down the roller and stared at his brother. They were about the same height, with the same dark hair and eyes. Travis was four years older. His marriage had softened his hard edges and made him a happy man.

“What if they don’t stay?” Kyle asked.

Travis’s smile faded. “What if they do? It seems to me you’re already changing things.”

“What does that mean?”

“We’re here.” He moved his arm out to indicate the room, then the house beyond. “You’ve never involved your family with one of your women before.”

“Sandy’s not one of my women. She’s—”

Travis waited, his eyebrows raised.

“Forget it,” Kyle mumbled and turned back to the painting. He concentrated on moving the roller down the narrow strip of wall between the closet and the corner. “Don’t you have work to do?” he asked.

“Not really. We’re taking a break until the deli delivers the sandwiches. You could come down and join us. Or you could continue to hide up here.”

Kyle grunted. “I’ll be down when I’m done.”

“Sure.” Travis started out the door.

“And I’m not hiding,” he called.

Travis laughed.

* * *

Kyle knew he hadn’t been hiding, but Sandy was still sure avoiding him. All through lunch, she sat at the far end of the living room. Sunlight streamed through the bare windows. Someone had swept the hardwood floor, then mopped it until it gleamed. With no furniture in the large house, they’d each pulled up a piece of floor when the meal had arrived. Nichole had passed out sodas, then taken a seat near Austin. The gray-eyed pirate always had a way with the ladies, Kyle thought, watching Nichole charm the quiet man. Mercifully, Lindsay had stayed near her mother. Instead, it had been Blake who’d sat near Kyle. The boy hadn’t said anything, despite Kyle’s attempt to bring him into the conversation. In the end, Kyle had given up and instead, had watched Sandy not look at him.

He studied her, trying to figure out what it was exactly that got to him. In denim shorts and a red tank shirt, she was hardly dressing to be seductive. If he took her features apart, there wasn’t anything special about her. Wide green eyes drew his gaze. He liked the way she wore mascara and no other makeup. Her nose was straight, her mouth turned up slightly at the corners, her chin was pointed, but not too pointed. Her body was well proportioned for her height, her breasts neither too large nor too small, her hips rounded, but not obvious. So why did she drive him crazy? Was it hormonal? Was it the result of too much reminiscing and not enough sleep?

Austin stood and stretched. “Back to work, everyone. We should be able to finish the painting today if we get going now.”

Sandy scrambled to her feet. “I’ll clean up,” she said.

“I’ll help.” Kyle grabbed the wrapping from his sandwich, then picked up Blake’s. The boy gave him a quick smile. The curve of the child’s lips and flash of white teeth reminded him of Sandy. For a moment, he stared at the boy, wondering what it must be like to have a child of one’s own. A fierce longing swept through him, shocking him with its intensity. He shook his head slightly, then continued to collect trash.

Everyone stood up and slowly left the room. At last, he and Sandy were alone.

“I can handle this,” she said, not looking at him.

“I don’t mind helping.”

“I don’t want to keep you from your painting.”

“Are you afraid I’m not working hard enough?” he teased.

She’d bent over to pick up Nichole’s half-eaten sandwich. Now she turned her head and looked at him. Her loose, shoulder-length hair shielded part of her face. “Not at all. I know everyone is doing a lot for me, and I really appreciate it.” She tucked her hair behind her ear as she straightened. “We all do.”

“I know.” He walked toward her. “I was just kidding. I’ll help you clean up here, then I’ll go back upstairs and paint. Fair enough?”

She nodded. He wanted to think she was staring at his mouth, but he figured it was just wishful thinking on his part. No doubt about it, the lady turned him on. Unfortunately, he doubted his feelings were returned.

She continued to stare at him, then flushed slightly and looked away as if she’d just realized what she was doing. He watched the color climb up her cheeks to her hairline. The house was quiet, despite the number of people inside. He couldn’t hear anything except his heart pounding in his chest and the faint whisper of Sandy’s rapid breathing. At least he told himself it was rapid.

She twisted her fingers together. A paper napkin drifted from the trash she held and fluttered to the ground. He bent and grabbed it, then thrust it toward her. His fingers brushed her arm. She jumped.

“Kyle, I don’t think—”

“Good,” he said, cutting her off. “I know you’re upset about last night.”

She swallowed and stared at the center of his chest. “Last night should never have happened.”

“Which part? The pizza? You and your kids eating at my house? Or what happened later?”

“What happened later.”

Her voice was soft and low. He had to lean forward to hear her. She continued to stare at his chest. He wondered if she was afraid to look him in the eye because of what she would see or because of what she would reveal? He wanted it to be the latter.

“What exactly did happen?” he asked, deliberately taunting her.

She raised her gaze. He saw something hungry flash through her eyes, then she blinked and it was gone. “Nothing. Nothing at all. And I want to make sure nothing happens again.”

Nothing except he’d almost kissed her and she’d almost let him. She wanted to make sure it happened again? Did she mean nothing or did she mean the kiss? “Are you sure?” he asked and moved closer.

“Yes.” Her voice was a mere whisper. She trembled.

He touched her bare arm, just above the elbow. She pulled back. “I mean it, Kyle. I don’t want there to be anything between us. I’m not interested.”

He’d once played football with a sprained ankle and never let on until the game was over. He’d been cut pretty bad breaking up a fight and had finished his shift before going to the hospital. He’d been dumped once, a long time ago in college, and never told a soul. So it wasn’t hard to continue to stare at her and not let her know what he was thinking. But inside, he reeled from the blow. As simple as that. She wasn’t interested. Thanks but no thanks.

“No problem,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets.

She sighed. “I don’t mean to be cruel or rude. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Bringing Travis and Austin to help, working around here, all of that. It’s been great. But you and I have nothing in common. It would be best if we were just neighbors.”

“Sandy, I understand. You don’t have to give me a reason.”

“But I want to. I want you to know it’s not personal.”

It felt pretty damn personal to him. She was calling the game on account of rain and he hadn’t even got to bat.

She walked over to the trash bag by the entrance to the foyer and dumped the deli papers inside. “I’m not your type, and you’re not mine,” she told him.

What was her type? Someone like her late husband? Thomas, the philosophy professor. Someone intellectual. Someone who preferred opera to football, thick nonfiction books with footnotes to the latest spy thriller. Someone steady and dependable. Someone not like him.

“I hate for you to feel responsible for us. You don’t have to keep coming over here and taking care of things. I’m really okay on my own.”

In other words, get lost.

“I think you’re right,” he said.

“You do?” She looked doubtful.

“Sure. We’ll be neighbors. Friends. We can look out for each other, but pretty much stay out of each other’s lives. It’s a good plan.”

“Great.” She smiled.

He thought his heart might start bleeding right then and there, but he didn’t let on. Instead, he headed for the stairs. Friends. Neighbors. He’d sure lost his touch. He’d been thinking romance and she’d been putting him in the same class as the neighborhood golden retriever. Friends. What would Sandy say if she knew he’d been thinking, as well as friends they could also be lovers?


Chapter Five

He kept his word. Once the house was painted, Kyle disappeared from their lives as completely as if he’d never been there in the first place. He took his ready smiles, his quick wit and that way he had of looking at her that made her feel as if her bones were melting.

Sandy told herself she was pleased. It would be easier for both of them if they didn’t risk getting involved. As she’d told him three days ago, he wasn’t her type, she wasn’t his. So what if she went up in flames every time she was near him? She would get over it. And she had. Which didn’t explain why the house seemed so quiet without him and his brothers around helping.

Sandy stood at the bottom of the stairs and looked around. Her kids has been so good about helping—despite a few complaints—she’d given them a break and called in a service to clean the windows. Sunlight shone brightly through the freshly washed glass. All the rooms had been painted, the bathrooms scrubbed. Nichole and Blake had even weeded the rose garden out back. All they needed now was for their furniture to arrive.

She walked into the kitchen, then through the utility room and out the back door. Her kids were sitting on the back porch drinking sodas. They were much too quiet.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Lindsay studied the toe of her right athletic shoe. “Nothing. We finished papering the kitchen cupboards.”

“Thanks.”

Sandy took a seat next to her oldest. With Kyle no longer a daily fixture in their lives, Lindsay hadn’t bothered to wear her nicest summer clothing. Today she’d pulled on a torn pair of shorts that had once been light blue but that had faded to a sort of institutional gray. Her T-shirt wasn’t much better. There was a juice stain over the pocket, and one sleeve was coming off at the shoulder. Even her brown hair seemed limp, just lying on her back instead of bouncing with each step.

As usual, Blake sat off by himself, over in a corner of the porch with his back pressed against the house. Her son was playing with one of his hand-held video games for the first time since they’d moved. As she watched, his fingers moved nimbly over the buttons, destroying electronic bad guys and making his private world safe once again. His glasses slipped down his nose. Absently, he pushed them into place, then took a sip of his drink before returning his attention to his computer game.

Nichole scooted over to lean against her. “I’m hot, Mommy,” her youngest told her. “Can we go swimming?”

Sandy shook her head. “We have to wait for the movers, honey. They called and said they would be here later today.”

“If they don’t break down again,” Lindsay said.

“You’re grumpy all of a sudden. What’s going on?”

“I hate this place,” Lindsay told her. “There’s nothing to do. There are no kids my age, or anything. I can’t believe you moved us here.”

Mutinous brown eyes glared at her. Lindsay had Thomas’s eyes. She had her father’s sense of adventure. Unfortunately, she had her mother’s temper. Sandy recognized a lot of the unfocused adolescent rage from her own youth in her daughter. Her little girl was growing up fast.

“You didn’t seem to mind it too much a few days ago.”

“A few days ago, something was going on around here.”

Yeah, Kyle had been a part of their lives. Okay, so they all missed him. They would get over it. After all, they’d only known him a few days.

Sandy wished she could make her kids believe it was going to be all right. They would make friends and settle into a routine soon enough. She reminded herself change was never easy, but it was often for the best.

A loud rumbling broke the stillness of the afternoon. Lindsay straightened, even Blake looked up from his game.

“The truck’s here!” Nichole crowed. She grinned at her mother.

Sandy reached out and ruffled the little girl’s red curls. “I think you’re right. Let’s go see.”

Nichole took Sandy’s hand and skipped down the stairs next to her. Lindsay and Blake followed more slowly. As they rounded the house, Sandy saw a large moving van backing up down the long driveway. The driver checked his mirror, then glanced at someone waving him in from the porch. Sandy looked at the man who was standing there as if he owned the place.

Her heart told her who it was even before she recognized the tall, lean body and the short dark hair. Her knees quivered slightly and her breath caught in her throat. He hadn’t gone away. She was a fool, from the top of her head down to her toes. A fool and glad he was there.

“Kyle!” Lindsay called as soon as she saw him. “What are you doing here?”

“Helping.” He gave her a smile, but his gaze met Sandy’s. “I saw the truck and figured you’d need some.”

“Thanks,” Sandy said, climbing up the side stairs to the wide, wooden porch. When she got close to him, she felt awkward. “You didn’t have to.”

“I wanted to,” he said. “Just being neighborly.”

The trunk jerked to a halt with the back end a few feet from the porch. Two men jumped out of the cab, then the driver, Al, climbed down. She recognized him from when he’d come to pick up her belongings in Los Angeles.

“Ms. Walker,” the older man said, “we finally got here. Sorry about the delay.”

Nichole rushed to the edge of the stairs. “Can we do my room first?”

Al grinned. “We sure can try, little lady. Come on, boys, let’s get this stuff unloaded.”

The back doors of the truck came off completely. The men stretched them across to the porch, eliminating the need to go up and down the stairs with the furniture. Al opened a side door to the truck. While his men were unstrapping the furniture, he walked toward her.

“If you could show me the layout of the house, we’ll put everything where it’s supposed to go. I didn’t see any writing on your boxes. How are you going to know where they’re going?”

Lindsay rolled her eyes. “Don’t even ask. Mom has a system for everything. Wait until you see it.”

“My room’s pink,” Nichole said.

“Pink?” Al asked.

“There are colored dots on all the boxes,” Sandy said. “Come with me and I’ll show you.”

She’d tacked a big poster up in the foyer. Different colored dots lined the left side of the white cardboard. Next to each dot was the place those boxes went. “Red dots go in the kitchen, pink is for Nichole, dark blue for Blake and so on.”

Al removed his Dodgers’ baseball cap and grinned. “Well, I’ll be.”

“There’s more,” Nichole said. She pointed. “Look there.”

Everyone looked up. A colored balloon floated from the doorway of each of the rooms. The color matched the dots on the chart.

“We should be able to unload your furniture in less than two hours,” Al said.

“Great.” Sandy was pleased. It had taken all day to load it. “Kids, you stay out of the men’s way. I don’t want you getting hurt. As soon as there are some boxes in your room, you can start unpacking.”

“Swell,” Lindsay grumbled.

“I’m here to help,” Kyle said, falling into step with Al as the older man returned to the van. He paused by the door and turned back toward her. “I like the dots. I always said, given the chance, you could organize the world.”

Sandy grinned. “I know I could!”

* * *

Two hours later, the van was gone, the furniture was in place and there were three hundred boxes to be unpacked. Sandy stood in the center of the foyer and wondered where on earth she was going to begin. She could hear the children in their rooms. Lindsay would get her things unpacked just fine, but Nichole and Blake would probably create bigger messes than they would fix. At least they were busy and not underfoot.

Her personal stuff could wait. She’d marked a couple of boxes with linens for the family, so those could be opened immediately. Next, she would start on the kitchen things.

Kyle came in the front door and walked over to stand in front of her. He had a couple of screwdrivers and a pair of pliers in his left hand. His white T-shirt advertised a local ice-cream store, his black shorts left far too much of his tanned legs bare to view. Telling herself he wasn’t really that good-looking did nothing to calm her nerves. Usually, she could talk herself out of or into just about anything. It was how she’d stayed sane while Thomas was alive and acting like a child. She’d convinced herself that one day he would grow up. With the perfect vision of hindsight, she knew now that probably wouldn’t have happened. But no matter how she tried, she couldn’t seem to convince her hormones that Kyle wasn’t worth getting excited about.

“I thought I’d hook up the cable,” he said, pointing toward the family room.

“I appreciate the help, but I don’t want you to think you have to be here. If it’s your day off, you should be doing something you want to do.”

He held her gaze for a long time. Part of the reason she wanted him gone was that she felt a little guilty for throwing him out the last time he’d been here. She could have been a little nicer about the whole thing. He’d been wonderful to her and her kids. But she couldn’t risk getting involved. Even a one-sided crush, much like Lindsay’s, would upset things too much.

He smiled slowly, exposing white teeth and making the skin by the outside corners of his eyes crinkle. Her heart fluttered foolishly. “I’m here because I want to be,” he said. “Haven’t you figured that out yet?”

“Oh.”

Oh? Was that the best she could come up with? she asked herself. Why did he want to be here? Was he toying with her, lulling her into thinking he might, well, sort of find her slightly attractive, only to dump her at the first opportunity?

She almost asked the question, then realized that perhaps she needed to work on her self-esteem first. Kyle had been nothing but sweet and friendly since they’d arrived. She was the one acting skittish. But why wouldn’t she? She was a single mom with three kids. She had a tendency to be bossy and mouthy. She was working on her flaws but she was still far from being perfect. Or glamorous. So why was he being so nice to her?

“Thanks,” she said at last, then brushed her suddenly damp palms against her shorts. “The TV goes in the entertainment center. The VCR sits on the shelf above that.”

His smile widened to a grin. “I think I can figure it out.”

“Great.”

But he didn’t move. Instead, he stood there, looking sinfully handsome, staring at her. Self-consciously, she reached up and fingered her hair. It was loose this morning, held off her face by a headband. She wasn’t wearing any makeup. She probably looked old and messy. Nothing that a man like him would—

A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. She frowned. “I’m not expecting anyone,” she said as she crossed the floor to the front door.

A pretty, dark-haired woman holding a sleeping toddler in one arm and a diaper bag in the other smiled. “Hi, I’m Elizabeth. This is my daughter Jessica, and Mandy is around here, somewhere. Honey, where are you?”

“We’re coming, Mommy.”

Sandy stared past the woman and saw a young girl racing up the porch stairs. She was holding a casserole dish in her hands. “We brung food,” she said, then stopped slightly behind her mother, as if suddenly shy.

“Brought,” Elizabeth said. “I swear, hanging out with your father’s relatives is doing nothing for your education.” She smiled fondly at her daughter, then glanced back at Sandy. “She knows more about the Forty-niners’ starting lineup than she does about any of her subjects at school. Oh, you still look confused. I’m sorry. I’m Travis’s wife. We’ve come to help you unpack.”

“Elizabeth, come on in,” Kyle said, coming to the door. “Mandy, how’s my favorite munchkin?”

The little blond girl giggled. “I’m not a munchkin, Uncle Kyle.”

“I keep forgetting. Maybe it’s because all munchkins have blond hair just like you.” He bent down and touched the two braids brushing against her shoulders.

“Do they?” she asked, her blue eyes wide and questioning.

“Kyle,” Elizabeth said, the tone in her voice warning him to tread carefully. “Stop torturing my daughter.”

Kyle chuckled, then took the casserole dish from Mandy. “No, honey, they don’t.”

Travis strolled up the stairs. He placed his hand on his wife’s waist and guided her into the house. “Sandy, this is my wife, Elizabeth, and my daughters Mandy and little Jessica.” He glanced fondly at the sleeping toddler. “We’re here to help you unpack. Where would you like us to start?”

Sandy was speechless. She didn’t know whether to be pleased or insulted. Kyle had arranged for people to help her without asking her first. She should hate that. Yet the gesture was so thoughtful. She liked Travis; there was every reason to believe she would like his wife, and she didn’t have any friends in Glenwood yet.

Before she could think of what to say, Kyle took charge. He sent Mandy upstairs with instructions on how to find Nichole’s room, thrust the casserole dish into Sandy’s hands, then ushered Travis into the family room, where he promised they would take care of the “man” work.

Elizabeth stared after them, then laughed. “I guess that leaves all the women’s work for us.” She shifted the toddler in her arms. “It’s Jessica’s nap time,” she explained. “She had a busy morning playing in the backyard. And driving in the car always puts her to sleep.”

“You can put her on my bed,” she said. “It would only take a minute to get the sheets unpacked.”

“No, that’s too much like work and we’re going to have enough of that already.” Elizabeth glanced into the living room. The floral-print sofa facing the wide windows had fluffy pillows. “Would you mind if she slept there?” she asked, nodding in the direction of the sofa.

“Of course not.”

In a couple of minutes, Jessica was curled on the couch with her favorite stuffed toy, a lion missing an ear and the end of its tail. Elizabeth pulled a light blanket over the sleeping child. “She’s our miracle baby,” she said, straightening and following Sandy into the kitchen.

“Did you have trouble getting pregnant?”

Elizabeth laughed. “Not at all. But until Jessica, there hadn’t been a girl born into the Haynes family in four generations.”

Sandy set the casserole on the counter. “I didn’t know that.”

“That’s a chicken-broccoli thing,” Elizabeth said, motioning to the covered dish. “Just heat it in the oven at 350° for about a half hour and it will be fine.”

“Thanks for bringing the food. I really appreciate your thoughtfulness. So will my kids when I’m too tired to cook. After a week of living in a motel, even they’re getting tired of take-out for dinner every night.”

Elizabeth stared at the piles of boxes. They filled the large space, with several pushed up against the wall and a few on the kitchen table. “Where should I start?”

“You don’t have to help.”

“That’s why we’re here, Sandy. Kyle put the word out. He’s been there for us, so we’re happy to help one of his friends.”

Elizabeth didn’t hesitate before saying the word friend but even so, Sandy wondered what Kyle had said about her. Or what he hadn’t.

She looked at the boxes, then at the empty cupboards. How on earth was she going to get this house in some kind of order? “Feel free to open whatever box strikes your fancy,” she said. “I’ve pretty much decided where everything should go.”

“Sounds good to me.” Elizabeth reached for the one closest to her and drew open the flaps. “Canned goods,” she said, peering inside.

“The pantry cupboard is right there.” Sandy pointed to the closed door on the other side of the double oven.

Elizabeth carried the box over to the counter closest to the pantry and started unpacking. “Kyle said you just moved to town. What made you decide on Glenwood, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“My husband died a couple of years ago. After everything settled down, I decided I didn’t want to raise my kids in Los Angeles. I’d lived in Glenwood for a few years when I was a teenager, so when a job teaching at the junior college opened up, I moved us here.” She wrinkled her nose. “So far, it’s not a popular decision with the family.”

Elizabeth smiled. “It will get better. I moved here from L.A., too, although I wasn’t a widow. So your husband passed away two years ago?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ve recovered?”

Sandy paused. Recovered wasn’t the word she would have chosen. That implied an emotional bereavement. She missed Thomas, but she hadn’t mourned him as the lost love of her life. “I’m making a fresh start, if that’s what you mean.”

“It’s good enough.”

“How long have you lived here?” Sandy asked.

“Three years.” Elizabeth placed the last can in the pantry and turned the empty box over. While she worked the bottom free so the box could lay flat, she stared off into the distance. Her brown eyes took on a dreamy expression. “I met Travis the second day I was here. He pulled me over for speeding.”

Sandy stared at her. “That sounds really romantic.”

“Oh, it was.” She laughed. “I know it doesn’t sound like much, but I had appendicitis, and he rushed me to the hospital. While I was there, he took care of Mandy, and when I was released, he insisted I stay with him while I recuperated. I didn’t know a soul in town, I had a new job I wasn’t going to be able to start and he was just there. My own personal knight in shining armor.” She picked up another box and looked inside. “Glasses,” she said, rustling the tissue they’d been wrapped in.

“Cupboard next to the sink,” Sandy said, pointing.

Elizabeth carried the box around the piles in the center of the floor and set it down. “Jordan says the reason Jessica is the first girl born to the Haynes family in four generations is that we’re the first couple to be in love and faithful to each other.” She pulled out the first glass and set it on the shelf. “I think it’s because my mother is one of four girls and her mother is one of six girls. All the relatives on her side of the family only ever have girls. Maybe our body chemistry only likes girl sperm. Of course, I would never tell Jordan that and ruin his theory.”

Sandy cleared her throat. She emptied the box of plates and bowls and moved on to one filled with plastic food-storage containers. “How is Jordan? I mean, I knew him in high school. I’m curious as to how he—”

“Turned out?” Elizabeth grinned. She had a pretty, heart-shaped face with big eyes and a ready smile. “He’s the quiet one of the bunch. He still keeps to himself. Travis calls him the black sheep because he became a fire fighter instead of a sheriff. He’s still single,” she added hopefully.

“No, thanks. Jordan and I were destined to be friends. We tried dating for a while, but it never worked out.”

Elizabeth crossed the room. When she was standing next to Sandy, she spoke in a quiet voice. “What were they really like in high school? Were they as wild as everyone says?”

Sandy remembered her few dates with Jordan. He never tried to kiss her, so she couldn’t speak to that reputation. She thought about the afternoons she’d spent in the Haynes family’s kitchen, helping Kyle with his homework, listening to Craig, the oldest, brag about his exploits with the college girls or just talking with Jordan. “I think they were lonely. Their father was never here, their mother was angry all the time. I don’t want to blame her, she lived in a difficult situation, but I think she could have done better for the boys. She should have taken them away, or not left so abruptly.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t be second-guessing the poor woman. I can’t imagine what it must have been like living with their father.”

“Have they changed?” Elizabeth asked.

“No. They’re still good-looking charmers with the ability to make a woman weak in the knees.”

“Oh?” Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. “Is it all the Haynes men who make you react like that or is it just Kyle?”

“Just—” Sandy clamped her mouth shut. “I see Travis has been teaching you how to grill prisoners.”

Elizabeth laughed. “Your secret is safe with me.” She leaned closer. “Travis has this trick he does with his cowboy hat. It’s silly, really. He takes it off and tosses it across the room. It always lands exactly where he wants it to.” She rolled her eyes. “Drives me crazy. All he has to do is toss that damn hat and I’m putty in his hands. The worst part is he knows it and uses it against me. I can’t stay mad at the man for more than two minutes at a time.”

Elizabeth walked back over to the box on the counter and continued putting away glasses. Sandy bent over and thrust a handful of plastic covers onto a bottom shelf. She would organize them later. But instead of thinking about tidy stacks of food containers, she remembered how Travis had placed his hand on the small of Elizabeth’s back as he’d escorted her into the house. She could see the look on his face as he’d stared down at his sleeping daughter. Thomas had never been one to bother with polite gestures and he’d never sat still long enough to watch the children sleep. If he wanted to play with them and they were napping, he just woke them up.

“Travis says Kyle was hurt the worst by his mother leaving,” Elizabeth said.

Sandy flattened the empty box and reached for another. “He was. I’d forgotten about that, but I do remember when it happened. It was summer, right after Kyle turned fifteen. Jordan called and asked me to come over. All four boys were sitting there, around the kitchen table.” She frowned at the memory. “They looked lost. Even Craig who was already on his own. I cooked dinner, I don’t remember what, then sat up with Jordan and Kyle. Travis left to do something.” Sandy remembered a pretty redhead who’d come by to offer comfort, but she didn’t think Elizabeth would want to hear about that.

“I’m sure he was with a woman,” Elizabeth said evenly. “Don’t look so surprised that I guessed. Travis has been very honest with me about his past. I know why his first marriage failed, and the names of all the girlfriends he can remember. He spent a lot of time believing he didn’t have what it takes to be a decent husband or father. I don’t mind about what happened before he met me. As long as he doesn’t try what his father did.”

“Yeah, that was pretty awful.” At least Thomas had been faithful to her. It hadn’t been enough, but she consoled herself that things between them could have been worse. She fingered her ring.

“Kyle believes—” Elizabeth stopped and stared at her. Her brown eyes widened. “Oh, no. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize. When Kyle asked me over to help you and wanted us to meet, I sort of assumed… I’m sorry.”

“What?” Sandy asked, baffled.

Elizabeth pointed to the ring Sandy still wore. “You must have loved your husband very much. I shouldn’t be going on about Kyle when you’re still in mourning. I’m sorry.”

“Please don’t apologize. I’m not still in mourning. I do wear the ring to remind me of Thomas, but not for the reasons you might think.” She used this symbol of their marriage as a talisman against making the same mistake twice. She didn’t want to get involved with someone who refused to grow up. Someone who wouldn’t take his responsibilities seriously, and who would rather have a good time than do what was right.

“He must have been a special man,” Elizabeth said.

Sandy was saved from answering when Kyle came in the room. He was carrying another casserole dish. He set it on the counter. “Nichole and Mandy have become fast friends,” he said. “The TV and VCR are working great. Travis is assembling Blake’s bunk beds and Lindsay is unpacking her clothes. The kid has a lot of them, huh?”

Sandy blinked. She didn’t know which question to address first. “What’s that?” she asked instead, pointing to the foil-covered dish.

Elizabeth started to chuckle. She put her hand over her mouth to muffle the sound, but even so, Kyle glared at her. “It’s a casserole,” he said, then turned to Elizabeth. “What’s so funny? I’m just being neighborly.”

Sandy wondered how long those words would come back to haunt her. “It’s very nice, Kyle,” she said.

“It’s a yam casserole,” he told her.

“Yams?”

“Don’t you like them?”

“Sure, it’s just… Thanks, really.”

Elizabeth burst out laughing. “I knew it. Oh, Kyle, come over one afternoon and I’ll teach you to make something else.”

He frowned at his sister-in-law. Sandy didn’t know what was going on, but it was pretty obvious his male pride had been bruised. “I’m happy with the yams, Elizabeth. Everyone else seems to like them.”

“They’re delicious, but maybe you could try branching out. Maybe a different vegetable, or something with meat.”

“I’ll go help Travis,” he said, addressing no one in particular. He stalked out of the room.

Elizabeth continued to laugh, then finally quieted and wiped her eyes. “I shouldn’t be so hard on him.”

“What’s the problem? Is the casserole awful?”

“No, it’s wonderful. You’re going to love it. It’s just that it’s all he knows how to make. It doesn’t matter if it’s a barbecue, the holidays or something like this. If he’s expected to bring food, Kyle shows up with his yam casserole.” She leaned over and lifted the foil, then plucked out one of the miniature marshmallows and stuck it into her mouth.

Elizabeth eyed her speculatively. “You should be honored. Now that I think about it, Kyle has only made his yams for family. He must think you’re very special.”

Sandy felt a blush climbing up her cheeks. She turned back to the box she’d been unpacking and started working. She didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t want to know why Kyle was being so nice to her. She was afraid if she allowed herself to hope, she would do something foolish, like maybe start to care. And she couldn’t. Not about him. She knew exactly what she wanted in a man. This time she wasn’t going to make a mistake. Kyle Haynes couldn’t be more wrong for her.


Chapter Six

Kyle stood on Sandy’s porch and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He stared at the door.

Leave, he told himself. She didn’t want him around, and he wasn’t the sort of guy who showed up where he wasn’t welcome. She’d made her feelings clear. Friends. Neighbors. Nothing more. So why was he standing here about to make a fool of himself? Why couldn’t he resist her?

Maybe it went back to high school. Maybe deep inside him, some fourteen-year-old kid wanted his second chance. The years they’d been apart had done nothing to change his attraction to her. He only had to think about her, to see her smile, or watch her touch one of her kids, and he started wishing he was the kind of man who believed in love, marriage and forever. But he didn’t. He believed that people he cared about left him. Sooner or later, whether they’d intended to or not, they disappeared.

So he left first. Because it was easier and safer. So what the hell was he doing standing on Sandy’s porch? She wasn’t the short-term affair type. She was a responsible woman, a widow with three kids. They had nothing in common. He should be grateful she was pushing him away. But he wasn’t. He couldn’t stop thinking about her, wanting her, wanting to be with her. He would either have to get over it, or get used to making a fool of himself.

He knocked on the door, then stepped back a couple of steps. He heard conversation inside, then Sandy called, “Fine, I’ll get it.” Seconds later, the door jerked open and she barked, “Yes? What do you want?” Then her gaze focused on him.

“Hi.” He gave her his best smile, the one all the Haynes brothers had mastered. The one that brought women to their knees and made dogs roll over to have their bellies scratched. Sandy blinked. A flush stole up from the collar of her faded green cotton shirt. Her mouth parted slightly as if she was having trouble breathing. Her eyes widened and she self-consciously touched her hand to her cheek. Of course, that was his interpretation of her actions. For all he knew, she was wondering what it was going to take to get rid of her annoying neighbor. He preferred his version.

She wasn’t wearing any makeup. He could see the tiny lines beside her eyes and the faint scattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. There was a smudge of dirt on her chin. His gaze traveled lower, to the equally faded green shorts hugging her hips, to her long tanned legs and bare feet. She’d painted her toenails bright pink.

He widened his grin. She leaned against the doorframe and sighed.

“I’ve spent the last three days up to my neck in boxes,” she said. “Blake and Lindsay are fighting, Nichole is clinging to me, making it hard to get anything done. I haven’t had time to a shower in the last forty-eight hours, there’s no milk or bread in the house. This is a really bad time for me, Kyle. I have no power to resist you. So please, just be a gentleman and leave me to fall apart in private.”

He wanted to believe she meant what she said, that he really got her to. But he wasn’t that lucky.

“I want to take the kids to an early movie and dinner,” he said. “We’ll pick up milk and bread on the way back and be home by eight. Say yes and I’ll get them out of your way.”

She stared at him as if he were speaking in a foreign language. “What?”

“I want to take your three children—” he held up the appropriate number of fingers “—to a movie. You know, at a theater. Then dinner.” He mimicked eating. “Tonight. In about fifteen minutes. Can they be ready?”

“Why are you doing this?”

“To give you a break. You can unpack in peace, or just relax. Maybe take a long bubble bath.” He folded his arms over his chest and tried not to think about his last suggestion. He was going to be in the company of children in a few minutes.

Her gaze narrowed. “What do you want with my children?”

“You make it sound like I want to kidnap them. Trust me.” Her skeptical gaze told him trusting wasn’t going to come easily to her. “You’re the one who said we were friends,” he reminded her. “I’m just helping you out.”

He watched as she made up her mind. Emotions chased across her face. Finally, she sighed and nodded. “You win. I could use a break. They’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.” She shut the door, then opened it quickly. “Thanks.” The suspicion was gone from her green eyes, leaving them wide and bright. “I appreciate this.”

“My pleasure.”

A half hour later, he parked the car behind the movie theater. Nichole and Blake scrambled out from the back seat. Lindsay sat in the passenger seat. Waiting. For him to come open her door, like this was some date. He closed and locked his door, then slowly walked around the car. He didn’t want to encourage her, but he didn’t want their evening to get off to a bad start by letting her sit there until she was forced to get out herself. All three kids had been pleased with the thought of getting out of the house and away from the unpacking.

He opened the passenger door. Lindsay gave him what she no doubt thought was her most grown-up smile, then stepped out.

Nichole and Blake were in shorts and clean T-shirts, but Lindsay had put on a white cotton dress. Her hair was pulled back in a French braid and lipstick darkened her mouth. He suspected Sandy didn’t know about the lipstick, because Lindsay had put it on in the car. He’d tried not to notice and wished he knew what he was going to do about her crush. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but she was starting to make him nervous. He had to watch what he said or did around her so she wouldn’t misinterpret his words or actions. It was a pain. If only he could tell Lindsay that he liked her just fine the way she was. Like all of Sandy’s children, she was a good kid. He suspected Lindsay wouldn’t appreciate the comment, so he kept it to himself. Eventually, she would get the message. He hoped it wasn’t too painful. He knew what it was like to be rejected by the object of his affection.

As they walked toward the theater, he grabbed Nichole’s hand and placed his free arm around Blake’s neck, leaving Lindsay to trail behind him. Subtle, Haynes, he told himself. Very subtle.

“You guys know what you want to see?” he asked as they approached the ticket window. There was a cartoon adventure movie starting in a few minutes.

Both Nichole and Blake pointed to that movie poster. Lindsay patted her little sister’s head. “They’re still such children. We could dump them at the cartoon and go see that one together,” she said, pointing at another poster.

He looked at the second poster. It advertised a romantic comedy and showed a couple kissing. Kyle swallowed hard. Even if it hadn’t been rated R he still would have refused. The movie wasn’t really his kind, so if he had to sit through it, he would want it to be with Sandy.

“I want to see the cartoon, too,” he said, heading toward the ticket booth. “Three against one. Sorry, Lindsay.”

He let go of Blake long enough to pay for the tickets, then led them into the theater. There was a long line at the concession stand. They decided to find seats first. Once that was done, with Lindsay maneuvering to sit next to him, and him maneuvering to avoid that, he sent the girls off to buy the popcorn and sodas.

The theater filled up with parents and their kids. Kyle hadn’t been to a children’s movie since the holidays, when he’d taken Craig’s brood. Sitting there in the noisy theater, he suddenly realized he’d missed the high-pitched conversation and laughter. Kids seemed to enjoy everything more. He watched a little girl carefully walk down the slanted aisle carrying a full bag of popcorn. When she made it to the row her mother had pointed to, she looked up and smiled in triumph.

Several boys chased one another up and down the aisle, but Blake didn’t show any interest in the activity around him. He sat silently, staring at his lap. Kyle was surprised that the boy was always so quiet. He and his brothers had been loud enough for a dozen kids, or so their mother had told him. He couldn’t remember ever sitting quietly, unless he was sick. Craig’s three boys were the same.

“What do you think of the house?” Kyle asked. “It must seem more like home with all your stuff there.”

“It’s okay.”

Blake pushed up his glasses, then glanced at Kyle. He wondered if the kid missed his father.

“There are lots of boys in the neighborhood. Have you met any of them yet?”

Blake shook his head and lowered his gaze back to his lap.

“Maybe I could introduce you to them,” he offered.

Blake shrugged.

Kyle searched his memory for something he’d liked when he was Blake’s age. There had to be a way to get the boy to open up. Being this well behaved wasn’t natural.

Finally, he settled on the one thing they had in common. “I know it’s hard to settle into a new place where everything’s different. It probably makes you miss your dad more.”

Blake shrugged again and continued to stare at his lap.

“My mom left when I was fifteen,” Kyle said. “I had a hell, ah, a difficult time after she was gone. I missed her a lot.”

“I’ve heard that word before. Mom says it’s bad, but grown-ups say it all the time.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Blake gave him a quick smile, then the corners of his mouth turned down. “Did your mom die?”

“No. She just walked out.”

“Oh. Sometimes people talk about my dad leaving, but I know he’s dead. He’s not coming back. Ever.”

“I’m sorry.”

“He didn’t like me much.” Blake hunched forward as soon as he spoke, as if he regretted the confession.

“Blake, your father loved you.” He was sure of it. Sandy wouldn’t have stood for anything less.

“He was gone a lot.”

“Traveling on business?” He wouldn’t have thought a professor would need to go away on business too often. Maybe there were big conferences on philosophy. Kyle grimaced. He’d rather be flogged and left out for ant bait than attend a convention where stuffy professors spent days discussing the lofty thoughts of some dead guy.

Blake shook his head. “He’d go surfing or climb a mountain. Sometimes he took Lindsay. She liked to do that stuff with him. Dad got mad when I read too much, or played on the computer. He wanted me to be on a Little League team, but I didn’t want to. He took me climbing with him once, but he made fun of me when I got scared.”

It was the longest speech he’d heard from Blake. His heart went out to the boy. But none of what he said made sense. Why would Thomas have been so mean to his son? So what if Blake wasn’t the outdoor type? That didn’t mean he wasn’t a good kid. Maybe the boy had misunderstood his father.

He leaned back in his chair and knew he was kidding himself. If Blake thought his father was a selfish jerk, then the man had probably been one to the boy. Kyle knew he and his brothers had figured out what was going on with his parents long before anyone else suspected they knew. Children heard things and sensed the changes in a situation. So why had Thomas acted that way around Blake? Where was Sandy in all of this? He couldn’t imagine her letting anyone hurt her son.

Kyle leaned close to Blake. “You know, I’ve never been very good at video games. Is there a trick to it?”

“Yeah.” Blake grinned. “You have to practice, and stuff, but there are some secrets. I could show you.”

“I’d like that.”

The boy stared at him for several seconds, then smiled. Kyle ruffled his hair and grinned back.

“Tomorrow?” Blake asked. “I could bring the game by.”

“Check with your mom first. If she agrees, that would be great.” He glanced over his shoulder and saw the girls heading back, their arms filled with bags of popcorn. “We better give them a hand before they spill everything,” he said, standing.

Blake giggled. It was, Kyle thought, a very happy sound.

* * *

Kyle eased his car to a stop in front of Sandy’s house. A quick glance at the clock told him it was 8:05, exactly. Before he figured out how he was going to handle Lindsay getting out of the car, Nichole was pushing against the front seat and ordering her sister to move. Lindsay got out grudgingly. She hadn’t been that happy with him since he’d had Blake sit on one side of him and Nichole on the other at the theater. She’d claimed the movie had been juvenile and hadn’t spoken in the restaurant afterward or on the way home.

Sandy stood on the porch. Kyle couldn’t read her expression. He got out slowly and grabbed the plastic bag containing the milk and bread they’d picked up, then slammed the door shut and headed toward the stairs. The children crowded ahead of him.

Nichole reached her mother first. “Mommy, Mommy, we had popcorn, then Kyle took us to dinner and I had spaghetti. I didn’t spill very much and there was ice cream for dessert, but I was too full.” Her red curls danced as she told Sandy what had happened. Her small body quivered with excitement. She flung her arms around her mother’s waist. “I had the best time, and Lindsay was a brat only part of the time.”

“You better watch it,” Lindsay warned, glaring at her younger sister.

“I’m glad you had a good time, Nichole. Go on inside,” Sandy said, giving her daughter a little push. “Did you have fun, Blake?” she asked as the boy approached.

Blake glanced back at Kyle and grinned. “Yeah.” Then he ducked indoors.

Lindsay paused by her mother. “It was a cartoon. Can you believe it? The children there were so immature. Nichole and Blake hardly know how to act in a restaurant. You really need to do something about them, Mother.”

“Maybe I’ll do something about you, young lady,” Sandy said.

Lindsay sniffed, then turned to Kyle. “Thank you for a lovely evening.”

He paused on the top stair, confused. “It was…” Damn, he didn’t know what to say. “I’m glad you three kids could join me.”

Lindsay visibly flinched. “I’m not a child, Kyle.”

Sandy saved him by taking the grocery bag from him and handing it to her daughter. “Honey, put this away for me. I need to have a little talk with Kyle.”

Lindsay paused by the door as if she had something else to say, then she swept inside and let the screen bang shut behind her.

Kyle sat on the top stair and patted the wood. Sandy crossed the porch and perched next to him. She wasn’t sitting very close. He could have fit a whole other person between them, but it was probably as good as it was going to get. She folded her arms over her chest. Was she protecting herself from him or holding something inside? Did he really want to know?

He stared at the sky. It was still only midsummer. The sun didn’t set until close to nine. It had dipped below the trees. The temperature was lower, though the evening air was still warm and pleasant. He could smell the jasmine by the house. He had a bush blooming by his back door. He liked the sultry scent, although not as much as the fragrance of Sandy’s shampoo. She was too tense to have soaked in a bath, so he figured she’d taken time for a quick shower and nothing else.

“Why are you mad?” he asked. “We were on time. No one got hurt, or food poisoning, at least not yet.”

“How do you know I’m mad?” she asked.

“If your spine was any stiffer, we could use it for a flagpole.”

She surprised him by smiling. “A flagpole?”

“Well, maybe not a flagpole, but something.”

Her smile faded. “You were five minutes late.”

He glanced at her. “You’re kidding, right? You can’t be mad about that.”

“I’m not.” She glanced at her folded arms and shrugged. “Okay, I’m a little mad. But you’re right, five minutes isn’t very late.”

“Were you worried?”

“Maybe. No. Yes.”

“Why?” he asked. “Were you seriously concerned that I’d let something bad happen to them?”

“Not exactly. I wasn’t being that rational. You asked if you could take them to a movie and dinner, and I was so grateful to be without them for a few hours that I said yes. Then when you were gone, I got scared. I realized I don’t know you. What if you have some secret past no one knows about? What if—” She glanced up at him. Her green eyes were dark and troubled. “I overreacted, I guess. Probably because I’m so tired.”

“Aw, honey, everything was fine.”

“I see that now. It looks like everyone had a great time.”

She hunched over slightly, resting her forearms on her bare thighs. She’d changed clothes while he’d been gone. She wore a sleeveless shirt tucked into red shorts. He wanted to slide next to her and give her a big hug. Or maybe just hold her close. Sandy looked as if she needed a little holding. But he didn’t move. For one thing, she would probably get all huffy and push him away. For another, he was assuming an awful lot.

Maybe she didn’t want to be comforted by him. After all, she’d been the one so set on keeping them “just friends.” Kyle grimaced. How many times had he said that exact line to a woman he was dumping? They must have hated it as much. He swore he was never going to say it to anyone again.

“I’m not surprised you’re feeling overwhelmed,” he said. “This is a lot of responsibility for one person.”

“Because I’m a woman, right?”

He turned until he was facing Sandy. His back pressed against the railing. He bent one leg at the knee and put that foot on the porch. His other foot rested on the bottom step. “You have a real problem with this woman thing, don’t you? Have I ever said anything about your being a woman? Have I ever hinted that you couldn’t do something because you’re a woman?” He raised his eyebrows and waited.

She cleared her throat. “Well, not in so many words.”

“Ah-ha! So you’re assuming that’s what I’m thinking. Why?”

“I know men like you, Kyle.”

“Men like me?” He had a feeling he knew what she was getting at, but he wanted to hear the words. And he wanted to see her squirm, just a little, for being so quick to judge him.

“Men who have an easy time with, you know, women.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “Stop looking at me like that… You want me to say it, don’t you?”

He grinned. “Oh, yes. More than anything.”

“Good-looking men. Okay? Are you happy? Most good-looking men assume all women are stupid. I guess because women have been doing stupid things to get their attention. Maybe I should stop jumping to conclusions about you, but it’s difficult.”

He wanted to strut around the yard like a rooster. Sandy thought he was good-looking. It didn’t make a damn bit of difference, but he was pleased as hell. It meant she’d been thinking about him, and not just as her neighbor. At least he hoped it did.

“I’ll accept that you think I’m handsome and incredibly charming—”

“I didn’t say anything about being charming,” she interrupted.

He ignored her. “And incredibly charming, if you’ll accept the fact that I don’t assume you’re incapable of doing things simply because you’re female. I have great respect for women.”

She snorted. “I’ll just bet you do. You must respect them all the way through that revolving door in your bedroom.”

“Is that what you think?” he asked, his voice low and controlled. His smile faded along with his good humor. “Is that why you were upset when I took the kids? Do you think I was meeting with some woman and dragging them along?” His flash of anger surprised him. “I would never do anything like that. Despite my reputation, I don’t have a revolving door in my bedroom, I don’t bring women to my house and I sure as hell wouldn’t act inappropriately in front of your children.”

He started to stand up. Sandy leaned toward him and placed her hand on his forearm. Her gaze met his. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Really. I didn’t really think that about you, and I shouldn’t have implied it. You were teasing me, and I couldn’t think of anything funny to say, so I just lashed back. It was wrong of me. I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted,” he said. He settled back down.

She squeezed his arm briefly, then withdrew her hand to her lap. “Getting back to your original statement, yes, this has been a lot of responsibility for just one person. Even for a woman.” She gave him a slight smile. He returned it. The tension between them eased.

But his anger continued to lurk below the surface. Later, when he was alone, he decided, he would think about what she’d said and what it meant. He was annoyed that she’d heard enough about him to think he was irresponsible where women were concerned. Of course, she might just be assuming the worst based on what she remembered about his brothers.

“I worry about the kids,” she said. “What if they hate it here?”

“We both liked it when we were their ages.”

“That was a long time ago. Kids have changed.”

“Not that much,” he said. “Times have changed. It’s tough now. There are more ways for a child to screw up his life than there used to be, but your children know right from wrong. I don’t think you have to worry.”

“Lindsay still hasn’t forgiven me for moving her here.” Sandy leaned her head against the railing. “She’s so confused.”

“She’s not the only one,” he muttered.

Sandy chuckled. “Did she give you any trouble tonight?”

“Not exactly. It wasn’t what she said, it was more her expectations.” He shuddered. “I didn’t dare let her sit next to me at the movie.”

Her chuckle turned into a laugh. “Poor Kyle, afraid of a twelve-year-old girl.”

“It’s easy for you to think this is funny. I’m the one trying to tap-dance around her feelings. I don’t want to encourage her, and I don’t want to hurt her. It’s not easy.”

Sandy sobered. “I appreciate your effort. I’ll have a talk with her.”

“With my luck, she won’t listen.”

“Children rarely do.”

“Great.” He leaned back and studied her profile. The sun had slipped below the horizon and the sky grew darker. Light from the house spilled out onto the porch. He could see the straight line of her small nose, the outline of her full mouth, the slight point of her stubborn chin. He’d always thought she was beautiful. That hadn’t changed.

“The problem is,” he said conversationally, never taking his gaze from her. “You work too hard and you’ve forgotten how to have fun.”

Instantly she stiffened. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. You expect too much of the kids. It’s summer. They should be outside playing, not washing walls and painting.”

She glared at him. “So I should do all the work?”

“That’s not what I said. But you must admit you don’t get out much.”

“I want to know where you get off telling me what I should and shouldn’t do with my children. You’ve known them for less than three weeks, Mr. Haynes, so I’ll thank you to keep your opinions to yourself.”

“Blake thinks his father didn’t like him.”

Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. She stared at him mutely, then rested her elbows on her knees and her head in her hands. “Damn.”

“I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

“No, it’s okay. I’d rather know. I’ve been afraid of that. Thomas wasn’t very subtle when he was annoyed. I know he loved his children, but he wasn’t always the greatest father.” She raised her head and pushed her hair out of her face. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll talk to him. Did he say anything else?”

Kyle shook his head. “That was about it. I had a good time with them tonight, except for Lindsay’s problem, but I’m hoping she’ll outgrow it. I wouldn’t mind taking them out again.”

“Why?”

“I like kids. I always have.”

“So have a couple dozen of your own.”

He shook his head. “It’s not going to happen. I’m not the type.” He couldn’t risk it. He couldn’t risk giving his heart to someone who was going to leave.

Sandy straightened. “I don’t want them confused. You’re not their father or stepfather.”

“Can’t I just be some guy they like?”

“I suppose.” She didn’t sound very enthusiastic about the idea.

“Is it because you don’t trust me?”

“No, it’s… I can’t explain it.”

“They haven’t had a man in their lives since Thomas died. For that matter, neither have you.”

“That’s none of your business.”

“I never said it was, I was just pointing out a fact.”

She turned toward him. Her mouth pulled straight. “Are you so sure of your facts?” she asked, obviously irritated.

He stared at her for a long time, first studying her face, then glancing at her body. She tilted up her chin slightly, but otherwise didn’t move. “I’m pretty sure, but I wouldn’t mind being the one to change things.”

“You have a lot of nerve, mister.”

He grinned. “You’re not the first one to accuse me of that. Come on, Sandy, would it be so bad to take your first steps with me? I won’t let you fall.”

She glared at him as if he’d asked her to dance naked in church. “I’m not interested in a relationship.”

At least she hadn’t said she wasn’t interested in one with him. He thought about backing off and simply saying good-night, but he’d always had more curiosity than sense. Right now, he was noticing how fast Sandy was breathing and the way her nipples had hardened and were pressing against her shirt. According to the signals her body was sending, she wasn’t as immune to him as she would like him to think. It was kind of like standing in front of a growling, tail-wagging dog. Which end did you believe?

Which Sandy was telling the truth?

“If you’re not interested in a relationship, how do you feel about passion?” he asked, rising to his feet.

“What?”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her up next to him. “You heard me.”

Wide eyes stared at him. Her mouth trembled. That mouth. Damn it all to hell, he remembered being fourteen and thinking he would die if he didn’t know what her lips would feel like touching his. Those old longings overwhelmed him. Or maybe they were new longings. Or maybe he was just an old man playing a kid’s game. He told himself to step away. He would have, too, if Sandy hadn’t placed her hand on his chest. If she hadn’t leaned forward slightly, inviting him.

It was stupid. It was inevitable. He bent down and kissed her.


Chapter Seven

Sandy wasn’t prepared to be swept away. She wasn’t prepared for the need that crashed through her. Like a wave from the sea, it broke over her body and tugged at her feet until she was sure she would fall and go under. She already couldn’t breathe; what difference would it make if she found herself drowning in sensation?

Kyle’s mouth pressed against hers. She told herself to pull back, but after the first moment of contact, she was lost. Lost in the passion, the heat and the need. Lost to feelings she’d long thought dormant. Lost to the excitement of being joyfully alive.

At the first brush of his lips, her body surged toward him. She wanted to be next to him, around him, feeling everything, touching everywhere. His mouth was firm, yet yielding, his breath sweet and warm. He didn’t invade her or conquer her, he simply touched her. He didn’t try to hold her still, or in any way keep her from turning away. He didn’t have to. Perhaps he already knew how her heart thundered in her chest and her palms grew damp. Perhaps he was used to consummation by fire, but for her, it was the first time.

He stood one step down from her, so they were closer in height. If she had the strength to open her eyes, she would be able to stare into his. But she had no will, no power, nothing but need and passion. From the faintest of kisses, from the barest whisper of his mouth on hers, the tide lapped at her feet, tugging, pulling, until her self-control slipped away and was lost.

Lips on lips, chest to chest, thighs brushing thighs. Her hands clutched at his upper arms, as much to hold him in place as to keep her balance. His hands rested on her waist, comfortably, easily, as if he’d held them there a thousand times before. As if he knew she would not—could not—withdraw from him.

Her eyelids fluttered as she became lost in a world of sensual intensity. She told herself it was just a kiss. Nothing more. But she hadn’t been kissed in so long, she could have wept from the wonder filling her. She could have perished from the hunger. His mouth pressed against hers, promising more, leaving her quivering. She clung to him as her world disappeared, leaving only the darkness and the feel of him next to her.

He moved back and forth, reminding her of the familiar movements of love, of the dance between a man and a woman. He was broader than Thomas had been, taller and more muscled. But his touch was softer, slower and more controlled. The contrasts and similarities filled her senses. She wanted him to kiss her forever. She wanted to forget all but this moment.

His mouth parted slightly and his tongue swept across her lower lip. She gasped as fire or electricity or lightning leapt between them, burning her skin. Her breasts tightened and her knees began to shake.

When he tilted his head, she prepared herself for the sensual assault. He didn’t disappoint her. He brushed once more against her lips, then moved lower, trailing damp, openmouthed kisses along her jaw, then her neck. She arched her head back, groaning softly as he found the pulse point by her collarbone. He circled the throbbing vein with his tongue, then blew on the damp skin.

She slipped her hands up his arms, to his shoulders, then around to his back. The muscles there were thick cords, flexing and releasing under her touch. Sweeping her fingers up to his short hair, she let the silky strands tease her sensitized palms. Then, as she pressed her body more fully against his, she reveled in his strength and male hardness.

He slid his hands down her hips to her rear, where he cupped the full curves and drew her tightly against him. Instantly, her woman’s place began to ache. She could feel herself swelling, dampening, readying for him. She wanted him to lift her up against him, moving her back and forth until they’d both found their release. Instead, he taunted her with a mimicry of the pleasure they could find.

His mouth returned to hers. She parted her lips without being asked, needing to know him, to take all of him inside. He tasted hot and sweet, as if his flavor had been fashioned for her alone. His tongue thrust against hers, strong and sure. She danced around his assault, teasing him, tempting him, wanting him. His hands moved up her back, then around to touch her breasts.

He cupped her curves, taking the weight in his palms. Through her shirt and bra she could feel the imprint of each of his fingers. Her breasts swelled. She arched toward him, silently asking for more. He squeezed gently and whispered her name. She clung to him as her legs buckled.

He brushed his thumbs against her hard nipples. Fire shot through her, down to her feet, then up to center in her woman’s place. As he teased her nipples, he brought his mouth back to hers. This time, she was the aggressor, thrusting her tongue past his lips. She explored him and tasted him. Every cell of her body was aflame, humming with desire.

She wanted more. She wanted to be naked with him, to touch him and have him touch her. The passion shocked her. She didn’t remember it being like this before. Certainly not in the last few years of her marriage. She hadn’t been attracted to anyone since Thomas had passed away. Why now? Why with Kyle? And why, for heaven’s sake, on her front porch where any of her children could walk out and see them?

Still, she didn’t pull back. She couldn’t. She wanted all of him, this minute. On the porch, on the grass, it didn’t matter. She needed him.

His hands moved from her breasts to her shoulders. His hips angled away from hers. His mouth moved from her lips to her cheek, then he firmly set her away from him. She blinked, as if awakening from a long sleep. The intensity of the passion left her stunned, as if she’d experienced something life-changing and couldn’t yet make sense of it. She was surprised by her reaction, but not frightened. It was good to know she could still feel something.

Dark brown eyes stared into her face. She wasn’t sure what he was seeing there, but she refused to be ashamed. Despite the flush she felt on her cheeks, she pushed her hair back and met his gaze.

“I’m not sorry,” she said defiantly.

“Thank God,” he breathed.

“What?”

“I thought you’d get angry at me or something. That was a hell of a kiss.” He sounded as if he’d been running for miles. The thought pleased her. She would hate to have been the only one affected by what they’d just done.

Kyle drew in a deep breath and settled his hands on his hips. “It’s a good thing your kids are only a few feet away, or I would have been tempted to make love to you right here on the porch and risk entertaining the neighbors.”

“Really?”

He laughed. An unexpected spurt of embarrassment caused her to duck her head. She stared at the proof of his maleness straining against the button-fly of his jeans and felt a fierce longing. She wanted to touch him there, to feel him surge against her hand.

He pressed his forefinger under her chin and forced her to look at him. “What are you thinking about?” he asked, lowering his hand to his side.

Embarrassment deepened to mortification. “Nothing,” she said, her voice coming out in a squeak. She searched her brain for a safe topic. “Just that, ah, we can’t do this again.”

He looked as surprised as she felt. Where had that thought come from? But as soon as she said the words, she knew they were true. She couldn’t risk it, not with him. He was completely wrong for her. She wanted a different kind of man, although she wouldn’t mind if he kissed just like Kyle.

But instead of getting angry, he simply nodded. “Okay, what can’t we do anymore?”

“You know.” She waved vaguely, motioning to the space between them. He was still on the step below hers, so they were almost at eye level.

“No, I don’t know. What?”

“Kissing. We can’t kiss anymore.”

“Sure we can. But what you really mean is you don’t want us to make love.”

Somehow it would have been better if he’d said “sex” instead of “make love.” Sex was more impersonal. “Whatever. We can’t.”

“Why?”

It was a perfectly reasonable question. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a reasonable answer. Why couldn’t they have sex? Kyle was probably an expert at it, not to mention the fact that he wouldn’t expect much from her—emotionally. They could have a fling. She’d never had one before. She wasn’t sure how one went about arranging it. Did she ask specifically? “Gee, Kyle, how about some cheap meaningless sex for a few weeks. Just until I’m back on my feet?” No, she couldn’t say anything like that. Could she? Maybe she was supposed to simply hint broadly.

She searched his face. By reputation, the Haynes brothers were interested in a good time and nothing else. She could take advantage of that, then get back to her regularly scheduled life. She could be just one of countless women.

Sandy drew in a deep breath, then let it go slowly. Who was she kidding? She wasn’t the fling type. She was far too responsible. She had her life planned out and Kyle Haynes wasn’t part of her program.

“If you’re trying to think of a good reason we shouldn’t become lovers, you’re taking an awful long time,” he said.

She couldn’t risk telling him the truth. “The list is so long, I don’t know where to start.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

But he wasn’t smiling as he spoke the words, and there was something in his eyes, something dark and undefined that made her feel unsettled. As if he had a secret he was close to revealing. Sandy wasn’t sure if she wanted to know what it was, or if she should pretend she couldn’t see it. Before she could decide, he blinked and the secret was gone.

“Your problem,” he said, leaning close enough to make her want to kiss him, “is that you’ve forgotten how to have fun.”

“You said that before. It’s still not true.”

He had the audacity to laugh. “You’ve got your life so well planned, you wouldn’t know a spontaneous thought if it bit you on the butt. Maybe if you stopped organizing the world for everyone else, you would have a little time to find some happiness.”

He was right. She hated that. With a flash of insight that made her uncomfortable, she realized she could graciously agree with what he was saying and try to change, or she could get angry. It was easier to get angry. Easier because acknowledging how empty her life was would force her to face the truth.

She’d learned early she couldn’t depend on anyone but herself. Trusting others left her open for heartbreak and loneliness. But Kyle didn’t know that about her. He only saw Sensible Sandy who refused to have fun. He didn’t see the way she worried about her children, her job and holding it all together. He didn’t see how she hated always being the bad guy. He didn’t see the fear.

“Who do you think you are?” she asked, stepping up onto the porch and backing away from him. “I don’t need you or any man telling me what to do. I’ve been on my own for the last two years. The children and I have survived very nicely without your interference.”

“Surviving isn’t the same as living. You’ve shut yourself off from the best parts of life.”

“That’s just your opinion. In my opinion, I’m doing just fine. I’ve been fine and I plan on continuing to be fine. Now I think it’s time for you to leave.”

She held her breath and waited. A part of her wanted him to turn and go, but a voice inside cried out for him to force her into admitting the truth. She was desperate for some happiness, but she couldn’t give up control to anyone. It wasn’t safe. Thomas had taught her that, and before him, her mother. She had to be responsible for herself and her children. There wasn’t anyone else she could depend upon.

Kyle stared at her, then he reached forward and grabbed her left hand. He tugged until she stumbled closer. Behind them, she could hear the sound of a TV show blaring through the open window.

He continued to hold on to her hand, then he glanced down and rubbed his thumb over her wedding ring. “You ever get lonely? You ever get tired of being the only one? Don’t you ever want someone to help you, to care about you?”

She snatched her hand back. Yes, her heart cried. But she was too afraid to speak the words. Kyle tempted her with what she could never have. “Wanting it isn’t the same as having it happen.”

“Maybe it’s right here in front of you, but you’re too stubborn or too scared to see what’s being offered. ’Night.”

He turned and walked down the stairs, then disappeared into the darkness. Sandy stared after him, watching until she saw the light click on in the gatehouse. She stood there, abandoned, feeling the brush of his fingers against her wedding band and fighting the loneliness that threatened to consume her soul.

* * *

Grilled-cheese sandwiches and a tossed salad hadn’t sounded so bad when she’d first suggested the children make lunch, but now, surrounded by the mess, she realized she’d made a mistake. Sandy stared at the cooked bits of cheese and the burnt spill next to the right front burner. She had no idea what it could be because they weren’t supposed to have cooked a liquid. There were dishes piled in the sink and open containers of salad dressing and cheese on the counter. Her feet crunched on the crumbs underfoot. Exchanging cooking for cleanup had not been one of her better ideas.

It was Kyle’s fault. The kids had been bugging her all morning and she’d just wanted them to go outside and leave her in peace. If he hadn’t spoiled them by entertaining them, they wouldn’t have been so bored with their usual activities in the afternoon and they wouldn’t have gotten on her nerves, so she wouldn’t have suggested they cook lunch and she clean up. It was also his fault because she wasn’t as patient as she usually tried to be because she couldn’t stop thinking about the kiss.

Sandy crossed to the window and moved the new crisp blue-and-white curtains aside. If she tilted her head slightly to see around the big oak tree in her front yard, she had a view of her entire driveway and the back of Kyle’s house. Even now, he was outside with her kids, washing his car as he did every week. A warm afternoon breeze fluttered through the open window, bringing with it the faint sound of laughter. They were having a good time with him. Only a really horrible mother would begrudge her children that.

Sandy sat down at the dirty table and sighed. Okay, she was a bad mother. There was a part of her that resented her kids’ easy relationship with Kyle. For her, nothing about him was simple. It didn’t seem fair. Not only did they get to spend time with him, but he really seemed to like it. She half suspected he’d changed his work schedule just to be with them. Since the kiss—which in her mind often appeared in capital letters as “THE KISS”—he’d been working nights, coming home shortly after dawn, sleeping until about one in the afternoon, then hanging out with her children. As if he were their father.

She’d tried to ignore the situation. However, that was difficult when every other sentence Nichole spoke started with “Kyle says…” followed by whatever bit of wisdom he’d imparted. Lindsay was still pursuing him with the fervor of an old maid watching her last, best hope slip away. At least that was amusing and almost made up for her concern. But it was Blake who kept her from approaching Kyle and telling him to back off. Her quiet, uncommunicative, withdrawn son had started laughing.

Not a lot, not all the time, but enough for her to know that he was coming out of his shell. And she would do anything to see Blake return to the bright, outgoing boy he’d been before his father had rejected him. She would even admit Kyle Haynes into her life and accept the pain and suffering that would surely follow.

Sandy rose from the table and collected the last of the dishes. After setting them on the counter, she opened the dishwasher and started loading. A half-guilty smile tugged at her mouth. She hadn’t rinsed the plates first. She who yelled that command every night as the children cleaned the kitchen. Unrinsed glasses followed, along with the silverware. When the dishwasher was full, she poured in the soap and started the cycle. Then she straightened and stared at the machine. If the most wicked thing she’d done in her life was to put plates in the dishwasher without rinsing them first, Kyle was right: she wouldn’t recognize a spontaneous thought if it came up and bit her, and she desperately needed a little fun in her life.

But how? And with whom? Those two questions brought her mind back to the kiss. And Kyle. Why had he done it? Why had she responded? Where were they going to go now?

She capped the salad-dressing bottles and stuck them in the refrigerator. Next, she put away the bread. Finally, she reached for a dishcloth to wipe off the counters. But instead of tackling the task, she leaned against the tile. The second question was easiest to answer. She’d responded because Kyle’s embrace had sparked some incredible passion buried deep inside of her. She’d never felt anything quite like it before. With Thomas, making love had often been spontaneous and usually fulfilling, but she’d never felt swept away or compelled beyond reason. She would never have considered doing it outside on the porch where practically anyone could have seen them. Maybe Thomas would have liked her better if she’d been more like that.

Was her response unique to Kyle or had she reacted so passionately simply because she hadn’t been with a man in so long? Sandy turned and began wiping off the counter. She collected the crumbs, then tossed them in the trash. Next, she tackled the kitchen table. When everything was gleaming, she rinsed the dishcloth and wrung it out.

She walked back to the window and moved the curtain aside. Her three children were still helping Kyle with his car. She watched them and wondered when she’d gotten left out of the loop. Was it when she’d asked him to leave and implied he should never come back? Or was it before that? Was being out of the loop the price she paid for being in control?

The back door opened and Nichole ran in. “What time is it, Mommy?”

She glanced at the clock next to the oven. “Nearly two-thirty. Why?”

“I’m ’posed to be at Mandy’s by three. We’re going swimming. Don’t you remember?”

Sandy reached out and touched her youngest’s red curls. “Of course I do. Go get your bathing suit and a towel, and I’ll take you right over.”

Nichole grinned, then started up the stairs. Sandy followed more slowly. Nichole and Mandy had quickly become friends. Elizabeth had been wonderful, as had Travis. In fact, all of Kyle’s family had gone out of their way to make her and her children feel welcome. Without her noticing it, he’d drawn her into a world where people cared about one another. She smiled wistfully as she remembered the last time she’d taken Nichole over to Mandy’s. She’d walked Nichole to the front door. Before she knocked, she’d glanced in the window and seen Elizabeth and Travis kissing on the living room sofa. Travis had held his wife tenderly in his arms.

Sandy hadn’t known what to do. Before she could decide, Nichole, who hadn’t seen the adults, pressed the bell. Elizabeth and Travis had separated, then Elizabeth had smiled as her husband had whispered something in her ear. Sandy suspected it had been a promise to continue what had been interrupted.

Sandy walked into her bedroom. The furniture was in place and most of the boxes had been unpacked. Except for the stack of pictures still waiting to be hung on the wall, no one could tell she’d only moved in a month ago. She changed her T-shirt for one that hadn’t been stained by coffee, then pulled off her headband and reached for her brush. A shaft of sunlight spilling through the open window caught the diamond in her wedding band and made it sparkle. She put the brush down and stared at her ring. She still remembered the day Thomas had slipped the simple gold-and-diamond band on her finger. She’d had so many hopes for their future.

What had gone wrong? Where had she made the first mistake? She’d been so sure he was the right one for her. If only she’d known he was more interested in having fun than in being a husband or father. If only she’d known how lonely she would feel years before he’d actually died.

She touched the ring and remembered the feel of Kyle’s hand holding hers. He’d rubbed the ring as he’d asked if she ever felt the loneliness. Maybe, instead of reacting with fear and anger, she should have told him the truth.

Sandy walked to the window. From the second story, she could see into Kyle’s backyard. They’d finished with the car and were now digging in the garden and laughing. Who was this man who stole her children’s hearts and made her forget her promises to herself?

Slowly, she drew the ring from her finger. It came off easily. The thin band of paler skin was the only proof it had been there. She’d thought she would feel naked, but she didn’t feel anything at all. The circle of gold rested in the palm of her right hand. Thomas had already been gone two years. Was it time to let go? She didn’t know.

She walked to the jewelry box resting on her cherrywood dresser. She pulled open the top drawer and placed the ring inside. She would keep it there for today and see how she felt about not wearing her ring. If it bothered her too much, she could always put it back on.


        Chapter Eight

        Sandy backed the car out of the garage and turned it in the wide driveway.

        “We gotta stop by Kyle’s,” Nichole said. “I left one of my dolls there, and I promised Mandy I’d bring her by.”

        Sandy stared at the gatehouse up ahead. She wasn’t sure where her other two children were, but Kyle was standing in the afternoon sunlight, trimming a hedge. It wouldn’t have been so bad if he’d been wearing slightly more than a pair of shorts. What was it with that man? Didn’t the sheriff’s department pay the deputies enough to provide for food and clothing? Or was it just her luck that every time she turned around, he was practically naked?

        She let the car roll forward until it was even with the bend that led to Kyle’s driveway, then put the vehicle in Park. “I’ll wait here,” she said. “Hurry, please, or you’re going to be late.”

        Nichole flashed her a smile. “I’ll be right back.”

        Sandy grinned as her youngest raced out of the car and called a greeting to Kyle. “I gotta find my doll.”

        “I think you left it in the garage,” he told her.

        He put down the clippers and glanced at the car. Sandy clenched her teeth. Please, God, let him stay where he was. She didn’t need to be staring at his bare chest right now. Not when she was still in a weakened condition.

        God was busy, or He had a different plan for her life because Kyle started toward her and he didn’t show any signs of stopping. She drew in a deep breath and reminded herself she was a mature woman. She could handle this situation. It wasn’t going to be a problem. She would remember to keep breathing deeply and focus on something neutral. Like the steering wheel.

        He came around the back of the car. She followed his progress in the mirrors, mentally noting he had the audacity to look great even as a two-inch-high reflection. When he reached the driver’s side, he waited until she rolled down the window, then he leaned forward and braced his forearms on the car. His forehead rested against the top of the car, his right elbow bumped against the door lock. She could see his face, the slight sheen of perspiration coating his shoulders and bare chest. She could see the tanned skin, the dark hair curling down to his waistband, the muscles. He overwhelmed her. If she was the fainting kind, she would have been a goner for sure.

        “Hi,” he said.

        “Hi, yourself.” The words caught in her throat, but she forced them out past stiff vocal cords.

        Kyle grinned at her. White teeth flashed against his tanned face. His dark eyes stared at hers, as if he were reading her secrets. As if he knew she was having trouble remembering to breathe. Damn the man for being such a temptation and damn herself for being so weak.

        It had been nine days since the kiss. She’d waved at him from across the driveway. She’d watched her children laugh and play in his backyard. She’d heard the rumbling engine of his motorcycle as he took off for she wasn’t sure where. But she hadn’t seen him up close. She hadn’t gazed into his face and inhaled the masculine scent of him. She hadn’t felt her thighs go up in flames, as they were doing now. At least she was sitting down.

        She looked away from him before she could say or do something stupid. “I’m taking Nichole over to play with Mandy. Do you know where Lindsay and Blake are? I don’t want to saddle you with them.”

        “No problem,” he said. “I was just coming to tell you Blake is down the street playing ball. There’s a half dozen boys about his age around here. I know most of them and suggested they stop by. They invited him to come play. I hope you don’t mind.”

        Sandy stared at Kyle. “Did he want to go?” Her son usually resisted her efforts to get him to join in with other kids.

        “Sure. Why not? Anyway, they’ll be a while. Why don’t you leave him at the game? I’ll be here if anything happens.”

        “Thank you.” Blake was playing with other boys his age. She was thrilled. More than thrilled, she was relieved. Maybe her son was finally returning to normal. She’d been worried about him for a while. She’d even taken Blake to a counselor before they’d left Los Angeles. The woman had told her it would simply take time for Blake to regain his self-esteem and want to play with other children. For weeks, Sandy had wondered if the woman had been wrong, but now it seemed he was on the road to recovery.

        “I was thinking of a barbecue tonight,” Kyle said.

        “Oh?” Was that a statement of fact or an invitation? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

        “I’ve got steaks and corn on the cob. Lindsay said she’d make a salad. Is six-thirty okay with you?”

        An invitation. That was simple. She would just say no. N-O. It wasn’t a difficult word. “Sure, we’d love to.” She groaned silently. Apparently, she was having more trouble saying no than she’d realized. Now she had to eat dinner with him. What were they going to talk about? How would she stand it, knowing she’d pushed him away? Not that she wanted to be with him. It was just—

        “You okay?” he asked.

        She needed to have her head examined. “I’m fine. When Lindsay volunteered to make the salad, did she mention who was providing the ingredients?”

        “No. I don’t have anything here, but I can go to the store.”

        She shook her head. “I’ll go. It’s only fair. I’ll pick up some salad fixings after I drop off Mandy.”

        “Great. Ah, Sandy.” Kyle shifted. He looked at her, then out the front windshield. “I think I’ve got a problem.”

        “What?”

        “It’s Lindsay. Her crush isn’t going away.”

        Sandy laughed. “Twelve-year-old hormones can be pretty scary. Don’t worry, she’ll outgrow it.”

        He swallowed. “I don’t know if I can wait that long. She makes me nervous. I don’t know what to say to her.”

        “Why do you have to say anything?”

        “I don’t mean about the crush. Just in general. Like I told you the night I took the kids to the movies, I don’t want to encourage her, and I don’t want to hurt her feelings.” He closed his eyes briefly. “She’s always trying to be next to me. I’m hiding behind a ten- and eight-year-old.” He glared at her. “Don’t you even think about laughing at me.”

        “I wouldn’t dream of it.” She bit on her lower lip to keep from grinning. “But I do have one question. Why is this such a big deal? Aren’t you used to women throwing themselves at you?”

        His dark eyes met her own. “You’re trying to set me up. If I say yes, then you’re going to call me an egotistical jerk.”

        “I promise I’m not.” She gripped the steering wheel and stared straight ahead. “I’m stating a fact. Why is dealing with Lindsay’s crush such a problem for you?”

        “She’s just a kid. She’s sensitive, vulnerable. I would find it easier to confront a woman. Besides, despite what you think, I don’t have women lined up for miles.”

        She made a show of glancing around the outside of his house. “I can see that.”

        “You’re not helping.”

        “I know. I’m sorry. Let’s be logical. You’re very good with children. Why don’t you treat Lindsay like one of the kids?”

        “I’ve tried that. She makes it a point to tell me how grown-up she is.” He shuddered. “She offered to do my laundry.”

        Sandy chuckled. For the first time, she realized being around Kyle made her feel good. As if the world had been set right. “I can’t get her to do her own laundry. Why don’t you let her do yours, then you can do hers and we’ll call it even?”

        He growled her name.

        She held up her hands in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, no more teasing. If you don’t want to treat her like a child, then treat her like a teenager. You were one once. What do you remember?”

        “That having a crush on someone could hurt like hell.”

        “Really?” She glanced at him. “You had a crush? On whom?”

        He shrugged. “It’s not important. The point is, I don’t want her to be rejected like I was.”

        “You were rejected? By whom?”

        He touched the tip of her nose. “You’re suddenly interested in my past.”

        “Why not? It’s fascinating. I never knew a Haynes had been rejected in love.” She tried to remember back to high school. “Do I know her? Oh, probably not. You were a couple of grades back, weren’t you?”

        “Yeah, you’re older than me.”

        She grimaced. “Thanks for the reminder. Was it one of the cheerleaders? That foreign-exchange student from Sweden? What was her name? I can’t remember. Didn’t she date Jordan?”

        “Enough with my past. You’re not helping here. What am I going to do with Lindsay?”

        “Wait it out. Maybe something will happen to convince her you’re just some guy who’s not very interesting at all.”

        “Gee, thanks. I can’t wait for that to happen.”

        She smiled. Their gazes locked and she felt her heart begin beating faster. Tension crackled between them. She hadn’t realized how close they were, with him leaning in the car window. They were close enough that she could see the individual whiskers on his cheeks and chin, and the shape of his mouth. That same mouth that had tempted and teased her nine days ago. Suddenly, her lips felt dry and she was compelled to touch them with the tip of her tongue. She could see him follow the movement and he seemed to catch his breath. For a moment, she thought he might lean forward those last few inches and kiss her again. She wanted him to. She willed him to. Instead, he stretched his arm inside the car and grabbed her left hand.

        “You took off your ring.”

        She pulled her fingers free of his touch and clasped them together on her lap. “So?”

        “Why did you do it?”

        “I’m not sure. Maybe it was time. I’ve decided to see how it feels. If it bothers me too much, I’ll put the ring back on.”

        She wanted to tell him not to read anything into her actions, but that statement seemed like too much of a confession of what she was thinking. He wasn’t that interested in her. If anything, he was probably intrigued by a woman who didn’t willingly fall into his arms at every moment. Then she remembered the kiss and how she had fallen into his arms, so there went that theory.

        “I found her, Mommy,” Nichole called as she raced back toward the car.

        “Good. We need to get going.” Sandy didn’t care if it looked as if she was running away. “See you later,” she told Kyle.

        He straightened. “Don’t forget about the barbecue. And the salad.”

        “I won’t.” She waited until Nichole had buckled her seat belt, then hit the gas. The quicker she got away from Kyle, the quicker she would stop making a fool of herself. She was worse than Lindsay, mooning over a man she shouldn’t want. If only she could stop thinking about his kisses.

        * * *

        Kyle stared after the station wagon until it turned onto the main road and disappeared. Then he glanced at the hedge he’d been trimming. The poor plant was about as neat as it was going to get. He should leave it alone. But if he did, that would mean his chores outside were finished and he wouldn’t have an excuse to avoid the house. Lindsay was inside, making lemonade. Maybe he was a coward, but he didn’t want to be alone with her. She terrified him.

        He put the clippers in the garage, then hesitated by the back door. He was the adult, he reminded himself. He was the one in control of the situation.

        “You’re scared,” a boy called.

        Kyle whipped around toward the sound.

        “Am not” came the answer.

        He recognized the second voice. It was Blake. A thick hedge and several trees separated Sandy’s property from a narrow private road. Kyle pushed through the bushes, ignoring the scratches from the branches, and came out at the top of a slight rise. The grassy slope rolled into the private dirt road. Two boys stood directly in front of him. Three feet away, facing them, was Blake.

        Kyle could see he was scared. His eyes were wide behind his glasses, his body stiff. The taller of the other two boys moved closer.

        “You’re scared, and I’m gonna make you more scared. You can’t tell me what to do.”

        Kyle recognized the neighborhood bully. “Gary Warner, stop that right now.”

        Blake looked up at him. Gary took advantage of the boy’s distraction and hit him right in the mouth.

        “Damn little brat,” Kyle muttered. He started toward the trio. The third boy took off running. Gary hesitated, then darted for home. Blake stood there looking stunned. He touched his hand to his mouth. When he drew it away, he saw the blood. Instantly, tears rolled down his cheeks.

        Kyle reached his side. The other two boys had disappeared, so he put his arm around Blake. “He popped you good. Let me see.”

        Blake sniffed and raised his chin. He continued to cry. Tears dripped from his eyes, but he didn’t make any sound. The silence tore at Kyle’s gut. He wanted to catch that little punk and teach him what it felt like to be bullied by someone. Instead, he stared at Blake’s mouth. Carefully, he turned down Blake’s lower lip.

        “You’ve got a cut here,” he said. “How do your teeth feel? Are any of them loose?”

        Blake closed his mouth and used his tongue to check. He turned away and spat out blood. “They’re okay.”

        “Good. Let’s get you home and we’ll put some ice on your mouth. You’re going to swell up like a chipmunk.”

        Blake tried to smile, but the movement made him wince. He sniffed. “It hurts,” he mumbled.

        “I know, kid. It happened to me a bunch of times. I never seemed to remember the pain before I got in a fight. It’ll get better.” Kyle bent over and picked him up. Blake wrapped his legs around Kyle’s waist and buried his head in his shoulder.

        Kyle could feel the dampness on his skin. He wasn’t sure if it was from the tears or the blood. He didn’t much care. Instead, he started back the long way, going to the end of the private road, then turning left and walking until he reached Sandy’s driveway. An occasional sob shook Blake’s skinny body. He held the boy close, patting his back and murmuring soothingly. Poor kid. If this was his first fight—and from the way he’d reacted, it had been—he was scared, sore and defeated. Hell of a way to spend a summer afternoon.

        As he turned down the fork in the driveway toward his house, he saw Lindsay waiting by the back door.

        “Where were you?” she anever ses had ses, hthe lemonade.” She glanced at her brotherr sesWhat happened to him?”

        “He got into a fight.”

        “Really?” Her eyes widened. “Mom’s gonna kill you, Blake.”

        Kyle glared at her. “He doesn’t need to hear that right now. Why don’t you go home while I take care of your brother? When your mom gets back, would you please ane her to come see me?”

        Lindsay glanced at the boy in his arms and shrugged. “Sure. I’ll be by later to help you with the cooking, Kyle.” She gave him her best smile, then sashayed up the walkway.

        Kyle groaned softly.

        Inside the house, he set Blake on the counter and examined his mouth more thoroughly. There was only one cut and it had almost stopped bleeding. But his cheek was swelling fast. Kyle grabbed a frozen bag of peas from the freezer and had the kid press it against his face.

        Blake touched the bag to his skin, then jumped. “It’s cold.”

        “It’s supposed to be. It’ll help take the pain away and make you look a little more normal so your mom might not kill me along with you.”

        Blake held the bag with his left hand and pushed up his glasses with his right. “It wasn’t your fault. Gary is the one who hit me.”

        Kyle leaned against the counter at right angles to where Blake was sitting. He folded his arms over his chest. “I saw that. You want to tell me why?”

        The boy lowered his head slightlyr sesWe were playing ball. I even hit a double.” He looked up and tried to smile. “That hurts. Anyway, the next guy to hit was Robby. He’s nice. He said I could come swimming at his house.”

        “So Gary punched you?”

        “No.” Blake sighed. “Robby hit his ball out. Gary was pitching, and he got mad. The next time Robby came up to bat, Gary hit him with the ball. We all knew it was on purpose. But no one would stand up to Gary except for Robby and me. A lot of the boys went home. I guess they were scared.”

        Blake looked scared, too, as he told the story. Kyle knew he’d had nothing to do with cultivating the strength of character Blake showed, but he couldn’t stop the feeling of pride swelling inside of him. The kid had guts. Standing up to a bully to protect a new friend. Sandy had done a hell of a job with her kids.

        “Then what happened?”

        “Gary started chasing Robby. I tried to protect him. Gary hit Robby, then he turned on me.” He shrugged. “You saw that part.” He sighed. “Lindsay’s right. Mom’s gonna kill me. She hates fighting.”

        Kyle knew it was wrong, but at this moment in time he wanted to get his hands on Gary and shake him until the kid’s teeth rattled. He wouldn’t, of course, but he would do the next best thing. When he went on duty, he would pay a visit to Gary’s parents and have a talk with them. He knew the Warners and suspected they would be as angry as he was at their son’s behavior.

        “You weren’t fighting,” Kyle told him. “You didn’t even raise your hands to defend yourself. Someone hit you. It’s not the same thing.”

        Blake looked a little brighter. “Yeah?”

        Kyle grinned. “Yeah.” He moved closer to the boy. “How’s that cheek?”

        Blake lowered the bag of frozen peas. “It doesn’t hurt so bad.”

        It might not hurt, but it sure looked ugly. A large bruise had formed on the left side of his mouth. The skin was puffy and discolored. At least the bleeding had stopped. Kyle touched the tender area.

        “You’ll live,” he said, then stared at Blake. “Did your dad ever teach you how to defend yourself?”

        Blake shook his head.

        Figures, Kyle thought. He was probably too busy with his own life to notice how he was ignoring his son.

        “Do you know why Gary hit you?” he asked.

        “’Cause I said he’d thrown the ball at Robby.”

        “That’s only part of the reason. Gary hit you because he thought he could get away with it. Bullies pick on people who let them. If you stand up to a bully, he usually backs off. At heart, they’re cowards.”

        Blake frowned. “Gary didn’t act like he was scared.”

        “He was. Trust me. Did you see how fast he ran off when I showed up? Also, he hit you when you turned toward me. It was a cheap shot, when he knew you couldn’t fight back. What you need to do is learn how to defend yourself. I’m not saying you should start a fight, but if one finds you, you have to be able to keep from being taken advantage of. Do you understand?”

        “I guess.” Blake looked doubtful.

        “It’s not that hard. I’ll show you.” He took the bag of peas and set them on the counter, then he grabbed Blake under his arms and lowered him to the floor. He heard the sound of a car going past. Sandy was home. Lindsay would tell her what had happened and she would come right over. He couldn’t wait to tell her how well her son had behaved. She was going to be proud of the kid for defending another boy.

        “Stand like this.” Kyle demonstrated the stance, with his feet apart and his weight balanced. “You need to be able to move quickly in either direction. There’s no shame in ducking a punch.”

        Blake mimicked the action. “I wanna duck for sure, because it hurts to get hit.”

        “You’re telling me.” Kyle grinned. “So you want to make sure the other guy doesn’t get a clear shot. Next, keep your arms up. You want to protect your face and body. Hunch over a little, giving him a smaller target.” Blake bent in half. “Not so much. Like this.”

        Kyle hunched down, drawing his chest in. “Keep your head low, but watch what he’s doing. Try to anticipate the move.”

        Blake lowered his arms to his side. “I can’t remember all this.”

        “It’s hard at first. We’ll practice. In a couple of weeks, you’ll be able to stand up to Gary and feel confident that he won’t get in another sucker punch.”

        The back door jerked open. Sandy tore into the room. From the look on her face, Kyle knew she’d spoken to Lindsay. She didn’t even glance at him. She rushed to her son’s side and dropped to her knees.

        “What happened?” she aneve frantically. “Are you okay? Lindsay said you were bleeding. Oh my God, look at your face.” She clutched his chin and stared at the darkening bruise. “You’ve been fighting.”

        Blake tried to smile, then he winced. “Kyle’s been teaching me to do better, so next time Gary won’t get in a cheap shot.”

        “A what? Never mind. Are you hurt anywhere else?” She ran her hands along his chest and sides, then down his legs. Blake giggled when her fingers tickled him. “Nothing’s broken?”

        “He’s fine,” Kyle said. “The other kid got off one good hit. That’s all. I saw it happen.”

        The back door opened again. Lindsay came in. She wouldn’t look at him. Sandy stood up and pushed her hair out of her face. “Lindsay, take your brother back to the house and put some ice on his face. I’ll be right there. After I speak with Kyle.”

        He didn’t like the sound of that. “Look, Sandy, it’s not what you think.”

        She ignored him. “Now, Lindsay.” Her daughter grabbed Blake by the hand and led him out the door. Sandy followed them and stood by the screen, watching until they were out of earshot. Then she turned on him.

        “What the hell were you thinking? I leave my child in your care for a half hour and he gets in a fight. He’s bruised and bleeding and I walk in on you trying to teach him how to do it again. Are you crazy? Where was your brain in all this? Your common sense? I don’t want Blake starting fights.”

        He held up his hand to stop her. “Sandy, it wasn’t like that.”

        “Sure it wasn’t. Let me guess. You weren’t thinking at all. You were too busy playing daddy.”

        “I was trying to teach him to defend himself.”

        “Against whom? You let him go play with children who are dangerous? I trusted you, Kyle. You said it was okay, and I believed you. You have to be more responsible than that. This isn’t a game. The well-being of my children is at stake here.”

        She paced across the kitchen and back toward the door. “I can’t believe this.”

        He couldn’t believe it, either. She wasn’t giving him a chance. “If you would let me explain.”

        She stopped in front of the door and spun to face him. Her chest heaved with each breath, anger darkened her eyes. “Explain what? That you were too busy with your car or your tan to supervise Blake? My ten-year-old son is bleeding and bruised from a fight. You’re the one who let him go off with those other boys. You even admitted you saw what happened. Did you try to stop it?”

        “Of course I did.”

        “Not hard enough.”

        “Dammit, Sandy, if you would shut up and listen to me, I can tell you what happened. You’re jumping to conclusions.”

        “No, I don’t want to hear it.” She approached him and raised her arm until she was pointing at the center of his chest. She stopped when she was less than a foot away. “Your problem is you won’t take responsibility for your actions.”

        He couldn’t believe she was being this unreasonable. Maybe it was a parental thing he couldn’t understand. He tried to hold on to his temper, although she was making it damn hard. “Your problem is you spend so much time being responsible, you’ve forgotten what it’s like to live.”

        She glared at him. “Maybe I have. So what? I’ve learned the hard way that I can only depend on myself. My dad walked out before I was born. My mother was an alcoholic. I spent the first twelve years of my life looking after her. When she died, I moved here to be with my aunt. It was the first time I got to be a child. Maybe it wasn’t enough. Maybe I couldn’t stop acting like a grown-up, but I’m glad. Because I’m going to make it work. Despite you, and despite Thomas, who instead of being a husband was worse than any kid I could have had. Do you know how he died? Do you?” Her voice was shrill.

        He shook his head. He didn’t know anything anymore. He’d never had a clue about Sandy’s mother.

        “He fell off a mountain. He’d gone away, like he did every summer. He usually disappeared for two months at a time. He’d wanted to take Lindsay, but I wouldn’t let him. Thank God. He was careless, or unlucky, and he fell to his death. Now there’s only me. I’ve got a mortgage and three kids. They’re depending on me. So don’t you tell me that I’ve forgotten how to live. Just getting through the day is a victory for me. My children are happy, healthy and warm every single night. The bills are paid and I’m keeping it all together.”

        He reached toward her and touched her face. “I’m sorry.”

        She jerked away from his hand. “Sorry doesn’t cut it. You’re used to getting what you want without having to work for it. Nice for you, but not realistic for the rest of the world. I don’t know what kind of game you’ve been playing with me, but it has to stop. I don’t want to get involved with you. I can’t afford to be one of your conquests.”

        He felt as if she’d stabbed him in the gut. “It’s not like that. I haven’t been playing a game with you. Just because I’m not like you doesn’t mean I’m a jerk like Thomas. You’re judging me on my reputation and what you remember about my brothers. I’ve been here for you, Sandy. From the moment you arrived in Glenwood, I’ve made it easier.”

        Emotions chased across her face. He watched as she wrestled with the truth of that statement. Her mouth straightened and he knew he’d been judged and found guilty.

        “So you’ve been neighborly. I appreciate that. But it doesn’t mean I want you in my life. You’re not Thomas, but you’re just as dangerous.”

        “How?”

        “Have you ever once had a long-term relationship?”

        She had him there. “Define long-term.”

        She sighed. Her shoulders slumped. “That’s the whole point, Kyle. I shouldn’t have to. I don’t want to have to deal with any more adult children, Peter Pan types or charming flirts. I’m tired of being in charge. I want someone to take care of me for a change. We both know you’re not that person. I want you out of my life.” She walked to the door. “I hope you understand, and even if you don’t, I hope you’ll respect my wishes.”

    
Chapter Nine

Sandy left without giving him a chance. Kyle walked to the window and watched as she strode purposefully to her house. Once there, she climbed the three stairs, crossed the porch and went inside, all without once looking back at him.

She’d told him to stay away from her. Just like that. No explanations, no second chances. She’d made her decision and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

He crossed over to the refrigerator and pulled out a beer. Several steaks sat on the second shelf. The vegetable crisper was filled with corn. So much for the barbecue. He told himself he didn’t care. Sandy and her family had been taking up too much of his time, anyway. Now he would be able to do what he wanted, instead of hanging around with them. The words sounded great, but he knew he didn’t mean them. He liked her, he liked her kids. With them, he was able to pretend it was real—that he had a chance at a family of his own.

After twisting off the cap of his beer, he took a long swallow. Was she right? He didn’t want to consider that, but he had to. Was he irresponsible and immature?

“Hell, no,” he said aloud, then wondered if he was just whistling in the dark.

Sandy was right about one thing. He didn’t have a record of long-term relationships. He’d never been willing to risk committing before. In the back of his mind had been the fear that the woman he gave his heart to would walk out the door. People he cared about left. It was a fact of life.

But he wasn’t a charming flirt who got by on his looks. At least he tried not to be. As a teenager, it had been convenient to take the easy way out. Most things in life had come to him without a lot of work. But that didn’t mean he was irresponsible. He usually didn’t care about the things that came easily. What he remembered the most was what he’d had to work for. Or what he’d never gotten. Like Sandy. Sixteen years ago, she’d trampled all over his male pride, and here she was, doing it again.

He walked into the living room and sat in the large chair in front of the fireplace. The leather was cool against his bare back. He closed his eyes. He knew for a fact he didn’t act like a kid. He had a responsible job. He’d worked hard at the police academy, graduating third in a class of a hundred. He’d taken a job in San Francisco for a year, and he’d been the top rookie. But he’d missed life in Glenwood, and when Travis had offered him a job in the county sheriff’s department, he’d been glad to come home. He knew deep inside that he could have made it in San Francisco, or in any other big city, if he’d wanted to.

He shifted on the chair and tried to look at it from Sandy’s point of view. She’d been gone less than an hour and had come home to a bleeding kid. That would be enough to send anyone into a tailspin. She’d overreacted. He was pretty sure she would see that she’d been unreasonable and apologize. He’d been trying to help Blake by teaching him how to protect himself. Could a woman understand that? He smiled. He doubted Sandy would appreciate that particular question. Walking in on him teaching Blake to defend himself had only made it worse for her. In time, she would see that lesson was important to the boy.

He took another swallow of beer and settled the bottle on the floor. He was rationalizing because he didn’t want to face the truth. Sandy could be right about everything. After all, he was a Haynes. Four generations of failed marriages and broken families were hard to argue with. So far, the only brother that was making his relationship work was Travis. He wondered how he’d gotten so lucky.

Kyle didn’t know what a happy marriage looked like. His old man had been gone more than he’d been home. His father’s idea of good parenting was to smack the boys up the side of the head every now and then, whether or not they needed it. He always said, if they hadn’t gotten into trouble, they would. To consider it punishment in advance.

His mother had been physically in the house, but emotionally just as distant. Now that Kyle was an adult, he couldn’t blame her for her bitterness. Being married to Earl Haynes had to have been a living death. Her husband hadn’t believed in fidelity, or seen the wisdom in being discreet. He’d flaunted his affairs, excusing them by pointing out he always woke up in his own bed. Kyle grimaced. Yeah, like the old man had been a saint.

His mother had finally left the summer he, Kyle, had turned fifteen. He wondered if she’d waited until he was old enough to be on his own, or if her patience and sanity had finally cracked. Whatever the reason, she’d disappeared. There hadn’t even been a note.

For Kyle, life had gotten worse. Jordan had been his only brother still at home, but he’d been a senior and had arranged his schedule to be gone a lot. Craig and Travis already had their lives. He couldn’t count on them. It was just him and the old man. He’d had three stepmothers in three years, each one younger than the previous one. The last one had walked into his bedroom one evening and hit on him. He’d been too shocked to do anything but duck out the window and spend the night in the tree house. He’d moved in with a friend for the rest of the summer, then had left for college in the fall.

He opened his eyes and stared at his living room. He’d tried to be different from his father. They all had. No one wanted to mess things up that badly. For Kyle, that meant leaving before getting left. He wondered if that was just another description of running away.

A hand-drawn picture pinned to the wall fluttered in the breeze from the open window. Nichole had made it for him. It showed a group of butterflies in a field of flowers. At least he thought they were butterflies. They could have been birds. One of Lindsay’s books sat on the coffee table next to a baseball puzzle he’d been working on with Blake. In a few short weeks, Sandy’s children had become a part of his days. He wanted to be a father, so he’d tried to be a father to them. It was temporary, perhaps even foolish. Now the thought of being without them made his bones ache.

He knew they would miss him, too. So where did that leave him? Was this a blessing in disguise? If they broke things off now, if he stepped out of their lives, they would recover quickly and get on with things. If he continued to be there for them, they would start to depend upon him. Was he willing to risk that? For the first time, Kyle began to see there was more at stake here than himself. Three other lives would be affected by his actions. Walking away from a woman was one thing, walking away from kids was something much worse.

Up until today, he’d been playing a game. Sandy was right. With her, he’d been toying with the past, teasing them both with sparks they felt when they were together. He didn’t want to hurt her or the kids. He didn’t want to get hurt himself. If it was just a game to him, he needed to walk away now. Before it got ugly.

Simple enough, he told himself. He would walk. Because it was just a game, right? Sure he liked her. How could he not? She would do anything to protect those she cared about. She had a giving heart. He’d seen it years before when his mother had walked out and Sandy had come by to pick up the pieces. She wasn’t afraid of doing the right thing, even if it made her unpopular.

Okay, he could handle liking and respecting her. So what? His feelings weren’t serious. He didn’t want to risk it all and get involved. Because Sandy would leave. Everyone left eventually. The price of being wrong was too high. He didn’t need her or the kids.

He finished the beer and picked up a book he’d been reading. But the silence filling the room made it impossible to concentrate. He missed the laughter. He missed them. It wasn’t that they’d been gone so long, it was knowing he might not see them again. Or Sandy.

Since she’d come back, she was all he thought about. For a while, he’d thought it was an adult manifestation of his adolescent crush. But what if it was something more? What if she was the one and he let her get away? What if she wasn’t the one and she left him broken and bleeding? He’d thought her marriage to Thomas had been perfect. According to her, it hadn’t been. She’d made a mistake. What if he was making a worse one?

* * *

Sandy adjusted the sheets around her son’s shoulders. There was a light blanket folded at the foot of the bed. It was warm during the day, but always cooled off at night. She glanced at the open window, then back at Blake.

“Are you going to be all right?” she asked.

“Mo-om,” he said. “I told you, it doesn’t even hurt.”

Her gaze moved to the bruise next to his mouth. It was about the diameter of a baseball. The swelling had gone down some, but it still looked ugly. By morning, the red would darken to purple.

“I saw you wincing at dinner.”

“The soup was too hot.”

“Sure it was.” She brushed his hair off his forehead. The rest of the family had had tacos for dinner, but she’d fixed something easier for Blake to eat.

She still couldn’t believe her son had gotten in a fight. Just thinking about it made her furious. The problem was, she didn’t know if she was angry with Kyle or herself. She wanted to blame him for not taking better care of Blake, but ultimately the responsibility was hers. When she was around him, she didn’t think—she just reacted.

“Don’t be mad,” Blake said.

She forced herself to smile at him. “I’m not.”

“Uh-huh. Your eyes are getting all scrunchy. You’re still mad at Kyle, aren’t you?”

She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “That’s between us adults.”

“Lindsay said we won’t get to see him anymore. Is that true?” He sounded lost at the thought.

During the day, when her children were moving around, she thought of them as growing, determined people. But at night, in their beds, they seemed smaller and defenseless. Easily hurt by the pitfalls of life.

“It’s my fault,” she said, and touched his uninjured cheek. “I shouldn’t have let you kids get so involved with Kyle so quickly. I haven’t decided yet, but maybe it would be for the best if we didn’t—”

“No!” He raised himself up onto his elbows. “No, Mom. Don’t say we can’t see him. The fight was my fault. Really. Gary threw a ball at Robby on purpose. When Robby started to stand up to Gary, I said he’d done it, too. So after he hit Robby, he started coming after me.” He sagged back to the bed. “Kyle said if I’d tried to defend myself, Gary wouldn’t have hit me. He said he’s a bully and bullies only go after people who don’t know how to defend themselves.”

Sandy blinked in confusion. “Who are Gary and Robby, and what does this have to do with your getting hit?”

Blake took a deep breath. “I went over to Robby’s to play baseball with the guys…”

Her son gave her a more detailed explanation of what had happened. She listened carefully. When he got to the part about defending Robby against the neighborhood bully, she took his hand and squeezed it. “That was very brave of you,” she said.

Blake squirmed. “I didn’t know he was gonna hit me.”

“Still, standing up for someone you just met isn’t something most boys would do. I’m glad you did the right thing. What happened next?”

“Gary and his friends chased me out of the yard and onto that dirt road. Gary said he was gonna beat me up. I didn’t know what to do, but I didn’t want to run. Then Kyle came through the bushes and yelled at Gary to let me alone.” He grimaced. “When I heard Kyle, I looked at him. That’s when Gary punched me. Kyle chased ’em off. He said the best way to deal with a bully is to know how to defend myself. He started to show me how.” The unbruised side of his mouth turned down. “That’s when you came in and got real upset.”

“I see.” Sandy rose and walked to the window. She closed it halfway, then stared out at the night. From what Blake told her, Kyle had done what he could to stop the fight. Kyle had tried to tell her that, but she had been too busy assigning blame. Why? she wondered. Why did she always want him to be the bad guy?

“Mom, can I play with Robby again?”

She turned to look at her son. He hadn’t had a friend in a long time. “Sure, honey. You can go over there, or have him come here. You two will probably want to avoid Gary, though.”

“Yeah. I don’t like him.”

She needed to talk with Gary’s parents. Then she realized she didn’t know the boy’s last name. She would have to ask Kyle. If he was still speaking to her.

“Are you mad at Kyle?” Blake asked.

“Not in the way you think. Grown-ups have different kinds of mad.”

“But we didn’t go to his house for the barbecue.”

No surprise there. She’d told Kyle she wanted him to stay away from her. She flinched. She’d overreacted. She saw that now. Once again she’d reacted to the fear of not being in control. “You wouldn’t have been able to eat anything,” she said.

“I know, but I could have, you know, been there.” Blake looked at her. “I like Kyle, Mom. He’s gonna teach me how to defend myself so Gary can’t hurt me again.”

Sandy wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but she didn’t want to get into it tonight. “We’ll talk in the morning. Right now, why don’t you get some sleep?”

“Okay.” He turned onto his side.

She moved next to the bed, then bent down and kissed his cheek, being careful to stay away from the bruise. Then she turned off the light and left the room. Nichole was already in bed, but Lindsay was waiting downstairs. Sandy wasn’t ready to face her oldest yet.

She paused by the top of the stairs and tried to remember everything she’d said to Kyle. It was all a blur. She remembered parking the car and starting to get out. Lindsay had come running outside and told her Blake had been in a fight and was bleeding. Her next clear memory was standing in Kyle’s kitchen and telling him she wanted him out of her life. He’d tried to explain, but she hadn’t let him. It was so much easier to make everything his fault. If it wasn’t, she would have to look to herself. She would have to question why she did things. She couldn’t afford to let her carefully constructed world crumble. It was all she had.

She sat on the top stair and buried her face in her hands. It was all too confusing. Her body was screaming at her, yelling, “He’s the one, he’s the one,” while her head kept calling her a fool. Kyle had the potential to break her heart and that had her running scared. She’d made such a huge mistake with Thomas. She’d taken a look at the exterior package and had assumed he was what he appeared to be. Who ever heard of a philosophy professor who went rock climbing and cut class to surf? She didn’t want to be stupid again.

So where did that leave her? If only Kyle hadn’t asked her if she was ever lonely. By bringing the question to the light of day, she’d been forced to face reality. The truth was she’d spent her life being lonely. As a child, her days had been filled with secrets. Caring for an alcoholic mother hadn’t been easy. After her mother had died, she’d expected to only feel relief. Instead, she’d mourned her parent. The move to Glenwood had allowed her to heal some, but she realized now it had come too late. She’d never been able to let go enough to be a child again. She’d crossed the line to adulthood and there wasn’t any going back.

With Thomas, she’d hoped to finally find a place to belong, a relationship between equals, where she could be both care giver and care receiver. She’d wanted to let someone else carry the burden for a while. It wasn’t to be. She’d found that out the first week of classes, when he’d skipped lectures to surf. She still remembered how shocked she’d been. He was the professor. He’d shrugged off her concern by pointing out there were only a certain number of good surfing days in the fall, and he intended to take advantage of all of them.

She’d tried to make the marriage work, but it was destined to fail. Thomas had been content to let her take care of everything and she hadn’t been willing to let some things go undone in an effort to force him to help. So the loneliness had gotten bigger until it filled her life and left her numb.

Sandy rose slowly and walked down the stairs. She stepped into the family room. Their blue floral-print sectional sofa blended with the soft ivory walls. She’d found an old rug in the attic and had aired it for a couple of days. The blue and rust tones brought out the colors from the couch and the hardwood floors, making the room look homey. Lindsay sat in the far corner of the sectional. She had the TV on, but the sound turned low.

Sandy sat in the oak rocker she’d bought when she first found out she was pregnant. It felt like yesterday, but it was over thirteen years ago. She’d sat in the chair night after night with her hand on her belly, willing her baby to be happy and healthy. Lindsay sure wasn’t happy today.

“I’ve about had it with your sulking,” Sandy said, throwing down the gauntlet. If she didn’t jump start her daughter into talking about what she was feeling, Lindsay would spend the next week moving from room to room and sighing loudly whenever anyone was in earshot.

“I’m not sulking,” Lindsay said, glaring at her. “I’m simply wondering why you enjoy ruining my life.”

“How is your life ruined?”

Her daughter rolled her eyes. “You know.”

“Because I don’t want you to see Kyle so much? Honey, it’s not good for you to spend too much time over there. He’s an older man. You have these…” She paused, not wanting to make the situation worse. “You have these ideas about him, but they aren’t realistic. You’re still a child.”

Lindsay jumped to her feet. Her long brown hair spilled over her face. She brushed it back impatiently. Sandy recognized the movement as one she made frequently herself. They were more alike than they looked on the surface. Maybe that’s why they were often at each other’s throats.

“I’m not a child. I’m practically a teenager. I’m growing up, even if you don’t want to admit it. Maybe because I’m young and beautiful and it makes you feel old.”

Sandy forced herself to remain calm. “Talking and thinking ugly is going to make you ugly inside and out, young lady. I’m trying to treat you like the mature person you claim to be, but if you act like a child, I’ll send you to your room just like I would with Nichole.”

“Please.” She put her hands on her hips. “I don’t think it’s fair for you to tell me who I can and can’t see.”

“I don’t want you at Kyle’s house by yourself.” She met her daughter’s mutinous stare. “I’m going to talk to him in a couple of days. If we get everything straightened out, then yes, we’ll have contact with him. As neighbors. It’s not right for you to be there all the time. He’s got a personal life, and he doesn’t need a young girl getting in the way of that.”

“It’s not like that,” Lindsay said loudly. “It’s not. He likes me. You’re being mean because Daddy loved me more than you. You’re afraid Kyle likes me more, too. You’re punishing me for that.”

She started to run out of the room. Sandy jumped up and grabbed Lindsay’s arm. Tears filled her daughter’s brown eyes. Sandy pulled her close and held her. Lindsay resisted, then sagged against her.

“Hush,” Sandy murmured. “We’re all a little on edge since we moved. It’s been a big change for all of us.”

Lindsay continued to cry.

Sandy smoothed the girl’s hair and wondered where the first mistake had been made. Had it been letting Lindsay go off with her father? Who knows what Thomas had told the child. Lindsay had made this accusation before. Sandy wasn’t sure what it meant. She suspected her daughter was afraid her father had loved her more, and she felt guilty about that. Or maybe Lindsay knew how Sandy had been hurt. Sandy hated to admit the weakness, but sometimes she had felt left out of Thomas and Lindsay’s special world.

“I never resented the time you spent with your father,” she said. At least that was true. She’d done her best to understand.

“Really?” Lindsay raised her head and looked at her. “But I heard you guys fighting about it. You didn’t want me to go.”

“That wasn’t about you. I was afraid he wouldn’t take good care of you. He was forgetful.”

“I know.” Lindsay gave her a shaky grin. “He left me at a rest stop a couple of times, but he always came back for me.”

Sandy hugged her close. She didn’t know whether to be furious or to laugh. It’s a good thing she hadn’t known that while Lindsay and Thomas were gone, or she would have worried herself to death. The important point was that Lindsay was fine now, and they were together.

“I love you,” Sandy said. “No matter what, I’ll always love you. I know you don’t always agree with what I say or the rules I insist you follow, but I hope you know I set them because I think they’re the best thing for you. I don’t make rules just to be mean.”

Lindsay sniffed. “I know, Mom. I’m sorry I said that. I didn’t mean it. I was just upset about, you know.”

Kyle. Sandy was afraid there wasn’t anything she could do about her daughter’s crush except let it run its course. Eventually, Lindsay would discover Kyle was just a guy. Or maybe she would notice a boy her own age.

Sandy stepped back. “Are we okay?”

Lindsay nodded. “I’m going up to my room and read. ’Night.”

“’Night.” Sandy walked into the family room and sat in the rocking chair. The TV continued to play silently. She ignored the images and instead wondered if she would ever learn how to be a parent. It felt as if every time she got one mothering skill mastered, her kids grew a little and needed something else. Maybe she should spend some time with Lindsay alone. They could do the female bonding thing.

Or she could just curl up under a rock until all these problems went away. She sighed. One thing was sure. She was going to have to talk to Kyle. She needed to apologize for some of the awful things she’d said to him.

He had every right to be furious with her. She couldn’t remember all the names she’d called him, but she was confident she’d hurt him. She shook her head. Since she’d come back to Glenwood, she barely recognized herself. Her nerves were shot, her hormones in a constant state of arousal. Her body hummed at the thought of seeing him. It didn’t make sense. She was dealing with a part of herself she’d long thought dead. She wasn’t prepared for this; it wasn’t fair. Her entire world was unraveling and she didn’t know how to make the process stop.

Tomorrow, she would talk to Kyle, she promised herself. She would apologize and ask him about that Gary kid, and find out where the boy lived so she could speak with his parents. Next, she would discuss whether or not Blake really needed to know how to defend himself. She hated to think of her son getting in fights, but she also didn’t want him beat up. This had to be some kind of guy thing she would never understand.

The list made, she was able to relax. It wouldn’t be that difficult. Kyle was fair-minded. He would forgive her and things would go back the way they had been. He would be charming and far too good-looking, and she would resist temptation with all her might.

She ignored the little voice in the back of her mind that whispered the question asking what wonderful thing might happen if, just once, she forgot she was supposed to resist.


Chapter Ten

Kyle folded the blank piece of paper one last time, then laid it flat to smooth the edges. He grasped the bottom and aimed toward the open glass door that led into the hallway, then he let the paper airplane go. It soared toward the ceiling, looped around once, took a nosedive for the floor and crash-landed about a yard from the trash can.

Travis came in the from his office and stared at the crumpled plane. He glanced at the paper, then his brother and grinned. “Woman trouble. Who is she?”

Kyle didn’t bother answering. He wasn’t in the mood to be harassed with well-meaning advice. He rubbed his hand over his chin and tried to stay awake. He told himself his sleeplessness the night before had more to do with switching from graveyard to days than it did with Sandy, but he knew he was lying.

“Your silence means you don’t want to talk about her.” Travis sat on the corner of Kyle’s desk. “Excuse me for mentioning it, little brother, but you look awful.”

“Good. I feel awful.”

“Is it Sandy?”

Kyle glanced up into eyes that were the same dark brown as his own. All four Haynes brothers had dark hair and eyes. He was the tallest; Travis was an inch shorter. They were most alike in looks. He, Travis and Craig were most alike in temperament, with Jordan being the moody one in the group. But they all had one thing in common—a history of failed relationships. At least Travis had managed to make his second marriage work.

“Maybe,” he admitted.

“That’s a yes.” Travis leaned toward him. “What’s the problem?”

“She hates me.”

“Is that all?”

“Thanks for the sympathy.” He wondered if he should just ignore the whole damn thing. That’s what Sandy wanted. She thought everything that had happened with Blake was his fault. She’d been quick to judge and had refused to listen to his explanations. He shouldn’t try to change her opinion. Only it wasn’t that easy. He didn’t want her to be mad at him.

“So what did you do?” he asked Travis.

“About?”

“Elizabeth.” Kyle leaned back in his chair and rested his heels on the corner of the desk. “How did you know she was the right one? How did you know it would be different from Julie?”

Travis’s first marriage had ended in divorce. He’d moped around for a year or so, then had started dating again. It had seemed that the Haynes curse was hard at work, until Travis had met Elizabeth.

Travis studied him for a long time. “It’s that serious?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” He picked up a pen and studied it, then set it down. “Maybe. She got mad at me yesterday. Her son, Blake, got in a fight. She thinks I wasn’t being responsible. She said a few things that forced me to take a look at myself.”

His brother nodded. “When I first met Elizabeth, I knew I was attracted to her, but I didn’t know she was going to be the one for me. When I finally figured it out, I was scared as hell.”

“I remember.”

Travis grimaced. “The Haynes curse. Four generations of men who managed to screw up perfectly good relationships. I’d been faithful to Julie, and our marriage still hadn’t worked, so I knew it was more than that. But I didn’t know what. I was afraid we’d been born with a gene missing or something.” He grinned.

Kyle didn’t smile back. Maybe his brother was right. Maybe there was something fundamentally wrong with all of them. It would explain a lot of things.

“Then I found out it was a lot simpler than that. I just had to decide.”

“Decide what?” Kyle asked.

“Decide to make it work. I’d always thought I couldn’t be a good husband or father. Look at what we were raised with. Then I figured out our father chose to be with those other women. He chose to be gone and ignore us and Mom. He chose to be a first-class bastard and I could choose to be something else.”

“As easy as that?” It couldn’t be that simple.

“It wasn’t easy. I had a lot to learn. But Elizabeth has been patient with me and I’m getting better.”

Kyle lowered his feet to the floor and leaned forward. He rested his forearms on the desk. “But how did you know she was the one?”

“I couldn’t imagine life without her.”

Kyle had spent most of the previous night trying to imagine what his world would be like now that Sandy had taken herself from him. He hadn’t wanted to picture the long days, the silence. Even consoling himself with the thought that there were any number of women he could call hadn’t made him feel better.

“What if she can imagine life without me?” he asked glumly.

“You mean you haven’t seduced her with the famous Haynes charm?”

He shook his head. “I think she’s immune. She accused me of skating by on my looks. Form over substance.” He looked up at his boss. “Do I have any character?”

Travis laughed. “Hell, Kyle, you’re my little brother. I’m not supposed to make you feel better, I’m supposed to make you suffer.”

“That was when we were kids.”

Travis sobered. “Yes, you’ve got a lot of character. You work hard here. Why do you think I offered you the job in the first place?”

“I never could figure that out.”

“You graduated at the top of your academy class, and you were ranked highest of all the rookies on the SFPD. Why wouldn’t I want to hire you? I spent the first year waiting for you to tell me you were going back to the city. That being a deputy in this little town was too boring.”

“So how about a raise?”

“Talk to me after the county commissioners present the budget.”

Kyle leaned back in his chair. Once he’d returned to Glenwood, he hadn’t wanted to live anywhere else. This was home to him. He liked the pace of life, and the roots he had here. Everything in his life worked. Except for Sandy.

“I should probably just forget about her,” he mumbled. She’d made her feelings pretty clear last night. He’d assumed she would realize her mistake and want to apologize, but what if he was wrong about that? What if she was still mad at him? Then, worrying about being a part of her life wasn’t going to matter. She would chase him off with a shotgun if she saw him coming.

But the thought of not seeing her again, of not being near her and touching her, made his chest ache. He wanted to call her up and ask her to hear him out. He wanted to have her kids over, even Lindsay, and take them to a movie. He wanted to hear the laughter and feel as if he was a part of a family. Funny, growing up with both parents and three brothers, he’d never felt as if he’d belonged. With Sandy and her kids, he felt whole.

Normally, this was the point in a relationship where he thought about running away. This time, he didn’t want to leave. At least not yet. He was willing to risk a little more. The thought scared him though. She could leave him trampled and bleeding. But he had to take a chance.

“I think you should wait for a sign,” Travis said.

“That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard.”

“I’m serious. If something happens in the next five minutes that tells you it’s meant to be, then go for it. If nothing happens, then forget about her.”

Kyle glanced at his older brother. “You’ve been working out in the garden without a hat, haven’t you?”

Travis shrugged. “It’s just a suggestion. I’m a great believer in signs.”

Before Kyle could respond to that, the station door opened and Sandy walked in. He felt his jaw drop. “Holy—” Talk about a sign.

Travis slid off the corner of his desk and stood up. “I told you.”

Kyle rose and glared at him. “You’re not so smart.”

Travis chuckled. “I know. I saw her car pull up.” He glanced at the clock. “Look, it’s time for your break.” Still laughing, he went back into his office.

Kyle opened the wood-and-glass door that led to the waiting area. Except for Sandy, it was mercifully empty. She was standing by one of the wooden benches that lined the wall. It was quiet in the middle of the afternoon. They were alone.

She glanced at him. Her green eyes were dark with emotions he couldn’t read. Or maybe he didn’t want to know what she was thinking. He stuck his hands into his pockets and waited.

Sandy wore a peach sundress. He was used to seeing her in shorts, but he liked how the thin fabric molded itself to her breasts, then flared out at the waist. Skinny straps held the bodice in place. Her slight tan made her hair look lighter.

She twisted the shoulder strap of her purse several times, stared at the floor, then looked back at him.

“Hi,” she said at last.

“Hi, yourself.”

“I went by your house but you weren’t there, so I figured you might be working.”

“Here I am.” He motioned to the benches. “You want to sit down?”

“Sure.” She lowered herself to one end of the seat.

He didn’t know how close to get, so he took the bench next to hers. There was about two feet between them. “What’s going on? Are the kids okay?”

“What? Oh, they’re, um, outside eating ice cream. We went to that place across the street. Blake’s doing really well. Most of the swelling is gone, although the bruise is turning some pretty interesting colors.”

“I’ll bet.”

He wondered if the conversation could have been more awkward. He wanted to ask why she’d come, but a part of him didn’t care why. It was enough that she was here. He studied her face, the wide eyes, the slightly pointed chin, the trace of lipstick on her mouth. He wanted to kiss her. More than that, he wanted to hold her and have her tell him it was going to be okay between them.

She drew in a deep breath. “I’ve come to eat crow. I can eat it cold, if you insist, although it might go down a little easier if I can heat it in the microwave.”

A fierce feeling of gladness swept over him. He forced himself to stay still. “I don’t mind if it’s warm.”

She smiled slightly. “Thanks.” Her smile faded. “Look, Kyle, I was wrong. I came home after dropping Nichole off and Lindsay told me Blake had been in a fight and he was bleeding. I just lost it. When I came into your place and saw you teaching him how to fight more—well, I reacted without thinking.” She stared at the purse on her lap. “I don’t remember everything I said. I just sort of went into protective mother rage. I was scared and I lashed out at you. Blake told me what happened. I know he wasn’t really fighting. Gary hit him when he wasn’t looking.” She raised her gaze to him. “I also know you tried to stop it. I’m sorry about all the things I said. I hope you can forgive me.”

At fourteen, he’d thought she was the most beautiful girl in the world. At thirty, he thought she was the most beautiful woman. There was something about her combination of features, or her eyes, or her smile that made him crazy when he was near her. She could turn him on with a glance. She could reduce him to a whimpering mass with just a word. He had it bad, and it scared him. But for once, he wasn’t going to run away.

“Before I accept your apology, there’s something I have to tell you,” he said. “It might make you mad all over again, but this time hear me out before beating me up, okay?”

She flushed. “I’m not an evil-tempered witch, but okay, I’ll listen first.”

“Great.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I went and spoke with Gary Warner’s parents.”

There was a moment of silence. He didn’t risk glancing at her. Instead, he waited.

“Why?” she asked at last.

“Two reasons. I went because I was concerned about what had happened with Blake. The kid hit him when Blake wasn’t looking. That’s not right. I’ve known his folks for a while and they’re good people. I thought there might be trouble at home, and they should be aware of what was happening in their son’s life. The second reason I went was because if Gary’s already acting like this when he’s ten, by the time he’s thirteen, he could be stealing or causing other kinds of trouble. As a deputy in this town, I want to prevent that. So are you mad or what?”

“Or what,” she said softly.

He glanced at her. She was smiling. He liked the way her lips curved up and the faint crinkles by her eyes. He liked the way she leaned toward him. The sweet scent of her perfume drifted to him. He inhaled the fragrance knowing other women could wear the scent and it would never be the same.

“I meant I’m not mad,” she said. “I appreciate your taking the initiative. What happened when you went to see them?”

He straightened and angled toward her. He rested his left foot on the opposite knee and stretched his arm out along the back of the bench. “They were very nice about the whole thing. They’re getting a divorce and fighting over who gets full custody of Gary. According to his mother, he’s been acting up for a while, but they didn’t know it was so bad. They’re going to talk to him and make sure he gets some counseling. Then I spoke with Robby’s parents.” He glanced at her. “Did Blake mention him?”

“Yes, he said he liked him a lot and wanted to know if he could play with him again.”

“Robby’s a good kid. I talked to his dad. He’s going to sign his son up for a martial arts class. He thinks it’ll give him some confidence.” He opened his mouth to tell Sandy she should think about the same thing for Blake, then reminded himself it wasn’t his business.

“Maybe I should do that, too,” she said.

“Gee, that’s what I was thinking.”

“I know. I could read your expression. But you were afraid to say something.” She bit her lower lip. “I was horrible yesterday, Kyle. I really am sorry.”

“I know. It’s okay.”

“It’s not.” Her green eyes darkened with regret. “Some of my anger wasn’t even about you. Thomas used to take Lindsay with him on his trips now and then. They always had a good time. It made me feel left out. I think that’s how I felt yesterday. You’d been there for Blake, and I was jealous.” She stared at her hands. “Pretty shallow of me.”

“Actually, it makes perfect sense.” He studied the top of her head. He’d never thought of Sandy as being insecure, but maybe she was. “Why didn’t you ever go with Lindsay and Thomas?” he asked.

“I couldn’t. I had two other smaller children to look after.” She glanced at him and sighed. “I know what you’re thinking. Maybe I was using them as an excuse. Maybe I said I couldn’t go, hoping Thomas would insist and prove it was important to him that I come along. Maybe I wanted him to think I was still fun to be around.”

He was so startled by her confession he didn’t know what to say. “Sandy, I—”

“No.” She shook her head. “It’s true. I can be a little grim. But it’s hard to be spontaneous and responsible. I don’t want my kids growing up the way I did. Always afraid. Wondering if there’s enough food for dinner.”

She sniffed and he realized she was close to tears. He’d never seen her cry. “I think you’re a fine mother,” he said. “I admire you.”

Her smile was a little shaky at the corners. “Really?”

“Yeah.” He touched her cheek. “Really.”

“Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself.” She stared at his face, then dropped her gaze lower, to his chest. “I haven’t seen you in uniform before. It sort of shocked me when I came in.”

“Most women like it,” he said.

“Mmm, I can see why.”

Instantly her eyes widened and a bright spot of color flared on each cheek. The sight of Sensible Sandy reduced to embarrassed silence went a long way to restoring his ego. He knew enough about women to know she wasn’t immune to him, but he wasn’t sure attraction was enough. Of course, he wasn’t sure what he wanted yet, either. He just knew he didn’t want to have to think of being without her. He was going to risk trying. Just this once. If she walked all over him, then he would have to figure out a way to recover. If she was interested in a relationship, he was going to have to learn to face his fears.

“I’m sorry we missed our barbecue,” he said. “Maybe we could try rescheduling.”

She glanced at him, then away. “Sure. The kids really missed you last night. I got an earful from all three of them.”

“Did you miss me?”

She swallowed. “Um, yes.” Her voice was a whisper.

He placed his hand on top of hers, stilling her nervous movements. She hadn’t put her wedding ring back on. He was pleased. “Maybe we could try being friends as well as neighbors. I’m willing to admit I’m too charming if you’ll admit you’re a little too responsible.”

She glared at him, but didn’t pull her hands away. “Oh, sure. You get to admit to a fun thing. I’m supposed to admit to being a stick-in-the-mud. That’s not fair.”

“I like that you’re responsible. Being Sensible Sandy is one of your best qualities.”

“Don’t call me that.” She wasn’t mad. The tone of her voice was low, soft and sultry. The look in her eyes was anything but annoyed.

The air around them thickened with tension. It wasn’t just about sex and it should have scared him away, but it didn’t. It made him want to lean closer. Not necessarily to kiss her, although he wouldn’t mind that. But to be with her, a part of her life. It was different from desire—it terrified him, yet he wanted more.

“I like everything about you,” he admitted. “Except that you’ve forgotten how to have fun. I could teach you. It’s something I’m good at.”

“I’ll bet.” She started to pull away.

He grasped her hands more closely. “The world won’t end if you let go of your control for an hour or two.”

“I know. But—”

He leaned closer. Close enough to feel the heat of her body. Close enough that kissing was only a temptation away. “Trust me.”

Her lips parted. “I shouldn’t.”

He moved that last inch and brushed his mouth against hers. The quick contact left them both breathing hard. “You’re right, you shouldn’t trust me, but you do.”

She smiled. “I guess I do.”

* * *

“But I don’t want to,” Lindsay said, glaring at her mother.

Sandy took a deep breath and prayed for patience. “Honey, it’ll be fun for you. I feel badly that you haven’t had a chance to make any friends your own age.” She glanced around at the large park. Children from five through fifteen milled around. The summer park program had started its last session, and Sandy had enrolled all three kids.

“I don’t want to be friends with anyone dorky enough to do this,” Lindsay complained. “Look how weird-looking they are.”

She pointed at a pale, dark-haired boy wearing thick glasses and orthodontic headgear. Sandy bit back a smile. “You be nice to that boy,” she said. “He might be a nerd now, but in a few years, he might be the president of some fast-growing high-tech company. He’ll be rich.”

Lindsay looked doubtful.

Sandy gave her a hug. “Come on. Just give it a try. One afternoon. If you hate it, I won’t make you come back.”

“Promise?”

Sandy nodded. She gave Lindsay a little push toward the row of tables set up by the parking lot. The posted signs told children to register by age group. “I swear I won’t force you to do it again. But you have to try. No sitting in the corner and sulking.”

Lindsay rolled her eyes. “Mom, it’s a park. There aren’t any corners.”

“You know what I mean. Now, Robby’s mom is going to give you a ride home. I’m going to the grocery store this afternoon. If I’m not back before you guys, you know what to do.”

“Stay inside with the door locked. Watch TV and avoid snacks that require heating. We’ve been over this a hundred times. I’m twelve. Lots of girls my age are baby-sitting.”

“I know. I can’t help worrying. Do you have your house key?”

Lindsay pulled a chain up from behind her yellow T-shirt. The house key dangled on the end.

Sandy bent down and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “See you later.”

“Bye.” Lindsay turned and walked toward the registration tables. A cute boy who looked about fourteen smiled at her. Lindsay tossed her head and suddenly looked incredibly grown-up. They were changing fast, Sandy thought as she returned to her car.

She paused before getting in and scanned the park. Children played everywhere. The younger kids were on the far side, so she couldn’t see Nichole, but Blake and his new best friend, Robby, had already joined a softball game in progress. Her son was laughing as he waited his turn at bat.

She slipped into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Blake was going to be all right. For a long time, she’d worried about her only son. No matter what she’d said to Thomas, she couldn’t convince her husband that his son needed him. Thomas had neglected the boy shamefully. It didn’t help that she knew why. Blake was too much like Thomas—the red hair, the glasses, the slight build. After all her years of marriage, she’d finally realized that Thomas liked his dangerous sports because they proved his masculinity. He’d been ridiculed as a child for being small and skinny. She thought that might have made him more compassionate with Blake, but it hadn’t. Instead, he’d turned his back on his son, and Blake had been the one to suffer.

That was changing, Sandy reminded herself as she drove down the quiet streets of Glenwood. They were all starting to fit in. Sandy and Robby’s mother, Alice, had become friendly. They were sharing car-pool responsibilities for the summer camp. Nichole and Mandy had become best friends. Blake had Robby. Only Lindsay hadn’t met someone her own age. Hopefully, the camp would change that.

She turned onto her street. Overhead, tall, leafy trees touched over the center of the road creating a tunnel of shade. She liked the older houses with the wide porches and big windows. She liked that she knew her neighbors, that they waved when they saw her and that she could let her children play outside without worrying about them. She was a long way from Los Angeles, but she didn’t miss the city at all.

She turned down her driveway—and hit the brake. Kyle was waiting for her in front of her house. He sat on the porch stairs and next to him was his large, black motorcycle. Nestled together on the seat were two safety helmets.

He’d promised to teach her how to have fun. Did this mean the lessons began today?

She eased the car forward. Self-consciously, she touched her hair. She hadn’t done anything but slip on a headband. Her red shorts and white T-shirt were clean, but not especially stylish. She wasn’t ready for this.

She’d seen Kyle a few times since she’d gone to apologize to him, but he hadn’t said anything about having fun together. She’d thought maybe he’d forgotten or had just been kidding. In the deepest, most secret part of her heart, she’d been disappointed. Apparently, he hadn’t forgotten, he’d simply been biding his time.

She stopped the car and got out. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He stood up. Six feet two inches of lean, sexy male. Worn button-fly jeans hugged his hips and thighs. His tank shirt exposed tanned, muscled shoulders. Aviator sunglasses hid his eyes, but his mouth was smiling. Did he know what he did to her? Did he sense that her stomach clenched every time she saw him or that her heart pounded harder and faster? Did he know he made her palms damp and her knees tremble? She kept waiting for her nervous reaction to him to go away, but it didn’t. She wondered if it ever would.

“I thought we’d go for a ride,” he said, walking over to the bike.

“I’ve never been on a motorcycle before.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Then it’s time. Go put your purse inside.”

She ran upstairs and unlocked the front door. After dropping her purse on the floor of the coat closet, she tucked her keys into her shorts’ pocket, stepped back outside and locked the door behind her.

Kyle had already put on his helmet and straddled the bike. He looked dangerous and exciting. He tempted her and she didn’t know how to resist. She told herself she should. He would only bring her pain and heartache. But she didn’t want to listen to that voice today. She didn’t want to hear dire warnings about what might happen in the future. She wanted to live for the moment.

“Come on,” he said, holding out the extra helmet.

She walked down the stairs and took it from him. When she’d settled it on her head, he adjusted the chin strap. “How does that feel?” he asked. “Shake your head and see how loose it is.”

She quickly turned her head from side to side. “It’s fine.” The fit was perfect. Too perfect. “So, how many women have you taken out on this thing?” she asked, motioning to the bike.

He laughed. “Not many. Don’t worry. It’s not part of my seduction routine. I don’t need props. Slide on behind me.”

Of course he didn’t. She was walking, breathing quivering proof of that. His raw sexuality was enough to seduce anyone.

She glanced at the house. She’d planned to spend her afternoon lining her dresser drawers and relaxing. She glanced back at Kyle. The drawers could wait. After all, how often did a woman like her get to spend an afternoon with a man like him? She might as well experience the Haynes charm full on. Besides, she’d always wanted to ride a motorcycle.

She rested her hand on his shoulder for balance, then slipped her leg over the seat. When she was settled, he showed her where to put her feet.

“Hang on,” he said, grabbing her hands and pulling them around to hug his midsection. “I’m about to change your life.”


Chapter Eleven

Kyle had thought the motorcycle ride would be fun for Sandy. He hadn’t given any thought to what it would mean to him. As he headed down the driveway toward the street, he felt her shifting on the seat, trying to get comfortable. He grinned. The ride was going to be pure torture, and he couldn’t think of anything he wanted more.

From breasts to knees, her body pressed against him. He could feel the heat of her. Slender thighs cradled his rear, her hands gripped his midsection. The neighbor’s dog came running out to bark at them. Sandy laughed and he felt the vibration through his back.

At the bottom of the driveway, he paused. “Lean into the turns,” he said. “That’ll help me steer. I’m not going to go fast, or get on the highway, so don’t be scared.”

“I’m not,” she said into his ear. “I like it already.”

He liked it, too. “Hold on,” he called and hit the gas.

They turned onto the narrow residential street. At the stop sign, he turned left, then left again at the first light. They headed toward the west side of town, which was less populated. Sandy clung to him. He moved with the speed of traffic. It was a warm summer afternoon. Mothers and their children walked along the wide shady sidewalks in front of the stores in the shopping section. To their left was the park where Sandy had taken her kids for the summer program.

“Do you think they can see us?” she asked as they drove past the children.

“I don’t think so. They won’t recognize you with your helmet.”

He thought she said “good” but he wasn’t sure. At the next signal, he put his feet on the asphalt and steadied the bike with his legs. “You’re squeezing the stuffing out of me,” he called over his shoulder.

“Oh.” She glanced over his shoulder at her hands clutching together in front of his belly. “Sorry. What should I do?”

He was making it worse, he told himself. He was a fool for taunting himself with what he couldn’t have. At least not today. But he wanted to feel her touching him, and he wasn’t above using devious means to make that happen.

“Try keeping your hands flat. That way, you won’t be able to squeeze so tight.”

She had been holding on pretty hard, but it hadn’t bothered him. When she did as he asked and opened her hands so her palms pressed against him, he had to hold back a groan. Her touch was sweeter than he’d thought it would be. He reacted instantly and predictably. Good thing they were on a public street, otherwise he would be tempted to push her hands lower, to the hardness pressing against the button-fly of his jeans.

The light turned green and he maneuvered them through the traffic. As they continued to drive through town, they passed fewer and fewer cars. At the turnoff for the highway, he went in the opposite direction, circling around the industrial park and coming out on a two-lane road that narrowed quickly. About three miles up the way was a park. Hardly anyone used it, even in the summer. He thought it would be quiet there and they could spend some time getting to know each other.

He’d planned the outing specifically for a time when her kids were gone, but he knew himself. If he and Sandy stayed someplace private, like his house or hers, the temptation to make love would be too strong. He wasn’t worried about her rejecting him. He was more concerned about her saying yes and then having second thoughts. Better for them not to do it, than for her to live with regrets.

But he didn’t want to think about that now. Not with the soft summer-afternoon breeze blowing in his face and Sandy plastering herself against him.

She laughed again. “Everything looks different from the back of the bike,” she called. “It’s as if I’m seeing Glenwood for the first time.”

“Do you like it?”

“I love it! Don’t turn, okay?”

Before he could answer or ask why, she released him and raised her arms in the air.

“Look at me!” she called.

“Damn it, Sandy, hang on. You could hurt yourself.”

“I’m fine.”

“I mean it,” he growled. He didn’t dare turn around and look at her. He didn’t want to jiggle the bike at all and upset her balance.

“You’re a stick-in-the-mud,” she said, leaning close to him again and wrapping her arms around his waist.

“And you’re crazy.”

“Maybe.” She rested her chin on his shoulder. “I like this a lot. I might get a bike.”

“Sure. It’s real practical with three kids.”

She chuckled. “Now you sound like me.”

Up ahead he saw the park. At one end were several brick barbecues and rest rooms. He drove past those to the small duck pond surrounded by grass and trees. Several picnic tables had been put in place. He slowed the bike, then stopped it. After standing up, he moved forward on the seat.

“You can slide off now,” he told her.

“Okay.” Sandy grabbed his shoulder as she swung her leg over the seat, then she stepped away. While he set the kickstand, she pulled off her helmet.

Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright with excitement. “That was terrific. I can’t wait to do it again. Can I drive home?”

He looked at her. This was not the Sensible Sandy he remembered, but he liked this adventurous woman. “No. It’s not as easy as it looks.”

“Kyle.” She actually pouted at him. She stuck out her lower lip and tilted her head to the side. “Are you sure?”

He fought against the need to pull her hard against him and kiss her into forgetfulness. “I’ll teach you to ride the bike, but not here. The parking lot is too small and it wouldn’t be safe.”

“But you will teach me.”

“Yes, I said so.”

“Good.”

While he took off his helmet, she walked toward the small pond. A family of ducks were taking their nap on the grassy slope. She walked close to them, stopping only when one of the large birds opened its eyes and glared at her.

“I won’t hurt you,” she promised, bending toward the ducks. “It’s okay.”

Her red shorts pulled tight across her derriere. As Kyle walked toward her, his palms itched to cup those curves and pull her against his arousal. He was so hard, it hurt. He welcomed the pain. He liked that Sandy turned him on. In a strange way, he liked knowing they couldn’t make love today. The anticipation would make the consummation sweeter.

He placed his hand on the small of her back. She straightened and smiled at him. A headband held her light brown hair off her face. It had grown in the last few weeks and now fell about an inch below her shoulders. He liked the way her hair moved easily and caught the light. Hell, he liked everything about her.

He gazed into her eyes. “You’re very beautiful,” he said quietly.

“Kyle, I thought we agreed no lines.”

“It’s not a line.”

He continued to stare at her, memorizing her features, grateful she hadn’t changed much in the time she’d been gone. For a moment, he thought about confessing his sixteen-year-old crush, but he decided against it. He didn’t want her to think this was only about the adolescent desires of a fourteen-year-old boy.

Slowly, so she could pull away at any time, he slipped his hand down her back, over the curve of her derriere to her hip, where he captured her fingers in his. Her gaze never left his. She didn’t move at all, except to tremble slightly and catch her breath.

“Come on,” he said, tugging her hand.

They walked over to the picnic tables and straddled them, facing each other. With his legs spread apart, it was impossible to hide his physical reaction to her closeness and his own erotic thoughts. He wasn’t sure if he wanted her to notice or not. He liked the idea of her knowing she turned him on, but only if it didn’t embarrass her too much. He wanted to get to know the adult Sandy and that wouldn’t happen if he scared her away.

She raised her chin slightly and stared at the trees above them. “It’s lovely here. I’m surprised the park is empty.”

He motioned to the open field across the road and the wooded area behind the pond. “There isn’t anything around here, and most people don’t want to make the drive. At night we have to patrol the area though. Teenagers come here to park.”

“Oh? I never did.” She raised her eyebrows. “But I’m sure you were a regular.”

“Every weekend.” He grinned at the memories. “I had my first encounter with paradise right here in the back of a ’68 Ford Mustang.” He rubbed his lower back. “There wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver. Of course, I was pretty inexperienced, but very enthusiastic. The first time.”

“How many times were there?”

“That night? About five. I was just getting the hang of it when it was time to go home.”

She leaned one elbow on the tabletop. “There is something to be said for the enthusiasm of youth.”

“I prefer the skill of experience.”

She straightened and folded her hands in her lap. “Yes, there is that, too. Well, now that we’re here, what do you want to talk about? Is there a specific type of conversation when one is having fun?”

Why had she changed the subject? If he didn’t know better, he would think she was suddenly nervous. But at what? It couldn’t be the fact that they were alone. Maybe he shouldn’t talk about his sexual past. It was probably not the smartest thing to do. Although he doubted she’d been threatened by his romantic escapades at the age of seventeen.

“We don’t have to talk about anything if you don’t want to,” he said. “The point was to break out of the regular routine. I see you convinced Lindsay to go to camp.”

Sandy wrinkled her nose. “She agreed to try it for a day. If it’s horrible, I promised she doesn’t have to go back. I realized the other day that she hasn’t had a chance to make any friends since we moved. Nichole has Mandy, and Blake is hanging out with Robby. Lindsay is pretty much stuck around the house.”

“Or haunting me,” he said grimly.

“Oh, Kyle, she’s just a little girl.”

“She’s a barracuda. The only good thing about your being mad at me was that I didn’t have to worry about an ambush every time I left the house. She was always waiting for me, wanting to do things.”

“Do you want me to tell her to leave you alone?”

“No.” He scooted forward until their knees were touching, then he stretched back on the bench and rested his head on his hands. “That would mean explaining why I’d like her to lay off and I still want to avoid hurting her feelings if I can.”

“You’re being very nice about this.”

“Never tell a man he’s nice. It doesn’t do a thing for our egos. Look, that cloud looks like a dragon.”

He stared at the sky because looking at Sandy was driving him crazy. Her breasts seemed to thrust forward in invitation and he couldn’t stop wishing her nipples would get hard. He was horny and disgusting, but mentally beating himself up wasn’t doing anything about reducing his state of arousal. Maybe if he stared at something other than her, he could calm down.

“It’s not a dragon, it’s a teapot.”

“No way. That part sticking out at the back is the tail,” he told her.

“It’s the handle. See.” She leaned forward and pressed her right hand on his thigh. With her left hand, she pointed up. He swallowed hard. Her nipples were getting hard, dammit. He could see the faint outline of them through her T-shirt. And she was burning him, the heat of her fingers searing through his jeans to his skin. If she moved her hand a little higher and touched him, he would explode.

He had to change the subject and fast. Talk about something nonsexual, he told himself. Something that would make her stop touching him.

“I never knew your mother was an alcoholic,” he said.

His statement got the desired result. Sandy pulled back and straightened. “I didn’t talk about it much.”

“Do you want to now?”

“There isn’t anything to say.”

He continued to stare at the sky and let the silence of the peaceful afternoon surround them. “That one looks like a race car,” he said, pointing. He glanced at Sandy. She stared at the picnic tabletop.

“I don’t remember much about her,” she said, tracing initials that someone had carved in the wood. “I suppose I’ve blocked it all out. I was pretty young when I figured out something was wrong. Sometimes she would be fine, but other times she would be asleep and I couldn’t wake her up. I remember one time, crying for her to cook dinner. I must have been about five. She had passed out on the sofa. Finally, I made myself a peanut-butter sandwich. The next morning, she was sorry and promised it would never happen again. It did, of course. It never stopped.”

Kyle sat up. Sandy turned toward the tabletop, swinging her outside leg over the bench and pressing her knees together.

“She dried out a few times. At first, I kept hoping it would work, but after a while I didn’t expect anything to change. While she was gone, I stayed with friends. I spent the summer here, once, with my aunt, before I moved in with her permanently. I suppose that’s where the control thing started. I remember being so afraid all the time. I couldn’t count on her to take care of me, so I had to take care of myself. I know that’s why I need to be in control now.”

“You never saw your dad?”

“He didn’t care about us.” She looked at him, then away. “At least that’s what my mom told me. I’m not sure I believe that anymore, but I never wanted to look for him or anything. There wasn’t any point.”

Kyle wanted to pull her close and comfort her. Not the adult Sandy. That woman didn’t want to admit weakness. Instead, he ached for the child who had been left alone and abandoned by an alcoholic mother. He wanted to comfort the five-year-old who didn’t have any dinner, and the second-grader who would have wanted someone to see her in the school play, but who probably hadn’t told her mother about the event in case she showed up drunk.

“And then Thomas let you down,” he said.

“I don’t blame him for disappointing me,” she said. “I’m beginning to see I was the one with the illusions. I wanted more than he could give. It’s not his fault he wasn’t responsible and together.”

“But it is his fault he hurt his son.”

She glanced at him. “How much did Blake tell you?”

“Enough for me to put the pieces together. Remember, I had a jerk for a father, too. I know what it’s like.”

“I worry about Blake. He seems to be doing better here, though. I’m glad he’s friends with Robby. And I’m glad you’ve been there for him.”

The praise made him proud and uncomfortable all at the same time. “Yeah, well, he’s a good kid. They all are.”

“Even Lindsay?” she teased.

“It’s not that I don’t like her.”

“I know,” she said. She angled toward him. “She’s confused. I’m sure this is a phase that will pass. Right now, she’s caught between being a child and being a teenager. She doesn’t fit in either world. She’s terrified of moving forward, but she’s too grown-up to return to the past. Plus, Lindsay misses her dad a lot.”

“She mentioned they did a lot of stuff together.”

Sandy smiled sadly. “Lindsay always had spirit. Thomas admired that. I probably shouldn’t have let him favor her, but I didn’t know how to stop it. Nichole was the baby and had me, so she didn’t really notice, but I know it bothered Blake.”

She rested her left arm on the tabletop. He placed his hand on top of hers. “If your marriage was so unhappy, why did you stay?”

“I used to ask myself the same question. I still don’t have an answer. Partly it was for the children. I remembered what it was like having only one parent, and not a very good one at that. I wanted more for them. Maybe it was also that I didn’t want to admit failure.” She sighed. “I guess the truth is, I was afraid. If I left, I would be on my own. I didn’t want to risk it.”

“You’re alone now,” he said. “I think you’re doing a hell of a good job.”

“Thanks. Some days I think it’s going to be fine. Other days I don’t think I can make it. Then I remember I don’t get a choice. They’re depending on me. I have to make it.”

He brushed his thumb against the back of her hand. Her skin was soft and smooth. He turned her hand over and rested his fingertips on her palm.

“You could get married again,” he said, staring at the shape of her wrist and the clasp of her watchband. “It’s not as if you’re mourning the love of your life.”

“I’ve already made one mistake. I don’t want to make another one.”

“What makes you think it would be a mistake?”

“The odds are not in my favor.”

He glanced at her. Her eyes were wide and flickering with emotion. He thought he might have seen a spark of desire there, as well, but he wasn’t sure. Or maybe he was sure, but he wasn’t ready to act.

“What’s the worst that could happen?” he asked.

“I’d end up with another child. And I’m not talking about an infant. Actually, I wouldn’t mind another baby.” Her expression became dreamy. “I like babies.”

“Me, too.”

She blinked and looked away. “I wouldn’t want another Thomas. Someone who only pretended to be grown-up. If I ever get involved again, it’s going to be with someone responsible, who understands life is serious business and we don’t always get to have our way. I want a partner, not a playmate.”

He chose not to take offense at her words, mostly because he knew she wasn’t directing them specifically at him. She’d recited her list of requirements as if she’d spoken them before. They were, he realized, a talisman to keep away all that she was afraid of.

“You’re putting up barriers to keep people from getting close to you,” he said, “and calling those barriers ‘responsibility.’ I suspect that if you found a responsible man who was everything you wanted him to be, you’d get so scared, you’d take off running in the opposite direction.”

“That’s not true at all.”

She tried to pull her hand free, but he wouldn’t let her. “I also think that you’d come up with another list of excuses to keep from getting close. You don’t trust what you can’t control, and you can’t control love. Or passion. You blame your failed marriage on Thomas, but how much of it was your fault?”

“Mine? He’s the one who was always gone.”

“You let him go. It takes two to fight, Sandy. You let him leave because you were afraid.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I? You’re still afraid. Look at me and tell me the thought of making love with me doesn’t make you tremble with fear.”

She stared at him, then, and he saw her confusion. “I’m not afraid,” she whispered.

“Then why are you shaking?”

Because she always reacted that way when she was close to him, Sandy thought. Because he made her think of things she wanted to forget. She didn’t want her problems with Thomas to be her fault. She’d been a good wife. He was the one who—

She shook off the memories. She didn’t want to remember any of this now. “I thought we were supposed to be having fun,” she said.

His dark eyes flared with the fire of arousal. “Be careful what you ask for,” he warned.

She looked at him and allowed the flames to burn away her doubts. She swayed closer to him. She could feel tremors racing up her legs and arms, and the fluttering of her heart, the sharp cadence of her breathing. She could lose herself in him, in the passion.

He swore under his breath and moved close to her. Before she could react or say anything, he gathered her in his arms and kissed her.

His mouth was hot and firm, the taste of his lips wonderfully familiar. She clung to him, angling her body toward him, trying to get closer and closer still, as if she could dissolve into him. He moved one arm to her shoulders, supporting her upper body, then scooted her nearer, so her hip nestled between his thighs. His free hand rested on her belly.

Even as she parted her lips to urge him inside, she willed his hand to move higher. Since she’d ridden on the back of his motorcycle, she’d been in a state of arousal. He’d been hard and unyielding to her curves, steady to her shaking. All male, designed with the sole purpose of making her forget herself. And around him, she did forget. Her responsibilities and sensibilities disappeared, until there was nothing but sensation—a world of heat and desire, where she at last understood the true beauty in the differences between male and female.

His mouth angled over hers as his tongue plunged inside. He swept around and over, searching out her secrets, making her tingle and gasp, making her clutch at him and no longer need to breathe.

She raised her hands to his head, tracing the shape of his ears, burying her fingers in his short hair. She wiggled her butt slightly and felt the hardness of him surge against her hip. In her mind’s eye, she saw him popping open the buttons of his fly one by one. She saw him springing free, then imagined herself touching his silky length. Her fingers curled toward her palm in anticipation and she whimpered.

His free hand slipped up her midsection. Yes, her mind screamed. She arched forward, thrusting her chest toward him. His palm moved over her breasts, circling against her nipples. Electricity raced to her female place. She tightened her thighs together, but it did nothing to alleviate the tension there.

Around and around he moved, teasing her through the layers of clothing. She wanted more. She wanted to touch flesh.

She moved her hand down his shoulder toward his waistband. Without stopping to think or let herself get scared, she tugged his T-shirt free of his jeans, then pressed her hand against his bare belly. His muscles jumped at the contact. Curly hair tickled her palm.

He raised his head and stared down at her. Passion had darkened his eyes to the color of midnight. “Sandy? What are you doing?”

“I would have thought it was obvious.” She slipped her hand higher. He clenched his jaw and swallowed. “You feel great. Hot and hard.” She realized what she’d said and flushed.

He grimaced. “I could show you hot and hard, but I won’t. We’re in a public park.”

She’d forgotten. She glanced around. There was no one else there but a duck family and none of them looked very interested in what was going on. There wasn’t any traffic on the road.

She pulled his shirt higher until she could see as well as touch. “There’s no one here.”

“That doesn’t mean there might not be.”

“I don’t care.”

That was the amazing part. She didn’t care. With him, there was no controlling the passion. She wanted it all. She wanted to feel everything, do everything with him. She didn’t care about convention or practicalities. Her body was on fire and she was learning to enjoy the heat of the flames.

“Then I have to care for both of us,” he told her.

“I know you want this,” she whispered.

“Of course I do, but not here. Not like this.”

She reached up and nipped his chin. “Exactly like this. Wild.” She kissed him from his lower lip down to the neck of his T-shirt. He tasted salty and sweet. She could dine on him.

“Sandy—”

“No,” she said, cutting him off. “Stop thinking. If I think, I’ll have to be responsible. I’ll get all embarrassed and we’ll have to stop. Don’t you see? Don’t let me think.”

She continued to stare at him, willing him to understand. She’d spoken the truth. Her reaction to his touch was as foreign to her as riding the motorcycle had been. But she didn’t question it. She loved how he made her feel. She loved being able to forget. For once in her life, she was being swept away.

He glanced over his shoulder as if to make sure they were still alone, then he lowered his mouth to hers. This time, his kiss was impassioned, as if he was determined to have her be consumed by desire. They clung to each other—hungry, inflamed. Then, as she prepared to give herself up to him, he straightened.

“We can’t do this here,” he said regretfully.

“But, I—”

He placed his index finger on her mouth. “You know we can’t. Not only are we in a public place, but I’m not convinced it’s what you want.”

She stared at him uncomprehendingly. “Do I look like I’m not interested in this?”

“Let’s just say I want to wait until we can make love slowly. I don’t want you getting lost in the moment. I don’t want you having regrets.” His expression was determined.

“I can’t believe you’re stopping this now,” she grumbled.

He stood up and winced. “Parts of me can’t believe it, either.”

As she rose to her feet, she pressed on the picnic table. “It would have worked fine.”

“What about the audience?” he asked.

She looked at the ducks. “They aren’t impressed.”

“They weren’t the audience I meant,” he said, pointing to the road. At that moment, a car drove by.

She thought about the state they’d been in a moment before. What had happened to her? She didn’t usually lose control like that. Was it him, the passion, or was it her? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

Kyle walked to the bike. “We’d better head back.”

She stepped closer, then paused. “Are you mad at me?”

He touched her face. His eyes were serious, the flames of passion banked, but not extinguished. “No. Never.” He handed her a helmet.

A minute later, they were speeding back toward the house. Sandy clung to him, savoring the feel of his body pressed so close to hers. The sensations Kyle aroused in her intrigued and frightened her. She didn’t know what they meant, or if they had to mean anything. She refused to consider the idea that they were more than a sexual response, though. They couldn’t be an indication of deeper feelings. Not for him. She was determined to avoid making the same mistake twice. When she got involved with a man, he was going to be different from Thomas—not a charming womanizer, which would be even worse.

He turned into the driveway and stopped in front of her house. Sandy sat on the bike for a minute, not wanting to get off and have the adventure end. “I had a good time,” she said as she unfastened the helmet.

“So your first lesson in having fun was a success?”

She stepped off the bike and smiled. “It was near-perfect.” Her gaze settled on his mouth. “I can’t wait for the next one.”

“Sandy,” he growled.

“Don’t worry. You’re safe from me.” She glanced at her watch. “My kids will be home any second.”

He grabbed her hand and squeezed. “I’ll see you soon.”

She leaned forward to kiss him. In the back of her mind, she registered the front door opening. She tried to pull back but it was too late to stop her forward momentum. As her lips touched his, she heard, “Mom?”

Lindsay! Sandy straightened and turned toward her daughter. Lindsay stared down at the two of them. The girl’s face paled. “Mom?” she repeated, louder this time. “You said you were going to be at the grocery store, but you were with Kyle, weren’t you?” Her voice rose to a shriek. “I hate you. I’ll hate you forever.” She turned and ran back inside; the front door slammed shut behind her.


Chapter Twelve

“Lindsay,” Sandy called. She threw down her helmet and raced after her daughter.

“Wait,” Kyle yelled. He secured the kickstand and jerked off his helmet, then took off after her. He caught her on the stairs. “I want to talk to her, too,” he said.

“This isn’t your problem.”

“I’m the one she has a crush on.”

“I’m her mother.”

They paused by the front door. Kyle waited. He didn’t want to walk away from this. Lindsay was important to him. He knew how she was feeling; he’d been there himself. “I’m not leaving,” he said.

Sandy sighed. “Suit yourself, but I’m warning you, it could get ugly. Lindsay has never been shy about saying what she’s thinking.”

She opened the front door and started across the foyer. Nichole saw them from the family room and got up. “Mommy, I had the best time at camp today. I want to go back tomorrow and the next day.” Her green eyes sparkled with excitement. “I even made you something.” She glanced past her mother toward him. “Hi, Kyle.”

“Hey, kitten.”

She dimpled.

Sandy looked at her daughter. “Honey, Lindsay’s really upset and we have to go talk to her right now. But as soon as we’re done, I want you to tell me everything about your day, okay?”

“Sure.” Nichole plopped down on the sofa. “I’ll wait.”

Kyle was surprised. He’d expected her to get upset at being ignored. “You’ve got some great kids,” he said as they started up the stairs.

“They all know I’ll keep my promise to listen. They don’t like waiting, but they’re old enough to stop making a fuss about it.” She winced. As they neared the second-floor landing, they could hear Lindsay’s harsh sobs.

Kyle swore. “The kid sounds like her heart is breaking.”

“It is.”

He grimaced. It wasn’t fair. Growing up was tough on everyone. He had a fleeting thought that this wasn’t his problem, that he could bolt and no one would blame him. Instead, he forced himself to keep climbing the stairs. Lindsay needed him, and whether she knew it or not, so did Sandy.

Lindsay’s door was closed. Sandy knocked.

“Lindsay, Kyle and I want to come in.”

“No! Go away.” Her voice was thick with tears. Kyle felt a sharp pain in his gut. The kid was really suffering.

Sandy opened the door and stepped inside. Lindsay lay on her bed, curled up and facing the window. Her long brown hair streamed over the pillow.

“Lindsay, we never meant to hurt you,” Sandy said.

The preteen didn’t move.

Sandy looked at Kyle helplessly. He held up his hands, indicating he didn’t know what to say, either. This was way out of his league.

Sandy moved closer and sat on the edge of the bed. Before she could touch her daughter, Lindsay rolled toward her. “No,” she said loudly. “Don’t sit down, don’t say anything. I don’t want to hear it.” He face was flushed, her eyes red from crying.

Sandy stood up slowly. “Lindsay.”

“No. I saw you, Mom. How could you? It was disgusting.” Her mouth twisted. Her gaze shifted to Kyle. “You don’t really like her, do you? You don’t think she’s pretty. She’s old and never does anything but yell at us to do our chores and be responsible. You’re not like that. You’re fun, Kyle. You don’t like her. You can’t.”

Tears flowed from her eyes. Her voice caught. “I’ll never forgive you. Never.”

Kyle moved closer to the bed. Lindsay stared at him for a moment. The raw pain in her gaze made him flinch. “Lindsay, you’ve got to understand.”

“No, I don’t,” she said, turning her back on him. “I hate you, too. Go away.”

“I can’t.” He sat on the edge of the bed and placed his hands on her shoulders. She jerked away. He tried again and this time she let him touch her. After a few minutes, he drew her close, turning her so she was pressed against him, her head leaning against his chest.

She continued to cry. He could feel the moisture of her tears as they dampened his T-shirt, and the sobs shaking her slight body. Sandy stood beside the bed with her hands balled into fists. She was hurting, too. He didn’t know how to comfort them both.

“I know how you feel,” he said to Lindsay.

“No, you don’t.”

“Yeah, I do. I had a crush on someone once.” He stared at the top of her head, then rested his hand on her hair. “I was fourteen. She never knew I was alive.”

Lindsay sniffed and looked up at him. “Really?”

He nodded. “She was an older woman and dating one of my brothers.”

“What happened?”

He cupped her chin and brushed the tears from her face. “I tried to tell her how I felt, but she didn’t listen. She was polite and friendly, but she wasn’t interested in me. Basically, she shut me down big time.”

Brown eyes widened with curiosity. “Did it hurt?”

“Like someone had reached inside and ripped my heart out. It hurt bad.”

Lindsay nodded and stared at the bedspread. “I know,” she whispered. “What happened after that?”

He shrugged. “She left for college and I eventually got over it.” He smoothed her hair away from her face. “You will, too. Because you don’t really want me for a boyfriend, Lindsay. For one thing, I’m way too old. For another…” He paused.

Sandy had stood silently beside the bed listening as he talked. He didn’t want to look at her and find out what she was thinking. After all, she was the one he’d had that crush on sixteen years ago. He figured he could easily go another sixteen years without her finding out the truth. He wondered what she would say if she knew. He wondered how mad she was going to be with what he was about to tell her daughter.

“What?” Lindsay asked.

“You want me to help fill the hole your dad’s death has left in your life.” When she would have turned away, he held her close. “Listen to me, Lindsay. If you think about it, you’ll know I’m right. You were always doing things with him. You and he had a very special relationship. It’s only natural that you would miss that. Then you met me. I remind you a little of your dad. I’m fun to be with, I don’t take things as seriously as your mom. But you felt guilty and disloyal. You think the only person who can be a father figure in your life is your father. You didn’t know what to think, so it was easier to pretend you had a crush on me.”

Her mouth opened, but she didn’t speak. “It’s okay,” he told her. “You can have more than one adult male in your life acting like a dad. You’ll always love your father the most, and that’s how it should be. That doesn’t mean I can’t give you a little advice from time to time.” He scowled. “Especially when you start dating. I plan to look those young men over very carefully, Lindsay Walker, so don’t expect to bring home any biker types.”

Her eyes filled with tears, but this time she was smiling. She flung herself at him and squeezed hard. He hugged her back.

“Are we gonna be all right?” he asked.

She nodded, but didn’t let go. He risked a glance at Sandy. She was staring at him as if she’d never seen him before.

“How’d you know all that?” Sandy asked.

“It just sort of came to me.”

Lindsay raised her head. “Mom?”

“Oh, honey.” Sandy walked toward them. Kyle shifted on the bed and stretched out his left arm toward her. She moved close and hugged them both.

“I love you, baby,” she said.

“I love you, too, Mom.”

Kyle swallowed against the sudden tightening in his throat. He wasn’t sure where he’d gotten the words. When he’d needed them, they’d just sort of been there. He was grateful that they’d been the right thing to say.

Now, holding Sandy and Lindsay close, he felt something he hadn’t felt for years, if ever. He felt as if he belonged. As if all the years of playing daddy with his brother’s kids, or the neighbor kids, had finally paid off. He felt strong enough to carry all the troubles of the world on his shoulders, and weak enough to fight the burning at the back of his eyes.

When Lindsay wiggled free, he didn’t want to let her go. He didn’t want the perfect moment to end. Because when they all stood up and looked at one another, he would be the one on the outside. He wasn’t part of the family. He wasn’t likely to be. Sandy might be interested in sleeping with him, but she’d made it clear that he wasn’t the sort of man she wanted in her life permanently.

Lindsay scrambled off the bed and walked over to the window. She stared outside. “I guess I made a fool of myself, huh?”

“Not with me,” he said. “I’m not sure what you’ve been doing with the other men in the neighborhood, though.”

She looked at him and rolled her eyes. “Kyle!”

“Lindsay!”

She grinned.

“Your secret is safe with me, kid,” he said.

“I can still come over and make fresh lemonade if you want,” she said.

“I’d like that.”

“Tomorrow.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

He started toward the door. Sandy followed. When they reached the staircase, she paused.

“You did really good in there,” she said.

“Thanks. I was nervous.”

“It didn’t show.” She looked up at him. “Thanks, Kyle. It could have gotten ugly, but you were great.”

He liked the hero worship shining from her green eyes. He liked that he’d impressed her. But he hadn’t done it for her; he’d only been thinking of Lindsay. “I’m glad it worked out.”

“Me, too.” She put her hand on the railing, but didn’t step down. “So what’s the real story about this crush of yours? I don’t remember any of the Haynes brothers ever being without a date.”

“I was only fourteen at the time. A little young for dating.”

“And she really didn’t notice you?”

“You sound surprised. I was a kid. She wasn’t. It’s no big deal, Sandy. It happens all the time.”

“But not to you.” She smiled. “I guess I can’t imagine who it would be. One of the cheerleaders? Oh, you said someone one of your brothers dated. Which brother? Travis? He always had the prettiest girls.”

“Why is this so important to you?”

“I’m just a little curious.”

He could tell her. What would she do with the information? Would it make a difference? He watched as her mouth curled in a smile. Her nose was a little red, as if she’d been in the sun too long on their bike ride. Instantly, images of what had happened on that picnic-table bench flashed into his mind. He had to fight the need to bend over and kiss her. Just once. Instead, he started down the stairs.

“You’re not going to tell me?” she asked.

“No.”

“But, Kyle, I want to know.”

At the bottom of the stairs, he turned toward her. She was grinning. “Just one little name. What will it hurt?”

She was right. It couldn’t hurt anything. It had been a long time ago. If he was going to risk it with Sandy, he might as well risk it all. Then, if it didn’t work out, he could tell himself he’d done his best. It would be small comfort if she left him, but he would need all the help he could get.

He walked to the front door, then paused. “It was you, Sandy. Always you. I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out.” Then he stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

* * *

“Mom, when can I learn how to drive?” Lindsay asked.

Fortunately, Sandy was already at a stop sign, so she didn’t accidentally hit the brakes and risk being rear-ended. She glanced at her twelve-year-old daughter. “Where did that question come from?”

Lindsay shrugged. “I just asked. Sheesh, you always make such a big deal out of everything.”

“You’ll learn to drive when you’re fifteen and a half and get your learner’s permit. Not before.”

“Figures.” Lindsay slumped back in her seat.

It was her turn to ride in front. The children rotated weekly. Blake sat directly behind her, playing a hand-held video game, and Nichole was having a quiet conversation with her doll. All in all, life had settled into a routine. The children went to camp every day, she had finished unpacking and was planning her lessons for the coming semester. She’d figured out where everything was in the grocery store and she’d managed to reduce the time she spent thinking about Kyle from all of her day to about three-quarters of it. Not bad considering she couldn’t get his confession out of her mind.

It was you, Sandy. Always you. I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out.

How could he have said that to her and then just left? She’d been too shocked to do more than stare at him as he’d walked out of her house, and then it had been too late to go after him. Nichole had claimed her attention. Next, she’d had to deal with making dinner. Suddenly, it had been the next day and she’d been too embarrassed to seek Kyle out and ask him what he’d really meant.

He’d had a crush on her? It didn’t make sense. She barely remembered him as a fourteen-year-old. Of course, if she couldn’t remember him, she probably had ignored him, but why would he have had a crush on her? She wasn’t a cheerleader. She was just ordinary. Sensible Sandy, as he called her. She wasn’t the type to inspire that kind of affection. She certainly hadn’t in Thomas.

Maybe she would ask him today. They were all getting together at Travis and Elizabeth’s house for a cookout. All the brothers would be there, along with their dates, kids and possibly dogs. It would be a madhouse, but she might be able to steal a quiet moment alone with Kyle. There hadn’t been an opportunity in the last couple of weeks. One of the deputies had been on vacation and Kyle had been working extra hours.

Nichole leaned as far forward as her seat belt would let her. “Mandy’s mom said they were going to buy a blowup pool and that we could go swimming.”

“Sounds like fun, honey,” she answered.

“Blake can come, too, if he wants,” Nichole said graciously. She and her brother always got along well. Sandy often wondered if it was because Lindsay had been singled out by their father, that the two younger ones banded together.

Lindsay sighed loudly and muttered something about children. She was upset because her friends hadn’t been able to come to the cookout, so she wasn’t going to have anyone to hang out with. Since Kyle had talked to her, she’d seemed a little more like a twelve-year-old and a little less like a seductress in a training bra.

Sandy turned onto the tree-lined street where Travis and Elizabeth lived. Her children were doing well, she thought happily. They were adjusting to their new lives, thanks in great part to Kyle. He was always there for them. Even though she hadn’t seen him much in the last couple of weeks, and never alone, he’d made sure he was available to her children.

She started down the long driveway, and parked behind an expensive German sedan. Austin, his wife, Rebecca, and their two children were already here. Her kids scrambled out of the station wagon as soon as she turned off the engine, but she was slower to exit. There was a part of her that was shy about facing all these people. Not because she didn’t belong, but because she didn’t know where she stood with Kyle.

It was ridiculous, she told herself as she got out of the car. The man was her neighbor, nothing more. Yet, that wasn’t completely true. He was also a good friend, and a good surrogate father to her children. He’d been there for her, and his touch made her forget herself. She blushed as she remembered how willing she’d been to make love with him in a public park. She hadn’t cared about anyone driving by and seeing them. She hadn’t cared about anything but getting close to him, kissing him, stepping into the fire they generated and giving up her soul to the flames.

They weren’t dating, but they’d almost become lovers. She didn’t want a man like him in her life, but she couldn’t stop thinking about him. She wanted it to be real, yet she knew in her heart that Kyle was everything she wanted to avoid in a man. She walked to the rear of the vehicle and opened the back door. So why couldn’t she turn her back on him and forget about it? Why was she having trouble sleeping and eating, and why did her heart still pound so hard every time she saw him?

She had to make her body, or her hormones, or whatever was causing the reaction stop. She couldn’t go on like this. What would happen if things got tough? She wanted a man who would make the difficult decisions no matter what they cost him personally. She wanted someone she could depend on.

“You’re looking serious about something.”

She jumped and turned toward the sound. “Kyle,” she said, pressing her hand on her chest. “You startled me.”

“I was on the porch,” he said, pointing toward the house, “but you didn’t notice me waving.”

“Sorry. I was thinking.”

“About what?”

His brown eyes studied her face, his firm mouth smiled easily. The sheer male beauty of his features took her breath away. He wore black shorts and a T-shirt that advertised a local deli. Everywhere she looked, she saw hard muscles and tanned skin. It was enough to make a woman swoon. Her palms dampened, her mouth got dry and she couldn’t think of an intelligent thing to say. If she were eighteen, or even twenty, she would swear she was in love. But she was thirty-two, and she knew better.

“Nothing important.”

He reached up and cupped her chin. “I haven’t seen you in a while. Everything okay?”

“Couldn’t be better.”

“Vacations are over for now, so my schedule is going to be normal again, starting Monday. Maybe we could take another bike ride.”

Her thighs began to tremble. “I think that would be a mistake—”

He bent down and kissed her, cutting off her words. There was nothing seductive about the pressure of his mouth on hers. It was soft and sweet. Still, she felt her body begin to hum as need and desire flashed through her.

He straightened. “What were you saying?”

Had she been saying something? She leaned toward him hoping he would kiss her again, but he just gave her that cat-who-ate-the-canary grin of his. “Huh? Ah, nothing. Why?”

“I could have sworn you were going to tell me another bike ride wouldn’t be a good idea.”

She reached into the station wagon and picked up a covered casserole dish. She handed it to Kyle, then reached for the covered cake plate. He slammed the car door shut, then fell into step beside her as they started for the house.

“Why would I say a foolish thing like that?” she asked.

“That’s what I was thinking.”

When they reached the stairs leading to the porch, she paused and stared at him. Sunlight caught his short dark hair. He was tall and broad, strong. In the last few weeks, she’d come to think of him as dependable, which is a word she never would have associated with one of the Haynes brothers. Yet, they’d all changed. They’d grown up. For a brief moment, she wanted it to be enough.

“Is it true?” she asked. “Did you really have a crush on me?”

He looked past her toward a grove of trees next to the house. “It’s the only time I hated my brother. The first time Jordan brought you home, I wanted to kill him and steal you away for myself.”

“Really? Why?”

“I’m not going to answer that.”

“When did you get over your crush?”

His gaze settled on her. “Don’t ask questions unless you’re sure you want the answers.”

Her breath caught in her throat. What was he saying? That it had been over so quickly that she would be insulted if she knew, or something else? That he’d never gotten over it. But he had to have. He couldn’t still have those feelings for her, could he? He was right, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

He laughed. “Sorry, that’s as much of my confession as you’re going to get.”

“But Kyle—”

“But nothing.” He raised the dish in his hands. “What did you bring?”

“Potato salad and chocolate cake.”

“Sounds great. I brought yams.”

She giggled. “Is it true? That’s the only thing you can make?”

He looked insulted. “It is not. I just like yams.”

“Okay, me, too. I thought they were great.”

He bent toward her. For a second, she thought he was going to kiss her again. She wanted him to. She wanted him to hold her and touch her and take her to that magic place they disappeared to when they were together. She wanted to make love and talk about the past and the future. She wanted to hear about his crush, then whisper that she couldn’t keep her heartbeat under control when he was around.

Then the front door opened and he straightened.

“We need less interruptions and more privacy,” he murmured.

She glanced up and saw the third oldest Haynes brother standing in the doorway. “Jordan!” she called and started up toward him.

“Hey, Sandy.” Jordan wasn’t as tall as Kyle, or as good-looking, but there was something soulful in his eyes. He’d always been the moody one, the brooder. While Craig had been the athletic star and Travis had collected ladies based on his charm, Jordan had been the James Dean of the county. Even Sensible Sandy hadn’t been immune.

He met her at the top of the stairs and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I heard you were back in town. How’s it going?”

“Really well.”

“I met your kids,” he said, then gave her a kiss on the cheek. “The littlest one has your smile. She’s going to be a heartbreaker.”

She was pleased at the compliment. “Thanks. Nichole is a sweetie.”

She looked at her old boyfriend. Time had been kind to him. The new lines around his eyes only made him more good-looking. The Haynes family had an incredible gene pool, she thought, then realized she was standing right next to Jordan, talking to him, staring at his smile and feeling absolutely nothing. Not a twinge of attraction, not a flicker of a faster heartbeat. It was as if he were her brother.

“Before you get too charming,” Kyle said, coming up and elbowing his brother out of the way, “the lady’s with me.”

Jordan’s dark eyes met hers. “So that’s how it is?”

Sandy glanced up at Kyle. Her heart kicked into high gear and her stomach dived for her toes. Maybe it was just the flu, or an allergy. “That’s exactly how it is,” she whispered.

* * *

Fifteen children, eight adults and an assortment of pets could go through enough food to feed an army and still have room to argue about who got the largest slice of cake. Sandy looked sadly at the few crumbs that were all that was left of her three-layer masterpiece.

“At least they enjoyed it,” Elizabeth said, coming up and taking the dirty side plates. “This family sure can eat.”

“I’ll say. I think that lone pickle floating in the jar is about it for leftovers.”

Elizabeth grinned. “Less work for us.”

“That’s true.” Sandy gathered up a handful of flatware and set it on the cake dish, then carried everything into the kitchen. Rebecca and Christina, a petite blonde who was dating Kyle’s oldest brother, Craig, were already washing dishes.

“More work,” Elizabeth called. “No rest for the wicked.”

Rebecca glanced at her over her shoulder. “We’re not the wicked ones. It’s those men who should be in here cleaning.”

“I heard that,” Kyle said, walking in with an armful of plastic glasses. “I’m helping.”

Elizabeth picked up a dish towel and tossed it to Sandy, then grabbed another one for herself. “Kyle, would you please bring in the rest of the dishes. Sandy and I will dry.”

“No problem.” He left the kitchen.

Rebecca grinned. “You notice how well behaved he is all of a sudden. As if he’s trying to impress a certain someone.”

“I thought that same thing, myself,” Elizabeth said. “Now, who could he be strutting around for? Is he dating anyone?”

“Not that I know of.” Rebecca looked at Sandy. “You wouldn’t know anything about this, would you?”

Sandy could feel herself blushing. “Gee, I haven’t seen anyone at his house.”

“Except for yourself, of course,” Rebecca teased.

“I’m just there to collect the children.”

The two women exchanged knowing glances. Kyle returned with more dishes and conversation became more general. Sandy enjoyed her time with the women. She liked their friendly manner.

“Only two more weeks until camp,” Elizabeth said. “I can’t wait. With Mandy gone, we’re hiring a sitter every night for the baby, and Travis and I are going to be alone. I feel like it’s been years since our honeymoon.”

“It has been,” Rebecca reminded her. “Austin and I are doing the same thing. Paying a sitter to mind the baby is a small price to pay for romantic time with my husband. David is so excited about going to camp. I adore him, but I sure look forward to the peace and quiet.”

“What camp?” Sandy asked.

Elizabeth dried a plate and set it in the cupboard. “Glenwood sponsors a three-night camp for all the children in town. They have to be five or older. It’s great. All the parents get some time off and the kids are supervised. The best part is, because they go as a group, they’re with people they know, so they don’t usually get homesick.” She sighed. “Three whole nights and four days. I can’t wait.”

Rebecca looked at her. “Are your three going?”

“I didn’t know about it.” Although now that she thought about it, she did remember hearing Lindsay and Blake talking about a camp, but she’d thought it was the park’s program they were already in.

“These are the last of them,” Kyle said as he walked in carrying several serving dishes.

“Sandy didn’t know about the camp,” Elizabeth said, then raised her eyebrows. “I’m shocked that you haven’t already mentioned it.”

He surprised Sandy by clearing his throat and shuffling his feet. “The kids know about it and want to go,” he said. “We were, um, discussing the best way to bring it up. Lindsay didn’t think you’d want them to go.”

“Why would she think that?” Sandy asked.

“She said you hadn’t let her go to camp two years ago.”

“But that was right after her father had died. I thought she was trying to run away from his death and I was afraid of what would happen to her. She’d never been away from home before on her own.”

“Oh.” He looked up and smiled. “They’d like to go.”

“I don’t have a problem with that.”

“Good.” His brown eyes darkened to the color of a midnight sky. The air between them seemed charged with electricity and she was having trouble breathing.

“Is it hot in here, or is it me?” Elizabeth asked.

But her voice seemed to come from a long way off. Sandy knew what Kyle was thinking. If the children were gone for three nights, then they wouldn’t have any interruptions or excuses. There would be nothing to stop them from taking the next natural step in their relationship.

She bit down hard on her lip. Relationship? She and Kyle didn’t have a relationship. They were neighbors. Friends. Nothing else.

But as she stared at him and listened to the other women chuckling at their expense, she knew it was already too late. She and Kyle were involved. There was nothing she could do except wait it out and see what happened. It wasn’t as if he was the love of her life. She was far too sensible to fall for a guy like him. It was just about attraction and sex.

She could always recover from a broken heart. What she couldn’t recover from was regretting something she hadn’t done.

“I’ll make the arrangements tomorrow,” she said.


Chapter Thirteen

She wanted to ask him to pull the car over because she was about to lose her lunch. Not that she had eaten anything. She couldn’t. Sandy closed her eyes and leaned back against the passenger seat of her station wagon. While her three kids had inhaled burgers and fries, she’d picked at a small salad. Even Kyle had gotten his lunch down with no trouble at all. Damn him!

She opened one eye and glanced at him. He was driving through the streets of Glenwood, heading back to her house. He looked calm, unconcerned. He was even humming with the radio! Didn’t he know what was going to happen? Did he realize what they’d just done? Her three children were on a bus heading to the Glenwood city camp where they would spend the next four days and three nights. Nights he had implied the two of them would be spending together. Alone. Making love.

So why wasn’t he nervous? Were his palms sweating and his stomach heaving and his body alternately hot and cold? No, not Kyle. He was calm and relaxed. As if he had nothing to worry about. As if they weren’t going to do it.

Her eyes shot open and she sat up straight in the seat. Maybe that was it, she thought grimly. He’d changed his mind. He didn’t want to do “it” with her anymore. Or he’d never wanted to. She’d misunderstood everything. He’d kissed her before because…because…

“Stop fidgeting,” Kyle said. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

She stopped breathing. “Time?” she squeaked.

At the next stoplight, he glanced at her. Something warm and sexy glowed in his dark brown eyes. He grinned at her. “I was going to give you until tonight to let you have your way with me, then I figured why waste a perfectly good afternoon. So don’t worry, darlin’, we’ve got four days for loving.”

She sucked in a breath and coughed. “Great.”

So much for being Sensible Sandy. So much for being in control and acting dignified and sophisticated. She felt as prepared as a virgin facing a sacrificial altar. Maybe she could tell him she’d changed her mind. Maybe she should tell him that she wasn’t his type. After all, she was just a mom with three kids. Hardly the sultry vixen he must be used to. She clutched her belly as it rolled one more time.

He turned into the driveway. She thought about jumping out of the car, but she figured she would only maim herself, and the thought of trying to make love with skinned knees was just too depressing.

Instead of continuing toward her place, Kyle turned the station wagon into his driveway and parked in front of the garage. He turned off the engine, then got out of the car and walked around to her side. It was her moment to bolt. She didn’t. Sandy sat there like a rabbit caught in the hypnotic stare of a snake. She could do nothing to escape. It was inevitable. She might as well make the best of the situation.

He opened her door and held out his hand. She hesitated before placing her palm on his. Their gazes locked. Instantly, something hot and alive crackled between them. The rolling of her stomach quieted as anticipation took its place. Her body still trembled, but this time from need, not nerves.

“Stop thinking about it,” he told her. “It’ll be fine.” He pulled her to her feet and slammed the car door shut behind her, then tugged her along to his back door.

“I’m not nervous,” she lied.

But once she was standing in his living room and he released her hand, all her doubts crashed in on her. It was as if Kyle’s touch kept her insecurities at bay, but as soon as she was by herself, she began to question everything.

“You want some champagne?” he asked as he headed for the kitchen.

Champagne? In the middle of the afternoon? “Ah, sure.” Oh, God, she was out of her element. She should have known. She should have never agreed to this.

She crossed the room toward the stone fireplace. There were several photos on the mantel. Kyle with his brothers, Travis and his family, Craig and his kids. Happy pictures. No women who weren’t related. That was something.

There was a slight popping sound as the cork was released. Sandy flinched. She continued to stare at the photos as if her life depended on memorizing them.

She sensed the moment he entered the room. He didn’t make any noise, or say anything, but she knew he was there. Behind her. Waiting.

“There’s something you should know,” she said, touching her finger to one of the wooden frames. She smiled at the picture of Kyle graduating from the police academy. How handsome and strong he looked in his uniform. “I’ve only ever done it, you know, the boring way.”

“Okay.”

“I mean, there was this one guy in college, but it was only a couple of times, and frankly I didn’t like it very much. It was better with Thomas. At least I figured out what all the fuss was about. Sort of.” She could feel herself blushing, but she had to get it out. It was only fair. Otherwise, he would be disappointed. She wanted him to know up front. So if he didn’t want to anymore, she would know why.

“I know that you’ve been with lots of women,” she continued. “I’m not sure I could, um, keep up. Or do anything strange. I’m not very adventurous. And I’ve had three children. I’ve got stretch marks.” She thought about telling him that her breasts were a little saggy, too, but didn’t think he would want to know that in advance. Maybe he wouldn’t notice. If she was on her back when she took off her bra, it would be hard to tell, wouldn’t it?

She cleared her throat. “So I’m sure you’re thinking this is a bad idea. I wouldn’t blame you. Really.”

She heard a clinking sound. She thought he might be putting the champagne glasses on the coffee table, but she didn’t want to turn around and see.

“I thought you were beautiful the first time I saw you and I still think that,” Kyle murmured.

From the sound of his voice and faint puff of breath on her cheek, she knew he was standing right behind her. “But I’m not like them,” she said, staring at the rocks that stretched to the ceiling. She touched their rough surface.

“Like who?”

“Those other women that you’ve been with. I don’t know what you expect of me.”

He put a hand on her shoulder and forced her to turn. She wanted to close her eyes, but she knew that was too cowardly. She would just have to face him and get it over with. She swallowed hard, then looked at him.

His face was taut with an emotion she could only describe as need. The corners of his mouth tilted up slightly, but his eyes burned with fire. He was close enough to touch, close enough for her to see the smooth line of his jaw, close enough for her to wonder if he’d shaved just before leaving with her to drop the kids off for camp. The thought pleased her.

He kept his hand on her shoulder. “What do you expect of me?” he asked.

“Huh? I don’t expect anything.” Well, except maybe that it was going to be wonderful between them.

He reached up and pulled the headband from her hair, then slipped his fingers through the loose strands. “I don’t have any secret tricks. I won’t do anything you haven’t done before. There aren’t going to be any surprises.”

Ha, she thought grimly. He hadn’t seen her naked.

He startled her by frowning. “No doubts, Sandy. They’re not allowed. I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment.”

She searched his eyes. “This isn’t just about your crush, is it?”

“Of course it is. It’s also about how I feel about you now, today, with both of us adults. I can’t forget the past, but that’s not all it’s about.” He smiled slightly. “Why can’t you believe you turn me on?”

She felt the color flaring again on her cheeks. “I’m not the type who inspires grand passion.”

He grabbed her hand and brought it to the fly of his jeans. She could feel the hard length pressing against her. “Who do you think inspired this?” he asked.

She squeezed him gently. Maybe it was real, she thought to herself. Maybe he did think she was attractive and maybe he really did want to make love with her. Maybe it was going to be all right. He certainly wasn’t lying about his desire. It was hard to fake that large an arousal.

She rubbed her palm up and down the length of him. She swayed toward him, suddenly eager to find out how he would feel inside of her.

He groaned, then pulled her hand away. “I have two things to say.”

She could feel the desire lapping at her body. It was faint at first, the slightest of tugs, but as she stood in front of him, staring at his perfect body, it grew until it was a riptide threatening to pull her under.

“Are you listening to me?” he asked.

“Uh-huh.” Why was he talking so much?

“First, I haven’t been with lots of women. Some. A few. In this day and age, it would be crazy to be indiscriminate. Second, I’m using protection.”

She blinked. The desire faded in the reality of his pragmatic statement. “Protection?” Oh, God, she’d forgotten. After Nichole had been born, Thomas had taken care of birth control permanently. She hadn’t had to think about it anymore. But Kyle wasn’t Thomas and this was the nineties. “Protection?”

“You just said that.”

She turned from him and started for the door. “I can’t do this.”

She got all the way to the entrance to the kitchen before she realized he wasn’t going to stop her. She paused and glanced back at him. He was still standing where she’d left him, in front of the fireplace. Her gaze lowered to his bare feet. While he’d been pouring the champagne, he must have also taken off his cowboy boots. She’d never thought of a man’s feet as sexy before, but she liked Kyle’s. They were broad and strong. Like him.

On the coffee table, bubbles floated to the surface of the tulip-shaped glasses. She looked at him. He was waiting. Patiently. It was her decision.

“You’d let me walk out?” she asked.

“If that’s what you want. No being swept away this time, Sandy. No excuses. If you want to make love with me, stay. If you’re not sure, you should go.” With that, he picked up the two glasses and carried them into the bedroom.

At least she assumed it was the bedroom. She’d never explored his house before. She stood there in silence, wondering when she’d become such a wimp. This wasn’t a difficult decision. Of course she wanted Kyle. All that was holding her back were her own insecurities. And a faint voice that whispered she would be in big trouble if she was foolish enough to fall for him.

She was a grown woman. In all her thirty-two years, she’d never reacted to a man the way she reacted to him. No one had ever left her breathless before. She’d spent her whole life playing it safe, doing the right thing, the expected thing. For once, she’d promised herself to walk on the wild side. She raised her chin slightly and started after him.

There was a short hallway. On one side was an open door leading to a bathroom. On the other, a second door stood open. From where she was standing, she could see a dresser and the foot of a brass bed. Light filtered in through open-weave drapes of blue and rust. She stepped into the room.

It was a man’s room. Large pieces of wooden furniture lined the wall. A dresser, a highboy and two nightstands. An overstuffed blue chair filled one corner. A rust-colored comforter had been pulled back, exposing cream-colored sheets. Kyle sat on one side of the king-size bed. He’d removed his shirt. Sunlight caught the smooth skin of his bare shoulders and highlighted the hair on his chest. Sandy’s fingers curled into her palms.

He reached for the two glasses he’d left on the nightstand and handed her one. She crossed the room and took it from him. He didn’t want her swept away. He wanted her aware of everything that was going on. Her breath caught in her throat. That wasn’t going to be difficult. No way she could think about anything else.

She took a sip of the cool liquid. Bubbles tickled her nose and the back of her throat. She’d forgotten how much she liked champagne. He drank also. She watched his throat as he swallowed. The air in the room heated, as if someone had turned on the furnace. Or maybe it was just being so close to him.

Her gaze traveled over his bare chest. She wanted to touch him, taste him. She wanted to feel him next to her without the encumbrances of clothing, or worrying about privacy or interruptions. Her breathing increased.

Kyle took the glass from her and set it down next to his. Before she could figure out what he was going to do, he’d already reached for the hem of her T-shirt and was gently tugging the garment over her head. Thank goodness she’d had the foresight to put on her best underwear. Her bra and panties matched, probably for the first time in her life. They were both a pale pink with a print of roses woven into the fabric. The bra gave her a little extra support and made her looked chesty. She hoped Kyle appreciated her silhouette. She hadn’t had dessert since she’d decided to send the children to camp and then indulge with Kyle. She’d been doing sit-ups, but doubted two weeks of diligence made up for years of neglect.

With practiced ease, without even turning her around or glancing behind her, he reached for the button and zipper of her denim skirt and unfastened them. A quick tug had that garment pooling around her feet.

“You’ve done this before,” she said without thinking.

He grinned at her. “Once or twice.”

Then he reached for her bra. She wanted to stop him. Her breasts weren’t as perky as they had been when he’d fantasized about them sixteen years ago. If he even had fantasized about them. Instinctively, she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Wouldn’t you rather I was lying down?” she asked.

He raised his eyebrows.

She realized what she’d said and wanted to die. Right now. If the floor would just open up and swallow her. But it didn’t. “What I meant was…”

He waited, watching her, grinning that damn knowing smile of his.

“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth and reached for the back fastener. “I’ll just take it off. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She unhooked the bra, slid it off her arms, and glared at him. Then she bent over and jerked her panties down to her ankles, then stepped out of them.

“Are you happy?” she asked. “Look.” She brushed her palm against her belly. There were faint lines from her pregnancies. “I’m marked, wrinkled—” She pointed to her breasts. “Definitely past perky. I could probably stand to lose ten pounds.”

This was awful. The most embarrassing moment of her life. “I’m going home now,” she said and started for the door.

“Naked?” Kyle asked.

She reached the doorway and stopped. “You’re supposed to stop me. You’re supposed to lie and say all those things don’t matter, that I’m really the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen.”

As if her humiliation wasn’t complete, she could feel tears burning in her eyes. She never cried. She refused to start now. About this.

“Are you done?” he asked.

She sniffed. “I think so.”

“Good.”

She shrieked as he came up behind her and lifted her in his arms. She supposed most women reacted well to being carried, however she didn’t like the feeling of being up in the air. She clung to Kyle’s neck until she was probably choking the poor man, and kicked her feet as if that would help propel them the short distance to the bed.

He knelt on the mattress and lowered her. When her head touched the pillow, he stretched out beside her. “What happened to Sensible Sandy?” he asked.

“I think she got packed with the kids’ stuff by accident.”

“I like this Sandy, too.”

“Really?” Her mouth twisted. “You’re just saying that because you’re afraid I’m going to cry.”

“Are you?”

His dark eyes promised her the world, yet she was afraid. “Maybe.”

“Only tears of joy,” he said quietly and reached for the champagne.

She expected him to take a sip, or offer her one. Instead, he held the glass over her midsection and tipped it until a stream of bubbly liquid poured onto her belly. The shock of cold made her jump.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “It’s wet.”

He grinned.

Kyle rose to his knees, then bent over her. He licked at the champagne. She stared at him in disbelief, then collapsed back on the pillows. It was a contrast of temperatures and textures. The bubbles tickled, his mouth was smooth. The champagne cooled her skin, his tongue heated her to melting. He drank the liquid from her belly, licking the last drops from around her hipbones, then he moved between her knees and stared down at her.

“You still doubt,” he said, then held out his hands. She glanced at his fingers, then looked closer. They trembled.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because it’s you. It’s always been you.”

The beauty of his face made her heart beat faster. He was male to her female, experienced to her awkwardness, and she wanted him more than she wanted to draw her next breath. For some reason she would never understand, he also wanted her. He thought she was special. Perhaps it was the past, or some combination of chemistry. Perhaps it was just dumb luck. Whatever the reason, she, an ordinary woman with nothing special to set her apart from the thousands of other ordinary women in this world, had worked magic on him. She made him tremble. Saggy breasts and stretch marks, three kids and a slight need to organize the world. She was done trying to explain it away. If he wanted her that much, far be it from her to deny him.

She opened her arms and spoke his name.

She was all he’d dreamed she would be, Kyle thought as he lowered himself to kiss her. She tasted of champagne and promises. She was hot and willing, tentative and bold, all things. She was his world.

He angled his mouth and sought entrance to hers. She parted for him. When his tongue touched hers, he felt the jolt clear down to his groin. His arousal surged painfully against the fly of his jeans. He would keep them on until the very end. He’d been ready since the moment she’d agreed to send her kids to camp. He’d been anticipating this moment since he’d woken up that morning. He had a bad feeling that if he took his jeans off, he would be compelled to plunge inside of her and explode like an adolescent. He wanted more than that for her. He wanted to be perfect.

To that end, he kissed her slowly. He touched her shoulders and her arms, rubbing his palms up and down on her smooth skin. She was softer than he’d imagined any woman could be. Her curves yielded to him.

He kissed her mouth, then her jaw and her ear. Her hands clutched at his back. He liked the way she held on to him as if she feared he would go away. If only she knew the truth. He had no other world save her.

After licking her earlobe and making her giggle and squirm beneath him, he trailed his mouth down her neck to her chest. Her breathing increased. Her body tightened in anticipation. He moved his hands from her arms to her waist, then slipped them higher, up her rib cage to her breasts.

She arched into his touch. Her hips came up off the bed and her fingers dug into his back. He raised his head slightly so he could see what he was doing.

His long tanned fingers contrasted with her pale skin. Her nipples were dark pink and already hard. He cupped her breasts, learning their shape and texture. They moved in his hands, soft and supple. She writhed beneath him, her legs tangling with his, her hips rising to meet him and taunt him with a brief caress. Around and around, he circled, close to the taut peaks, but not touching. Then he released her and reached for the champagne.

Her eyes opened and she watched him take a sip. Her lips parted. He bent down and took her right nipple in his mouth. She gasped. The liquid had cooled his skin slightly. He suckled her, loving the taste of her. She was sweeter than the champagne, more intoxicating.

He repeated the procedure, this time filling his mouth with the liquid and then letting the bubbles explode against her nipples. She called his name. Her arms fell to her sides and she clawed at the sheet. He traced a trail of dampness to her belly button, then back to her breasts. He loved her there, over and over, until her breath came in pants and her hips were permanently plastered against him.

He taunted them both by moving back and forth against her center. Several times he had to stop because he was about to explode. He could feel the pressure building, so he backed off.

He bathed her thighs in champagne, then licked her clean. He dipped her fingers into the slender glass and suckled them. Her eyes glazed over, her head tossed from side to side. At last, when perspiration coated her body and she had drawn her knees back to expose her most secret place to him, he reached between them and touched her there.

Just once. Very lightly. The tip of his index finger found her center and rubbed it. Then again. She gasped. Her eyes opened, but she couldn’t seem to focus.

“What are you doing?” she asked weakly.

“Trying to drive you crazy. How am I doing?”

She smiled. “Great. Except you lied to me.”

“When?”

“You said it wasn’t going to be different.” She blinked and looked at him. “It is. It’s wonderful. Why are you being so good to me?”

Because you mean everything to me. Only he didn’t say that. Instead, he touched her again, in her most feminine place, and she forgot the question. He touched her over and over until she was begging him for release. He bent over her and kissed her breasts, even as his fingers moved faster and faster, even as her hips began to rotate in the age-old rhythm of desire.

He shifted until he was lying next to her, supporting his head with one hand. He stared at her face, at the way her breasts moved, at the faint lines on her belly. Every inch of her was precious to him.

His forearm was against her thigh and he could feel her muscles tensing as she neared her release. He moved faster.

Her lips parted. A flush started at her breasts and climbed toward her face. He glanced at the place he touched her. His fingers slipped back and forth, parting the light brown curls. Her knees drew back toward her chest and he could see all of her. His throat tightened as he stared at her beauty, at the tiny place that brought her pleasure, at the dampness that would soon welcome him home. He felt the moment when her muscles locked and heard her stop breathing. He continued his quick, light ministrations.

Then she exhaled his name. Beneath his forearm her legs trembled and jerked slightly. Her hands opened and closed against the sheets. He glanced at her face and watched her try to catch her breath. The flush had climbed to her hairline, her nipples were erect. Satisfaction poured through him, as if the pleasure had been solely his. He wished they could do it again and again until he learned everything about her. He wanted to make love to her until she was too weak to walk or even stand.

Instead, he drew her close to him. He held her tightly in his arms as she continued to shake. He released her long enough to brush away the tears that trickled down her temples and kiss the questions from her lips.

“It’s never been like that,” she said, staring up at him.

The gladness filling him made it impossible to speak.

After a few minutes, she pushed him away. “Take your clothes off,” she demanded. “I want to see you.”

He grinned and stood up. He was shaking so hard, he had trouble with the buttons on his fly, but he got them undone and pushed the jeans and his briefs down in one quick movement. Sandy knelt on the bed in front of him, staring at his arousal.

He wanted her to lie down or move back or something, but she just knelt there staring. It was going to be a problem in about two minutes, he thought. Already the pressure was uncomfortable. Soon it would be uncontrollable.

“Sandy, I can’t wait much longer,” he said. “I hate to be a jerk, but you’ve had me like this since the day you arrived and a cold shower can only do so much.”

She raised her gaze to his. “Really? I turn you on that much?”

“You tell me.”

“Can I touch you?” she asked, reaching toward him.

“No!” He stepped back. “That wouldn’t be a good idea. Not unless you want me to ah—”

She raised her eyebrows. “As fast as that? Gee, I’m surprised. I would have thought you’d be more controlled.” She scooted back on the bed.

“I have damn good control,” he growled, bending down and pulling a condom out of his jeans’ pocket. “You make me sound like some horny kid. It’s not like that. It’s just this situation has been difficult from the beginning.”

“I understand,” she said kindly. “You don’t have to explain it to me.”

“Dammit, woman.”

She giggled. “I’m teasing. Come on, let’s take care of your little problem.”

“You said it was big,” he grumbled as he opened the package and started to slide on the condom. He was still shaking, so it wasn’t an elegant procedure, but when it was finally fitted in place, he moved to the bed.

Sandy was grinning up at him. She moved to the far side and relaxed back against the pillows. Her hair was loose around her face, her body naked to his gaze, her thighs parted in welcome.

“You’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever known,” he said, moving across the bed and kneeling between her legs. “I swear I’ll make it up to you.”

Her pupils dilated. “You already did. This is just for you.”

She reached down and touched him. He about exploded right then and there, but managed to salvage a little control, just enough to press into her. Heat surrounded him as she stretched to accommodate him. She wiggled her hips and he almost lost it again.

“This is going to take about one second,” he said, wishing he could do better.

“I don’t mind.” She touched his face, then his chest. “I wish I could make you understand how terrific it makes me feel to know that you’re losing control with me.” She tightened her muscles around him. “The faster, the better, as far as I’m concerned. Impress me later.”

He took her at her word. He pressed in until she’d taken all of him and withdrew slowly. Her muscles clenched harder as if begging him to stay. He plunged in a second time, then a third. On the fourth time, she drew her knees back and grasped his buttocks. She pulled him closer until he was buried inside her, deeper than he’d thought possible. She did something incredible, tightening even more and he crashed into paradise.

The sudden explosion shocked him. His muscles turned rock-hard, then released. He tried to pull back and plunge in again, but he couldn’t move. He could only feel. She caressed him from the inside, her body rippling around him, her hands holding him against her, her breasts brushing his chest. He thought he might have said her name, he was pretty sure he got loud, which was kind of embarrassing.

When the pleasure had faded to a memory and his body was limp with relief, he held her close and inhaled her scent. It had been better than he’d hoped for. Better than anything he’d done before. It wasn’t just about passion, though. There was a tenderness, a sense of joining between them that scared him to death. Not because she might trap him into staying. Hell, he wanted to stay. What terrified him was the fear that as much as he wanted to be there for her, he didn’t know if he had what it took to last through the long haul.

* * *

“I’m convinced,” Sandy said as she struggled to catch her breath.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“Positive.” She stretched her arms over her head and sighed with contentment.

“I could do more.”

He thrust his hips forward. Despite their both having just found their release, the sensation of him moving inside of her sent a slight tingling through her body. Would she ever grow weary of being with him?

A faint light showed through the drapes at the window. The pleasantly tired aching of her body told her it was dawn. For the past four days, they’d done little but make love, eat and sleep.

Kyle had arranged for time off while the kids were at camp. Every afternoon, Sandy returned to her house to pick up the mail and water the plants. She was having her calls forwarded to his number, so if something happened with the children she would know. But there had only been blessed silence and the quiet isolation most enjoyed by new lovers.

“We’ve got to get some more sleep,” she said, shifting to give him more room next to her.

“Why?” he asked as he settled on the pillow and drew her close. She rested her head on his shoulder.

“They’ll be back this afternoon. We need to look rested.”

“The fact that they’re coming back is all the more reason not to waste time.” He leered at her. “Besides, I have my reputation to think of.”

She slipped her leg between his. His hand rested on her bare hip. She no longer thought about stretch marks or imperfect flesh. Kyle had seen it all, touched it all, tasted it all. He found pleasure in her body and that was enough for her.

“You’ve redeemed yourself a hundred times over,” she reminded him. “It doesn’t matter that you couldn’t hold back the first time. Trust me, your control is amazing. I have the weak knees to prove it.”

His control was amazing, as was his ability to discover exactly what pleasured her. In four days, he’d learned more about her body, her likes and dislikes, than Thomas had learned in thirteen years of marriage.

He brushed her hair out of her face. “You’re good for me.”

“I’m glad.”

Contentment stole over her. Here in this bedroom, lying on sheets musky with the scent of their bodies, she felt as if everything would be all right between them. The world couldn’t hurt them here. All things were possible.

But even as she sighed softly and smiled into his chest, worries stole over her. They couldn’t stay in this room forever. In a few hours, she would go pick up her children, and life would return to normal. Then what? She didn’t want to think about it, but she didn’t know how to avoid the questions. What would happen then? Would they date? Continue as lovers? What did Kyle want of her? What did she want of him?

He exhaled. “I think you’re right, kid. I need to sleep for a couple of hours. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

She ran her fingers through the dark hair on his chest. “I don’t see a single gray hair.”

“They’ll be there soon enough,” he murmured. His body relaxed next to hers and his breathing deepened.

She listened to the rhythmic thudding of his heart. She wanted to hold on to him forever. Sometime in the last four days, she’d started to think of what life would be like with him there all the time and it frightened her. Not just because of who he was, but because of herself. She wasn’t the kind of woman who inspired life-changing love in a man. She wasn’t sure she was enough to keep Kyle happy. She hadn’t been able to hold on to Thomas. No other woman had been able to get Kyle to commit to a long-term relationship. What made her think she could do any better?

Everything she knew about him told her he was wrong for her. Everything he did for her proved that he was the perfect man. Which was she supposed to believe? Which was right? Could she risk it again? What happened when things got rough? What happened when he had to make the hard choices? How could she trust him to think of herself and her children before he thought of himself? Did she even have the right to expect that?

She turned onto her back and stared at the ceiling. She wanted a partner, not a playmate. Was she wishing for the moon?

Kyle shifted toward her in his sleep, as if he missed her closeness.

“Sandy?” he mumbled, obviously not fully awake.

“I’m right here,” she said, reaching over and touching his short dark hair. The individual strands felt like silk through her fingers.

“Love you,” he whispered as his eyelashes fluttered against his cheek.

Her fingers froze. What had he said? That he loved her? She continued to stroke his head, all the while fighting back her tears. What a way for him to tell her. When she couldn’t ask him to repeat it, or if he’d even meant it. She didn’t know which would be worse. For the words to be true, or for them to be a lie.


Chapter Fourteen

Life was good, Kyle thought as he picked up the next report. He studied the name on the folder, then searched through the file cabinet until he found where it went and slid it in place. He continued to whistle tunelessly as he worked on the filing. He could feel the sun shining through the office window and onto his back. It was another beautiful day in Glenwood. The last bright moments of summer before—

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Travis grumbled as he came into the room. “You’re whistling, for God’s sake.”

Kyle grinned at his older brother. “You look like hell.”

“I feel like hell. Mandy ate something bad yesterday and I was up all night with her. What are you so cheerful about?”

Kyle closed the top drawer and pulled open the second one. “Just life, big brother.”

“That’s disgusting.” Travis squinted at him. “You’re doing the filing?”

“Dottie had a doctor’s appointment.”

“You hate the filing.”

Kyle shrugged. “It’s not so bad.”

Travis stared at him for a second, then shook his head. “You’re not a well man,” he muttered as he left the main office.

Kyle didn’t bother pointing out he’d never felt better. His life was perfect. He reached for the next report and chuckled. Okay, it could be a little more perfect if he and Sandy could find some privacy and make love. Since the kids had come home from camp the previous week, they’d all spent time together. He was crazy about her children, but there were times when he wanted school to start so they would go to bed early and leave Sandy and him with enough of the evening left to have some adult fun. Still, he wasn’t complaining. Sandy hadn’t shut him down and he’d thought she might.

He walked to the front window and stared out at the park across from the sheriff’s department. All the way to the park to pick up the children from camp, he’d been terrified that she was going to tell him it was over. But she hadn’t. After collecting the kids, they’d gone out to dinner and heard all about their time away. Everyone had had fun. Even Lindsay made a couple of friends. That night, he’d left Sandy and her children at their house and made the solitary walk back to his own place. For the first time in three nights, he’d slept alone in his bed. He’d used her pillow so he could smell her sweet scent and pretend she was with him.

He knew now that was what he wanted. He’d thought long and hard about it, and he’d decided to risk it all. He loved Sandy and he wanted to marry her. All he was waiting for was the right moment to tell her how he felt.

He wasn’t sure if he was going to propose right off. She might need a little convincing. After all, on the surface, he was as bad or worse than Thomas. But he’d learned the truth about himself. He didn’t just skate by on his good looks. There was more to him on the inside. He was willing to be there for Sandy and her children, no matter what it cost him personally. He returned to the file cabinet and started whistling again.

The phone rang. Not the main business line which would be picked up at the front of the station, but the private line businesses often used if there was a problem but it wasn’t urgent.

“Glenwood Sheriff’s Department,” he said. “Deputy Haynes speaking.”

“Kyle, it’s Wilson Porter, from the Ragged Elephant. I’ve got a problem.”

Kyle grimaced. The Ragged Elephant was a trendy boutique at the mall. Teenagers loved the exciting new fashions, but the store had more than its share of trouble. “Let me guess. Shoplifters checking out the new fall line.”

“You got it. I’m holding the kids in my office. They’re pretty young and scared, but I’m not going to let them off.”

“I understand. I’ll be right there.”

He hung up, then reached for his cap. As he walked down the hallway, he called out to Travis. “Shoplifters at the Ragged Elephant. I’ll radio you and let you know how many I’m bringing in.”

Travis followed him into the hallway and nodded. “I really want school to start,” he said. “The teenagers are getting restless.”

Kyle pushed open the door and glanced back. “Ten more days.”

“How would you know?”

Kyle grinned. “I’ve been counting ’em myself.”

He didn’t bother waiting for a reply. Instead, he walked to his patrol car and headed for the mall.

Twenty minutes later, he took the escalator to the second floor and turned toward the boutique. Several teenagers were standing in groups on the sides of the walkway. The young boys gave him challenging looks, but the girls smiled and said hello. He nodded at all of them. Today, nothing was going to interfere with his good mood. He loved Sandy—all was right with the world.

He entered the store. Wilson Porter hurried to greet him. “Kyle, I’m really glad you’re here.” The short overweight forty-year-old who managed the boutique motioned toward the back of the store. “They’re crying. I hate it when they cry.”

“They usually do,” Kyle reminded him.

“I know.” Wilson sighed. “Why can’t they put things on layaway? But no. They have to try and steal them. Don’t they know everything is tagged electronically? Do they think I’m stupid?”

“They don’t think.” Kyle pushed open a door marked Private and entered the back storage room. There was a short corridor to the left. He turned there and walked to Wilson’s office. He waited while the manager unlocked the door. Kyle stepped inside.

Three girls sat around the small room. Two looked up at him. He didn’t recognize them. They must be summer kids. Glenwood didn’t get a lot of tourists, but there were a few families who came up from the city and rented houses in the woods. These girls were young, maybe thirteen. Two were blond, one with short straight hair, the other with long curly hair to her waist. Both had obviously been crying. The third, the one who hadn’t looked at him yet, had brown hair.

“Who wants to tell me what happened?” he asked.

As he spoke, the third girl raised her head. Kyle stared at her in disbelief. “Lindsay?”

Her face was wet with tears, her eyes red. She flinched when he said her name. “Wh-what are you doing here?” she asked, her voice shaking.

“I got a call about some shoplifters.”

The tears flowed faster. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean it. Please don’t tell my mom.”

“Your mom is the least of your problems,” Kyle said, stunned by what he was seeing and hearing. “What were you thinking of? This isn’t a game, Lindsay.”

She seemed to fold in on herself. She pulled her knees up to her chest and dropped her forehead to her knees. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

“You know this guy?” the short-haired blonde asked. Lindsay nodded miserably. “Cool.” She looked at Kyle. “We didn’t mean anything by this. Can’t you talk to him and explain that?” She jerked her head toward Wilson.

Wilson glared at her. “Didn’t mean anything? Honey, I’ve had my eye on you all summer. I know you took those dragon earrings a couple of weeks ago.” He went into the hallway and returned with a shopping bag full of clothing. “This is what they were trying to steal. All this? Can you believe it? Not only do they think I’m stupid, they’re greedy, too.” He glared at the girls, then turned to Kyle. “I want to press charges. Against all of them.”

* * *

“But it was an accident,” Lindsay said for the third time. “I swear.”

Kyle stared at the young girl in front of him. She was no longer the vamp in training who had trailed him the first month she’d been in Glenwood. She was a frightened child who didn’t understand the consequences of what she’d done. But she was about to learn in a big way.

He leaned toward her. “You were the one carrying the bag, Lindsay. How was it an accident?”

“I didn’t know they’d stolen the stuff,” she said.

He waited. She fidgeted on the straight-backed chair he’d pulled up beside his desk. When the girls had realized he meant to bring them to the station, they’d all lost control. He’d had to hustle three hysterical crying preteens through the mall to the patrol car. The two blondes hadn’t said much, but Lindsay kept apologizing. He’d called Travis with the details. As soon as they’d arrived at the station, he’d separated the girls. Travis and one of the other deputies were taking care of the two blondes, while Kyle had brought Lindsay with him.

He still didn’t know what he was going to do with her. The part of him that cared about her, the part of him that understood how easy it was to get mixed up in trouble, wanted to ease her way. He thought about talking to Wilson. He could get the store manager to drop the charges. The other two girls were from out of town. They would be leaving soon and taking their trouble with them. Lindsay wasn’t a bad kid. He could make Wilson understand.

But he wasn’t going to. Not only because it was wrong to use his influence, but because it wouldn’t help Lindsay. That was the hell of it. If she learned a hard lesson this early, she wouldn’t make the same mistake again. If he let her off, then she would start to expect other people to always be cleaning up her messes. So he didn’t speak to Wilson or tell Lindsay it was going to be okay. Instead, he glared at her, waiting for her to tell him the truth.

“Why are you doing this to me?” she asked, still crying. Her long brown hair hung limply over her shoulders. She pushed it away from her face. She was pale under her tan.

“Doing what?”

“Treating me this way? I didn’t do anything.”

“You carried a bag of stolen clothing out of a store. That’s called shoplifting, and it’s against the law.”

“But I didn’t kn-know. I thought they’d paid for it.”

He didn’t say anything.

She sobbed for several more minutes. He pushed a box of tissue close to the edge of the desk and then clutched the arms of his chair. He wanted to go to her and comfort her. He wanted to pull her into his arms and promise he would fix it all. He wanted to know that she would understand why he was doing this. That it was for her own good.

He hadn’t thought doing the right thing would hurt so much. He hated watching Lindsay cry. Each tear, each sob was like a dagger in his heart. He’d come to care about Lindsay. He wanted to spare her the pain, but he knew doing that would only make it worse in the long run.

“Did you see either girl pay for the clothing?” he asked when she’d quieted some.

“No, but—” She looked at him. “I—I just didn’t think they would have taken the things without paying for them. They gave me the bag and told me to start walking. What was I supposed to do? They’re my friends. The first friends I’ve made here.” She wiped her eyes. “I was sc-scared, and I didn’t want to say anything. Then that buzzer went off and that little man came after us. He was screaming that we were thieves, then he grabbed me.” She covered her face with her hands. “I was so humiliated. It was awful. I’m really sorry.” She looked up at him. “I swear I’ll never do anything like that again. Please don’t tell my mom, Kyle. She’ll kill me.”

Lindsay wasn’t the only one Sandy was going to want to kill. Her daughter’s partners in crime had been girls she’d met at camp. The camp he’d encouraged the children to attend so that he could have some private time with their mother. Sandy was going to blame him for this whole damn thing. He didn’t know how or why, but he could feel it in his bones. Things had been going too well between them. He wasn’t looking forward to calling her.

“It’s not just your mother, Lindsay. Mr. Porter is going to press charges. You’re a juvenile and that will help. You have a clean record and people who will vouch for your character.” He was willing to let her be charged, but he had every intention of speaking for her at the hearing.

She blanched. “I’m going to prison?” Her eyes filled with tears. “Kyle? That’s not true, is it?”

“You won’t have to go to a detention facility. You’ll be released into your mother’s custody.”

“Custody? Like I’m a criminal? But I didn’t do anything.”

“You carried stolen clothing out of a store.”

“But I didn’t take it. It wasn’t mine. I didn’t even like the stuff they picked out.” She sprang to her feet and started pacing the office. “Kyle, please, you’ve got to help me. I really didn’t do anything. I didn’t want to help them. I didn’t even want to be there. I thought they were my friends. I haven’t had any friends since we moved here. Everything is so horrible. I hate this.” She stood in front of him and twisted her hands around and around. “Please help me. You’ve got to. Please?”

He couldn’t resist her plea. He rose to his feet and hugged her. Her slender body was trembling. “I’m sorry, Lindsay,” he said, smoothing her hair. “This is pretty ugly. Unfortunately, you’re going to have to face the consequences of what happened. Your friends got you into trouble, and you’re going to have to pay the price for that. You knew it was wrong to take the clothes, but you did it, anyway.”

She pushed away from him. “You’re not going to do anything, are you?” she asked, her voice getting loud. “Why?”

“Because you have to learn. I know this is hard. It’s damn hard for me, too.”

“I don’t care about you,” she said. “You’re not the one in trouble.” He tried to touch her shoulder, but she jerked away from him. “Get away from me.” She sank into the chair. “Get away.”

He stared at her for a long time, then left the room. Conflicting emotions swelled inside of him. All he wanted was to do the right thing. Nothing else mattered. His heart told him to talk to Wilson and get the charges dropped. His head told him that was a mistake. With a flash of insight, he realized he was facing the double-edged sword of being a parent. Lindsay might not be his child, but he cared about her. The compassionate side of him wanted to make it easy for her. The logical side reminded him that she had to learn eventually and the lesson would be a lot less painful coming this early.

He walked into an empty office and stared at the phone. Putting Lindsay in custody was the second hardest thing he’d ever had to do. The hardest would be calling Sandy and telling her what had happened.

* * *

Sandy pushed open the glass doors and entered the sheriff’s station. She was shaking—from concern and rage. How could Lindsay have gotten involved in something like this? How could she have shown such poor judgment? And how could she, as Lindsay’s mother, have had no clue what was going on in her daughter’s life?

She paused in the foyer and saw several people waiting. A couple, about her age, maybe a few years older, glanced up at her, then away. She wondered if they were one of the other girl’s parents. Before she could go over and ask, a door opened and she saw Kyle. He motioned her to come with him.

“How are you holding up?” he asked when she got closer to him.

She tried to smile, then settled on a shrug. “Okay, I guess. I’m sorry it took me so long to get here. I had to drop Nichole and Blake at Elizabeth’s.” She followed Kyle down a long corridor to an empty office. When he’d shut the door behind them, she sank into the chair in front of the worn wooden desk.

“How did this happen?” she asked, then shook her head. “I’m sorry. You can’t answer that, can you? I had no clue what she was up to. Are these the same girls she met at camp?”

Kyle hesitated before answering, then he nodded. “According to Lindsay, yes. She met them there, and apparently they’ve been hanging out together since they got back.”

Sandy let her purse slip to the floor. “I blame myself. I shouldn’t have sent her to camp. She didn’t want to go. I thought—”

She clamped her mouth shut. She didn’t want to say what she’d been thinking. That sending the kids away had been purely selfish. That she was the worst mother in the world. She could tell herself she’d sent the kids to camp so they could have some fun and make friends, but the truth was much uglier than that. She’d sent her kids to camp so she could have some private time with Kyle. She’d wanted to have sex, so she’d sacrificed her children’s well-being. She should be the one arrested, not Lindsay.

“It’s all my fault,” she said.

“Bull.” Kyle pulled the chair from behind the desk and moved it so it was in front of her. Then he sat down. “You didn’t tell Lindsay to steal anything. She’s a smart kid. She knows better. She got caught up in the moment. She didn’t think, and now she has to face the consequences of what she did.”

Sandy shook her head. “That’s really easy for you to say. Lindsay isn’t your child. Of course I know I didn’t tell her to steal anything. That doesn’t mean it’s not my fault. Of course I had something to do with this. I just have to figure out what. Did I ignore her? Should I have investigated her friends better?”

“You’re making yourself crazy over this. It’s not that complicated.”

“I met one of the girl’s mothers,” she said, more to herself than him. “I guess I should have met both mothers. Or not let Lindsay go with them. But I can’t keep her locked up forever.”

What had happened? Was it the move? Was this a late reaction to Thomas’s death? She tried to fight off the ugly feeling that the root of the problem was her own selfishness. If she hadn’t wanted to be with Kyle so much—

“You’re not looking at this clearly,” Kyle said. “Why does it have to be your fault? Why can’t Lindsay have just made a mistake?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” she said impatiently.

“I might not be her father, but I’ve spent a hell of a lot of time with her this summer, and I think I’ve learned a few things. When I walked into that store and saw her sitting there, I felt like I—”

Sandy glared at him. “What did you say?” she asked, interrupting. She couldn’t have heard him correctly. “When you went into the store? You were there?”

“I took the call.”

She stood up. Kyle rose also. His expression hardened, then became unreadable, as if he sensed what was coming. Sandy felt her temper starting to rise. She tried to control it, but the rage pushed through.

“You arrested my daughter? How could you?”

“It’s my job,” he said coldly. All warmth disappeared from his brown eyes.

“Your job? Was it also your job to convince me to send her away so you could seduce me?” It wasn’t a fair question, but she was past caring.

“One has nothing to do with the other. I arrested Lindsay because she’d broken the law, and also because I believe it’s important for her to know that her actions have a price. You’re the one who’s so big on people being responsible. I would think you would be happy.”

“Happy?” She curled her hands into fists and continued glaring at him. “Happy that you’ve destroyed her life? I know that you’ve hurt her and she may never get over this.”

“Don’t blame her actions on me. She’d old enough to know what she was doing.”

“She’s just a child.”

“I agree she’s not an adult. That’s why I want to help her.”

“You call this helping?” she asked scornfully. “We don’t need your kind of help, Deputy Haynes.” She turned away from him and walked over to the door. After pulling it open, she stared at the wall. “Please tell your superior that I want someone else assigned to the case. I don’t want to have to deal with you anymore.”

“Sandy, don’t do this.” He moved close and touched her arm. She pulled free of him. She wasn’t going to listen to any more from him.

“Do I need to make the request in writing?” she asked.

“How much of this is about Lindsay and how much of it is you running scared?” he asked.

She didn’t answer. Finally, he left the room and she was alone.

She had five minutes in which to try to pull herself together. It wasn’t enough. When the door opened and Travis walked in, she thought she was going to start crying.

She could feel the blush climbing her cheeks. “Hi,” she said, praying her voice would keep steady. “So this is the downside of living in a small town. Everybody knows everybody else’s business.”

Travis crossed the room and put his arm around her. “I know it’s hard for you, but everything is going to be okay.”

“If you knew how much I want to believe you.” She blinked to hold back the tears. “Now that I’m going to have a convicted felon in the family, I hope we can all still be friends. I should probably warn you, I left Blake and Nichole with your wife.”

Travis smiled. “Of course we’re still friends. And shoplifting isn’t a felony.”

“Great.” She allowed him to lead her to her chair. She sat down. “Now what happens?”

“Several things.”

He took the seat Kyle had used. Sandy looked at him. Travis looked enough like his brother that if she squinted a little, she could pretend they were the same man. She wanted to apologize for what she’d said earlier and she suspected it would be easier to say the words to Travis. Of course, he wouldn’t know what she was talking about.

“First,” he said, “the other parents have already collected their children. Both girls are from out of town. The families will be leaving as soon as this is cleared up, so you don’t have to worry about Lindsay hanging out with them anymore.”

“That’s a relief.”

“We’re going to keep this quiet, so Lindsay won’t start school with a reputation.”

“Okay.”

He leaned back in his chair. “This was tough on Kyle. He really cares about your kids.” And you.

He didn’t say the last part, but she heard it. “I don’t want to talk about him right now.”

“All right. Let’s talk about your daughter.”

Sandy started to stand up. Travis grabbed her hand and pulled her back into the chair. “Hear me out,” he said. “I’ve met a lot of kids. After a while, you start to get a feel for them. Lindsay’s one of the good ones. She got a big scare today. It’s going to stay with her a long time.”

“What are you saying?”

“That it’s probably not going to be a problem again. I don’t usually tell parents not to punish their kids, but I’m going to make an exception. She’s a frightened little girl, and you might want to consider just listening instead of acting.”

Sandy shook her head. What was it with these men? Why were they always telling other people how to raise their kids? It seemed to her that their family wasn’t anything to brag about. “I’ll give it some thought,” she said, standing. “Is she free to go?”

“Sure.” He rose and walked to the door. “It’s none of my business, but Kyle’s hurting pretty bad. Maybe you could talk to him before you leave.”

“You’re right. It’s none of your business.” She started to walk past him into the hallway, then paused. “You can give him a message for me, though. Tell him I want him to stay away from me and away from my kids. And this time, I mean it.”

“None of this is his fault,” Travis told her.

“Then whose fault is it?”

“Why does it have to be anyone’s? Sometimes these things just happen.”

“Maybe,” she said, knowing he was talking about the shoplifting and she was talking about a relationship that would never work. “But it’s not going to happen again.”


Chapter Fifteen

Despite the late hour, the lights were on in Sandy’s house. Kyle paused at the edge of the porch and thought about waiting until morning to tell her what had happened. He was tired and defeated, and he didn’t want to face her now. But he knew she would rest easier knowing what he had to say.

If only she would understand. If only she could see how damn hard it had been for him to take Lindsay into custody. He hadn’t wanted to, but it had been the right thing to do.

He walked to the door and raised his hand to knock, then lowered it back to his side. What was the point of being right if it cost him Sandy?

Before he could change his mind, he rapped on the door once, and waited. He heard footsteps, then her voice quietly called, “Who is it?”

“Kyle.”

She hesitated. At first, he thought she might not even let him in. He was right. She opened the door a crack and stared at him, but made no move to allow him into her home. “What do you want?” she asked.

Her face was pale and drawn, as if the trauma of the day had stolen away all her vitality. Her mouth trembled slightly and there were shadows under her green eyes. One strand of hair drifted across her cheek. She brushed it back impatiently in a familiar gesture that made his heart ache.

“That’s it?” he asked. “After all that’s happened between us, now I’m supposed to stand out here like I’m selling door-to-door and you’re not even going to bother inviting me in?”

She ducked her head a bit and sighed. “It’s late, Kyle. What do you want?”

“To talk to you. To make you understand. I think you owe me that, at least.”

“I don’t owe you anything.”

He managed to stay upright and keep his features impassive, but it was as if she’d stabbed him in the gut. He could feel his life’s blood oozing away. He thought about begging, but to what end? She didn’t really want him, she never had. She was only interested in the fantasy. Reality had intruded on Sandy Walker’s neat view of life in the form of their messy, imperfect relationship. She couldn’t have that.

“Have it your way,” he said. “I’m outta here. I just thought you’d want to know that Wilson Porter dropped all charges.” He turned on his heel and started to leave. Behind him, the door creaked as Sandy opened it wide.

“What did you say?” she asked.

“You heard me.” He kept on walking.

“Wait, Kyle. Maybe you’d better come inside.”

He paused at the top of the stairs. It would be so easy to keep on going. Leaving was what he did best. He knew all the things to say, how to make it easier for everyone. He was good at saying goodbye. What he wasn’t good at was staying or giving his heart. He wasn’t good at taking emotional risks. So far, the one time he’d really tried, he’d managed to screw everything up. He hurt so bad, it was hard to breathe. He’d had to arrest Lindsay, and Sandy didn’t want to see him. The pain of staying sure made leaving look good.

But he loved her. He hadn’t wanted to, he’d thought he could avoid those feelings forever. But they’d crept up on him when his back was turned. Somehow, the adolescent crush had matured into something lasting. Something he would never get over. Walking away guaranteed it wouldn’t work out. At least by staying, he was giving them both a chance. Didn’t they deserve that?

He turned and crossed the porch in three long strides. Without looking at her, he entered the house and continued into the living room. Once there, he didn’t know if he should sit down or not, so he walked to the open window and stared out at the darkness.

He heard her footsteps on the hardwood floor as she came in after him. “What happened?” she asked.

“You tell me,” he said, still staring out the window. The nighttime beyond made the glass more like a mirror. He could see the reflection of the sofa against the wall, and the pictures above it. Sandy stood just inside the door. She’d folded her arms in front of her waist and was looking at him in confusion.

“When did it go bad?” he asked. “Was it wrong to want you to send the children to camp? Is that what you’re punishing me for?” He shrugged, not waiting for an answer. “Maybe. I’ll admit my feelings were selfish. I knew they would enjoy themselves, but my primary concern was being alone with you. I thought that’s what we both wanted.”

He waited for a moment, but she didn’t say anything. He continued. “You told me a while ago that I didn’t take responsibility for my actions. That I was used to skating through life on my looks and charm. I thought about it and decided you might have a point. Not in terms of my career. I’m good at what I do there, but in my personal life.” He drew in a breath. “I’ve always been afraid to commit. So rather than risk being left, I would leave first.”

“Kyle, this doesn’t have anything to do with what happened today.”

“No?” He looked at her reflection in the window. She wasn’t watching him anymore. She was staring at the ground. Was it because she didn’t want to listen to what he had to say or was it because she feared the truth? “You wanted me, too, Sandy, and don’t say you didn’t. You were just as eager to become lovers as I was.”

“I know,” she said miserably. “Now I’m paying the price for that. I was so caught up in myself, I didn’t think about my children.”

“That’s a crock and you know it.”

Her head snapped up. “You’re not a parent. How would you know—”

“Having a child of your own doesn’t give you instant access to magical skills, so quit acting like it does,” he interrupted. “I might not have raised kids, but I’ve been around them my whole life. I see messed-up ones on the job just about every day. You make it sound like you were out with me while the house burned down. Chances are, even if we’d never met, you still would have sent the kids to camp. They wanted to go.”

“Lindsay didn’t.”

“Lindsay’s practically a teenager. She doesn’t want to do anything.”

“That’s beside the point. I sent her and look what happened. She met those two girls and she got involved in shoplifting. If I hadn’t sent her—”

“She might have met them here. At the mall or the park. You can’t protect her from everything. At some point, Lindsay has to make her own choices. We both know that. She made a bad choice this time, but she learned a cheap lesson. With the charges being dropped, she won’t even have to deal with the consequences.”

Sandy planted her hands on her hips. “She spent the afternoon in the sheriff’s station. She was taken away in a patrol car. Those are consequences.”

“You sound like you’re defending what she did.”

“Of course not. I hate that she was a part of that. I can’t even think about it.” She moved over to the sofa and sank onto the middle cushion. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m not making any sense, am I?”

She rubbed her temples and sighed. “Maybe we should start over,” she said. “Everything happened so fast. I got swept off my feet by you, and you couldn’t resist the challenge. Maybe we’ve both learned our lesson, too. I can’t be one of your women.”

He turned to face her. “Is that what you think this is about?” he asked, keeping his voice low when he really wanted to shout at her. “You still think I keep a revolving door at my place. You think I’ve got fifty women at my beck and call and you were just some pit stop on the road of life. Don’t you?” he demanded.

“Well, it’s obvious that I’m not your type.”

He stalked across the room until he was standing just across the coffee table from her. “What is my type?”

She blinked. “Well, someone young, I would imagine. And pretty. A blonde, maybe, or a redhead.”

He jerked his head as if she’d slapped him. In a way, she had. “Is that what you think of me? That all I care about is how pretty she is and how her hips sway when she walks?”

Sandy flushed, but didn’t look away. “Yes.”

He clenched his teeth. He’d been eating himself up alive trying to figure out if he was worthy of her, if he was willing to take the risk, when she saw him as a male bimbo, interested in nothing but appearances. “And that’s all this is,” he said, motioning with his arm. “This whole damn thing was nothing but playtime for you. A chance to live out your fantasies. To get it on with one of the infamous Haynes brothers. You never cared about me at all.”

Lord, he sounded like one of the many women he’d dumped. With a bitter flash of insight, he realized he was finally getting his. In a world of cosmic justice, his bill had just come due.

“Of course I care about you, Kyle. As a friend. But any other kind of relationship is unrealistic.”

“Why?”

“Even if you claim I’m yours, you’re not my type.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not responsible.”

He leaned toward her. “We’ve covered this ground before. But I think you’re using it to hide behind. You’re afraid, Sandy Walker. You’re damn afraid. Not just of me, although I must leave you trembling in fear. Worse than that, you’re afraid of yourself. You don’t want to have to feel things. Emotions frighten you. You’re afraid of being rejected, and of falling in love, of making another mistake, so you keep yourself safe from life. You hide the fact that you’re a coward and you call it being a good parent.”

She sprang to her feet. “I don’t have to listen to this.”

“Yes, you do, because I’m not leaving until I’ve said it all.”

She glared at him, her chest heaving. He hated that he could smell her sweetness. It diverted him from his anger and purpose. He wanted to pull her close and kiss her until they both forgot what they were arguing about, but he couldn’t. He knew this might be his last chance to get through to her. He had to give the moment everything he had. He had to be honest and avoid the cheap tricks and smoky mirrors.

“So say it and go,” she told him.

“There’s been something between us from the moment you came back to Glenwood,” he said. “You can deny it all you want, but it’s been there. Call it chemistry or kismet, I don’t care.”

“It’s just sexual attraction,” she said disdainfully. “So what?”

He wanted to remind her that the sexual attraction she wanted to dismiss had made her weep tears of ecstasy in his arms. That she’d moaned his name night after night, when they’d been together. He wanted to make her feel the heat again, bring her close to paradise, then demand that she discount all that her body told her was real. Instead, he decided to risk it all by going for the heart. That’s what this was really about. Sandy didn’t want to admit she believed in love.

“So it was there,” he said. “And it was just the beginning. We both know there’s something else. Something even more powerful.”

“I don’t know that.”

“Then you’re blind as well as a coward.” When she stiffened and opened her mouth to speak, he held up his hand to silence her. “I’m not done. When I am, you’ll get your turn. I’ll admit it’s always been easier for me to leave than stay. I didn’t want to risk rejection, so I did it first.”

“Admirable,” she said sarcastically. “I’m so glad to have you as a role model for my children.”

He ignored her. “It stopped being easier to leave when I met you. I didn’t want to walk away because I couldn’t imagine being without you and the children. I changed for you, Sandy. Even if this doesn’t work out, I’m glad I did it. I like the man I am now better. I know I did the right things for the right reason.”

She continued to stare at him, but her expression softened. Her arms relaxed and dropped to her sides.

“I thought we might try working it out as a family,” he said, wishing it was going to be that easy. But it wasn’t. He could feel it in his soul. Still, he had to say the words. He had to make the confession, all of it, not just the parts she would want to hear.

“All my life I’ve felt inadequate,” he said. “My dad never taught any of us what it was like to be a good man. My brothers and I have fumbled with that, coming up with what felt right to us. We never knew what it was like to live in a stable home or have parents who cared more about us than they did about their latest conquest or how unhappy they were. All my life, people left. My mother left, my brothers left, the stepmothers left. Even you left.”

“I went to college,” she said, sitting back down on the sofa. “I didn’t know how you felt about me.”

“I’m not saying you should have stayed, I’m just pointing out the fact that everyone I’ve ever cared about has left me. So I decided I wasn’t going to let that happen again. Next time, I was going to do the leaving. I did. Over and over again. Until it became a habit and I didn’t remember how to do anything else. Until you.”

She brushed her hair out of her face. “Kyle, I don’t think I can deal with this now.”

“That’s too bad, because I’m going to say it. It would have been easier not to get involved with you and the kids. I knew what I was up against. But I couldn’t resist. I didn’t want to care, but I do. I didn’t want to fall in love with you, but I have.”

She stared at him as if she’d never seen him before.

“I had this fantasy that it would all work out,” he said. “I wanted to ask you to marry me, but I know now you’ll find an excuse to say no. You’ll use that imaginary yardstick of yours to measure my intentions and find them lacking.

“You’re never going to find anyone who loves you more,” he told her, “but you might find someone who you think fits your picture of an ideal mate. I’d like to wish you well on your search, but right now it hurts too bad. Frankly, I hope you never find him. I don’t think you will because he doesn’t exist. You don’t want a man, Sandy. You want an excuse to ignore the fear. Loving someone means opening yourself up. You complain that you don’t want all the responsibility, but you don’t want to give anyone a chance to do it their way. You’re so afraid of mistakes, you won’t even try anymore.”

“You’re wrong,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m not like that.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets so she couldn’t see he was shaking from emotion. “Yes, you are. You’re exactly like that. No one will ever love you more than I do. I know the worst about you and I still want to be with you. I want to be there for the kids. I want to watch them grow and pick them up when they fall. But it wouldn’t work, because I would let them make their own mistakes, and you would want to make sure they never had the chance.”

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“I didn’t go to Wilson Potter and ask him to drop the charges, Travis did.”

“What?” Her voice rose. “You wanted Lindsay to go to jail?”

“She wouldn’t have gone anywhere, but yes, I thought she should learn from what she’d done. Travis thought she’d learned her lesson already.” He shrugged. “Who knows, maybe Travis is right. I just thought you should know what really happened. I didn’t want you thinking I’d gotten her off. I don’t want you to be grateful to me.”

“Well, good, because I’m not.” She stood up and walked to the door.

He headed for the front door, then paused. “It could have been great between us,” he said quietly. “I would have loved you forever. But all you can see is your own narrow version of the truth. I’ll never be able to fit in that definition.” He glanced at her one last time, memorizing her features, wondering what he could have done differently.

He stepped out into the night. He was glad it was dark. At least in the shadows, he could pretend to hide from the pain.

* * *

Sandy drew her knees to her chest and rocked back and forth. It was late, well past midnight, but she wasn’t sleepy. Who could think of sleeping at a time like this? Her world was crumbling around her and she didn’t know how to make it stop.

Questions, images and words filled her mind. She was torn between pain and rage. How dare Kyle say those things to her? How dare he tell her that Lindsay deserved the punishment she got? How dare he say she was afraid to love, that she used her high standards to keep the world at bay?

He’d asked her to marry him. Actually, he’d only taunted her with a proposal, mentioning it, then withdrawing it before she could refuse him. Marriage. She’d never thought about that. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Of course she’d thought about getting married. She’d fantasized about a civilized arrangement with someone much like herself. Someone who understood the importance of being responsible.

She could see them sharing the Sunday paper, then going over their schedules for the coming week. But when she tried to picture the man’s face, she could only see Kyle and he would never allow her to organize much of anything. No doubt he would grab the part of the paper he wanted and go watch the game on TV. But when she walked in front of him, he would pull her onto his lap and kiss her into oblivion, making her forget her lists and schedules, everything but the joy of being with him.

She’d never thought about marrying Kyle. Why? Because what she’d said was true. That she’d always pictured him with young pretty girls, not a mature woman like herself. But was that about Kyle, or was that about her?

She shifted on the sofa, feeling uncomfortable at the thought of having to face her own inadequacies. It wasn’t Kyle, she admitted in a painfully, honest confession. She didn’t think he was that shallow. It was her. She was the one with the stretch marks and not-so-perky butt. She was the one who used her organized life-style to convince herself and the world that she wasn’t lonely and didn’t desperately want someone to share her heart with.

Had Kyle really said he loved her? A single tear slipped down her cheek. She brushed it away impatiently. What was she crying about? So he loved her? So what? It didn’t mean anything. He wasn’t the right one.

Who better?

The question came unexpectedly. She didn’t have an answer. Who better, indeed. Who would love her more fully, more honestly? He hadn’t had to tell her that Travis had been the one to approach the store manager about Lindsay. While she was here, alone, and there was no one to hear her confession, she was willing to admit she agreed with Kyle. It would have been better for Lindsay to face the full consequences of what she’d done. In the station she, Sandy, had reacted without thinking. She’d been scared and the fear had made her say ugly things. She’d wanted to blame someone other than herself and Kyle had been convenient.

She closed her eyes and remembered the first moment she’d seen him riding up on his motorcycle. He’d stolen her breath away. When he’d turned out to be kind, good to her kids and possibly interested in her, she hadn’t known what to think. She hadn’t had enough self-confidence to believe it was real, so she’d made sure it wasn’t. She’d pushed him away at every chance because she’d been afraid he was playing with her. Ordinary women like her didn’t get that lucky. They didn’t attract the Kyle Hayneses of the world. She hadn’t wanted to believe he was different, so she’d convinced herself he was just like Thomas. Even when everything he did proved otherwise. She hadn’t been willing to take a step of faith, so she’d lost her one chance at happiness.

A soft sound on the stairs caught her attention. She opened her eyes and turned toward the noise. Lindsay crept into the room.

With her long hair loose around her shoulders, and a sleeveless cotton nightgown falling to her calves, her oldest child looked closer to six than thirteen. Big brown eyes, Thomas’s eyes, stared at her.

“What’s wrong?” Sandy asked.

Lindsay hovered by the edge of the couch. She twisted her fingers together. “I couldn’t sleep. Are you still mad at me?”

“No.” Sandy held out her arms. “I’m not.”

Lindsay dived onto the sofa and cuddled next to her. Her firstborn, the one who tried so hard to be grown-up and mature, buried her head in her mother’s shoulder and sobbed.

“I’m s-sorry, Mommy,” she said, her voice broken and contrite. “I didn’t mean to do anything bad. I swear I didn’t. I swear.”

“I know.” Sandy stroked her hair. “Hush, baby. It’s going to be all right.”

“It’s not, but I’m going to do everything I can to fix it. I want to, Mommy.”

Sandy knew she would go from “Mommy” back to “Mo-om” soon enough, but for the moment, she enjoyed the closeness.

“Tell me what happened,” Sandy said. “I want to hear your side of the story.”

Lindsay raised her head and stared at her. She brushed away her tears. “You never want to hear my side of anything,” she said, obviously surprised.

“That’s not true,” Sandy said automatically, then wondered if it was. She knew she was pretty strict with her kids, but she didn’t think she’d forgotten to listen to them. “Maybe it is true.” She didn’t want it to be. She made a vow it wouldn’t be true anymore. “Tell me now, okay?”

“I will, but…” Lindsay picked at the hem of her nightgown.

“But what?”

“Could you please not ask me why. You ask that a lot and I don’t always know why I do something. Sometimes I just do it and then it’s done and I can’t take it back.”

She smiled at her daughter. “Believe me, I understand that more than you think. So what happened with those girls?”

Lindsay leaned against her mother’s shoulder and talked about the two friends she’d made at camp. “I liked them a lot because they were, you know, older. There were a couple of other girls I met. They weren’t as cool. I sort of liked them more, but I wanted to be popular.” She grimaced. “Going to jail isn’t going to make anyone like me.”

“Don’t worry, you’re not going to jail.”

Lindsay glanced up at her. “You’ll get me a good lawyer? Like on TV?”

“You’re not going to need one. Go on with your story.”

Lindsay sighed. “When we got back from camp, there wasn’t anything to do around here. I started hanging out with them. Millie wanted to go to the mall. She said there was a way to get clothes without having a lot of money. At first I thought she meant, like, you know, a sale or something. Then she said she wanted to steal them.”

Lindsay sat up straight. “I knew it was wrong and I told her I didn’t want to do it. So I walked away, but I was still looking at things in the store. Then Pam came and got me and we started walking out. Millie handed me the bag and told me to carry it.” She looked at her mother. Her mouth trembled. “I didn’t know the clothes were stolen.” She grimaced. “I think I sorta knew, but I didn’t want them to be. I didn’t know what to do. I almost dropped them and ran out, but I got embarrassed, so I just carried them out.” She lowered her head to her chest. “Then Mr. Porter came running after us. He grabbed us and called the police.” She shuddered. “You know what happened after that.”

“It’s okay, baby,” Sandy said, drawing her close again.

Lindsay came willingly. “I’ll never forget the look on Kyle’s face. He wasn’t angry or anything, but he looked real disappointed. Like he’d expected more of me. At first, I thought he was going to let me go. I didn’t want him to tell you because I knew you’d kill me. But he said he couldn’t do that. He said I had to face what I’d done. I was crying and everything. I said some pretty mean things to him.”

“Yeah, me too,” Sandy said softly.

Lindsay had acted foolishly, but her heart had been in the right place. Blake was healing from his father’s neglect, even little Nichole was more cheerful than ever. Sandy wanted to say the improvements were because of her, or their new environment, but she knew it was Kyle’s influence that had changed their lives for the better.

“Have you decided what my punishment is?” Lindsay asked cautiously.

“You won’t be able to see either of your friends again, but to make that easy, they’re both going back home.”

“What else?”

“Nothing.”

Lindsay sat up straight. “Nothing? But aren’t you mad? What about grounding me, or no TV or no dessert or something?”

Sandy shook her head. “Sorry. You’re going to have to live without punishment this week, kid. I know you didn’t set out to steal anything. You made a bad decision under pressure. I think you’ve learned a lot from the experience. If it ever happens again, then life as you know it will cease to exist.” She smiled. “For now, though, you’re off the hook.”

“Wow! Mom, I’m impressed.” Her happiness faded. “Unless I have to go to jail.”

“I told you, no jail. Travis called the store manager, and the charges have been dropped.”

“Really?” Lindsay flung herself at her mother and hugged her tight. “That’s great.” She scooted back, then grimaced. “Are you still mad at Kyle?”

“How did you know I was?” Sandy asked, wondering if any of the children had heard them tonight.

“I was in the room when you asked Travis to take Kyle off my case.” Lindsay sighed. “It’s not his fault he had to arrest me, Mom. He was just doing his job.”

“How do you know that?”

Lindsay shrugged. “He told me it was hard for him to do it. I didn’t want to believe him, but there was this look on his face. Like he was going to cry or something. Guys don’t cry, do they?”

Sandy rose to her feet and crossed to the window. There was only one light on in the living room, so she could make out some shapes in the yard. Down the driveway was the faint outline of Kyle’s house. It was dark. Was he sleeping tonight, or was he lying awake thinking of all that they’d said to each other?

“Sometimes they cry,” Sandy said. “They get hurt feelings, just like women do.”

“You could tell him you’re sorry,” Lindsay said. “Then he’d like you again.”

“I don’t think that’s going to be enough.” She wasn’t sure there was anything she could do to make up for what had happened between them. He’d been right and she’d been desperately wrong. The worst part wasn’t only that she’d hurt him. She knew he would understand she’d just lashed out and he would forgive her. Kyle was, if nothing else, fair-minded. The worst part was forgiving wouldn’t be enough. She’d thrown his love back in his face and he likely wouldn’t be willing to offer it to her again.


Chapter Sixteen

Sandy had hoped that by morning she would have come up with a brilliant plan, or at least found a way to accept the mess she’d made of her life. The sight of sunlight offered neither. She felt as if an entire herd of elephants had trampled over her heart and the thought of spending the rest of her life without Kyle was far too gloomy to even consider. She’d made a horribly hideous mistake and she didn’t know how to fix it.

She sat up in the too-big bed and leaned against the headboard. Okay, Kyle was gone. She would never see him again. Now what? How did she go on? How did she survive knowing he was just at the end of her driveway? Maybe he would move and make things easier for all of them. But she didn’t want him to leave. She liked knowing he was close.

She rolled onto her side and groaned in frustration. A shaft of light fell onto the nightstand. She stared at the photograph there. It had been taken the Christmas before Thomas died.

She picked up the picture and stared at the posed scene. She sat with Nichole next to her. Thomas was on her other side. Lindsay and Blake stood behind them. She remembered the inscription from the card: The Walker Family Wishes You Happy Holidays. But their family hadn’t had a happy holiday. Thomas had taken off for a ski trip. His plane had left at three-thirty on Christmas Day. He hadn’t even stayed long enough to carve the turkey. As the door had slammed shut behind him, she’d sworn there wouldn’t be another Christmas like that. She’d been right. A few months later, as she was trying to decide on a divorce lawyer, he’d been killed while mountain climbing.

Sandy still remembered the numbness that had come over her when she’d received the phone call. She hadn’t loved Thomas anymore, but she hadn’t wished him dead. Still, the nightmare was over. Her life was her own again. She’d been determined to make a go of it, and to never fall into that trap again. She didn’t want another man-child in her life, she wanted a partner.

She continued to study the photograph, looking at Thomas’s face as if she’d never seen it before. Thomas would never have arrested Lindsay. He would have found a way to make it easier for her. Of course, Thomas wouldn’t have wanted to be a cop in the first place. Way too much self-sacrifice in that profession for him. He wanted easy hours with lots of time to play.

She put down the picture and leaned back on her pillows. What had it cost Kyle to arrest Lindsay? She knew he genuinely cared for her kids. It had been wrong of her to accuse him of tricking her into sending them to camp. He wouldn’t have suggested their going if he hadn’t thought they would have a good time. Yes, it gave them time to be lovers, but what parent hadn’t arranged for their children to go away in the hopes of some quiet, romantic time with their spouse? It’s not as if he’d wanted to lock them in the closet or something.

He was a good man. A kind man. He made her blood boil and her palms sweat. He’d told her he loved her and she’d let him walk away. Sandy closed her eyes and groaned. She’d been a fool. More than a fool, she’d been full of pride and stubbornness and determined to have it her way, even if that meant being unhappy for the rest of her life.

So where did she go from here? Did Kyle believe in second chances or had she blown it completely? Did she deserve a second chance? Could she risk trusting him with her children and herself? Could she risk giving up the control?

She got out of bed and pulled on her robe. She could already hear the kids downstairs. After washing her face and brushing her teeth, she started down toward the kitchen. As she passed the family room, she saw the scattered magazines and games. Somehow, in the last few weeks, her perfectly clean home had deteriorated into controlled chaos. But Blake was laughing more. And Lindsay picked up the dishes after dinner without being asked. Nichole was starting to make her own bed and asking how to help with the laundry. Her children might not be as tidy as they had been but they were happier and learning about growing up. Wasn’t that worth a messy family room?

Kyle had had a hand in this. The kids looked up to him. They depended on him, and he was there for them. He’d taught Blake how to defend himself and how to throw a mean curveball. He’d built a dollhouse for Nichole and had often dropped everything to drive her over to her friend Mandy’s house. He’d patiently listened to Lindsay’s latest cassette, then later winced at the loud music he hated.

As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she realized she’d been searching for reasons to make Kyle like Thomas. She’d wanted the two men to be alike so she wouldn’t have to face her own fears. Kyle had been right that afternoon in the park. She hadn’t wanted to face the truth, so she ignored it. But she couldn’t any longer. The failure of her marriage hadn’t all been Thomas’s fault. Yes, he’d been like a child, always wanting to go and do, regardless of his commitments. But she’d always been the parent, scolding him, never taking time for fun. She could have gone skiing with him occasionally, or agreed to take the whole family camping. But she’d resisted. Maybe because she’d been so angry with Thomas for leaving her all the time.

As her mother had before him, Thomas had abandoned her. She’d punished him the only way she knew how—by withdrawing emotionally, retreating into her safe world of lists and schedules. The rules never let her down. But they did leave her lonely.

“I’m sorry, Thomas,” she whispered, and in that moment saw all she could have done to meet her husband halfway. But it was too late. He was gone.

And here she was, repeating the same mistake again. She was about to lose another man. The man of her dreams. Her soul mate. She had to see him, to talk to him and explain. Except Kyle already knew her darkest secrets.

Sandy walked toward the kitchen. As she passed through the dining room, she remembered the last time Kyle had come over and they’d used this room. He’d sat at the head of the table and made the children laugh with his easy humor. It had felt right to be together, but even then, she’d been trying to find a way to destroy everything. She’d allowed her fear to control her heart.

She loved him, she thought as she walked into the kitchen. She loved him enough to try. But was it too late?

Her three children looked up at her. Their gazes were wary. Not because she might be angry, but because of what Lindsay would have told them about last night. That telling Kyle she was sorry might not be enough to get him back.

She pulled out a chair and sat down. Nichole set her spoon on the table. “You don’t look happy, Mommy.”

“I’m fine.” She ruffled her daughter’s bright curls. “We need to have a family meeting.”

“What’s that?” Blake asked. He was still in his space-fighter pajamas. His hair hadn’t been combed and his glasses were sliding down his nose. But the shadows were gone from his eyes.

Lindsay rolled her eyes. “Don’t you guys know anything? It’s when we all sit around and talk about things. In some families, they even vote on things.”

“Vote?” Blake asked. “You mean I get a vote.”

Sandy wrinkled her nose. “Yes, we’re going to have a vote, but first I have something to say.” She cleared her throat. “It has come to my attention that I haven’t been listening to you guys as much as I should. I want you to know I’m sorry for that. I love each of you very much. This move has been hard on all of us, but it’s working out. I’m proud of how you’re helping and I want you all to be happy. So from now on, we’re going to have regular family meetings and discuss things. All right?”

They all nodded.

“Is there anything you’d like to say?” she asked. “Anything you want changed?”

“No more stars,” Blake said. “I hate that dumb poster.”

“Me too,” Lindsay said. “I’m way too old to get stars, Mom.”

“I like it.” Nichole glared at her brother and sister. “I want to keep the stars. I like getting presents.”

Sandy held up her hand. “Okay, Blake and Lindsay, you two will get a chore list but no stars. Nichole, honey, you can keep your stars and you’ll still get your rewards when you’ve done what you’re supposed to.”

“Neat,” Nichole said, then picked up her spoon and starting eating.

Sandy cleared her throat. The next part wasn’t going to be so easy. “It has also come to my attention that each of us is very fond of Kyle. Is that true?”

“He’s okay,” Lindsay said, then grinned.

Nichole just nodded, but Blake stared at her. “You guys getting married?”

“I don’t know,” she answered. “We haven’t exactly discussed it. In fact, he’s not very happy with me right now.”

“I told you, Mom, tell him you’re sorry,” Lindsay reminded her.

“It’s not that simple. Between adults, things can get complicated.” She didn’t know what to tell them. That she’d completely messed up? “I’m going to go talk to him.”

“When?” Blake asked.

“Later,” she said firmly. “But if things do work out, I assume no one would object to his being a part of our family?”

“I like Kyle,” Nichole said. “He tells me stories.”

Blake and Lindsay nodded.

“Don’t worry, Mom. Kyle thinks you’re hot,” her son told her.

She stared at him. “How do you know that?”

Blake blushed. “It’s a guy thing, Mom. You’re just gonna have to trust me on this.”

Great. What other guy things had they been talking about? She shook her head and decided she didn’t want to know.

She rose to her feet and tightened the belt of her robe. “So we’re in agreement. Later today, I’ll go talk to Kyle and explain things. I have to warn you, though, he might not want to get involved again. It wouldn’t have anything to do with you children, though. It would be about me and Kyle. So no one should get upset with him. Okay?”

They nodded. She started out of the room. She heard whispering behind her, but when she turned to look at her children, they were staring at her. Smiling. She got a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach. Smiling, whispering children was not a good sign.

* * *

Kyle hosed off the Camaro. His car didn’t really need washing, but he was tired of staying inside. He couldn’t avoid Sandy forever. So what if she came by? He would smile and be neighborly. It was all she’d ever wanted from him. She’d made that clear from the beginning. He was the one who’d crossed the line.

He hadn’t slept at all the previous night, but he wasn’t tired. He wasn’t anything except hurting bad. His chest tightened every few seconds to remind him his heart had been ripped out. As if he would forget. He’d hoped—

He shook his head. Hell, he’d been a fool. Yeah, he’d hoped Sandy would come running after him last night and tell him he was right. That she had been hiding and she was tired of it. That she was ready to admit she loved him and wanted to be with him always. But she hadn’t. And all this morning, there had been nothing. She hadn’t changed her mind. It wasn’t going to happen. He supposed he only had himself to blame.

Maybe he should move. Waiting around hoping to catch a glimpse of her was a stupid way to spend his day off. He should go do something fun. The problem was, he couldn’t think of anything. He had it bad if he would rather stand around missing her than be with someone else.

He heard the front door of her house close. He glanced up and saw Lindsay strolling toward him. He set the hose down and reached for the chamois.

“How’s it going?” he asked as she got closer.

“Okay. I came to apologize,” she said, shuffling her feet and looking embarrassed. “I was pretty stupid yesterday. I’m sorry you had to go through that with me.”

He walked over and put his arm around her. “No harm done. Your mom told you the charges were dropped, right?”

“Yeah. She said you wanted me to go through everything. I wouldn’t have wanted to, but I understand what you were trying to do. I got the message, Kyle. I’m not going to make that mistake again.”

“Good.” He tried to smile at her and failed miserably, then turned back to his car. Jeez, it even hurt to look at Lindsay. Mostly because she reminded him of Sandy. She might have her father’s coloring, but certain of her actions—the way she pushed her hair off her face, or the way she walked—came from her mother.

Lindsay glanced over her shoulder at the house. “Um, my mom didn’t sleep very good last night. Did you guys have a fight over me?”

“Not exactly. It started out being about you, but it was really about a lot of other things.”

“Oh.” She shoved her hands into her shorts’ pockets. “I’m sorry, Kyle. I didn’t mean to upset things.”

“You didn’t.” He touched her cheek. “Your mom and I have had some problems from the start. You didn’t have anything to do with them. We just have different ways of looking at things.”

“But that doesn’t mean you can’t get along. Unless you don’t really, you know, love her.”

His gaze narrowed. “Why are you asking me that?”

She blushed. “I didn’t mean to pry. I just thought if you cared, you could work it out.”

Sound advice, only he wasn’t the one with the problem. Sandy had thrown him out and said she didn’t want to have him in her life. He’d been willing to marry her. That was the hell of it. He was still willing to marry her.

“Loving someone isn’t always enough. I know that sounds strange, but it’s true.”

Lindsay brightened. “So you do love her?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Great!”

“Why all these questions?”

“Oh, no reason. No reason at all.” But her smile was a little too wide and she couldn’t hide the sparkle in her eye.

“What have you got planned, young lady?”

“Nothing.” She raised herself on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “You’re the greatest, Kyle. I know you’re not my dad, and I’ll always miss him, but I’m sure glad you’re around.” She started to walk away, then glanced back at him. “Moms can make mistakes, too, you know. Sometimes they even figure it out, but then they have to apologize and they don’t do that real well.”

He froze in place. “What does that mean?”

“You’ll have to wait and see.” She took off running toward the house.

Kyle wanted to race after her and demand she tell him what was going on. But by the time his stunned brain got the message to his feet, she’d already disappeared inside.

Moms can make mistakes, too, you know. Did that mean what he thought it meant, or was this just another case of wishful thinking? Had Sandy realized he meant what he said? Did she believe that he loved her?

Before he could figure out the answer, Blake came walking around from the rear of his house. “I was at Robby’s,” the boy said. “I’m going to try out for pitcher next year.”

“Great,” Kyle said, still thinking about what Lindsay had told him.

“We had a family meeting today,” Blake said. “We talked about you, but Lindsay says I’m not supposed to say anything.”

“What?” Kyle stared at the boy. “What aren’t you supposed to say?”

Blake shrugged, then grinned. “But I wouldn’t mind if you married my mom.”

Like his sister, he went running off. Kyle stared after him. Hope blossomed inside, like a dormant seed brought to life. He told himself he was a fool, and that he was heading for another fall. But he didn’t care. If Sandy had called a family meeting and discussed him, then she couldn’t want him completely out of their lives. Unless the meeting had been to tell the children that. But if that were the case, why would the kids seem so happy?

He tossed the chamois down and started toward her house. He was going to get some answers. When he got closer, he realized Nichole was playing with her doll on the porch, in the shade of a crepe myrtle tree.

“Hi, Kyle,” she said as he approached.

“Hi, yourself. Where’s your mom?”

“She’s in the shower.” Nichole giggled. “We painted our fingers. Look!” She held up her hand. The nails had been painted bright pink.

“They’re very pretty,” he said, trying to hide his impatience. If Sandy was in the shower, he couldn’t just go barging in, although the thought of her naked and dripping wet was quite appealing. If nothing else, he wouldn’t mind having the upper hand with her for once.

“Could you tell your mom that I—” That he what?

He thought about waiting until Sandy was finished, then remembered what Lindsay had said. That Sandy wanted to apologize, but that it might be difficult for her. He should give her the time she needed. Better for both of them if she came to him. Not only would he know for sure that she really wanted him, but his ego could use a little TLC after the way she’d run him off.

Nichole waited patiently.

“Don’t tell her anything,” he said. “I’ll tell her myself, when I see her.”

“Okay.” Nichole returned her attention to her doll, then glanced up at him. “Lindsay says you’re going to be our new daddy and I’m glad.”

“She said that?”

“This morning. After our meeting. They’re not going to do stars anymore, but I want to.”

“Huh?”

He heard a sound from inside the house. Now more than ever he wanted to confront Sandy. Yet he knew it would be better if everything happened on her terms. He would have to practice patience.

“I gotta run, Nichole. See you soon.”

“Bye.”

He hurried back to his place and collected the bucket and chamois. After storing everything and coiling the hose neatly, he went inside and started pacing. How much longer?

By two that afternoon, he was ready to go crazy. What if the kids had been wrong? Was he wishing for a dream? Was Sandy only a fantasy, someone he would always want but never be in a relationship with? The waiting was getting to him. If he walked the living room one more time, he was going to wear a path through the rug.

“Enough of this,” he growled, and grabbed his motorcycle helmet from the hall. A drive would clear his mind. He would leave a note on the door, in case Sandy came by.

He wrote it quickly, then crossed the kitchen floor and jerked open the back door. Sandy stood there, with her hand raised, ready to knock.

“Kyle,” she said, surprised. “Hi.”

He swallowed against a suddenly dry throat. God, she was beautiful. She’d put on a white gauzy dress with narrow straps and a full skirt. Her legs were bare, as were her arms. She wore makeup, which was unusual. So was the way her hands kept twisting together over and over again. Sandy was nervous.

In his gut, the pain he’d felt since she’d thrown him out last night faded. The band around his chest loosened and his heart rate increased.

“Were you going somewhere?” she asked, pointing at the helmet.

“What? Oh, no.” He placed it on the counter, then stepped outside next to her. “I was thinking about taking a ride, but it can wait. What’s up?”

He didn’t want to hope, but he couldn’t help himself. She was here. She’d obviously planned what to wear, maybe even what to say. The air around them grew still, as if even the plants and animals wanted to listen.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said slowly. “First, I want to apologize for last night. I didn’t want to listen to what you were saying, mostly because I knew you were right. I have been afraid emotionally, and I’ve been using my ideals of the perfect man to keep people from getting too close.”

“People?” he asked.

“Men.” She swallowed, then looked up at him. “You, specifically.” Her eyes were wide and expressive. He could see her concern, her apprehension, and something else. Something wonderfully warm and welcoming. Something that, had he been less cautious, he might have labeled as love.

“You were right about Lindsay,” she said. “About everything, really. All the children, me. I did have these preconceived ideas about your life and what you wanted in a woman. I couldn’t believe you were interested in someone like me. I’m not special.”

The hope inside grew until he couldn’t deny it. He’d never been able to deny her anything. “You’re perfect,” he said, touching her cheek.

She turned her head into his caress and smiled. “Far from perfect, Kyle. You were right about Thomas—I could have done better in my marriage. I’m bossy and opinionated. I tend to jump to conclusions. My feelings scare me and I hide behind my specific ways of doing things. I make rules because I believe rules make my world safe. But they don’t. They keep me from what is really important. I care about you.”

She paused and drew in a breath. He dropped his hand back to his side. And waited.

“This is harder than I thought,” she admitted. “You were much easier to talk to when I practiced in front of my bedroom mirror.”

“It’s not so bad,” he said. “Just start at the beginning. Tell me that you love me.”

She took a step toward him. Her skirt brushed against his jeans. He could hear the whisper of fabric. She reached for both his hands and held them tight. Their gazes locked.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“Tell me you want to be with me always.”

“I want to be with you.” She smiled. “Forever.”

Now it was his turn to get nervous. He brought her right hand to his mouth and kissed her palm. Her breathing increased slightly as she swayed toward him.

“Tell me—” He cleared his throat. “Tell me that you want to marry me.”

“Will you marry me?” she asked.

“Yes.” He swept her up in his arms. “Oh, Sandy, today, tomorrow, whenever you say.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Tomorrow sounds lovely.”

“I love you,” he said.

“I’ll never get tired of hearing that,” she told him. “Can you forgive me for being a fool?”

“Of course. I should have handled the situation with Lindsay better,” he said. “You had every right to be mad at me.”

“No, I didn’t. You were the one who was right. I reacted like a fool. I was scared about how I felt about you. I wanted you to be irresponsible so I wouldn’t have to love you, but you kept doing the right thing.”

“I’m glad,” he murmured, bending his head toward her. “I’ve waited over half my life for this.”

“You don’t have to wait any longer,” she promised. “I’m here. For always.”

“Is he ever gonna kiss her?” Blake asked.

“It doesn’t look like it,” Lindsay answered. “I didn’t know grown-ups talked this much.”

Kyle turned slightly and saw three faces peering up at them from the bushes next to his house.

Sandy giggled. “They must have followed me.”

“Figures,” he said. “We might as well give them what they want.”

“Please,” she said, reaching toward him.

As he brought his mouth to hers, he squeezed her tightly against him. Sandy felt right in his arms. As if she’d always belonged there.

“When can I tell them I want a baby sister?” Nichole asked.

“Not now,” Lindsay said. “Hush. They’re finally kissing. This is the good part.”

* * * * *


Part Three


Chapter One

“You need to get out of town,” Captain Rodriguez said.

Nick Archer leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temple. “You think I don’t know that? Easier said than done.”

He was lying. Leaving wasn’t so hard. He’d done it a million times. He just left. What held him back this time was the fact that he couldn’t think of a single place to go. Hell of a situation for a man to find himself in.

Rodriguez turned toward his computer terminal and touched a few buttons. “They’re getting closer, Nick. If they blow your cover, you’re dead in less than four hours. Southport Beach is too small to keep you safe. Leave the city. Leave Southern California.”

“Yeah, I will.” Just as soon as he figured out where he was going. May was a nice month just about anywhere. Maybe Vegas. He could get real lost there and not surface for days. “I’ll let you know when I get there,” he continued. “And I’ll make sure I’m close to a phone.”

“Good idea,” the captain said. Concern drew his mouth straight. “You’ve risked it all for this assignment, Nick. Just give it a few more days. A couple of weeks at most. By then the Feds will have what they need and we can issue the arrest warrants. By the end of the month, you’ll be back at the Santa Barbara Police Department.”

“Great.”

Nick had been undercover for over a year. It was difficult to imagine returning to Santa Barbara and picking up the threads of his life. After a year, how much of a life would he have to pick up?

He stood and walked to the door. When he pulled it open, the captain frowned and said in a voice loud enough to carry, “If you want Pentleman out of jail, you’re going to have to spring for bail. This time, we’re not cutting a deal.”

Pentleman was a small-time crook picked up for robbery earlier this morning. He was one of Nick’s “employees” and had given him an excuse to come to the station and talk to Rodriguez. Only his captain back in Santa Barbara, Rodriguez here in Southport Beach and the FBI agent coordinating the sting knew Nick’s real identity. The rest of the world considered him a successful criminal.

Nick gave the captain a mock salute and headed for the front desk. He would make Pentleman’s bail, then leave town. The issue of where to go nagged at him until he saw Hannah Pace coming off her shift. She spoke to the young officer taking her place at the communications console. As she turned to step into the corridor, she spotted Nick. Her eyes narrowed in annoyance.

Nick jogged the last couple of steps to catch up with her. She was tall, nearly five-ten, with long legs and an awkward grace that made him think about foals loping through pastures. At six foot four, he could easily match her stride, which he did. She ignored him. It was a ritual between them. One he enjoyed more than he wanted to admit.

“Hey, beautiful, you off work?”

“Obviously.” The single word was clipped.

She didn’t look at him, not even when he put his arm around her shoulders and hugged her close. She simply grabbed his wrist and let it fall behind her. Nick took advantage of the position to pat her curvy rear. That earned him a quick glare.

“I’m armed,” she said, heading for the side door and the officers’ parking lot. “And I’m not afraid to use it on low-life scum like you.”

“Hannah, you’ve got me all wrong. I respect you.”

“Yeah, right. What does that mean? You don’t expect to pay for sex with me?”

He winced audibly and pressed a hand to his chest. “I’m deeply wounded.”

She pulled open the door and stepped outside. Warm air, smelling of sea and sunshine, enveloped them. The sky was clear and California blue. If he’d bothered glancing out at the ocean, he would have been able to see all the way to Catalina. But he doubted any view was lovelier than the woman in front of him.

Hannah paused, inhaled deeply and stared up at him. Her eyes were big and brown, the color of milk chocolate. He’d always had a thing for chocolate. Apparently, he also had a thing for women in uniform, although he hadn’t realized that until he’d seen Hannah in hers. There was something about a sensibly cut garment hugging the female form that got his blood hot and his body bothered. Only it wasn’t just any female form; it was very specifically Hannah’s.

“What do you want, Nick?”

The defensiveness was gone. She sounded tired. He looked closer and saw shadows under her eyes. Thick, shiny, dark hair had been pulled back into a prim bun. Not even one tendril escaped to taunt him. Yet the thought of releasing her heavy hair, of running his fingers through the loose strands, made his fingers itch.

“Let me buy you a drink,” he said and gave her his best grin. It usually worked. He’d used it on countless women before and had been successful enough to make his friends grumble. The only person who seemed immune was Hannah. For a year she’d ignored his teasing, his compliments, his lines and his invitations. He suspected she viewed him as a life-form only slightly higher than a cockroach.

She stared at him a long time. “You don’t give up, do you?”

His grin turned wicked. “On you? Never.”

“Why? What is so appealing about me?”

Her question caught him off guard. Normally she just rolled her eyes and kept on walking.

“I like how you keep your desk organized. All those piles are always tidy.”

She shook her head. “Just as I thought. You’re nothing more than a schoolboy defying authority.”

Before she could leave, he placed his hand on her forearm. Her uniform had short sleeves, and he could feel the warmth of her skin and the slight tremor that rippled through her.

“It’s more than that, Hannah.” He leaned close and, with his free hand, touched his index finger to the corner of her mouth. “I like how your lips always turn up a little, even when you’re mad. Like now.”

She stepped back and pulled her arm free of his touch. “I’m not mad, I’m impatient.”

“Impatient?” He raised an eyebrow. “I like that. Impatient. Could a little of that impatience be because you’re tempted?”

“Oh, grow up,” she said and headed toward the parking lot.

“I’ve been a man a long time, Hannah Pace. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed, because I’ve caught you looking.”

That made her stumble. She spun toward him. “I’ve never looked.”

He moved closer and lowered his voice. “Sure you have.

Lots of times. You think I’m a good-looking charmer.”

“I think you’re a thief and a swindler and Lord knows what else.”

He stared down at her flashing dark eyes. “I knew you’d been thinking about me.”

“Damn,” she muttered, then drew in a long breath. “How do you always win?”

“Because you think I’m teasing, but I’m telling the truth.”

Amazingly enough, he was. He meant every word he said to her. He did think she was beautiful and funny and smart and all the other lines he’d spoken over the past year. Hannah would never believe him, which made them safe to say. Sometimes, though, he wondered what the cool, self-contained lady would think if she knew his attraction was surprisingly genuine.

She blinked at him uncomprehendingly. He took advantage of her confusion and placed his arm around her shoulders again. “The thing is,” he told her, “you’ve never given me a chance. I’m not nearly as bad as you think I am. Or maybe I am and that’s what tempts you the most. One drink. What would it hurt?”

As he spoke, he led her toward his midnight blue Mercedes convertible. It was one of the perks of his assignment. Of course, a flashy car wasn’t going to be much good to him if he ended up dead. A couple more weeks and the job would be finished. Then he could go back to his regular life and Nick Archer would be no more.

He paused in front of the passenger side and pulled out his keys from his pants pocket.

Hannah stared at the car. “Is it stolen?”

“If I say no, will you say yes?”

“Is it?”

He grinned. “I’ve got the title in the glove box. Want to check it out?”

He opened the door and motioned to the pale gray leather seat. He fully expected Hannah to slap him across the face, call him several obscene names and stalk back to her sensible sedan parked on the other side of the lot. He even stiffened in anticipation of the blow.

The blow came in a completely different form.

Shock. Mind-numbing shock when she muttered, “I’m insane,” and slipped inside his car.

Nick carefully closed the passenger door and swore under his breath. Just his luck. The ice queen decided to thaw the day he had to get out of town.

* * *

Hannah touched her tongue to the rim of her glass and let the salt dissolve in her mouth. With a quick prayer that she wouldn’t choke—or worse—she picked up the shot of tequila sitting next to her margarita glass and downed it in one long, burning swallow.

Fire ripped through her. She gasped out loud but didn’t cough, then blinked back the tears that sprang to her eyes. Better, she thought, relieved as the fire turned to an almost comfortable heat.

“You all right?” Nick asked, frowning faintly.

“Fine,” she managed to reply, her voice only slightly raspy from the alcohol.

He leaned back against the red booth seat. “You win this round, Hannah. I never guessed you did shooters.”

She shrugged as if to say there was a lot about her he didn’t know. Actually, he didn’t know anything about her, but he had been right about the shooters. She’d never had one before tonight. And probably wouldn’t again, she reflected as a wave of alcohol rushed to her brain and made the room tilt slightly. Normally she limited herself to a single drink. White wine, or maybe a spritzer. If it was a special occasion, she might indulge in a glass of champagne. Not today. She was on her second margarita and had ordered extra shots with both.

What was the phrase? Dutch courage? She needed her share of that, plus as much as she could get from any other source that offered it. If she did what she was thinking, it was going to take every ounce of bravery she’d ever had. If she didn’t, she was going to break an old woman’s heart. Talk about being between a rock and a hard place. Sometimes life wasn’t fair.

The cocktail waitress strolled by. “Can I get you two something else?”

She asked the question of both of them, but her attention clearly focused on Nick. Hannah couldn’t blame the woman. She often had trouble noticing anyone else when he was around. It was as if the whole world was dark and Nick was the only light. The fact that the waitress noticed, too, only meant the other woman had good taste.

Hannah resisted the urge to drop her head to her hands and moan. She was more drunk than she realized if she’d started thinking positive things about Nick Archer. He was nothing more than a common criminal. Oh, he hadn’t been arrested for anything…at least, none of the charges had stuck. He had a clean record. But she knew the type. He was smooth. Too smooth for someone like her.

“Hannah?” Nick motioned to her half-empty glass.

She waved him off and he dismissed the waitress. The busty blonde gave him a quick smile. Funny, he didn’t seem to notice.

“But she’s beautiful,” Hannah blurted out, then covered her mouth too late to hold in the words.

Nick frowned. That was twice in as many minutes. She liked how his eyebrows drew so close together. His forehead got all wrinkly, then when he relaxed, it smoothed out again.

“Who’s beautiful?” he asked.

She’d almost forgotten her statement, so it took her a second to figure out what he was asking. “The waitress.”

He didn’t even look over toward the bar to find the woman in question. “If you say so.”

“You didn’t think she was pretty?”

“I didn’t notice.”

“Sure.”

Boy, next he would be telling her about some oceanfront property he had in Arizona. All he needed was the Big One to push California into the ocean. Only California wouldn’t fall into the ocean during an earthquake. The tectonic plates were pushing north. Eventually, Los Angeles and San Francisco would be within commuting distance. It would only take a couple million years to accomplish.

“I liked geography,” she said. “So you can keep your oceanfront property.”

“Excuse me?”

He looked puzzled. Genuinely flummoxed. Hannah smiled. At least, it felt like she was smiling. It was hard to tell. Her lips were numb. Flummoxed. She repeated the word in her mind. It was a good word with a nice sound. She should try to work it into a sentence more often.

“Hannah?”

She glanced at Nick. He was staring at her. “What?”

“What do you mean ‘what?’ Why are you talking about geography?”

“I’m not.”

“But you said…” He shook his head. “You’re drunk. I can’t believe it. On a margarita and a half. Talk about a lightweight.”

“I had shooters,” she reminded him, then wondered if she should protest his statement that she was drunk. Of course she was. And there was that pesky numb feeling creeping from her lips to her cheeks. “It’s your fault,” she muttered.

“Mine? Why?”

“You’re always there.” She took another sip of her drink. “Talking to me. Asking me out. Why’d you have to do that?”

“Maybe I like you.”

“Oh, sure.” He liked her. Yeah, right. No doubt. Average-looking female police officers were every man’s fantasy. She must get a hundred offers a day.

“You don’t believe me.” It wasn’t a question.

“Why should I?”

His mouth curved into a slow smile. She felt the impact all the way down to her toes. He was sinfully handsome with big eyes the color of midnight blue. Thick lashes, sort of a medium brown and tipped with gold. Gold blond hair, layered and just to the top of his collar. Broad shoulders, great body, at least what she’d been able to see of it under his expensive suits. Despite being a criminal, Nick dressed like a corporate executive. He was funny, although she always tried hard not to laugh at his jokes. He was a smooth talker, charming and way out of her league. She knew better than to believe anything he might try to tell her.

He leaned forward and touched the back of her hand. It was just one finger barely stroking her skin. Her cheeks were completely numb, she couldn’t feel her legs at all, yet that single touch burned through her like a laser through steel.

She told herself to pull away, or at least to slap him real hard. She did nothing but stare at his finger, at his hand, at their hands so close together. Then her chest got tight and she had to remind herself to breathe.

“What’s wrong, Hannah?”

“Nothing.”

“Bull. I know you, and something’s wrong.”

The assurance in his voice made her nervous. She withdrew her hand to her lap and took another sip of the margarita. Then she glanced around the room and tried to see if anyone she knew was in the bar. It wasn’t likely. The cops at the station had their own hangout and it wasn’t this trendy beachfront establishment. She and Nick were in a back corner booth with a view of the ocean to her right. The sun was just setting, sending shards of yellow and gold light across the calm sea. It was a picture-perfect moment, complete with the handsome, albeit slightly blurry escort.

“You don’t know me at all,” she said.

“I know that you don’t trust me, so why’d you accept my invitation for a drink?”

“Maybe your charm won me over.”

He laughed out loud. The pleasant sound brought a smile to her lips. “Try again,” he said.

He wasn’t the only thing that was blurry, she realized. The edges of the room were starting to fold in on themselves. When was the last time she’d been this drunk? Once, at a friend’s wedding, she recalled hazily, trying to remember exactly when. Maybe five years ago.

Why had she come out with Nick? She ignored the shifting room and thought about his question. Because he’d asked her out about twice a week for a year and every single time she’d wanted to say yes.

It was dumb for a woman like her to be attracted to a man like him. It wasn’t just that he was so much better-looking, or even that he was a criminal and she was a cop. It was that Nick lived life on a completely different level than she did. He got into the moment while she walked around with her head down. He was spontaneous laughter, spontaneous fun, spontaneous sex—oops, where had that thought come from?—while she planned everything out. He joked and teased while she kept the world at bay.

“I needed a break,” she said at last, mostly because it was true.

“Something tells me that’s just an excuse. You’re using me to put off something you don’t want to do.”

Her head snapped up. Big mistake. The slight blurring became a wild spinning. Even her seat seemed to be moving. Then she sucked in some air and it all slowed to a manageable level.

“Maybe,” she admitted.

Her hands were once again on the table. He reached across and grabbed one. His thumb brushed against the back of her fingers. It felt nice.

“I need a husband,” she blurted out.

To his credit, Nick didn’t withdraw, or even stiffen. His thumb kept moving back and forth, back and forth. A lethargic heat crept up her arm. His gaze continued to hold hers, the half smile still hovering at the corners of his mouth. Maybe he hadn’t heard her. Maybe she hadn’t actually said it out loud.

“A husband?” he asked calmly. “The usual reason?”

“Usual reason? What’s that?” She thought for a second. “Oh. Oh! Ah, no, not that. I mean, I’m not pregnant.”

Embarrassment flooded her and she gulped the rest of her drink. She thought about flagging down the waitress for another, then decided she was going to be sick enough in the morning as it was. Besides, Nick was still on his first beer and he’d barely touched it at all.

“Good.”

She blinked. What were they talking about? “Good what?”

“I’m glad you’re not pregnant.”

“Me, too. Oh, the husband thing.” She waved her free hand. “I have some family business. It requires me to be married for a few days. I don’t know. Maybe not. Maybe I should just come clean. But she’s so old. What if the shock kills her?” She stared at him earnestly. “I really wouldn’t want that to happen. I haven’t actually even met her, but I want to. Do you think she’ll understand?”

“Yes.”

She had a brief moment of clarity. “You don’t have a clue as to what I’m talking about, do you?”

“Nope. But I like the sound of your voice, so just keep talking.”

She realized he was still stroking her fingers with his thumb. Regretfully, she pulled free of the seductive contact. If only it was true. If only Nick Archer really did think she was a hot babe.

Hannah giggled. She was athletic, strong, and she wore a pistol when she went to work. Somehow she didn’t think she fitted the definition of the word babe.

He toyed with her because it amused him and probably because she hadn’t fallen at his feet the first time she’d seen him. She would have fallen, but she’d already been sitting down, so it had been easy to pretend to be calm.

“You could hire a husband,” he said. “If it’s only temporary.”

“Oh, it is. Just for a few days. Believe me, I’ve thought about it and I could phone…” She glared at him. “You’re laughing at me.”

“Only a little. So what kind of guy would you ask for, Hannah? Who’s your ideal man?”

The numbness spread up her face, although strangely enough, she could actually feel her eyelashes.

Him. He was perfect, at least physically. But she wasn’t about to say that. She would have to be a whole lot drunker than this to confess that little secret to Nick.

“Someone who follows the rules,” she said.

He winced as if she’d slapped him. “That one hurt. Are you implying I’m not a rule follower?”

“You’re a common criminal.”

“I might be a criminal, but I’ve never been common.” He leaned back in the booth. “How long do you need the guy for?”

“Three or four days. Just to drive north, meet my family, then come back.”

“Sounds simple enough. What does it pay?”

“Why do you ask?”

He held out both hands, palms up. “You could never phone an escort service to hire someone and we both know it. Call the interest a friendly gesture on my part.”

“But we’re not friends,” she muttered, then cleared her throat. Nick? A temporary husband? She shuddered. It would never work.

“How much?” he asked. When she stared at him blankly, he asked, “How much are you willing to pay?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t thought about money.” What was the going hourly rate for fake husbands these days? “It doesn’t matter. You’re not right for this. I’m sorry I mentioned it.”

She started to slide out of the booth, but it was harder to move than she thought it would be. Then he placed his hand over hers and that darn heat started up again, and she didn’t want to move.

“I’m happy to help,” he said. “I need to get out of town for a few days anyway.”

“Oh, I’ll just bet you do. What is it this time? A real-estate deal gone wrong? Or maybe the husband of one of your women decided to take matters into his own hands.”

Nick stared at her for a long time. Something flickered in his gaze, something dark and secretive. Then he blinked and it was gone. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he said lightly. “Face it, Hannah. Where else are you going to find a man willing to pretend to be your husband on such short notice?”

He was right. She certainly didn’t have the skills to seduce a man into doing it, nor was there a man around. Except for Nick. Not that she was interested in seducing Nick.

She hunched over, half expecting lightning to strike. When it didn’t, she straightened. She could do worse. At least he was gorgeous. And he thought on his feet. If anyone started asking questions, Nick would be able to ward them off. It was only for a couple of days and it wasn’t as if she was overflowing with other options.

“I’ll pay two hundred dollars and the travel expenses,” she said, then nearly bit her tongue in her haste to call the words back. But it was too late.

He raised his eyebrows. “I was thinking more of a trade. One weekend of husbanding for one night of—”

She raised her hand. “Don’t say it.”

“Passionate lovemaking,” he finished.

She winced. “Four hundred, in cash. No touching.”

“Let’s spend the weekend negotiating. When do you want to leave?”

Was there really a choice? Despite all her talk, she would never have been able to call an escort service. Wasn’t bringing Nick along better than breaking an old woman’s heart? “In the morning. I want to be there on Saturday.”

“Where is there?”

“Northern California.”

He held out his hand. “Do we have a deal?”

She wished she had another shot to give her courage. She wished she’d never mentioned it in the first place. She wished she’d never gotten in his car.

But wishing didn’t change anything and he was her best bet. That’s probably why she was here, having a drink with him. The power of the subconscious mind at work.

She slipped her hand in his and they shook. The contact was electric. She expected to see smoke and fire, but there was only Nick smiling at her. Enjoying her predicament and having power over her at last.

And he did have power. Comparing his power to the power of the subconscious mind was like comparing an eighteen-wheeler to a toy truck. She had a bad feeling she had just stepped in front of headlights and was about to be mowed down.


Chapter Two

Hannah stared at the front door. She didn’t want to open it. Not only because her head hurt and the thought of sunlight was enough to bring tears to her eyes, but also because she didn’t want to face the man on the other side.

Insanity. There was no other explanation. Maybe it ran in her family. She’d been adopted, so there was no way to tell. Or maybe her blood sugar had dipped below the normal range and she’d had a brief blackout episode. Whatever the explanation, she didn’t have the guts to face him and accept what they’d agreed to do.

He knocked again. “Hannah? Are you awake?”

“Yes,” she whispered even though she knew he couldn’t hear her. She cleared her throat and spoke more loudly. “I’m right here. Hold on.”

She turned the key in the dead-bolt lock and pulled open the door. Nick stood on the front step of her town house. The sunlight made her blink, as did Nick. It wasn’t fair. Even in her weakened condition—with her head pounding and her stomach rolling—he looked good. Better than good. He looked tempting.

She was used to being impressed by his sheer male beauty. He was a California cliche´ with his blond hair, blue eyes and loose, easy stride. The well-made suits he wore only enhanced his assets. If he had any physical flaws, she’d never noticed. She’d gotten used to ignoring his good looks, his tailored clothing, his bright smile. They were meaningless trappings that merely concealed the flaws in his character. She was immune.

Well, unless she had a hangover. She stood in the doorway and reminded herself to breathe. In and out, in and out until the involuntary function kicked back in on its own. He wasn’t wearing a suit, or handmade shoes, or even a tie. Instead, he’d dressed in jeans and a plain white shirt with sleeves rolled up to the elbows. His boots looked worn. But the smile was just as devastating as it always had been. Thank the Lord she could blame her weak knees on her hangover.

“You look awful,” he said cheerfully and pushed past her into the town house. “Hangover?”

“No,” she murmured between clenched teeth. The volume of his voice made her head ache. “I feel fine.”

“Uh-huh.” He moved in front of her, shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I can tell. Are you packed?”

“Yes.”

It wasn’t only the effects of the alcohol that were slowing her down. It was also lack of sleep. At four in the morning, her eyes had popped open. Despite how awful she felt, or perhaps because of it, she hadn’t been able to get back to sleep. She’d stared at the ceiling alternately praying that her memories about their evening together had been a dream, then hoping they were real.

“Did you take anything?” he asked. “Aspirin?”

She nodded, then wished she hadn’t actually moved her head.

His smile was sympathetic. “You’re such a straitlaced person, I doubt I could talk you into trying the hair of the dog, right?”

She stared at his face, at the wide blue eyes, the straight nose that should have been broken countless times but obviously hadn’t been. At the strong mouth, stubborn chin, the freshly shaved, tanned skin. He was gorgeous. It wasn’t fair.

His being nice to her only made it worse, she thought miserably as her stomach churned again. She hated when people tried to take care of her. She knew what was going on. They wanted to lull her into trusting them, then they would leave. She wasn’t about to play that game again.

“I’m fine,” she snapped and took a step back. “And I’m ready to go.”

“Great.”

She sucked in a deep breath, grabbing hold of the front door when dizziness threatened. “Where’s my car?”

“In the carport.”

That’s what she’d been afraid of. Her recollections of the end of the evening were fuzzy at best. She did remember Nick telling her she was way too drunk to drive and her agreeing with him about that. So instead of taking her back to the police station to collect her car, he’d brought her home. She vaguely recalled he’d promised to have her car delivered to her town house carport. Simple enough… except for one small problem.

She reached up toward the keys hanging from the lock in the front door. She found her car key and tugged on it gently. “You didn’t have a car key,” she said.

His sympathetic smile broadened and she nearly lost her balance. “I know. I asked one of my associates to take care of it. You probably don’t want to ask too many questions.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. Nick was right. Questions—or rather, answers—would only make her uncomfortable. She didn’t want to think about the ramifications of someone breaking into and then hot-wiring her car, all while it sat in a police department parking lot.

“Do I have to worry about this person joyriding in my car?” she asked, opening her eyes and looking at him. “It wasn’t used in a drive-by shooting or anything, was it?”

He touched his hand to his chest. “I’m wounded. You talk as if I’m a thug. Hannah, I’m in real estate. I’m willing to admit a few of my employees are a little…” He paused.

“Creative in their dealings with the law?” she offered.

“Exactly. But my record is clean. You’ve seen that for yourself.”

“Right.”

She’d also seen him in the station bailing his associates out of jail. Only a madwoman would take Nick Archer to meet her mother. A really desperate madwoman.

“You’re not having second thoughts, are you?” he asked.

“Oh, no.” That was true. She was up to fifth or sixth thoughts. She opened her mouth to tell him that and to let him know that this was never going to work, but instead, she motioned to her luggage. “I’m packed.”

In her weakened condition, she was willing to admit she wanted to spend a few hours in his company and discover the man behind the smooth facade. Crazy, certainly. He was a criminal and she was cop. She should loathe and despise him. And she did. Sort of. She also had to admit—if only to herself—that Nick’s charm was hard as hell to resist. The way he made her laugh felt nice.

He moved toward her luggage. I’m doing this for you, Mom, she thought and hoped it was the right thing to do. A dying old woman expected Hannah to have a husband. Was it so very wrong to allow her to think one really existed?

Nick grabbed two of the suitcases. “This is a lot for a weekend.”

“I’m not going for a weekend.”

“You said a couple of days.”

“That’s right. You’re staying with me for a couple of days, but I’ll be staying for two weeks.”

He raised his eyebrows and managed a hurt expression. “You’re going on vacation and didn’t tell me? Hannah, that’s so insensitive.”

She wanted to laugh, but he looked amazingly sincere. Yet he couldn’t be. This was a game of some kind. She was too befuddled to figure it out right now, but when her hangover wore off, she was sure everything would make sense.

“Nice place,” he said, nodding toward the living room on his left.

She glanced at the floral-print sofa, the white brick fireplace and the pale pine coffee table. What did her place look like to him? Everything was tidy. The colors were bright, definitely feminine. He probably sensed a man had never spent the night under her roof. The thought embarrassed her, although she wasn’t sure why. It was none of his business. So what if she chose not to sleep around? In this day and age, anything but caution was foolish.

He headed out the front door. She picked up the remaining suitcase and followed him. After carefully turning off the lights and securing the lock, she moved down the two steps to his Mercedes parked at the curb.

Thankfully, the convertible top was up. She wouldn’t have been able to face all that fresh air. Just the thought made her head ache more. Intellectually, she knew the car had been paid for with illegally obtained funds. It might even have been stolen, although Nick was probably smarter than that. It was more than she could ever afford and it was stunning. Even knowing where it had come from, she couldn’t help admiring the beautiful lines.

She remembered the interior smelled of fine leather and the seats were a luxurious combination of softness and support. The car was going to make the nine-hour drive seem like four.

She set her suitcase on the sidewalk beside the open trunk. Nick moved his garment bag to make room for the last piece of luggage. She watched to make sure everything was stowed in the car, then moved to the passenger door. It was locked and she had to wait for him to open it.

He did so, then paused. “You look pale.”

“Gee, thanks.” Her headache had increased until the throbbing sounded like drums beating in time with her heart.

“It was that second shot. You would have been fine if you hadn’t had it.”

She wanted to yell at him that it was all his fault. If he hadn’t made her order the drink… But she couldn’t. He hadn’t made her do anything. She’d been nervous and had acted stupidly all on her own. Still, it would have been satisfying to get all huffy at Nick.

When she slid into the seat, he crouched beside her and made sure she was comfortable, with the seat belt adjusted correctly. She bore his attention for about twenty seconds, then slapped his hands away. “I’m not an invalid. I can do this on my own.”

He was close enough that she could inhale the masculine scent of his aftershave and see the clean, smooth line of his jaw. Damn him for looking so good and damn herself for being so nasty for no good reason.

“I know you’re not an invalid,” he said quietly. “You don’t feel well. I’m trying to make you comfortable. It’s going to be a long drive.”

Hannah prided herself on her control. She was a cop and she knew how to act in a crisis. Unfortunately, her hard-won skills seemed to have deserted her for the moment. She opened her mouth, couldn’t think of anything to say, then clamped her lips together as a blush crawled up her cheeks.

She ducked her head and stared at her lap. “Sorry. I’m not myself this morning.”

“Then who are you?”

His teasing made her smile. She glanced at him. He was staring at her as if he’d never seen her before. She rubbed her cheek, trying to brush off a smudge, then checked for loose strands floating free of her braid. Everything was in place.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing. I was just thinking.”

But he never said what he was thinking. Right there, with her sitting in the passenger seat of his car and him crouched next to her, in front of whichever of her neighbors might be home and watching, in front of God and the whole world, he kissed her.

He leaned forward and pressed his mouth against hers. Shock kept her in place for the first three seconds. She couldn’t think, she couldn’t move. She could only let her eyes flutter closed as she absorbed the heat and scent of him.

His lips were warm and firm, yielding, yet strong. He didn’t try to move much, or deepen the kiss. They touched nowhere else, at least not at first.

Then she felt his fingers on the back of her hand. A sweet, gentle stroking that sent fire racing up her arm. The pounding of her headache receded, as did the rest of the world.

He released her, raising his head slightly. She nearly moaned in disappointment. She told herself to get all upset and complain, to unfasten the seat belt, slide out of the car and slap him until his head bobbed like one of those toy dogs in the back of cars. She told herself a lot of things, all the while waiting for him to kiss her again, or worse, to mock her.

What he did was even more devastating. He cupped her cheek with his free hand and murmured, “Sweet Hannah.” As if she really meant something to him. As if this wasn’t a joke.

He leaned forward. She held her breath in anticipation. He covered her mouth with his and this time he moved. Back and forth, slow and sweet. As if they had all the time in the world. As if his legs weren’t cramping, which she knew they had to be. As if she was a delicate and precious person in his life.

Maybe it was the unexpected tenderness, or the hangover, or some weird placement of the moon and the planet Pluto. She didn’t have an explanation for her reaction, or for the fact that she leaned into the kiss and parted her mouth slightly in response.

Instead of deepening the kiss, he placed his hands on her shoulders and squeezed. For the first time in her life, she felt small and fragile. Delicate. Feminine.

Then the heat overwhelmed her, and all she could think about was how she wanted to keep kissing him forever. She could die happy right this moment.

At last he straightened. Hannah stared at him dumbfounded. Questions formed, everything from why had he kissed her to had he liked it as much as she had. But she didn’t ask any of them. Instead, she swallowed hard and tried to summon up some fury. Barring that, she wouldn’t mind going with a little righteous indignation. If Nick started teasing her, she would need something for protection. Right now, she felt very exposed.

He started to close the passenger door, then paused and leaned toward her again.

“Ten bucks,” he said.

“Huh?”

He winked. “The kiss. It was worth ten bucks.”

“I don’t understand.” He wanted money for kissing her?

“We agreed on four hundred dollars for the weekend. The kiss was worth ten bucks to me, so now you only owe me three hundred and ninety.” He started to close the door, then paused again. “In cash…or trade.”

Before she could say anything, he slammed the door shut and came around to the driver’s side. Hannah couldn’t bring herself to look at him. She stared straight ahead and wondered what on earth she’d gotten herself into.

Nick didn’t say anything as he started the engine. He selected a classical station on the radio, then pulled out and headed for the freeway.

She leaned back in the seat. Her lips still tingled. Ten bucks. The kiss was worth that and more. Originally, Nick had wanted a night of hot sex in exchange for helping her out. She’d been the one to insist on cash. Maybe, just maybe, she’d been a bit hasty in her decision.

* * *

By nine, they’d reached the northern outskirts of Los Angeles County. Nick pulled off Interstate 5 in the bedroom community of Valencia and they got coffee at a drive-through fast-food place. When they returned to the freeway, Hannah sipped the steaming hot liquid and wondered for the four thousandth time what on earth she’d been thinking. Was she crazy?

To make matters worse, Nick could read her mind. Just as she was starting up another litany berating herself, he asked, “Why are you doing this? What’s so important that you have to pretend to be married?”

She took another sip and pondered the question. Easy enough—except she didn’t really want to have to tell him the truth.

He glanced at her and quirked up one eyebrow. “You probably think I’m just being nosy, but the truth is I need some background information so I can get into my role. I’m more of a method actor. You know, feel the part and all that.”

Despite her apprehension, she smiled. “That makes sense. Okay, I’ll fill you in, but I have to warn you. It’s a long, boring story.”

“No problem. This is a long, boring drive.”

He’d always had a good sense of humor. That’s one of the things she liked about him. Not that she really liked him or anything. Oh, yeah, she thought, wondering if lightning would strike the sleek car. She didn’t like him and she wasn’t attracted to him. That’s why she’d invited him to be a part of her life for the next three days and why she’d kissed him back.

At the station, he’d been a lot easier to ignore, but now no one else was around to see. She could lighten up a little. It wasn’t as if she was getting involved with Nick. She knew exactly who and what he was. No matter how charming and funny, he still lived on the wrong side of the law.

“My birth mother gave me up for adoption,” she said and glanced out at the low mountains around them. They were climbing out of the Santa Clarita Valley, heading north toward Glenwood. “A few months ago, I received a letter from her.”

“Your real mom?”

“Yeah.”

He glanced at her. “Without warning? That must have kicked up your heart rate.”

“I’ll admit I walked around in a fog for days. I couldn’t believe it. She’d hired a private detective to find me.”

“Are you angry about it?”

Hannah was surprised at his perception. She shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes. I seem to go through stages of curiosity, longing and rage. Right now I’m curious. I want answers. I guess most children who are given up for adoption have a lot of questions. What were the circumstances in my biological mother’s life? Did she give me up right away, or did she keep me around for a while? Did she…” Did she love me?

Hannah didn’t voice that, although it was always deep in her mind. That was the one question that plagued her the most. Had her birth mother cared about her at all? Had this been a callous gesture, the quick and easy way to get rid of a problem? Or had there been overriding forces at work, ripping an innocent child from her caring mother?

“Did she have second thoughts?” she said, completing the statement so Nick wouldn’t get any ideas. She already regretted confiding in him.

“Had you tried to get in touch with her yourself?” he asked.

“No. I thought about it from time to time, but I never knew what I was going to say if I found her. I figured if she’d wanted me in the first place, she would have kept me around.”

“What do your adoptive folks say about this?”

“They died a long time ago.” Hannah clutched the foam coffee cup in her hands. Twenty-three years ago. She’d been so young, she barely remembered them. She did remember being happy, though. Not just the occasional glad moment, but happy all the time.

“Any other family?” he asked.

“That’s really none of your business.”

“Right. I’m just the husband. Sorry, I forgot.”

“It’s not necessary for you to know every detail about my private life. I’m not trying to be difficult. I would simply prefer that you didn’t pry.”

“I’m sort of surprised you can walk as well as you do,” he said.

She stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“It must be difficult, what with that giant chip on your shoulder. Most people would have to drag a leg behind them or something, just to keep balanced.”

She didn’t know whether to burst out laughing or slap him. “I do not have a chip on my shoulder.”

“Yeah, right. You also don’t keep the rest of the world away by pretending not to need anyone, either. Go on. You got this letter from your real mother. Then what happened?”

She was openmouthed at his assessment of her character. She wanted to protest that she didn’t keep the world at bay. At least, not on purpose. It just sort of happened. She hadn’t grown up the way everyone else had. After her adoptive parents had died, she’d never been a part of a family for any length of time. She’d been bounced around foster homes. She didn’t know how to have several close friends, share pieces of her life, or even tell jokes. Socially, she was definitely at the dull-normal end of the range.

“Hannah? The letter?”

“Oh. Well, she found me by using a private detective. Apparently, all the records got messed up at the adoption agency. Plus, because I wasn’t searching for her, they wouldn’t give out any information they still had. Not that it would have helped, what with my parents dying.”

“What does this have to do with me?” he asked. “Why do you need a husband?”

“Because when the detective located me, I was still married.”

He turned his head and glared at her. “Married?” The outrage in his voice made her smile.

“Yes, married.”

“Married?”

“Nick, watch the road. I want to get to Glenwood in one piece.”

He returned his attention to the road and swore under his breath. “Dammit, Hannah, you didn’t tell me you were married.”

“Why are you acting like it matters?”

“Because it does.”

“That’s crazy. We don’t even know each other.”

“That’s something a man likes to know before he pretends to be somebody’s husband.”

“Sorry. I’ll remember that for next time.”

He shook his head. “Married.”

Her amusement turned to irritation. “I know it’s hard for you to imagine this, but there are actually men who find me attractive. Amazingly, I did trap one into a committed relationship, at least for a short period of time.”

She hadn’t trapped Shawn, although the relationship had been a mistake from the beginning. They’d only been married five days. Even thinking about it made her embarrassed. It was a foolish episode from her past.

“How long have you been divorced?” he asked.

“About two months.”

“Two months? You mean all this past year you were living with your husband?”

She sighed. “Why are you taking this so hard? You’re acting like I’ve cheated on you. No, I wasn’t living with my husband. We’ve been separated about four years. I just never bothered filing for divorce and neither did he. Until recently.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing I want to discuss with you. The important point is that when the detective found me, I was still married. The letter from Louise—that’s my biological mother—mentioned that she wanted to meet my husband.”

“Why didn’t you tell her the truth when you talked to her on the phone?”

The car glided over the paved highway. Hannah turned to her right and pretended interest in the billboards. “Well, one reason was that she said that she wanted us to get together while there was still time. I’m afraid she’s very ill. I didn’t want to upset her. She’s an old woman. That’s why I hired you. We show up together. I’m the long-lost daughter, you’re my husband. We act pleasant. In a couple of days you get a business call and return to Southport Beach. When I’m sure she can handle it, I’ll tell her the truth.”

“Sounds pretty flaky to me.”

“I don’t recall asking your opinion.”

“Hey, don’t worry, babe. I’m not going to charge you extra for it. I’ve run plenty of scams in my time.”

“I’m sure you have.”

He winked. “Some of them have been legitimate.”

“Want to give me a percentage?”

“Not really. The trick is to keep them as close to real as possible. You should have brought the ex with you. It would have been a lot easier.”

“He wasn’t available right now.”

“Traveling on business?”

She wondered what Nick would say if she told him about Shawn. She could already hear the teasing remarks. Better to walk on broken glass and eat poisoned dung beetles for breakfast.

“You might say that.”

“I might. What would you say?”

She sucked in a breath. “Shawn is working right now.”

“Oh. Shawn. Let me guess. Some Ivy League type with three numbers after his name and a pedigree longer than the grand champion at a dog show.”

She bit on her lower lip to keep from laughing. Please, God, never let Nick find out the truth. “Sort of.”

Nick stewed over that for a while. She watched the mile markers zip by. Ten minutes later, he said, “You never finished answering my question. Why didn’t you tell your mother the truth when you talked to her on the phone?”

She crossed her legs and folded her arms over her chest. “I haven’t actually spoken with her on the phone. We’ve been writing letters.”

“Why? Wouldn’t it be easier to pick up the phone and call?”

“No, it wouldn’t.”

She half turned in the seat, facing away from him as much as the seat belt would allow. He couldn’t understand her mixed emotions about what was happening. His life was so different from hers. Nick was one of those people who was blessed. He had good looks, charm, wit, a sharp mind. It was unfortunate he’d chosen to use his talents the way he had. If he’d been honest, he could have gone far.

It was different for her. She had to worry about things. She wasn’t gifted. People thought she was so calm and composed, but she felt like a poster she’d once seen of a swan. Above the surface, the bird seemed to be gliding along, but underneath the water, where no one could see, its feet were working like crazy to keep up the facade.

From the time she’d lost her parents and been dumped in her first foster home, she realized that no one wanted her around. She couldn’t remember the number of times she’d been told the state wasn’t paying enough for the family to keep her for long. She’d lost track of the number of houses, apartments, schools she’d been in.

For a while, she’d wanted to fit in, to belong. She’d really tried. But her attempts hadn’t been enough, or she’d done it the wrong way, because no one had noticed. Eventually, she stopped trying. Sometimes the people were nice enough, but she learned early on not to depend on anyone but herself. It was better not to care. Nothing ever lasted. Even when it seemed things were working out, she was always sent somewhere else.

She felt his hand on top of hers. She pushed him away.

“Hannah, honey, I know you’re scared. But it’s going to be okay.”

“I’m not scared and you don’t know it’s going to be okay.”

“Sure I do. I’m here. I’m going to make it work. You’ll see.”

She sniffed and ignored him. Cheap talk from someone used to buying whatever he wanted. Actually, she didn’t know that about Nick; she was only assuming. But it was probably true.

Instead of taking the broad hint, he once again put his hand on top of hers and squeezed gently. The comfort meant a lot to her, even though she didn’t want to tell him. It would be too much like giving in. She was convinced that if she gave in—even a little—she would suffer for the rest of her life. So she held back. Resisted. Didn’t say anything. She didn’t trust Nick. She wasn’t even sure she liked him.

But when he nudged her, she turned her hand over and let him lace his fingers through hers.


Chapter Three

Nick checked the rearview mirror. There was no one behind them but truckers and no one was going the speed limit. He touched a button on the cruise control panel, then glanced at Hannah. She was leaning against the passenger door, her head resting on the window. She’d been asleep for most of the morning.

He slipped a tape of classical music into the cassette player and kept the sound low. She didn’t stir. He was glad. She obviously needed her rest. The shadows under her eyes weren’t all from her hangover. No doubt the stress and worry about meeting her birth mother for the first time had kept her up nights.

Her color was better now, her breathing steady. Of course, her color wasn’t quite as high as it had been when he’d kissed her.

He grinned at the memory. Kissing Hannah Pace was something he should have done a long time ago. Not only for the pleasure it had given him, but because it had left her speechless.

Oh, he’d thought about it. He couldn’t be around Hannah for more than five minutes without thinking about kissing her and touching her. She was the kind of woman who lent herself to wicked thoughts—at least in his mind.

He’d wondered if she would resist the kiss and the heat it generated. Passion could be disconcerting if one was used to constantly being in control. He suspected Hannah prided herself on being in control. But she hadn’t resisted or pretended not to respond. Even if he hadn’t felt the clinging sweetness of her mouth, her fire-filled eyes and uneven breathing had given her away. Yup, kissing Hannah had been a great idea. He’d imagined it would be terrific, and the real thing had been better than any fantasy. He couldn’t wait to do it a second time.

He checked on her again, but she was silent and still asleep. Was she dreaming? Was she worrying about what was going to happen? Did she regret her confession?

Hannah had been married. He thought he’d figured her out, but that piece of information had stunned him. Married. He swore under his breath. Why hadn’t he known?

“Why does it matter?” he asked himself softly, then decided he didn’t want to know the answer.

Married. To whom? Not a cop. She wouldn’t have been able to keep that quiet. He would have heard about it—some kind of hint would have surfaced in the past year. He knew all about gossip at a police station. Everyone knew everyone else’s business.

Who would Hannah have married and then divorced? A successful businessman with shady dealings? He grimaced. Hannah wasn’t the type to get involved with a criminal. That’s one of the things he liked best about her—her-principles. Of course, those high standards meant she wasn’t likely to give him the time of day.

He thought about the assignment he’d been working on. All the hours being alone, the danger, the tension. It was about to end. Just a few more days, maybe a couple of weeks.

He wondered what Hannah would say if he told her the truth. Would she like him more? Respect him? It didn’t matter. Until the assignment was over, until the bad guys were in jail, he wasn’t telling anyone anything. He wasn’t going to risk all that time and effort. He wanted those guys caught.

So Hannah would continue to think he was a criminal and he would let her. Probably best for both of them.

An airline pilot with a girlfriend at every stop? Nick shook his head. He didn’t like that scenario, either. He didn’t want her ex-husband to have abused her, or cheated on her, or done anything illegal. But if the ex was so perfect, why had they divorced?

His stomach rumbled, reminding him it had been a long time since breakfast. He glanced at the billboards on either side of the multilane freeway, then took the next exit to a fast-food restaurant. He pulled in behind a battered pickup truck with two live caged chickens and a goat tied in the back. He glanced at Hannah. She stirred and blinked sleepily.

She had the best-behaved hair of anyone he knew. At the station she wore it in a bun at the back of her head. No matter what time he went by, whether it was the first five minutes of her shift or the last, every hair was in place. He’d never seen a strand sneak out to drift against her cheek or her neck.

Today she wore a thick braid down her back. Despite fighting a hangover and sleeping for the better part of four hours, she was perfectly groomed. He couldn’t help wondering what she would look like all mussed up. Preferably naked, with her hair loose and her eyes heavy with passion.

The stirring in his groin made him shift uncomfortably. Think about something else, he ordered himself.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

She glanced around. “No, but I should probably eat. Just a hamburger and soda, please.”

“Sure.” He pulled up to the microphone and placed their order.

“I’ve been asleep,” she said. “You should have woken me.”

“Why?”

“So I could spell you on the driving.”

“I like to drive.”

She leaned back in her seat. “Not surprising. It’s a control thing. Men like to drive because it makes them feel in control.”

“You learn that in Psych 101?”

“Are you denying it’s true?”

“Nope. Just wondering where you got so smart.”

One corner of her pretty mouth turned up slightly. “I figured it out all by myself.”

“You can drive this afternoon.” He wouldn’t mind driving the whole way north, but as they got closer to Glenwood, she would get nervous. Driving would help distract her.

They collected their food and headed back on the road. Hannah handed him his burger and drink as he asked for it. He’d eaten in the car before, without help, but he liked her being attentive to him. Male vanity, he thought, grinning. She would probably slug him if she ever discovered what he was thinking.

They passed a sign showing the distances to San Jose, Sacramento and the state line. He reached for his burger. She snatched it back.

“How fast have you been driving?” she demanded. “Were you speeding?”

“A little.”

“More than a little. How fast were you going?”

“I’m not going to tell you.” His voice was teasing. “Besides, this car was built for the open road. How could I resist?”

“You didn’t even try.”

“I try all the time with you, honey, and it doesn’t do me a damn bit of good.”

Her eyes widened, but she didn’t speak. When he reached for his hamburger, she handed it to him, then faced front as if determined to ignore his presence.

He liked teasing her. He figured if he kept at it long enough, she would eventually lighten up. She had to. No one could be so uptight all the time. She might even find out he wasn’t such a bad guy.

Perversely, he wanted her to like him for himself. He laughed silently. What a load of bull. If Hannah, or any woman, actually started to care about him, he would run so fast in the opposite direction, he would get road burn on his feet. Even if the thought of settling down tempted him on occasion, he preferred to travel light. If he was honest with himself, part of Hannah’s appeal was that she was unreachable. She would never see him as anything but lowlife scum.

He finished his burger and took another drink of soda. “Tell me more about your life,” he said.

She collected their trash, transferring it all to one bag, then wiped her hands on a napkin. “It’s really none of your business.”

“You have to give me some personal information. I am going to be pretending to be your husband.”

“You already know enough.”

She made him work for every point. God, he adored her. “I know about the divorce, but that’s not information you want spread around, right?”

She rolled her eyes. “Be serious, Nick. You’re supposed to be my first and only husband. You know I was adopted, that I’m a cop. What else is there?”

“How about some information about your childhood? Your adoptive parents. Anything about them?”

She stared out the window. “I was too young to remember much. I don’t want to talk about them.”

“Okay. School. Your favorite subject.”

“I don’t remember. I don’t think I had one. When I was moved around to different foster homes, I also had to change schools. I don’t think this is necessary. It’s not as if Louise is going to have a quiz after dinner and want you to recite details from my past.”

He knew some of her crankiness came from nerves, but the rest of it was because they were treading close to dangerous territory. He knew all about the child welfare system. Some kids got lucky. Others, like Hannah, got passed around from place to place. He knew about growing up lonely and scared, too. He’d had one parent at home—his father. At times, he thought it would have been better if the old man had just kicked him out and let him make his own way.

Hannah twisted her hands together. Nick wanted to reach out to her, but sensed she wasn’t in any mood to accept comfort. She was prickly, but the shell had to be hard to protect a soft heart. While the thought of her actually caring about him was terrifying, he could easily be concerned about her. It was safe because there wasn’t a chance of it becoming real.

“You grew up in Los Angeles?” he asked.

“Orange County.”

“College?”

“Yes, I went.”

He smiled. “What did you major in?”

“Nick, none of this is important.” She crossed and uncrossed her legs.

With a flash of insight, Nick figured it out. Hannah regretted confessing as much as she had to him. She wasn’t used to sharing her life with anyone, let alone a man like him. She was afraid he would use the information against her. He wished he could reassure her, but doubted she would believe him. Besides, what was he supposed to say?

“I’m twenty-seven,” she said. “A communications officer with the Southport Beach Police Department. I have brown hair and brown eyes. I think that’s more than enough personal stuff, don’t you?”

“Yeah. And I want to thank you for that revealing glance into your private life. We’re going to be a completely believable couple.”

She stared at him, wide-eyed. “Of course we will be. All you have to do is follow my lead. I’m a trained police officer. I know how to handle difficult situations. You’re a professional con artist, used to thinking on your feet. This is going to be simple. The easiest scam you’ve ever pulled.”

He knew what he was pretending to be. Her assumptions about him proved that his cover had been successful. Still, the remarks stung. As he concentrated on the road, he told himself he was getting too old for this line of work. When the job was finished, he was going to have to rethink his life.

* * *

Welcome To Glenwood.

Hannah stared at the sign and wondered if she was going to throw up. Her stomach, which had calmed down considerably in the afternoon, started acting up again. This time, it wasn’t from the aftereffects of alcohol. It was nerves… and fear.

Nick pulled to the side of the road and turned off the engine. “What do you want to do? Find a hotel or find your mother?”

Her throat closed. She couldn’t speak. Worse, she couldn’t think. She opened her mouth. “I…” She drew in a breath and tried again. “The drive should have taken longer.”

He brushed a finger against the side of her cheek. “I know. Sorry.”

She shook her head. “It’s not your fault.” She’d had a turn at the wheel and discovered that his luxury car did make it amazingly easy to speed. “Give me a minute here. I’m not sure what to do.” Her voice trembled. What had she been thinking when she decided to come up here? This was all a mistake.

Thoughts tumbled over and over in her mind. What to do? She glanced at Nick. He sat patiently waiting for her to decide. He’d been nice to her all day, even though she’d been difficult. She held back a sigh. She didn’t mean to be callous and uncaring. Or so private it came across as paranoid. Even though it had been a lot of years, she had trouble letting go of the past. Trusting people was hard. Trusting someone like him was nearly impossible. But she must have, at least a little, or she wouldn’t have brought him with her.

She rubbed her temples. She was putting off the inevitable. “Let’s see if we can find my mother’s street. If not, we’ll check into a hotel and start again in the morning.”

“No problem.” He started the car and pulled back out on the main road.

Louise had sent directions to where she lived. Hannah pulled out her letter and clicked on the map light. “She rents a room,” she said. “I’m guessing it’s some kind of nursing home or retirement center. I don’t know if that’s going to be in a residential area or not.”

“Depends on the zoning,” Nick said.

She told him where to turn. They drove past a large park. In the twilight, she could just make out a pond with white ducks. Several families had come down to the sloping banks to enjoy the balmy May evening.

Families. Hannah felt a twinge in her chest. She’d been alone most of her life. That’s what she was used to. Not depending on anyone. Now she had a mother. Would that change everything?

She spied a street sign. “Make a right here.”

The residential area looked like something out of a television movie. Two-story houses with wide porches. Minivans in the driveways, bikes left on lawns. Shouts of laughter drifted into the car. Hannah felt her throat tighten. When Nick gave her hand a squeeze, she didn’t push him away. Without wanting to admit it, even to herself, she took comfort in his presence.

They made another turn. The street got wider, the houses farther apart. Two-stories became three.

“Someone has money,” she said.

“Maybe it’s your mom.” He grinned.

She smiled back. “Wouldn’t you like that? You could get her involved in one of your land deals.”

“Hey, people have made lots of money with me.”

“Sure.”

“I would never hurt your mother.”

Oddly, she believed him.

“This is the street.” Hannah stared at the houses, sure something must be wrong. Louise couldn’t live here, could she? It didn’t make sense for one person. Maybe a large residence had been converted into apartments or something. “The address is 2301.”

The car slowed to a crawl. “That one,” Nick said, pointing to an especially large house.

In the gathering dusk, Hannah could just make out the shape of the peaked roof and wide porch. “It looks Victorian.”

“Probably is. I think railroad barons first settled this part of the state. The houses might be restored.”

There were so many cars in the driveway, there wasn’t room for theirs. He pulled up to the curb.

Hannah stared at the structure. Her heart pounded rapidly, her palms were sweaty, and she felt as if she was going to be sick.

“What did you tell her about your arrival?” Nick asked quietly.

“I didn’t know how long it was going to take to drive up. I thought we might do it in a couple of days. I just said sometime this weekend.”

“So she’s not expecting you tonight?”

“No. Why?”

He motioned to the cars. “I thought maybe she was throwing a welcome party for you.”

“I doubt that.”

“You want to go to the hotel and come back tomorrow?”

Yes! Yes! That would be great. She could sleep on it, figure out what to say. Slowly, she shook her head. That was the coward’s way out. “I want to go in.”

“Then let’s get it over with.”

He got out of the car and came around to her door. When she stepped out, he took her arm to steady her. Normally she would have slapped him away, or had a biting remark, but tonight her defenses were down. She was confident Nick would use this against her later, that he would tease her unmercifully. She didn’t care. Right now he was a warm body she could cling to. He was the only person she knew in this strange little town. If he offered comfort and protection, she was going to leap at the chance to take it.

She drew the strap of her small purse over her shoulder. Nick closed the car door, then hit the button that activated the alarm. Before she could step toward the house, he moved in front of her and placed his hands on her shoulders.

“She’s going to adore you,” he said.

“You think so?”

“I’m sure of it. Just try to remember to smile.”

She curled up her lips, but it felt like more of a grimace. Still, Nick grinned in return and she felt some of her tension ease. He grabbed her hand and started for the house.

As they climbed the steps of the porch, they could hear laughter. “Maybe it’s a party,” Hannah said. “We could be interrupting.”

“I’m sure having you show up will just add to the joy of the occasion.”

In spite of everything, she laughed. “You’re very quick with those lines.”

“They’re effective, too.” He winked.

“I’ll just bet they are.”

The wide front door looked imposing. Nick raised his free hand to knock, then glanced at her for approval. She sucked in a breath and nodded.

The sharp sound was followed by a burst of laughter, then a woman called, “I’ll get it.”

The porch light was bright, as was the light from the foyer. When the woman opened the door, Hannah could see her clearly.

She was on the tall side, maybe five-six, in her mid-forties. Hannah had a brief impression of blue eyes and a generous mouth before her attention focused on the woman’s clothes. She wore lime green slacks and a turquoise shirt. A gold belt circled her waist twice. Heavy makeup highlighted her features and big dangling earrings hung below the layered edges of her short blond hair.

Hannah could feel herself shaking. The only stable part of her world was Nick’s warm hand as he held on to her.

“Hi,” she said, forcing the words past uncooperative lips. “I’m not sure if we have the right house or not, but I’m looking for—”

The woman caught her breath and clapped her hands together, effectively cutting Hannah off. “Oh, my. I would have recognized you anywhere. Hannah, honey, you’re the spitting image of Earl and the boys.”

Nick leaned close. “Who are Earl and the boys?”

Hannah shrugged helplessly. Obviously this woman knew her. A close friend of her mother’s perhaps? Maybe a paid companion? “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” she said.

The woman smiled. “Of course not. Here I am talking about Earl and his sons, and I’m leaving out the most important part.” Tears sprang to her eyes and she sniffed. “Hannah, honey, I’m your mother. Welcome home.”

Wait a minute. This couldn’t be her mother. Hannah straightened and stared. What happened to the old frail woman who was sick or possibly dying? The person in front of her looked fit and strong.

Hannah found herself being pulled into an embrace. The woman, Louise—Hannah couldn’t really think of calling her Mom or Mother—stood in the doorway, about a half step above Hannah. That put them at the same height.

Strong arms drew Hannah close. She didn’t like being hugged by people she knew, let alone strangers. Yet this embrace felt oddly right. Almost familiar.

Louise cupped Hannah’s face in both hands. “You’re so pretty. I tried to imagine what you’d look like, but I never could. You have Earl’s eyes.”

“My…”

Louise nodded. “Your father. Your hair color is mine.” She tugged at a short blond strand. “I’m not a natural blonde, but you know what they say. I prefer it this way.” She smiled. “I can’t get over this. When I wrote you, I—” She looked past Hannah and gasped.

“Your husband. Darling, I didn’t see you there. Welcome.” She held her arms open again. Nick stepped easily into her embrace and she hugged him tightly. “Aren’t you the handsomest man I’ve seen in a while. So tall.”

Louise smiled. “Hannah, honey, you picked wisely with this one. I didn’t always pick wisely, but I made sure they were pretty to look at.”

Nick grinned. “I’m going to like you, Louise.”

“Well, I hope so. I want you to know straight off, I’m not going to be a meddling mother-in-law.” Her smile faded. “I’m just happy to have the chance to see you at last. Both of you.” She took one of Hannah’s hands and one of Nick’s.

Hannah felt as if she’d been caught up in the middle of a tornado. She was being whirled around so fast, she couldn’t catch her breath or her balance.

“What’s going on, Louise?” a male voice called from inside the house.

Louise laughed. “I swear, it’s a good thing all my body parts are attached or I would leave them behind. Imagine me forgetting my manners. Come in.” She released their hands and stepped back, motioning them through the door. She patted Hannah’s arm. “The boys are going to be so thrilled. They’ve been waiting to meet you.”

Hannah swallowed. “Boys?”

“The Haynes brothers. Earl’s sons with his wife. I know it’s confusing, but you have four half brothers.”

Nick draped his arm around Hannah’s shoulders. “Great. With me, that’s enough to play basketball.”

“Actually, there’s Austin, too, but he’s not a real relative. More like an adopted member of the family.” Louise frowned. “Oh, did I just put my foot in my mouth? You don’t mind me saying adopted, do you?”

Numbly, Hannah shook her head.

They stepped into the living room. People were everywhere. Not just adults, but children. Lots of children. She couldn’t begin to estimate the size of the crowd. Over twenty people. And they were all staring at her.

“Everyone, this is Hannah. My daughter.” Louise’s voice cracked and a tear slipped down her cheek. “Isn’t she wonderful?”

Four men separated themselves from the group. They were tall, well over six foot, with dark hair and eyes. Hannah didn’t need to look at her own reflection to see the resemblance.

Her heart stopped in her chest. She felt it thunk once and then freeze. She was going to die, which was a very good thing.

Cops. Her bothers were cops. Only two were in uniform, but the remaining two had the same look about them. Cops who, if they knew about Nick and his shady practices, not to mention the deal she’d made with him, wouldn’t think twice about throwing them both in jail.


Chapter Four

Hannah stared unbelievingly at the four men in front of her. They stared back. Silence grew. She kept waiting to fall to the floor. After all, she still couldn’t feel her heart beating. Then, in the quiet, she heard the faint thudding that told her not only was she still alive, but she was also probably going to live long enough to have to suffer through this weekend.

Nick gave her shoulder a quick squeeze, then stepped forward. “Hi. I’m Nick Archer, Hannah’s husband.”

The brother with a bit of gray at his temples smiled slightly. “Craig Haynes. Nice to meet you.” The two men shook hands.

Hannah watched closely, but there didn’t seem to be any kind of male-dominance test going on. At least not yet. The handshake was brief; she didn’t notice any bulging tendons, a telltale sign that there was a pissing contest in progress.

Craig turned his attention to her. “We weren’t sure what to expect. Sorry, Louise, but she’s a hundred percent Haynes.”

Louise slipped her arm through Hannah’s. “Oh, there’s a little Carberry in her, too. Your side doesn’t get all the credit.”

Hannah shook her head. She’d always wondered about her “real” last name, about any family that might be around to claim her. Here they were, in the flesh. It should have been exciting. Instead, all she wanted to do was run for cover.

Craig motioned to the man on his left. “This is Travis, then Jordan and Kyle.” He grinned. “We’re actually standing in order of age. I’m the oldest, Kyle’s the youngest.”

“Not anymore,” Kyle said. “Now you get to be the baby, Hannah.”

“How nice,” she murmured.

“We’ll run through the rest of the family,” Craig said. “I’m sure it’s going to be confusing as hell, but at least you’ll get a sense of who belongs to whom.”

At his words, wives came up to stand by their husbands and children collected in small groups. There were too many people, too many faces, too many names.

She tried to concentrate, but it was no use. She caught brief impressions. Craig’s wife was a petite redhead who was very pregnant. They had three boys. Jordan’s wife was also pregnant, but not so far along. There was another man introduced as “Austin Lucas, family, but not by blood.” He was dark and dangerous-looking, an earring glinting from one ear. His wife, Rebecca, was beautiful, with a face that belonged on a cameo.

When the introductions were completed, everyone began talking at once. Louise pulled her close. “Don’t worry about trying to sort everyone out. It’s going to take a little while.”

Nick dropped a quick kiss on Hannah’s head. She felt the heat all the way to her toes and hoped her pleasure and shock didn’t show in her eyes. “Hannah and I will compare notes tonight. I’m sure between the two of us, we’ll be able to keep everyone straight.”

Hannah wasn’t so sure. She stared at the huge living room. A large fireplace dominated the far wall. Navy drapes covered floor-to-ceiling windows. The same color was picked up in the four sofas forming a loose square. Striped wing chairs of navy and cream filled in the corners. The furniture and floor were light pine. Scattered rugs, paintings and the evidence of coffee and dessert gave the room a homey, lived-in look.

She couldn’t imagine anyone living in a house this large, but it was obvious the Haynes family needed a lot of room. Hannah counted seventeen adults, eleven children, with two more on the way.

She glanced at Louise, who was talking to Nick, pointing out various individuals and giving a brief background. The children had started to chase each other around the room. The adults talked among themselves, all the while casting curious glances at her. She felt like the featured entertainer at a sideshow. The attention was uncomfortable. When Nick stepped close and placed his hand on the back of her neck under her braid, she didn’t protest.

“Do you live here?” she asked Louise, remembering her vision of a frail old woman living in a nursing home.

Louise laughed. “I have my own place in town. An apartment. But I’m hardly ever there. These boys keep me busy.”

Louise led them over to one of the sofas. They sat down, with Louise on one side of Hannah and Nick on the other.

“You work for the Haynes family?” Nick asked.

Louise nodded. “I have for several years. It started when Travis here—” she pointed to one of the brothers in uniform “—needed a housekeeper. He and his first wife had divorced and he was rattling around in a house as big as this one. The boy couldn’t cook anything. I was afraid he’d starve to death. So he hired me.”

The brother in question came over and sat on the coffee table in front of the sofa. His wavy dark hair was trimmed regulation short, not quite touching the back of his collar. The khaki uniform indicated that he was Glenwood’s sheriff. Hannah fought back a shudder. Why couldn’t her brothers have been plumbers or electricians?

“I’m Travis, remember?” he said.

Hannah gave him a shaky smile. “Yes, hi.”

“We’re a loud bunch, but our hearts are in the right place. We’ve really been looking forward to meeting you.”

“You have the advantage,” Nick said easily, with his arm around Hannah. “We were expecting Hannah’s mother to be by herself. This is an unexpected bonus.”

If Hannah hadn’t been so nervous, she would have rolled her eyes. Nick had been born charming. Most of the time she didn’t approve of those who skated through life using fancy words instead of work to get by. In this case, however, she was extremely grateful to have him along. Who would have thought she would be related to an entire herd of people?

“It’s kind of interesting about Louise,” Travis said and winked at the older woman. “She’s been a member of this family for years.”

“She was just mentioning that,” Hannah said politely.

“Now you’re related to both of us.”

Hannah wondered if anyone had thought this through. If she was Louise’s daughter and the Haynes brothers’ half sister, that meant they shared a father. Then Louise must have had a relationship with their father nearly twenty-eight years ago. Had he been married? If not, why hadn’t Louise married him herself? Why had she, Hannah, been given up for adoption?

Travis said something to Nick, but Hannah wasn’t listening anymore. She was looking around the room at the happy family. Adults clustered together, talking and laughing. Children played. The volume increased steadily as everyone tried to be heard. It was chaos in its most pleasant form.

Her family. She was related to many of these people by blood and to the rest of them by marriage. Louise had stayed and found a life for herself. Why had she given her child away?

She felt emotions piling up in her throat. As tired and shell-shocked as she was right now, she couldn’t risk weakening. She might say something inappropriate. Or worse—she might burst into tears.

Nick moved his arm and began to stroke the skin at the back of her neck. The contact was comforting and erotic—an intriguing combination. She leaned toward him and let her left hand rest on his thigh. His muscles were rock hard, his body warm. In an uncontrollable situation, he was the only stable point of reference. Right now, she didn’t care if he was a criminal with a record or even a tattoo. For some crazy reason, she trusted him to keep her safe. She, who never dared trust anyone. She didn’t want to think how much she was going to regret this later.

“Hey, Hannah.” The other brother in uniform walked over. “I’m Kyle.” He looked a lot like Travis, maybe a tiny bit better-looking. Obviously, this was a gene pool that treated its men very well.

She glanced at the badge on his chest. “You work for the Glenwood sheriff’s department, too?”

“Sure thing.” Kyle pulled up one of the striped wing chairs and sat down. “I used to work in San Francisco, but Travis offered me a job here in Glenwood. I was glad to come home.”

Travis shrugged. “I couldn’t have my baby brother off making trouble in the big city.”

“Hannah’s the youngest now,” Kyle said, sounding pleased with the fact. “We have a little sister.”

“I don’t feel very little,” Hannah said.

Kyle leaned forward in the chair. “Yeah, but we’re still bigger. If this guy starts hassling you, you just let us know and we’ll take care of him.”

Everyone laughed.

“Don’t you start any trouble with my son-in-law,” Louise said. “Nick looks very nice.”

Travis winked. “I don’t know, Louise. He’s kinda pale. Like he hasn’t been out in the sun.”

Hannah glanced at Nick’s lightly tanned skin, then at his blond hair. He was certainly different from all the men here, she realized. But she liked the contrast.

“Maybe we should drag him outside,” Kyle said.

“Don’t even think about it.” Hannah held up one hand in warning. “I like him just the way he is.”

Nick’s hand continued to stroke the back of her neck. Shivers started at her shoulders and worked their way down to her toes. She felt him looking at her, but she didn’t dare meet his gaze. She didn’t want to know what he was thinking. There would be hell to pay as it was. However, she couldn’t risk being separated from him so soon. Not until they got their stories straight. Oh, Lord, why hadn’t she thought Louise might be part of a big family? And why had she resisted so much when Nick had asked for personal information? It was her stupid independence and stubbornness. She hated having to depend on anyone for anything.

The other two brothers drifted toward them. Soon most of the adults were gathered around their sofa. More chairs were moved close by until everyone was seated and listening intently.

She was starting to figure out who was who. At least with her half brothers. Travis and Kyle seemed the most easygoing. Craig had the hint of gray at his temples and Jordan was quiet.

“Do you work?” Travis asked.

Nick started to say something. Hannah elbowed him discreetly, afraid of what he would say. “Yes,” she answered. “I’m a communications officer in Southport Beach. That’s in Orange County, near Huntington Beach.”

“She’s a cop, too.” Kyle grinned. “We all are.” He motioned to his brothers. “Except for Jordan. He’s the black sheep of the family. He’s a firefighter.”

“That’s great,” she said weakly. As she’d suspected. Law enforcement officers. Except for Jordan. If the truth came out… She shook her head. She didn’t even want to think about that.

“Dad was a cop,” Craig said. He sat on the floor while his very pregnant wife leaned back in a wing chair. “Third generation.”

“Where is my—your father?” she asked. The brothers exchanged glances. Hannah turned to Louise. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ask something inappropriate.”

“It’s all right.” Louise patted her hand. “Earl Haynes moved to Florida some years back. He doesn’t visit here. I haven’t had contact with him for about sixteen years. The boys might have heard something.”

Travis shook his head. “Not really. We aren’t very close.”

Hannah sensed undercurrents of tension in the room, but she didn’t know what they were about. Obviously, Earl Haynes wasn’t anyone’s favorite person. Were they upset because of her?

Jordan sat with his wife on his lap. He played with her fingers. “What do you do, Nick?”

The panic was instantaneous. Hannah opened her mouth, but didn’t know what to say. Nick didn’t have any such hesitation.

“I’m in real estate. I just finished up a project developing some residential houses on a cliff by Newport.”

“How long have you two known each other?” Louise asked.

Nick slid his fingers down Hannah’s back, then picked up the hand resting on his thigh. He brought it to his mouth and kissed the back. Had she been standing, the moist heat from his mouth would have driven her to her knees. Damn the man for taking advantage of the situation.

“The time has gone by so quickly,” he said. “It feels like it was only yesterday when we had our first conversation.”

She wanted to slap him. She wanted to scream. She wanted to disappear and never be heard from again. He held her hand loosely, circling her palm with his thumb. If she protested, everyone would know something was wrong. No doubt Nick had worked that out, too.

“It was about five years ago,” he said at last.

“How did you meet?” one of the wives asked. Hannah wasn’t sure, but she thought her name might be Elizabeth. She had medium brown hair and pretty eyes.

Nick smiled at Hannah. “Do you want to tell the story, darling?”

At this moment in time, she could barely remember where she was, let alone come up with some tall tale about their meeting. “You do it so much better,” she murmured. “Go ahead.”

The slight smile warned her he was about to pay her back for not wanting to share personal information on the drive north. She sent up a quick prayer that it wasn’t too awful.

“We met on a cruise. Actually, we were in port at the time, St. Thomas,” he began.

Someone sighed. Hannah breathed a sigh of relief.

“It was very romantic,” he continued. “The sea, the sand, Hannah throwing up in the bushes.”

She straightened and glared at him. His smile was so sweet. He was loving every minute of this torture.

“I know you don’t like me to tell the story, honey, but this is family. They can handle it.” He glanced at her brothers. “Hannah’s not much of a drinker. A couple of those umbrella drinks and she’s under the table. Or in this case, over the bushes.”

Hannah could feel everyone’s attention on them. A heated flush started to crawl up her cheeks.

“I took her back to the ship and took care of her.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “For me, it was love at first sight. Hannah didn’t see it that way. She resisted me, but in the end I wore her down.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Hannah doesn’t trust easily, but she was worth the effort.”

A couple of the women sighed. “That is so romantic,” said Jill, who was obviously nine months pregnant. “I know it’s just the hormones, but I think I’m going to cry.” She sniffed loudly.

Kyle’s wife—Hannah wasn’t sure of her name—handed her a tissue from her pocket. “We should all have romantic stories to tell.”

“Our story is romantic, Sandy,” Kyle said. “At least I think it is.”

Sandy laughed. “You go on thinking that,” she teased. “No one is going to tell you differently.”

Hannah listened to the banter. She was still stunned by Nick’s story. Everything had been a complete fabrication until the end. She really didn’t trust anyone easily. How had he figured that out?

The conversation died down and Hannah could see they were in for another round of questions. Rather than face that, she tried to distract them. “There are a lot of children here,” she said. “You like large families.”

Craig rubbed his wife’s swollen belly. “We seem to be a fertile group.”

Hannah had to agree with that. It’s a good thing she’d never played fast and loose with birth control.

“You doing all right, honey?” Louise asked.

“I’m fine. Just a little overwhelmed.”

“If it gets to be too much, remember you can always duck outside. They’ll understand.”

Hannah looked at the woman who had given birth to her. She was filled with questions. Why had she sent her child away? What were the circumstances around her pregnancy? Did Earl Haynes know he had a daughter?

There were even more questions, but she knew this was neither the time nor the place. It was too public. She was going to be around for a couple of weeks. She and Louise would have plenty of chances to talk alone.

Louise clapped her hands together. “What have I been thinking? I’ll bet the two of you drove straight through, didn’t you? Did you even stop for dinner?”

“Not exactly,” Hannah said.

“You must be hungry.”

“No, we’re not—”

“I’m starved,” Nick interrupted cheerfully.

Louise stood up. “Come with me,” she said firmly. “There are plenty of leftovers. We had a potluck, so you’ll have a wide choice. Fortunately, all the boys married women who are great cooks.”

Hannah found herself standing up and following Louise. Nick was right behind her, as was the rest of the family. She held in a whimper. It had been bad enough that everyone wanted to sit around and talk to them. Now they were going to have an audience while they ate dinner.

The kitchen was as large and well proportioned as the living room. A huge greenhouse window stretched out above the sink. The cabinets were bleached oak, the countertops alternating white and cobalt blue tiles. One end of the center island held a cooktop, while at the other was an eating area with tall bar stools.

“Sit here,” Louise said, ushering them toward the island. “I’ll have everything put together in a minute.”

A couple of older kids had followed the adults in, hoping for extra dessert, but they were quickly shooed upstairs.

Louise checked the contents of the extrawide refrigerator on the wall at right angles to the sink. “We’ve got roast beef, some ham, salads, vegetables, bread, baked beans. Anything you don’t like?”

“I’m easy,” Nick said, sliding onto a stool.

Hannah settled next to him. “Anything is fine. We appreciate this. You don’t have to go to any trouble.”

Louise paused and smiled at her. “You’re my baby girl. Nothing is too much trouble.”

She moved quickly around the kitchen, familiar with the layout. Holly, who Hannah had figured out was married to Jordan, helped. Apparently, this was their house. In less than five minutes, steaming plates were removed from the microwave, cold salad was heaped into bowls, and Elizabeth—or was it Sandy?—offered wine.

Hannah shuddered at the thought of liquor. She hadn’t completely recovered from the previous night. Louise poured ice water for her and a beer for Nick. Just as Hannah wondered if everyone was going to stand there watching her and Nick eat, Louise said, “Baseball.”

Travis looked at her. “What?”

“Basketball? Isn’t there a sporting event on television tonight?”

Kyle grinned. “I think she’s trying to tell us something.” He leaned over the island and grabbed Nick’s plate. “Come on. The women are throwing us out. Let’s go to the den. There’s a big-screen television in there. You can eat in peace.”

Nick hesitated. Hannah stared at him. If he left, she would be alone. Their eyes met. She read concern and compassion in his gaze. If she didn’t know better, she would swear he really cared about what happened to her. Which was a completely crazy idea. Nick only cared about himself. Right?

She thought about all he’d already done for her and it was only the first day. He was worth a whole lot more than four hundred dollars. Or three hundred and ninety, a little voice whispered in her head as she remembered the heat and pleasure of their ten-dollar kiss.

“I’ll be fine,” she said.

He touched her cheek with the back of his fingers. For one oddly unsettling moment, she wanted the contact to be real and not simply because he was playing a part. Then he followed the men and she was left alone with six strange women.

Her appetite deserted her and she set down her fork. Now what?

Louise took the seat next to her. The two pregnant half sisters-in-law, if that was the relationship, took the other two. The remaining three leaned against the counter.

“You look lost and confused,” said one. She had long brown hair and pretty eyes. “I’ll make it easy,” the woman continued. “I’m Elizabeth. Brown hair, brown eyes. Average-looking.”

The other women hooted at that remark. “Oh, sure. Average,” Jill said. She was easy to remember because she looked like she was going to give birth at any moment. She shifted on the stool. “I’m Jill. Red hair, short.”

“And pregnant,” Hannah said.

Jill patted her tummy. “Any day now.”

Hannah turned to the other pregnant woman. “Holly, right?”

“That’s me. Jordan’s my husband and this is our house.” She smiled shyly. “We were just married in January.”

Elizabeth moved next to Holly and hugged her. “Newlyweds and this one already five months pregnant. Do these boys know how to get the job done, or what?”

Hannah laughed.

“I’m Sandy.” She was about Elizabeth’s height and age, with shoulder-length hair, freckles and huge green eyes. “I’m married to the baby. That’s Kyle.”

“Which leaves only me. I’m Rebecca.” Rebecca was tall and slender, with thick curly hair that spilled over her shoulders nearly to her waist. Her perfect face belonged on an eighteenth-century portrait. “I’m married to Austin, who is a Haynes brother in spirit if not in blood.”

Hannah stared from one to the other. “I’m not sure I’ll ever sort you all out, but I’ll try.”

Louise gave her a quick hug. “I’ll make everyone wear name tags.”

Elizabeth stared at Hannah. “You have the Haynes features, all right.”

“She’s very pretty,” Louise said proudly. “I knew she would be.”

“I don’t think I’d use the word pretty,” Hannah protested.

“Oh, I would.” Sandy grinned. “And your husband is very handsome.”

“For a guy with blond hair,” Elizabeth teased.

“I happen to like Nick’s blond hair,” Hannah said.

Elizabeth leaned close. “He’s a natural blond, right?”

All the women shrieked with laughter. Hannah joined in, feeling vaguely uncomfortable. Not with the teasing. She liked these women. What made her stomach clench was the fact that everything about her was a lie. Would they be as open and friendly if they knew the truth?

She always worried about people being whom they pretended to be. Despite being married to cops, none of these women seemed to have doubts about her story or to wonder if she might not be telling the truth. They trusted her.

For a half second, she thought about coming clean. Then Louise raised her glass and said, “I’d like to propose a toast. To my beautiful daughter and her charming husband.”

Hannah had no choice but to raise her glass of ice water and drink.

Louise urged her to eat, then leaned back on her stool. “I’m a very content old woman.”

“You’re not old,” Elizabeth told her. “Barely what? Forty-one?”

Louise chuckled. “You always were my favorite. No, I’m going to be forty-seven very soon. All right. I’ll retract the old, but not the rest of it.” Her expression turned serious. “Thank you for coming to visit me, Hannah. You’ve made me very happy.”

When Hannah’s eyes burned, she told herself it was only because she was tired. She’d barely gotten any sleep the previous night. It wasn’t emotion. She didn’t know this woman or these people. They certainly didn’t matter to her.

Conversation flowed around her. The women had obviously spent a lot of time together. Hannah enjoyed listening to them. She would have liked to grow up in this kind of family. To be part of something.

She finished her dinner. Her stomach full, she felt the exhaustion of the day finally catch up with her. She yawned. “Oh, excuse me,” she said and covered her mouth.

Louise frowned. “You made that drive all in one day. No wonder you’re tired. Come on. Let’s collect that husband of yours. We can visit more in the morning.”

The women trooped into the den. It was nearly as spacious as the living room. The leather furniture all faced the big-screen TV on the far wall.

She and Louise led the way. As they entered the room, the men were laughing. Hannah noticed their attention was focused on Nick and not on the basketball game. What had he been telling them? After the cruise story, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

Nick glanced up and saw her. “Hi, honey.”

“Hi. I thought maybe it was time for us to head off to the hotel.” Where she would have her own private room with a shower. Where she could finally be alone.

“Good idea.”

But before Nick could stand, Travis pushed to his feet. “It’s early. You can’t leave so soon.”

“They’re tired,” Louise said. “They’re going to be here two weeks. We’ll all have time to get to know each other.”

“I agree.”

Hannah thought the brother speaking was Jordan. As he stepped into the light, she was sure.

“But you’re not going to a hotel,” he said. “We have plenty of room right here.”

“We have room, too,” Travis said. “Right, Elizabeth?”

His wife joined in the invitation. “Yes, of course, you’re welcome to stay. The guest bathroom has a wonderful claw-footed tub. It’s very romantic.”

Hannah fought down panic. She wasn’t interested in romance. She wanted, needed, some time alone. She and Nick could not share a room. It wasn’t possible.

“You’re all very sweet, but we can’t impose,” she murmured, not daring to look at Nick. She could just imagine what he was thinking about their sharing a room.

Craig glanced at her. “You’re safe from us. Jill and I live too far from here to bug you about staying. Although you’d be more than welcome.”

“The hotel is—”

“Wait!” Sandy walked to the middle of the room. “I have the perfect solution. I understand Hannah wanting to stay at a hotel. After all, the family is a little scary at first.”

There were murmurs of agreement.

“As a compromise, I’d like to offer our gatehouse. It’s currently empty and furnished.” She smiled at Hannah and Nick. “It’s a fully equipped one-bedroom apartment. You’d be close by and staying with family, but you’d have some privacy. You guys might have been married for five years, but you’re still acting like honeymooners.”

Nick moved close to Hannah and dropped a kiss on her nose. “She’s right, honey. I know the thrill is still there for me.”

Hannah wanted to punch him. She settled on a tight smile. “Me, too, darling.”

Louise nodded. “It’s really perfect. Sandy redid the entire apartment just a couple of months ago. You’ll love it.”

Hannah doubted that. “A hotel is really fine with us. We don’t want to be any trouble.”

Louise touched her arm. “You’re not trouble. You’re family. We like taking care of each other. That’s the best part of being together. Now, there’ll be no more talk of staying at a hotel.”

Hannah looked at each of their faces. They seemed genuinely glad to meet her and Nick. They’d welcomed them with open arms, no questions asked.

“You’re very gracious,” Nick said. “We’d love to stay at the apartment.”

It took a couple of minutes for Sandy and Kyle to round up their children. Everyone walked them to the car. Hannah and Nick were to follow the minivan to their temporary home.

Louise hugged Hannah. “Thank you for coming back to me. I know you have a lot of questions about what happened all those years ago and what’s happened since. I’ll tell you everything I can.” She blinked, then brushed away a tear that slipped down her cheek. “I’m so happy.”

Emotions tightened Hannah’s throat. She managed to whisper, “Me, too,” then hugged the older woman back. Louise wasn’t “Mom” yet, but a connection had been established. In time, it would become stronger.

Hannah found herself passed from person to person, hugged, kissed, squeezed and generally made to feel like a favorite rag doll. Nick got some attention of his own, with a few slaps on the back from the men.

She sank into the passenger seat, then waved as Travis shut the door. For a moment, there was only silence.

“Pretty amazing, huh?” Nick said and winked. “I especially like the hugging and kissing at the end.”

“You would.”

“And the one-bedroom apartment sounds really attractive.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Honey, you don’t have to talk about it. After all, we’re going to live in it.”


Chapter Five

Nick waited for the minivan to pull out into the street. Hannah was quiet beside him. He was still shell-shocked from all that had happened in the past couple of hours. She must feel as if she’d been swept into another dimension.

“You did well,” he said.

Hannah glanced at him. Despite the dark interior of the car and the fact that he couldn’t read her expression, he knew what she was thinking. Should she go with the compliment or should she berate him for presuming to pass judgment on her performance? He suspected it was a battle of principles and exhaustion. Exhaustion won.

“Thanks,” she murmured. “I still can’t believe it. Brothers. I have four brothers.”

“Cops, too. That makes the whole thing interesting.”

The minivan backed out of the driveway and headed down the road. Nick followed. It was nearly 10:00 p.m. and the residential streets were quiet.

“Interesting isn’t the word I’d use,” she said. “Do you know what will happen if they find out the truth?”

“No.”

She sighed and sagged against the seat. “Me, neither, but I’m sure it won’t be good. I should have thought this through better. I should have—oh, I don’t know. Something. Maybe they won’t find out.”

“They won’t. Not until you tell them. By then, they’ll adore you so much, they won’t mind that you fudged on a detail or two.”

“We come from very different worlds. To you this might be fudging details, but where I’m from, and I suspect where they’re from, too, lying about being married is more than a detail. I should have come clean from the beginning.”

He was glad she hadn’t. If Hannah hadn’t needed a temporary husband, she wouldn’t have hired him. Instead of sharing this time with her, he would have been trapped in some casino in Las Vegas.

Undercover work was a hell of a lot more difficult than most people realized. Every reference, every thought about a former life had to be suppressed. He was required to live, eat and breathe the job. Nick Archer wouldn’t think twice about “fudging details.” He had to remember that. He had to focus on who he was supposed to be and not what he wanted to be. But for a brief moment, less than a heartbeat, he wished he could just be himself.

“It’s funny how the five of you look so much alike,” he said.

“I agree. Wow. I sure wasn’t expecting that. It’s so odd to think I have brothers. They’ve been walking around for all these years and I never knew. And the way we resemble one another…well, it takes some getting used to.”

“Several of your nieces and nephews have the ‘Haynes’ look, too.”

Hannah chuckled. “There were so many children. Don’t these people believe in birth control?”

The van in front slowed for a stop sign. Nick stepped on the brake. “The kids are great. Don’t you want any?”

“I haven’t really thought about it. I sort of assumed I wouldn’t have any.” She paused for a second. “I don’t think I’m very maternal. You can’t tell me you want children.”

“Of course. Dozens.”

She laughed. “No way.”

“All right. Maybe just two or three. But I do want children.”

“You?”

Her surprised, slightly patronizing tone got under his skin. “What’s so strange about that?” he asked.

“Nothing. Only I wouldn’t have pictured you as the type.”

“I would be a great dad.” He would do exactly the opposite of what his father had done to him. It was a simple formula for success. “I love children.”

“Yeah, right.”

She was still laughing when they pulled into a long driveway. As the main house came into view, her laughter turned into a strangled cough. This house was just as big as Jordan’s. Three stories, peaked roofs, a porch wide enough to host a dance.

“Cops make a lot more money up here than they do in Southport Beach,” she murmured.

“Hell, if I’d known the money was this good, I would have joined the force. What’s the name of this town?”

“Glenwood. This is amazing.”

Nick slowed the car and stared out the windshield. There was no way either brother could afford their homes on city salaries. There had to be another income source. For a half second he wondered if the family was into something dirty. Then he dismissed the thought. It had to be something else.

“Maybe an inheritance,” he said, thinking aloud.

“Or someone married money.”

“There’s a plan.”

She shot him an impatient look.

He raised his hands in surrender. “It’s not like you’re going to keep me around for long, dollface.”

“Just try to keep your libido on hold until the weekend is over.”

The minivan stopped in front of a small gatehouse. Nick looked at it and wondered if Hannah would be willing to work off some more of her debt in trade. He thought about suggesting it, then figured she would object. He wouldn’t mind the verbal or even physical wrestling match sure to follow, but he would prefer either to be in private.

Kyle and Sandy got out of the van. Sandy approached the passenger side of Nick’s Mercedes, and Hannah rolled down the window.

“I’m going to get the kids in bed,” Sandy said. “Kyle will show you where everything is.” She reached in and squeezed Hannah’s arm. “I’m so glad you’re here. Welcome to the family.”

“Thanks.”

Kyle motioned to a spot next to the gatehouse. As Nick pulled in, Sandy got in the driver’s side of the minivan and headed for the main house.

Kyle waited at the rear of the car. When Nick opened the trunk, Kyle reached in for the luggage. With Hannah carrying the smallest bag, they made it to the front door in one trip.

“I’ve got the key right here,” Kyle said, pulling a set of keys out of his khaki trousers. He slipped one off and used it to open the front door. “We were going to use this as a rental,” he explained as everyone stepped inside. “Sandy just finished redecorating the inside, but we haven’t had a chance to run an ad in the paper. Great timing, huh?”

“We really hate to put you out,” Hannah said.

Kyle set down the suitcases and reached for a switch by the front door. Light flooded the room. A long hunter green sofa sat across from a television. The end tables were oak, as was the floor. There were two large windows and even a fireplace.

Kyle took them on a quick tour. The kitchen was small but adequate, with refinished cabinets and an eating area. They continued into the bedroom, which had a king-size bed. Two people could be very comfortable there, Nick imagined, then figured he would never get the chance to test the firmness of the mattress.

They returned to the living room. “Would you like to sit for a minute?” Hannah asked Kyle.

“Sure.”

Kyle settled on one end of the sofa. Hannah took the cream-and-green-flecked easy chair. Nick sat on the other end of the sofa and figured Hannah would want to keep Kyle around for as long as possible. Not only to get information about her family, but to avoid being alone with her pretend husband.

Kyle stared at Hannah for several seconds, then laughed. “Sorry. I’ve known about you for a few months now, but it’s strange to actually have you here.”

“It feels weird to be here,” she said and clasped her hands together. “I have so many questions, but I don’t know where to start.”

Kyle shrugged. “Start wherever. We don’t have any secrets.”

Hannah’s body stiffened at that remark. Nick knew she was thinking about her own secrets—about him and their so-called marriage. If she’d chosen to sit on the sofa instead of the easy chair, he could have moved close and offered support. But she was too far away for him to touch her. No doubt she’d planned that deliberately, not wanting to give in to weakness.

He liked her strength and her stubbornness nearly as much as he liked the softness she kept hidden from the rest of the world. If he ever told her that, she would either assume he was trying to make fun of her, or haul off and slug him. Nothing about Hannah was easy, but he suspected she was worth the effort. Too bad his stay in her life was only temporary.

“What about my—our—father?” she asked, her voice low and uncertain. “You never see him?”

“No.” Kyle leaned back on the sofa and crossed one ankle over his opposite knee. “None of us has gone to visit him since he moved to Florida and he hasn’t been back. Sometimes he sends one of us a card, but that’s about it.”

“You don’t mind?”

Kyle’s features tightened. His mouth pulled into a straight line. “No. We don’t mind. Earl Haynes isn’t exactly a model father. I wish I could tell you he was a kind man, or a loving husband, but none of it’s true. He never cared about anyone but himself. He was a real—”

He stopped abruptly and glanced at her. “I’ll mention this to my brothers and the five of us can talk about him together. We can get out the photo albums if you want to see what he looks like. I’m sure there are some good memories.”

Hannah didn’t wear much makeup and what she’d applied that morning had long since worn off. Nick could see the shadows under her eyes. Pale skin made the irises appear even darker brown. A single strand of hair had dared to escape her neat braid. It was the first time he’d ever seen that happen. The strand fluttered around her neck.

Nick looked from half brother to half sister. He could see the similarities in eye and hair color, in the shape of their mouths, the straight noses, the set of their shoulders. Hannah was a beautiful, feminine version of her brothers.

“I’m sure Louise will be happy to talk about Earl, too,” Kyle said.

“They weren’t married, were they?”

“No. If they had been, she wouldn’t have had to give you up.”

Hannah nodded.

Kyle dropped his foot to the floor and leaned toward her. “Don’t judge Louise. She was very young and very much in love with my father. He had a way of charming women. We don’t blame her, and you shouldn’t, either.”

“I don’t,” Hannah said, but Nick wasn’t sure she was telling the truth. The brothers were enjoying having a new sister in the family. Hannah had to deal with the fact that her own mother had given her away. Understanding the past and trying to forgive were going to be long and difficult tasks.

Kyle rose to his feet. “I don’t want to keep you two up any longer.”

Hannah stood. “Oh, it’s fine. You don’t have to go. Really.”

Nick heard the note of panic in her voice.

Kyle grinned. “We’ll have plenty of time to catch up.” He came over and gave her a hug. “Welcome to the family.” Then he kissed her cheek.

Nick saw him to the door. “Thanks for everything,” he said. “The house is terrific.”

“Let us know if you need anything,” Kyle said. “We’re right up the driveway.”

Nick waved, then closed the door and returned to the living room. Hannah had sunk back in her chair.

“It’s been a hell of a day,” he said.

She nodded. “I feel as if I’ve been through a war.”

“I’ve got just the thing to make you feel better.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “Like I believe that.”

“Would your own husband lie to you?”

“In a heartbeat.”

He walked over to the pile of luggage still by the door and opened his small bag. When he pulled out a fifth of Scotch, he said, “Sarcastic people don’t get a drink.”

The corners of her mouth tilted up. “I take it all back. Every word. You’re a prince without equal.”

“Better. Much better. Say something about being good-looking. Guys always like that.”

But instead of giving him a quick retort, she flushed slightly and glanced away. Interesting, Nick thought, strangely pleased by her reticence. He liked making her nervous. Keeping her off guard evened the playing field.

In the kitchen, the cabinet above the dishwasher yielded octagonal-shaped glasses. He snagged two and carried them back into the living room. After opening the bottle and pouring them each an inch of amber liquid, he handed her a glass, then raised his.

“To family found,” he said.

She nodded and took a sip. A small shudder rippled through her. She closed her eyes for a second, then exhaled. “Here I was expecting a lonely old woman and I found the Waltons.”

“Four John-boys for the price of one.”

“I wonder if I’ve made a mistake.”

“Coming up here?” he asked, leaning back against the sofa.

“All of it. Coming up here, getting involved with them and their lives.”

“Don’t you want to be a part of this family?” He tried not to think about the fact that he didn’t belong anywhere himself. His old man had passed away about ten years ago. Most of the time, Nick didn’t give him more than a passing thought, but occasionally he wondered about all he’d missed when he was growing up. When he considered raising a family, there was always a large group involved. It was, he acknowledged, a stupid fantasy for a man who never stayed long enough to get involved. Relationships required a commitment, and that was where his plan broke down. He’d been burned enough to know he wasn’t going to give anyone the chance to get close again.

“I’m not sure what I want,” she said.

“Are you angry at Louise?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Just when I get used to thinking of you as a selfish, myopic jerk, you go and say something perceptive.”

“Hey, I’m an amazing guy.”

She pulled her feet up, shifted and tucked her legs under her. “I think I might have a little anger toward the woman who gave me up for adoption. Yet I came willingly when she invited me. I suppose I’m wrestling with ambivalence.”

“Did you tell her about losing your adoptive parents?”

“No. She doesn’t know.”

So Louise didn’t know about Hannah’s being raised in foster homes. The woman was going to be heartsick and blame herself when she found out the truth.

Hannah leaned back in the chair. “Every orphan dreams about her birth parents coming back to rescue her. I had the same fantasy about my parents. But they never came to get me. In some ways, it was worse knowing they were alive and didn’t care.”

“Your father probably didn’t know about you.”

“I assumed that from what everyone said.” She took another sip. “You think he’s as bad as they say?”

“Yes.”

Her gaze met his. “How do you know?”

“I’ve seen the results of parents who didn’t care. I’ve learned to recognize the scars.” He didn’t bother mentioning he had a few of his own.

“Louise isn’t anything like I thought she’d be,” Hannah said. “What happened to the frail old woman?”

“You’re twenty-seven, right?”

She nodded.

“Most women in their forties don’t have to give up children for adoption,” he said. “She was a kid when you were born.”

Abruptly, Hannah rose to her feet. She set the glass on the end table and started to pace the length of the room. When she reached the fireplace, she turned and walked to the hallway, only to repeat the circuit again.

“I want to ask why she did it,” she said. “I just don’t know how.”

“Say the words. I’m sure the story is pretty simple. Teenager gets involved with a married man, then gets pregnant. Glenwood is a small town. If she’d stayed, she would have caused a scandal.”

“I suppose you’re right.” She raised her hands and covered her eyes. “Why did I think coming here would be easy?”

“You never thought that. You knew it would be tough, but worth it. That’s what you have to remember.”

She stopped in front of him and lowered her hands to her sides. “When did you join my side?”

He was tempted to tell her he’d always been on her side, but didn’t think she’d believe him. “When you offered me four hundred dollars in cash.” He raised his eyebrows. “Make that three ninety.”

At the reminder of their kiss that morning, she spun on her heel and resumed pacing. On her next pass, he stood up and grabbed her hands. She was tall, but he was taller. He towered over her by a good five or six inches. With her, he needed the advantage.

“It’s going to be okay,” he promised. He held her fingers firmly and stroked her knuckles with his thumbs. She didn’t pull away. She didn’t react at all. If it wasn’t for the fluttering pulse he could see at the base of her throat, he might have thought his touching her didn’t affect her in the least.

“I want to believe that,” she said softly. “I’m just not sure. This is so much more than I expected.”

“It must be scary.”

Her dark eyes widened. “Terrifying. If I’d known what I was getting myself into, I would have come clean about the divorce right away.”

“You still can.” God, he hated it when he got noble.

She shook her head. “No. It would be too difficult to explain. I can’t imagine what I would say.”

“I could tell them.”

“Oh, right.” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me laugh.”

Her assessment irritated him, but he ignored the flicker of hurt feelings.

“We’ll stick with the original plan,” she said. “You stay here tomorrow, then the day after—Sunday—you pretend to get a business call that requires your return to Southport Beach. I’ll stay up here for a couple of weeks. Once I’ve established a relationship with Louise and my brothers, I’ll explain everything.”

Her plan was never going to work. “Sounds great,” he muttered.

She glared at him. “What? What are you thinking? You don’t think I can pull it off?”

He gave one last squeeze on her fingers. She was going to pull away fast enough to give him rope burn. Just as soon as he said what he was thinking. Too bad. Being close to Hannah had a warming effect on his whole body. Some parts were downright steamy.

“Establishing relationships isn’t your strong suit,” he said.

As expected, she jerked free of his touch, then backed up a couple of steps. “What are you talking about?” she asked between clenched teeth. “I’m a very friendly person.”

“Uh-huh. That’s why you date so much.”

“Until a few months ago, I was a married woman.”

“A separated woman, Hannah. There are plenty of men interested, so don’t give me any bull about that. You chase them off because you don’t want to get close.”

“I do not. I don’t believe in dating anyone at the station. I don’t want to be talked about.”

“You don’t want to risk getting close.”

She planted her hands on her hips, nearly vibrating with fury. The wayward strand of hair fluttered by her neck. He wished he could smooth it back over her ear, but if he got that close to her right now, he would put several body parts at risk.

“I don’t see you with a wife and three kids.”

Touche´. “Not that you know about.”

She turned her back on him. “I’ll have you know I have lots of friends.”

“Name five.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Name one.”

“Alice.”

“Where is Alice?”

“She lives in Chicago. We went to college together. So I’ve not only established a relationship, I’ve maintained it.” She stalked to the fireplace and stared at the neatly stacked logs.

“When was the last time you spoke to her?”

She cleared her throat. “It’s not the quantity of time in a relationship that counts. It’s the quality.”

“So it’s been what, a year?”

“Christmas,” she snapped, facing him. “We spoke at Christmas.”

“That’s not a close friend, honey. That’s a pen pal.”

“Don’t honey me, and don’t pass judgment on my relationships. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

But he did. He knew all about Hannah Pace and how she held the world at bay. He’d known from the first time he’d seen the wariness in her eyes. The wall she’d built around her was hard to break….

“Dealing with a large family is going to be difficult,” he warned.

“I’m more than up to the task.” Her hands returned to her hips and she raised her chin. “Where exactly do you get off telling me my faults as you see them?”

“I know what you’re good at and it’s not lying.”

Amazingly, she smiled. “You’re right. But you’re an expert, right? So I’ll run any false stories by you first.”

“Good idea. Let’s start by getting our stories straight.”

“If this is a ploy to get personal information out of me, you can just forget it.”

It was clear she’d been badly hurt. Was it a particular individual or some unfortunate turn of events? He hoped she would risk caring enough to let her family in. They could be her salvation.

He thought about taking on that job himself but knew it was way out of his league. Better for both of them if he did what he’d agreed to and moved on.

She glanced at her watch. “It’s late. We should go to bed.”

“No problem,” he said. “Which side do you want?”

She grabbed his arm before he could head to the bedroom. “Just a minute, Romeo. We’re not sharing the bed.”

“No?” He tried to look innocent. “I wouldn’t mind. You can even take advantage of me.”

“Gee, thanks. I think I’ll pass.”

“I’m willing to let you work off another ten bucks for a kiss.”

Her gaze dropped to his mouth. He felt it as intensely as if she’d stroked him with her fingers. Desire flickered in her eyes. She blinked it quickly away, but he’d seen it. He was pleased to know he wasn’t the only one who was thinking how great they would be together.

Sweet Hannah. He had a sneaking suspicion that she would be half shy innocent, half wild temptress in bed. He couldn’t wait to find out if he was right. But not tonight.

She took a step toward him and leaned close. For a second, he thought she was going to kiss him, then she grinned. “I’d rather pay the money.”

He reached over and tucked the loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Liar.”

She walked into the bedroom, then returned carrying a pillow and a blanket. She tossed both at him. “The sofa looks really comfortable, Nick. Enjoy.”


Chapter Six

“I can’t believe I’m sitting here having coffee with my mother,” Hannah said.

Louise smiled and leaned forward to pat her hand. “I’m just as surprised. A few months ago, I was sure I’d never see you. Now here you are.”

Sunlight poured into the small, bright kitchen. It was a beautiful late-spring morning with warm temperatures and clear skies.

“Do you think Nick is going to be all right?” Hannah asked. When Louise had called and suggested they spend the morning together, Hannah had agreed. They had a lot to talk about. Jordan had dropped off Louise at the gatehouse, then had asked Nick to come along to help with the restoration on Jordan’s Victorian house.

Hannah would have preferred Nick to stay nearby where she could monitor his conversations, but he’d left before she could protest. Now she watched the clock and wondered what exactly he was talking about. No doubt her brothers wanted to grill him about his life and their marriage. Would Nick come up with more absurd stories as he had yesterday? Maybe she should have given in and provided him with a little personal information when he’d asked.

Too late for second thoughts now, she reminded herself.

Louise smiled. “Nick will be just fine. The boys will take care of him. Besides, men love building things together. Next to sports, it’s the ultimate male bonding experience.”

“I suppose. Although it’s hard to think of my half brothers as boys. They’re all grown-up.”

“I guess they are. To me, they’ll always be the Haynes boys.”

Hannah took a sip of her coffee. “Jordan’s house. That’s where we were last night?”

Louise nodded. “I’m staying with them because Holly has her own store and doesn’t want to give up working until she can’t be on her feet anymore. I’m helping around the house so she doesn’t have to work all day, then come home and worry about that. Over the past five or six years, I’ve worked for all the Haynes boys.”

“I wonder if I’ll ever get them straight. Okay, I know Holly and Jordan, and this is Sandy and Kyle’s place.”

“Right.”

Hannah drew in a breath and frowned. “One of the women was very pregnant. Whom is she married to?”

“That’s Jill, and her husband is Craig. He’s the oldest. They live outside of Sacramento.”

“All these couples having babies.” She shook her head in wonder.

Louise laughed. “Once those boys learn how to do a thing, they just keep doing it. In this case, they’ve figured out how to fall in love and have children.” The older woman gazed at her fondly. “You’ve already managed the first part, haven’t you? Nick is quite a charmer.”

“Charming is what he does best,” Hannah agreed, feeling vaguely uncomfortable. She didn’t want to get into a discussion about the love she and her pretend husband supposedly had for each other. The whole concept unnerved her. Love was one of those things that was really fun to read about, but in real life it often fell short of the mark. She’d seen the things people did in the name of love. In her mind, it was a whole lot smarter to stay out of trouble and not get involved.

Louise studied her for a minute. In the bright morning light, Hannah could see the lines around her eyes and mouth. She didn’t look old, but she wasn’t a young woman anymore, despite how great she looked in a fuchsia T-shirt and tight-fitting jeans.

“You must have lots of questions for me, Hannah. I want you to feel free to ask me anything. After all these years, I’m tired of keeping secrets.” Louise’s blue eyes darkened. “I daresay you’re more than a little angry with me, too.”

Hannah didn’t want to admit to any strong emotions, even anger. She clasped her hands around the coffee mug. “I’m not sure what to ask.”

“Then I’ll start with what happened, and you stop me if you think of anything you want to know. Is that fair?”

Hannah nodded. This conversation made her nervous. She was still wrestling with the reality that this stranger actually was her mother. She knew that Louise had been quite young when she’d been forced to give up her child and was only in her forties now, but Hannah couldn’t shake the image of a frail old woman as her parent.

Louise drew in a deep breath. “I was seventeen when I caught your daddy’s eye. Earl Haynes—” she paused and smiled “—well, let’s just say he was better-looking than all his sons put together. Oh, some might say I was exaggerating, but that’s how I felt about him. He was a handsome man. Charming. He came to the high school to talk to the senior class about drinking and driving. A couple years before, a teenager had been killed in a car accident. Ever since, the adults had taken underage drinking really seriously.”

She brushed her short blond hair away from her face. Hannah noticed her earrings were beautiful and unique. A tiny teapot dangled from one ear, while a cup and saucer sparkled from the other.

“He made his presentation to each of our history classes. I was right in front of the room. I remember thinking he was older, but so handsome. He had a smile that made me melt like butter on a hot griddle.” Her face flushed. “I’ll admit that I was just seventeen and innocent, but I knew his reputation and I knew he was married. In class, I couldn’t stop looking at him and I had the feeling he’d noticed me, too. That afternoon, when I walked home, he was waiting for me at the house. Sitting bold as you please, right there on the front porch.”

She shrugged. “Mama worked in a bar at the edge of town. She left right before I got home from school and didn’t get back till after midnight. I’d always been a good girl. Never got into trouble. Until then. There was that whole big empty house with no one in it but me and Earl. I just couldn’t resist him.”

She took a last drink of coffee, then rose to her feet. “The affair went on for some time,” she continued. “Until after I graduated from high school. For a long while, I didn’t think anyone knew, then I started to hear the whispers.” She moved to the kitchen sink. “I was so embarrassed. I wanted to stop, but I loved him. Or thought I did. And he said he loved me. So I continued to see him. Then I found out I was pregnant.”

She ran the water and washed out the cup. Instead of facing the room, she continued to stare out the window. “My mother found me crying in my room one night. She wanted to know if Earl had dumped me. It was the first time I realized my mother knew what was going on. She told me later that the bar had had some trouble with its liquor license. Earl could have shut it down at any time. He told my mother he would have, too, if she interfered.”

Louise turned back to Hannah. “She needed that job. She didn’t have any other skills. I found out later that she was sick. She died of cancer a few years after that, but back then, the symptoms were starting. She couldn’t chance being laid off. So no one stopped Earl. Not even me.”

Hannah didn’t know what to think. She hadn’t thought about the circumstances of her conception. An older married man taking advantage of a young woman. The notion left a bad taste in her mouth.

“This is a small town,” she said slowly. “There must have been a lot of gossip.”

“Plenty. Once I knew I was having a baby, I left. I never told Earl why. I just said I was tired of it and that I was moving on.” Her mouth twisted down. The bright fuchsia lipstick that had seemed flattering a few moments ago now stood out garishly against her pale skin. “He begged me not to go. Said he loved me. I didn’t believe him. I knew his reputation. I knew that what I’d done was wrong, but I was finally going to make it right. I went to one of those homes for unwed mothers. They took care of everything. I learned to type and do office work. Their agency found a nice couple to adopt you.” Tears welled up in her eyes. She raised her chin and blinked rapidly. “They were a nice couple, weren’t they?”

Hannah nodded. “Very nice. Lovely people.” Her throat started to tighten.

“I’m glad. Really. It was for the best. I know it was. The only thing is…” A tear slipped down her cheek. She brushed it away and sniffed. “The only thing is, they wouldn’t let me hold you. They said you were a healthy little girl and they took you a-away.” Her voice cracked. “I thought that was wrong. They should have let me hold you.”

The simple story had been acted out by thousands of women thousands of times all over the world. Innocent girls seduced and left pregnant gave up their babies every day. This shouldn’t be any different. Yet Hannah found herself fighting tears. Her anger faded, drained away by sadness.

“Tell me about them,” Louise said. “The people who adopted you. What are they like? Are you a close family? Did you tell them about my letters?”

“I…” She wasn’t sure what to say, then decided the truth would be easiest. “They were killed in a car accident when I was four.”

Louise gasped and covered her mouth.

Hannah shrugged. “There wasn’t any other family. I was raised in foster homes.”

“No,” Louise murmured. Tears spilled onto her cheeks. “Oh, no. Hannah. No. I can’t… Oh, that’s so wrong. It’s so unfair.”

Louise crossed toward her. Hannah didn’t remember standing, but suddenly she was in her mother’s arms. They were both crying, Louise with great choking sobs and Hannah silently.

None of it had been fair, she thought grimly. Not what happened to Louise and not what happened to her.

“I’m so sorry,” Louise apologized tearfully. “This is all my fault.”

Hannah drew in a deep breath and straightened. She brushed her tears away and tried to smile. “It’s no one’s fault. It just happened. I turned out fine.”

“But I wanted more than fine for you. I wanted the best.” She moved to the counter, tore off a paper towel and handed it to Hannah, then took one for herself. “I wish I’d known. I would have come for you. All those wasted years.”

“We’re together now.”

Louise wiped her face and offered a shaky smile. “So we are. You’re right. That’s what’s important. We can’t do anything to change what happened.”

They both returned to the kitchen table. Hannah fought against unfamiliar emotions. She hadn’t believed she could be affected by details from the past. Nor had she expected any of it to matter to her. Obviously she’d been wrong.

“I’m glad you wrote to me,” she said impulsively.

Louise leaned back in her chair. “It was your brothers’ idea. As soon as they found out about you, they wanted me to find you. I’d thought about it for a long time, but I’d been afraid. They gave me the encouragement I needed.”

“I’m surprised they were so willing to have a stranger invade their lives. And under such difficult circumstances. It can’t be easy for them to think about the past.”

“Probably not.” Louise smiled sadly. “They’re sweet enough not to blame me completely. They know what their father is like. I wasn’t the first woman he…well, there were plenty of others. Still, they’re happy to meet you, although your being female complicated everything.”

“Why? What difference would that make?”

“I think I’ll let them explain about that.”

Hannah decided not to pursue the matter. She had other, more pressing questions. She sorted through them in her mind and found the one that concerned her the most. “Are you very ill?”

Louise raised her eyebrows. “Ill? No. Why?”

“In your letter you said we should get together while there was still time. At first I assumed it was because you were old and frail. But that’s obviously not it, so I decided you must be sick.”

Soft laughter filled the kitchen. Louise smiled broadly. “I’m disgustingly healthy. All I meant by that was that we’d wasted so much time already. Twenty-seven years apart. I didn’t want to go another day without knowing my daughter.”

She stretched out her arms, sliding her hands across the table. Hannah hesitated for a moment, then placed her palms on top of the other woman’s fingers. They clasped hands.

“I’m so glad you came,” Louise said.

“Me, too.”

Hannah was pleased to find that she meant it. Things were working out better than she’d hoped. She liked her mother. Now that she understood a little about the circumstances of her birth, she could see that Louise hadn’t had many options about her child. The anger was still there, but it was fading. She had a whole family to meet and be a part of. Until they found out the truth.

Her good spirits faded quickly, squashed by the weight of her lies. Nick. What was she going to do about him? What was there to say? She cleared her throat to try.

“About Nick and me,” she began.

“Oh, he’s wonderful,” Louise said. “Very good-looking. Of course, the women in our family do have an eye for handsome men. Sometimes much to our regret. But in your case, you chose wisely. He cares about you. That’s obvious in the way he looks at you.”

Hannah shifted uncomfortably. Great. Her mother applauded her taste in men. What would happen when Louise found out Nick was nothing but a common thief and that her only daughter was a liar? As for Nick caring about her, well, Hannah didn’t know what Louise saw in his gaze. Lust, maybe. If he watched her at all, it was to make sure he knew where she was so she wouldn’t run off without paying him.

“Now what about Nick?” Louise asked.

Hannah forced herself to smile. She couldn’t tell the truth just yet. It would spoil everything. “I’m glad you like him,” she said lamely.

“Me, too. I’m so pleased he’s staying with you while you’re here. We’ll be able to spend lots of time together.”

Another burst of conscience tightened her chest. Another lie. Nick would be getting his “phone call” tomorrow and heading back to Southport Beach. At least then Hannah would be able to draw in a breath without worrying about what he was going to say or do. But instead of feeling relief, something oddly like regret filled her as a tiny voice whispered she might actually miss Nick when he was gone.

* * *

“Where did you go to college?” Travis asked.

Nick lowered the measuring tape and made a note on the paper he’d placed on the windowsill. He turned to face the man who would have been his half brother-in-law if he and Hannah were really married.

“University of California at Santa Barbara,” he said because it was true. He had a four-year degree, in economics of all things. It hadn’t done him a damn bit of good when he’d first joined the Santa Barbara Police Department, although all those business courses had come in handy in the past year.

While working the scams necessary to bring down the bad guys, he’d actually bought and sold land, planned subdivisions and made a presentation to Southport Beach city planners about a shopping center he wanted to develop.

He remeasured the top of the window, wanting to get it right. When he’d double-checked the pencil marks on the pale yellow walls, he reached for a hammer.

Behind him, Travis and Kyle smoothed the wallpaper border that they’d applied halfway up the wall. Its circus animals danced across the paper. Pudgy lions played trumpets, the giraffes had trombones, and hippos in tutus waltzed with zebras in top hats. Craig was installing cream-colored miniblinds while Jordan supervised everyone’s work.

The baby’s room was good-size. Maybe fourteen by sixteen. Under normal circumstances, it would have felt spacious, especially empty of furniture. But with five guys in it, all moving around and trying to work, the space seemed confined. It had taken Nick a couple of minutes to figure out he was here to be grilled. The casual questions had started a couple of hours ago and so far hadn’t let up.

He didn’t mind. If Hannah had been his sister, he would have done the same thing.

After making a small hole in the plaster with a nail, he pulled it out and tapped screw anchors into place. Next he lined up the brass bracket with the marks on the wall and secured it in place. There were three lengths of fabric in the closet. Jordan had explained that Holly wanted miniblinds to keep out the light, then fabric matching the border print would be draped around the windows. Nick had a vague idea of what it was all going to turn out like, although he’d never understood how women could take some cloth, tie a couple of knots and make the whole thing look like it was out of a magazine photo shoot. But he did know how to install brackets.

“How long has Hannah been a cop?” Jordan asked.

“Since she graduated from college.”

Kyle stepped back to admire the wallpaper border and grinned. “That proves she’s a Haynes. Except for that traitor there—” he motioned to Jordan “—we’re all cops.”

“I know,” Nick said.

Craig finished screwing in the supports and bent down to grab the last miniblind. “That doesn’t make you nervous, Nick, does it?”

“Being surrounded by Glenwood’s finest?” He shook his head. “Not me. My conscience is clear. I sleep like a baby at night.”

Except for last night when he had lain awake knowing Hannah was only a few feet away. He’d tried to relax, but questions about what she’d worn to bed and how she would look sleeping had kept him tossing and turning on the too-short sofa.

“It shouldn’t bother him,” Kyle said. “After all, he’s married to a cop.”

“That’s right. Hannah keeps me in line.”

Kyle measured the distance from the bedroom door to the closet, then called the number to Travis. “Hannah is the first girl born to the family in four generations.”

Nick tapped a screw anchor into place. “That’s unusual.”

“Maybe, but it’s true. Our father is one of six brothers. His grandfather is one of five, and his great-grandfather is one of eight boys.”

“But you four have daughters.”

“Not me,” Craig said quickly. “At least not yet. Jill is going to have a girl.”

“Holly and I don’t have children yet,” Jordan added. “But hers will be a girl, too.”

The four brothers exchanged a look, but Nick didn’t know what it meant. There was some kind of secret in the air. He wasn’t sure if he should pursue it or not. Then he decided if they wanted him to know, they would tell him.

“You and Hannah think about having children?” Travis asked.

Nick set the brass bracket against the wall. “We’ve talked about it. I’d like children but the timing just hasn’t been right.”

Most of the time, lying was easy, but sometimes, like now, it was damn hard. Travis accepted the explanation without question, yet Nick found himself wanting to say more. He liked these men. More important, he respected them. He wanted the feeling to be mutual. Maybe it was, but anything they thought about him now would change if they knew the truth.

He grimaced. Which truth? That he was pretending to be Hannah’s husband, or that he was pretending to be a criminal? They were cops. They would understand about undercover work. The need to confide in them almost overwhelmed him. He fought against it. Too risky. He’d spent the past year setting up the deal—he wasn’t going to blow it just so Hannah’s brothers could slap him on the back.

Until the job was finished and everyone was in jail, he was going to stay Nick Archer, shady character.

He glanced around at the men in the room. With their dark hair and eyes, they reminded him of Hannah. Knowing that he was here with her brothers must be making her crazy.

“How’s the real-estate market?” Travis asked.

“Coming back,” Nick answered. “We’ve had a few slow years, but the recovery has started. I didn’t lose much money because I work the beach areas. Waterfront property is always at a premium.”

“Swindle anybody lately?” Kyle asked, grinning.

Nick returned his smile. “Not this week.”

He finished installing the last bracket and climbed down the step stool. The wallpaper border was nearly complete. Craig released the miniblind so it zipped down, covering the window. He turned the handle, opening the slats, and sunlight filled the room.

“Looks great,” Jordan said, surveying their work. “I guess the women will be over later to take care of the drapes.”

Travis and Kyle smoothed the remaining wallpaper into place. Craig leaned over and punched Jordan in the arm. “You getting scared yet?”

Jordan didn’t smile. “Terrified. When we’re in bed at night, I can feel the baby kicking against my side. What do I know about being a father?”

Kyle nodded. “I know the feeling, but if I can do it, you’ll be fine. You sort of learn as you go. Besides, we’ll all be here.”

Nick listened to their conversation. These men had a special bond. They cared for each other and they would care for Hannah. If she let them.

She’d spent most of her life assuming the worst about people. She’d concluded that if they tried to get close, they must want something from her. So much of her energy was consumed in attempting to hide her feelings. Her whole outlook would have been different if she’d been raised in this warm, close-knit family. Knowing Hannah as he did, he was sure she was going to resist believing something this great had happened to her. She would get all prickly and try to scare them off. Unless something—or someone—stopped her.

As he had a thousand times before, he wondered why he cared so much about Hannah Pace. She sure as hell didn’t go out of her way to be pleasant to him. The combination of strength and insecurity was appealing. As was the sway of her hips and the flash of intelligence in her eyes. Maybe it was because she hadn’t been easy. Most women gave in too quickly to his charm. Never Hannah. She would rather live with roaches than date him.

At first, he’d started teasing her because she seemed such an ice queen. It gave him pleasure to rattle her cage. Then he’d found he liked her snappy retorts and he’d begun looking forward to seeing her. Somewhere along the line, teasing respect had turned to affection. Maybe because he knew it was safe. With Hannah, it would never be real.

If he was honest with himself, he would have to admit his desire to help her fit in with her family wasn’t completely altruistic. If he smoothed the way for her, she would remember him fondly, even after he was gone.

“I’ve got cold beer in the fridge,” Jordan said. “Louise left some sandwiches.”

The men started down the stairs. Nick followed last. As their conversation drifted back to him, he began wondering what it would be like if this was for real. If he were married to Hannah and a part of this family.

He shook his head. Whom was he trying to kid? He had still been in elementary school when he’d learned the most important lesson of all—not to get attached. He’d lived by that rule and it had served him well.

* * *

Hannah frowned at her reflection. It wasn’t that she didn’t like what she saw in the mirror. It was the fact that her hands trembled.

“I can’t believe this,” she muttered. “All it takes is one family dinner and I’m a basket case.”

She drew in a deep breath. It was only dinner with people she’d already met. No big deal. All right, so Louise had mentioned everyone would be dressing. Not formally, just not jeans. So this time they were expecting her and might have had time to think up difficult questions. She would survive. It wouldn’t be so bad.

She opened her eye shadow compact and lifted out the tiny brush. Her fingers shook visibly and she bit back a curse. She was a trained professional. What happened to performing under pressure?

She leaned forward and closed her left eye. As she positioned the brush over her lid, the bathroom door opened and Nick stepped inside. He wore a blue T-shirt tucked into worn jeans. The color of the shirt matched the irises of his eyes and did amazing things to her already-rapid heart rate. He’d shaved that morning, but there was a faint darkening around his cheeks and jaws as the stubble highlighted his bone structure.

“You going to be much longer?” he asked.

She stared at his reflection, meeting his gaze. “Maybe you didn’t notice, but the door was closed.”

“I noticed. That’s why I came in. How much longer are you going to hog the bathroom?”

“I just need to finish my makeup. A closed door is usually a request for privacy. You could have knocked.”

“Yeah, I could have.”

He leaned against the wall by the shower and folded his arms over his chest. The action brought his firm muscles into relief. The tiny brush slipped from her fingers and dropped to the counter. She leaned her forehead against the mirror.

“I’m never going to finish,” she muttered.

“Then you’ll just have to share,” he said and pulled the hem of his T-shirt out of his jeans.

She couldn’t bear to think about his undressing in her presence. She grabbed the brush. “Never mind, I’ll hurry.”

She ignored his knowing smile and focused on her eyelid. Using every available ounce of concentration, she was able to smooth a stroke of shadow right in the crease. She smudged it with her ring finger, then straightened to study the effect.

“Beautiful,” he said.

She ignored his comment. “What happened with my brothers?”

“The usual. I mentioned how you liked to visit me in prison and that you had a tattoo with my initials right here.” He pointed to his backside. “Oh, and I told them about the threesome we had with my cell mate, Bubba, on your last conjugal visit.”

In spite of herself, she felt her lips turn up in a smile. “I’m trying to have a serious conversation.”

“I’m trying not to.” He held up his hands. “Okay, you win. Serious. They asked about real estate, your college. We discussed the baseball season and whether or not the international commodities market is ever going to stabilize.”

She closed her right eye and started to apply the makeup. “So nothing dangerous?”

“Not a word. However, tonight could be a different story. It’s the banquet for the prodigal daughter. There’ll be a fatted calf and tons of questions. So do you want to discuss our stories or should I wing it again?”

She thought about his description of their supposed first meeting. He’d painted such a vivid picture of her hangover on some tropical island that she’d nearly believed him herself. But she couldn’t risk more outrageous tales. Not if she planned on coming clean later.

She closed the compact and reached for a pencil eyeliner. “I would need your word that this information would be kept strictly confidential,” she warned, still suspicious of his motives.

He stalked toward the counter. She turned to stare at him.

“What are you so damned afraid of?” he asked, obviously irritated. “You can’t simply answer the question. You always have to qualify everything. Gee, Hannah, are you afraid you might accidentally reveal something of yourself? The world would probably end if you let someone get to know you, right? In case you haven’t noticed, I’m up here because of you. I’m doing this for you. I don’t get a damn thing out of it, so maybe you could start acting a little more like a team player and a little less like the lady of the manor.”

His harsh words shocked her, mostly because they hit so close to home. “You’re not doing it for me,” she snapped. “Don’t pretend you are. You’re just in it for the money.”

“Four hundred bucks? Compared to what I normally make in a few days? Get real.”

She stared at him. He had her there. He made and lost millions every month. Why was he doing this? It couldn’t be for her. Somehow that thought was more terrifying than a grilling quiz by all her relatives.

“Listen, Nick. I don’t care why you’re here. I’m paying you to look good and keep your mouth shut. That’s our deal. If you’re not up to it, then leave.”

The sharp retort came from fear and she would have given anything to call it back. Something flickered in his blue eyes. Something dark and cold. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought she’d hurt his feelings.

Yeah, right. Nick Archer didn’t care about her. He couldn’t.

He turned away. She placed her hand on his back to keep him from leaving. His thick muscles bunched against her fingers and her mouth got dry. She would have paid a whole lot more than ten dollars if he would kiss her right now.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “You’re right. I am afraid.” He would think she was referring to her family, when in truth they were a lot less scary than her confusing feelings about him. “I didn’t mean it. This whole thing has me rattled. Maybe if it was only my mom. But there’s everyone else, too. I spoke without thinking.” She let her hand fall to her side.

Just when she expected he would walk out of the room and out of her life, he faced her and shrugged. “No big deal. Favorite food?”

“Scallops.”

He shuddered. “Little white round things. No thanks. I don’t even want to think about eating them. Least favorite food?”

She returned to the mirror and penciled in eyeliner. “Brussels sprouts.”

“I’ll agree with you on that one. When and where did you lose your virginity?”

She laughed. “Don’t push it, buster.”

“Hey, they might ask.”

“Yeah. When and where did you lose yours?”

“The back seat of a Mustang. Her name was Mary and she had these…” He cupped his hands in front of his chest, then grinned. “I was barely seventeen, so I was impressed. I think it took all of fifteen seconds.”

She reached for her mascara. “Is there anything you won’t talk about?”

“Sexually? Nope.”

“And sex is the most important thing in your life?” He winked. “What did you have in mind?”

“You’re hopeless.”

“You’re not the first one to notice.”

He pulled his T-shirt over his head. Hannah stared at his reflection in the mirror. Gold blond hair covered his chest. Her fingers started to tremble again, but this time it wasn’t from fear.

“Wh-what are you doing?”

His expression was carefully blank. “We don’t have that much time.” He motioned to his bare chest. “I was going to take a quick shower. We don’t want to be late. Unless I’m bothering you.”

She forced herself to concentrate on darkening her eyelashes. If he didn’t mind getting naked in front of her, she refused to mind watching. “Be my guest.”

As he reached for his button fly, she reminded herself he wasn’t the first man she’d seen naked. There had been Shawn, and before him, Jimmy, the guy she’d gone out with in college. She knew what the male form looked like.

Which didn’t stop her from nearly poking herself in the eye when he dropped his briefs on the floor.

She jerked her head back and tried to see if her lashes were clumped. Instead, she found herself watching him. Wide shoulders and a broad chest narrowing at the waist and hips. He had long legs, also covered with gold blond hair. While he wasn’t aroused, he was still impressive, and she felt a flicker of heat in her belly.

He turned toward the shower and reached for the knob. She had a perfect view of his back and rear. Her fingers itched to squeeze the high, round flesh.

She forced her attention back to her makeup. The mascara she’d already applied would have to be enough. She didn’t trust herself with anything near her eyes right now. She reached for the blush and colored her cheekbones. The last item she needed was lipstick.

While she finished her makeup, Nick adjusted the shower temperature. She was surprised at how long it took to find the right combination of hot and cold. Speaking of which, she was running completely on hot. Waves of heat rippled through her, making her knees melt and her thighs quiver. He was beautiful enough to take her breath away when he was dressed. Naked, he made her think about committing borderline illegal acts.

She eyed the lipstick, then realized she was in no condition to apply it. She would be safer if she got out of the bathroom and back under control. As she collected her belongings, he finally stepped into the spray.

She walked toward the door.

“You were looking,” Nick called. “That’s gonna cost you five bucks.”

He stood under the water and grinned. Two seconds later, the door slammed shut. Oh, Hannah, what you do to me, he thought, well pleased by her staring.

Five minutes later, he turned off the water, stepped out and reached for a towel. There on the counter, right next to his shaving kit, was a flat, crisp, five-dollar bill.


Chapter Seven

Hannah approached the large, formally set dining-room table. Her heart pounded in her chest and her palms felt sweaty. She would like to think it was a reaction to having seen Nick naked, and the fact that even as she walked into the dining room, his hand rested on the small of her back. Some of it was, but most of it was nerves. It had only been twenty-four hours and she hadn’t adjusted to being part of the Haynes family.

Elizabeth motioned to the empty chairs. “Sit where you’d like. I counted a couple of times and made Travis count with me. We should have enough place settings.” She frowned faintly and shook her head. “This family is getting bigger by the day.”

“It could be worse,” Travis said, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her waist.

Hannah watched as Elizabeth leaned into her husband’s embrace. Their love was as tangible as one of the dining-room chairs. She admired what they had found together and was willing to admit to a hint of envy. What would it be like to have someone love her the way Travis loved Elizabeth, or Craig loved Jill, or the way any of her brothers loved their wives? How had they solved that great mystery? Her lone attempt at a serious relationship—marriage—had ended after five pitiful days.

“I’ll sit next to Hannah,” Kyle said, giving her a wink.

“I’m the oldest,” Craig said. “I’m sure she wants me to tell her about the family.”

Elizabeth looked at Jordan. “What’s your reasoning for sitting next to your new sister?”

“I’m the most interesting.”

Despite her nerves, Hannah smiled. She appreciated the attempt to make her feel welcome. However, there were so many of them. She took a half step closer to Nick, willing him to protect her from these strangers.

His blue-eyed gaze settled on her face. He’d shaved for dinner and was wearing one of his expensive suits. They’d all dressed up for the occasion. Hannah had put on a cream silk blouse tucked into tailored black pants. Nick was tall enough for her to wear pumps with the outfit. Actually, all the men were tall—and handsome. Her brothers and their friend, Austin, with his strong features and dark hair and eyes. Nick, with his blond hair.

He slipped his hand to her arm and down to her wrist, then took her hand in his. She knew the gesture was two parts performance and one part comfort. Even so, they’d done it enough times that their laced fingers felt familiar. As if they really were a couple.

Louise came into the dining room. This was the third time Hannah had seen her mother. She was prepared for the almost-spiky bold blond hair and the not-so-subtle makeup. It was the colors of her outfit that gave her pause.

Tonight, Louise wore a red long-sleeved blouse. Embroidered from her left shoulder across her midsection to her right hip was a bright green parrot. Her flowing skirt reached almost to her ankles. It was the same silky material with the same red background, only this fabric was covered with miniature versions of the same gaudy parrot. Hannah didn’t consider herself much of a fashion plate, but even she was startled by Louise’s wardrobe choices. Still, they looked right on the curvy woman. They certainly suited her personality.

She glanced at everyone standing around. “Why aren’t you sitting down?” she asked, then held up a wine bottle in each hand. “I’m ready to take requests.”

“They can’t decide who sits next to Hannah,” Elizabeth explained.

“That’s easy. Her husband deserves to be on one side and I’ll take the other.”

The brothers groaned good-naturedly and began pulling out chairs for their wives. In a few minutes, everyone was seated. Louise poured wine while Sandy gave Elizabeth a hand in the kitchen.

Hannah started to stand up. “Let me do something,” she offered.

Elizabeth came through the doorway holding a huge bowl of salad. “Don’t be silly. You’re the honored guest. Trust me, you want to take advantage. Once we’re used to you, we’ll put you to work and you’ll look back and remember this time fondly.”

Jill, petite and very pregnant, smiled. “She’s telling the truth. The first couple of times Craig brought me to meet everyone, I couldn’t believe how kind they were. Then everything changed.”

“Hey, we’re swell guys,” Kyle said, giving his sister-in-law a soft mock punch to the arm. She blew him a kiss and he squeezed her shoulder in a gesture of affection.

Hannah watched the scene and realized it was being repeated around the table. This family touched. Not just husbands and wives, but everyone. Brothers exchanged playful blows; the women hugged.

At first, these contacts made Hannah feel as if she was trapped in some bizarre petting zoo. Then she watched more closely, noticing the love lighting everyone’s eyes. These people were a genuine family. They truly cared about each other. It was something she’d missed her whole life. How odd to have found it now…under false pretenses.

Sandy carried in another large bowl of salad, along with rolls. Soon food was being passed around and conversation flowed.

“Where are the children?” Hannah asked, accepting the salad and placing some on her plate.

Jill pointed toward the ceiling. “The older ones are with friends. The younger ones have a sitter to look after them.”

Hannah remembered how many children there had been last night. “Just one sitter?”

Rebecca, Austin’s wife, smiled. “Candace is an old pro at baby-sitting for our brood. She’s great at organizing games and keeping everyone under control. She gets a dollar a child per hour. If you do the math, you can see it’s well worth her while.”

Kyle nodded. “I noticed she just bought herself a car. I’m sure we paid for it.”

Sandy touched his shoulder. “Honey, she earned every penny. You know what our four are like at home. Add everyone else’s kids to that. Would you want to baby-sit?”

Kyle held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “No, thanks.”

As Sandy and Elizabeth sat down, Louise raised her glass. “To my beautiful daughter and my handsome son-in-law. Welcome home.”

Hannah felt a faint blush creep up her cheeks as she and Nick became the focus of attention. She sipped from her glass.

“I’d like to propose a toast,” her pretend husband announced. “To family found. I married Hannah because she’s the most wonderful woman I’ve ever met. Now that I’ve met her family, I see where she gets it from. You have my heartfelt thanks.”

He took her free hand and brought it to his mouth, then kissed the palm. She couldn’t breathe, or talk, or do anything but stare at him and accept the heat that flashed down her arm. An audible sigh breezed through the room. She glanced around and saw Nick had entranced every woman at the table.

Louise touched her napkin to the corner of her eye. “Nick, you’re a charmer, I’ll give you that.”

“I’m a sincere charmer. There’s a difference.”

Louise patted Hannah’s arm. “Honey, do not let this one get away. There aren’t many like him out there.”

How true, Hannah thought, wondering why she so desperately wanted to believe Nick’s words. He was good—nearly good enough to make her forget about their deal and the fact that she was paying him to perform. If only…

She shook off the thought before it formed. This kind of dangerous thinking would only get her in trouble.

Conversation flowed around the table. When the salad was finished, the men cleared the plates while their wives brought in bowls of potatoes, two kinds of vegetables and a large prime rib. Travis stood at the sideboard and carved according to requests.

“Rare,” Nick called. “Hannah prefers medium.”

She wanted to kick him under the table and tell him she could order for herself. She wanted to snap out that she didn’t like her meat medium, but she did. How had he known? He caught her gaze.

“Lucky guess,” he murmured, reading her mind.

“How do you do that?”

“Know what you like or know what you’re thinking?”

“Both.”

He leaned so close, his breath tickled her ear. She could feel his heat and inhale the scent of the shampoo he’d used in the shower. Instantly, the image of his lean, naked body flashed in her mind. Her hands trembled as she thought about what it would have been like to touch him all over, to feel the skin rippling over well-defined muscle. Her stomach clenched and her thighs pressed together.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he said.

She turned toward him. Their mouths were less than an inch apart. The rest of the room faded; even the sounds became faint, as if heard from a long distance. Her world was reduced to his face, the fire flickering in his eyes and the shape of his mouth.

She wanted him to kiss her. She wanted to feel his mouth on hers, to taste him, to wrap her arms around him, to hold and be held. She wanted—

“I’m so happy you two are here,” Louise said, her voice cutting into the moment and breaking the spell. “My birthday is in two weeks and you’ll be here for that.”

Hannah blinked a couple of times and slowly brought the room into focus. She turned to her mother. “Your birthday?”

“I’m going to be forty-seven. Practically an old woman.”

“Never that,” Nick said. “You’re the type of woman who’ll be young when she’s a hundred.”

Louise laughed. “Flatterer. But this time, I choose to believe you’re telling the truth.”

“Where is the party going to be?” Kyle asked. “We can have it at our house.”

“Jordan and Holly have already volunteered,” Louise said. “Having my daughter and her husband with me is going to make it the best birthday ever.”

Hannah took a sip of wine so she could avoid answering. She would still be here, but Nick would be leaving tomorrow. A flicker of disappointment filled her chest. She ignored it. He had to leave. It was difficult enough to pretend to be married for a couple of days. They would never make it work for two weeks. Besides, she barely knew the man. She wanted him gone, didn’t she?

“Here you go.” Sandy handed her a plate.

“Thanks.”

As Hannah reached for it, Sandy stared at her hand. “You’re not wearing a wedding ring.”

Silence descended like night in the tropics, fast and without warning. The observation hung in the quiet and everyone turned to stare. Hannah’s stomach dropped to her knees. Oh, Lord. Now what?

Nick took the plate and set it on the table. Then he reached for her left hand and brushed his thumb across her knuckles. “She doesn’t wear jewelry at the police station,” he said easily. “No rings, not even earrings.” He pushed Hannah’s hair over her shoulder and pointed. “See, no pierced ears.”

Sandy frowned. “Why not?”

“It’s dangerous,” Travis said from his place by the sideboard. “If you’re trying to subdue someone and you have a large ring or earrings, you’re vulnerable. Earrings can be ripped out and rings can be jerked off.”

Sandy shuddered. “That’s awful. No wonder you don’t want to risk it.”

Nick smoothed her hair back in place. “Combine that habit with a poor memory and my Hannah constantly leaves the house without her wedding band.” He brushed his mouth against her cheek. “I love her anyway.”

Hannah felt as if she’d just escaped death by drowning. For one horrible minute, she assumed their cover had been blown. A wedding ring. Why hadn’t she thought about that? But Nick had covered beautifully. The man sure knew how to think on his feet.

Sandy smiled. “Louise is right. You picked a good one.”

“Hey!” Kyle jumped to his feet. “You picked a pretty good one, too.”

She hugged her husband. “I picked the best one, honey. You know that.”

“Better,” Kyle said and drew his wife into the chair next to his. “Later you can make it up to me in private.”

“I can’t wait.”

Hannah couldn’t join in the laughter. She was still too stunned by their near exposure. When Elizabeth had set Nick’s plate in front of him and moved off, Hannah glanced over.

“How did you know about the jewelry?” she asked, her voice quiet.

“I spend a lot of time in police stations.”

His answer reminded her of what he really did for a living. Of the shady dealings and illegal transactions. She didn’t want to think about that right now. She didn’t want to have to not like him.

He leaned close. “Not remembering a wedding band was pretty dumb, huh?”

She couldn’t resist his smile. “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too.”

Just for tonight, she was going to forget Nick’s past and live in the moment. What harm could it do?

Elizabeth passed a bowl of green beans to Louise. “Why didn’t you invite your friend the professor to join us?”

Louise pressed her napkin to her lips. “This is a family affair. I don’t think Richard would be interested. Besides, he’s out of town on business.”

Jordan raised his eyebrows. “Richard, is it?”

Hannah glanced at her mother and was surprised when the older woman blushed.

“Oh, stop it.” Louise patted Hannah’s hand. “They’re trying to make more of it than it is. Really. I went back to college last year.”

“To get a degree?” Hannah asked.

Louise nodded. “In sociology. I know you probably think it’s silly at my age and all, but it’s something I’ve wanted my whole life and I decided to just do it. Like they say in those commercials.”

“I think it’s great that you’re studying for your degree. Why does it matter how old you are?”

“That’s what I say.”

Elizabeth smiled at her. “Louise being Louise, of course she didn’t just take classes. She met a guy.”

“Richard Wilson is a nice man and sometimes we go out for coffee after the lecture. There were several students there.”

“In the beginning,” Jordan said. “But since that semester ended, it’s only been the two of you.” He smiled at Hannah. “Your mother is involved with a much younger man.”

Louise glared at him. “Eleven years isn’t all that much and we’re not really dating.”

Nick leaned around Hannah and patted Louise’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Mom. Teach ’em everything you know. Turnabout’s fair play.”

Jill pushed back her seat and tried to stand up. Her large belly made her movements awkward. Craig sprang to his feet and assisted his wife. She stepped back and grabbed the chair. “It’s like trying to balance with a watermelon attached to your midsection.”

Holly pushed the food around on her plate. “Please don’t say that.”

Sandy leaned over and hugged her. “Holly, I’ve had four kids. It’s not that bad. And once the baby’s born, you’ll forget all about it.”

Holly didn’t look convinced.

“When is your baby due?” Nick asked.

“Around the first of October.”

Louise pointed at Jill. “I’m hoping this one holds out for my birthday.”

Jill groaned. “Louise, I want to. You know that. But it’s two weeks away. I don’t think I can make it.”

“Sure you can. Just think calm, relaxing thoughts.”

A bit of movement caught Hannah’s attention. She saw Austin, the brothers’ best friend, whispering with his wife. Then Rebecca shook her head. Elizabeth saw it, too.

“What are you two hiding?”

Rebecca glanced up. Her face was flawless, her skin pale and her eyes large. “Nothing really.”

“It’s not nothing,” Louise said. “Out with it.”

Rebecca glanced at her husband. “Well, we don’t want to take away from the excitement of having Hannah finally a part of the family, but—”

Austin put his arm around her. “Rebecca’s pregnant.”

Spontaneous applause filled the room.

“Congratulations.” Travis pounded Austin on the back and kissed Rebecca’s cheek.

“When?” Elizabeth asked.

“January 1,” Rebecca replied. “A New Year’s baby.”

“I’m envious,” Elizabeth said as she reached for the dirty plates. “At least you have a chance of having a boy.”

Hannah looked at Nick questioningly. “Doesn’t everyone have a chance of having a boy?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I thought so.”

“Not in this family,” Louise said. “At least, that’s the rumor.”

“It’s not a rumor,” Jordan said. “Don’t you think Hannah proves it’s true?”

Louise’s smile faded. She looked uncomfortable. Jordan stretched his arm across the table and squeezed her hand. “Hey, it’s okay. Really.” He looked at Hannah. “No girls have been born into the Haynes family in four generations. In that time, the Haynes men became womanizers. They married but never loved their wives. Our father and his brothers were the worst of the lot. Everyone kept having babies, but only boys.”

Elizabeth came back into the kitchen for a fresh load of dirty dishes. Hannah rose to help, but Elizabeth waved her back to her chair.

“Then I married Travis and we had a daughter,” Elizabeth said, picking up the story. “Jordan decided it was because we were truly in love. Kyle and Sandy had a daughter.”

“Mine is supposed to be a girl,” Jill said, pointing to her belly.

Holly shrugged. “I don’t know yet.”

Jordan stroked her cheek. “I know.”

Hannah was confused. “You really believe this?”

“Of course,” Kyle said. “So you know what this means about you, Hannah?”

She stared at them. They were all staring back expectantly. Nick figured it out first. “You’re the first girl child born to the family. Your parents were in love.”

Hannah turned to Louise. The older woman stared at the table. “It was a long time ago. I’m not sure it matters.”

Travis covered her hand with his. “Louise, we’ve all talked about this. We know Dad didn’t love Mom. I’m sure they got married because she was pregnant. His wild ways would have caught up with him eventually. She happened to be the unlucky one. It’s okay that he loved you.”

Louise nodded but didn’t speak. After a minute, she wiped away a tear. “You boys are good to me and I appreciate it.” She sniffed. “Enough of this seriousness.” She turned to Hannah. “When can I expect my first grandchild?”

Hannah couldn’t have been more shocked if everyone had started taking off their clothes. She opened her mouth but couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

Nick patted her hand. “We both want children, but right now Hannah and I are concentrating on our careers. In a few years, when we’re where we want to be, we’ll start a family.”

“That sounds like a good plan,” Louise said and began clearing her end of the table.

Hannah exhaled the breath she’d suddenly realized she’d been holding. Crisis averted again, thanks to Nick. She looked at him.

“What can I say? I’m good,” he murmured. “I probably should have charged more.”

She felt a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. She wasn’t sure if she should slap him or kiss him. If she was being honest, she would have to admit that the kissing sounded a whole lot more fun.

“Do you have any hobbies?” Louise asked.

“Sure. Hannah plays the piano and she sings.”

“That’s great,” Travis said. “None of us can carry a tune.”

Louise glanced at her. “Oh, honey, I wish I had a piano so I could hear you play.”

Hannah choked on her response. Nick was paying her back in spades for being difficult. Like her half brothers, she couldn’t carry a tune if it came in its own box. She’d never once sat down at a piano.

“It’s been years,” she mumbled. “I’m sure I’ve forgotten everything.”

Nick beamed. “She has a lovely voice. Sing something.”

Hannah glared at him and touched her throat. “I couldn’t right after eating. Perhaps another time.”

“I can’t wait,” he said with obvious pleasure.

Elizabeth went into the kitchen, then came back and announced that they’d just taken the last of the pies from the oven. It was going to be a few minutes while they cooled. She suggested everyone move to the living room.

Hannah used the time to escape. She excused herself and started toward the front door. Once outside, she leaned against the porch railing and stared up at the sky.

It was a beautiful, clear night. She could see familiar stars, bright points of light against black velvet. Trees thick with leaves stood like tall sentinels. She crossed her arms over her chest. Forty-eight hours ago, she didn’t know any of these people existed, and now they were a part of her life. How had that happened?

An old, familiar emotion stirred deep inside. She recognized the longing. The Haynes family tempted her with their humor and their love. She wanted to step inside their circle and belong. But she’d already learned a hard truth. The people she cared for rejected her. It had happened her whole life. If she came to love them, this family would send her away, too. It was so much easier not to get involved. At least the pain of being lonely was familiar and bearable.

Footsteps on the porch made her turn. Nick joined her in the darkness. He came up behind her and tried to draw her back against him. She resisted.

“I’m not speaking to you,” she said.

“Why? What did I do?”

She smiled at the outrage in his voice. The darkness and their positions—her in front of him—hid her expression. She kept her tone stern. “You told my family I could sing and play the piano.”

“Can’t you?”

“Of course not.”

“Gee, Hannah, I just assumed you could. Hmm, I guess if you’d been willing to share a little personal information, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“I refuse to accept the blame for your stories.”

He whispered against her ear. “Admit it. You like my stories almost as much as you like me.”

A shiver rippled through her. She wouldn’t dream of saying the words aloud, but he was right, damn him. She did like his stories and she did like him. Funny how she’d spent the past year resisting him, and when they were finally together, it wasn’t so very difficult to be in his company. She enjoyed his humor and his view of the world.

Remember who and what he is, a voice in her head warned. But she didn’t want to listen. Not tonight.

Still close to her ear, he murmured, “Thanks for the five bucks.”

She remembered him naked. “The pleasure was all mine,” she said without thinking, then would cheerfully have paid the amount a hundred times over to call the words back.

“I like your looking at me,” he said. “Maybe tomorrow we can turn the tables.”

“I don’t think so.” Her tone was frosty, but inside her the heat cranked up about twenty degrees. She didn’t understand her attraction to him. He wasn’t her type at all. Yet there was something about him. Something irresistible.

He wrapped his arms around her waist and drew her back against him. This time she didn’t resist. He was easy to lean on. Solid and dependable. Not two words she would have imagined associating with Nick Archer.

“I know this is overwhelming,” he said, “but it will get easier.”

“You think so?”

“Promise. The ‘getting to know you’ stage is always the worst. They’re already charmed by you.”

“I think you’re the one doing all the charming.”

He suddenly turned her toward him. Before she could protest, he drew her close and tugged on her hands until they were around his neck. “We’ve got an audience,” he said quietly and jerked his head toward some bushes. “A few of the children. We’d better make this good.”

Make what good? she started to ask, then read the answer in his eyes. She glanced toward the bushes but didn’t see or hear anything. “Are you sure?”

“I saw them.”

She didn’t know if she believed him or not. Maybe he was lying. Maybe this was an excuse to kiss her. She hoped it was. Then she closed her eyes and gave herself up to the moment.

He kissed the way he did everything else—with an ease, grace and charm that left her breathless. His mouth possessed hers gently. A sweet caress, a soft brush of sensitive skin against sensitive skin. Her fingers clutched at the thick muscles in his shoulders. His hands held on to her waist. She wondered if he did so to keep her close or if he wanted to prevent her from running away. If she’d had any breath left, she would have told him there was nowhere else she would rather be. Fortunately for her, he didn’t think to ask.

She was tall and used to feeling awkward in a man’s embrace. Yet Nick made her feel petite and feminine. He kissed her as she had never been kissed before, as if he needed to woo her. His mouth moved back and forth, sending a fiery hunger along her arms and down her torso. Without meaning to, without planning it, she pressed into him, bringing their thighs and chests in contact.

His arms wrapped around her, hauling her still nearer. One hand gripped the back of her head; the other rested on her hip. She could feel the imprint of his fingers, the strength of him.

He touched the tip of his tongue to her bottom lip and she parted for him. He entered slowly, tasting her, teasing her, making her vibrate with passion. When his tongue brushed against hers, she felt the current jolt through her all the way to her toes. Her breasts began to ache, as did her thighs. Bones became liquid and she flowed against him.

They clung together as their need grew. She’d made love before, she understood about desire, but the need—the acute necessity to join with this man—surprised her. Even more startling was how much she wanted to trust him.

She wanted his hands everywhere. She wanted him naked, as he had been before. She wanted to touch him, feel him inside of her. She wanted him to take her to a place of surrender, to shatter her into oblivion and then reassemble her whole.

He broke their kiss and placed his mouth on her neck. Her breathing was rapid and shallow, as was his. They generated enough heat and energy to create a tropical storm. The hand on her hip slipped lower to cup her derriere. The one on the back of her head kneaded her scalp and played with her long braid.

As she arched against him, she inhaled a prayer of thanks that he was leaving the next day. She would never be able to hold on to her control if he stayed.

“I think they’re gone,” he said, his words muffled against her skin.

“The imaginary children?”

He smiled at her. “They were real.”

She let her hands slide down his arms, then she stepped back. “As real as my piano playing?” He started to speak, but she placed her index finger over his mouth. “It doesn’t matter,” she told him. “I don’t mind.”

She should mind, but she didn’t. He was breaking down barriers and she couldn’t make him stop. At least by tomorrow she would be safe. After all, what damage could he do from a few hundred miles away?


Chapter Eight

Hannah felt as if she’d been asked in to explain her behavior to the principal. As she entered Jordan’s living room the next day, she found her four brothers and Louise waiting for her. Austin wasn’t there, which increased the feeling of being sent to the office for some transgression. After all, he was nearly family and if he wasn’t here…

She swallowed hard. They’d found out about Nick and were going to confront her. Perhaps it was better to get it out in the open now.

Craig saw her first, rose to his feet and motioned for her to enter the room. “Don’t look so scared,” he said and took her arm, leading her to the sofa. Louise sat at one end, Travis at the other. “This isn’t the Spanish Inquisition,” he continued. “We expect you have some questions about what happened in the past and about us. Talking about these things is difficult at first, but easier in the long run. We’ve had a lifetime of secrets and we don’t want to keep them anymore. Not from you. You’re our sister.”

She stared up into his brown eyes. Eyes the same shape as her own. He was tall and good-looking, with a warm, kind smile. She wanted to throw herself at him and have him hold her until all the little hurts went away. What would it have been like to grow up with Craig as her big brother? She had a feeling it would have been wonderful.

“I…” She raised her hands, palms up. “This isn’t about Nick?”

“Nick?” Louise asked. “No. But if you’d be more comfortable with him here, we’ll understand.”

“We figured just the five of us would be less intimidating,” Travis said, also coming to his feet. Like the rest of his brothers, he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. The casual clothing emphasized his strength and muscular build. “Maybe we should go get Nick to even out the numbers.”

Hannah shook her head. Whatever they wanted, it obviously wasn’t to confront her about her pretend marriage. “That’s fine. I wasn’t sure at first, but I think I can manage on my own.”

“Have a seat,” Craig said.

She slipped past Louise and settled on the center sofa cushion. Travis was on her other side. Kyle and Jordan had pulled wing chairs close and Craig sat down on the coffee table in front of the sofa.

He rested his elbows on his knees. “I’m not sure where to begin.” He glanced at Louise.

The older woman nodded. “I’ll go first.” She angled toward Hannah. “Earl—your father—doesn’t know about you.”

Hannah was surprised to feel a rush of disappointment. “Why?”

“We don’t talk anymore. It’s been years. Since before he retired and moved to Florida.” Louise’s blue eyes darkened with concern. “I wasn’t sure what to say to him. You would have…complicated things. It’s selfish of me, I know.”

Hannah stared at her for a long time. She turned her attention to each of her brothers. No one would meet her gaze.

For a moment, she wondered what they were hiding, then the truth burst through and lit up her mind like a floodlight. “You think he’s not going to care about me.”

“That’s not true,” Louise said quickly.

Craig shook his head. “Louise, we discussed this before you ever wrote to Hannah.”

“I know.” Her voice was small. She cleared her throat, then continued. “I’m not sure what Earl will think about you. I don’t want you hurt by him. He’s not the most sensitive man.”

Hannah hadn’t realized she was hoping to meet her father until the chance was taken away from her.

“We all thought it was best to wait,” Travis said. “Give yourself a couple of weeks to come to terms with all of this. When you’re ready to get in touch with Earl, we’ll be happy to give you his phone number and smooth the way.”

“I’ll call if that’s what you want,” Louise said.

“I’m overwhelmed,” Hannah admitted. “I hadn’t thought about getting in touch with him until now. I don’t know what to think.” She touched Louise’s hand. “You loved him.”

“That was a long time ago. He wasn’t someone I could depend on.”

“None of us could,” Craig said bitterly. “My father used to brag that he spent every night in his own bed. The fact that he’d been with other women before he got to that bed didn’t matter to him.”

Kyle shifted in his chair. “Obviously we’re not sorry he’s gone.”

“You’ve never tried to reconcile with him?” she asked. For her, it was inconceivable that a child would want to be apart from a parent. She’d spent so many years alone, praying for someone to come along who would care about her.

“He was violent,” Jordan said simply.

Hannah repressed a shiver. She’d spent a few weeks at a foster home like that. What she remembered the most was being afraid all the time. Each breath had been thick with the fear that the next blow could come at any moment.

“How did you four turn out to be so normal? You’re all married, with great wives and happy kids. Someone must have done something right.”

Craig smiled. “It wasn’t easy. We’re not exactly experts at relationships. Our father and uncles didn’t respect women or believe in love. We had to figure that out on our own. I tried to do the opposite of my father. Unfortunately, I ended up married to a woman just like him. My life was a disaster…until I met Jill.”

Even his voice changed as he said her name. His love for her was a tangible force in the room. She wondered what it would be like to be loved that much, and then to have the courage to love that person back. The level of trust required amazed her. But people fell in love all the time. How could they risk everything based on a feeling?

Had Nick ever been in love? She didn’t know very much about his past. Mostly because she hadn’t bothered to ask. Maybe there was a special someone he’d lost along the way. Oddly enough, that thought made her uncomfortable.

“I never knew how to care about someone,” Travis said. “I thought I knew what love was, but I was wrong.”

“I left women before they left me,” Kyle said. “I refused to let anyone walk out on me the way my mom did.”

Louise sighed.

Kyle looked at her. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

She cut him off with a wave of her hand. “It’s not your fault, Kyle.”

“It’s not yours, either,” Jordan said quickly.

“I know. Sometimes, though, it’s hard.” She looked at Hannah. “Sorry. I still feel guilty, I guess. I never wanted to cause the family any hurt. So when I found out the boys’ mother left because Earl wanted to marry me…” She shook her head. “It was awful. I never encouraged him when I came back to town. I even refused to see him. It wasn’t enough.”

“It’s over,” Jordan reminded her.

“You’re right. I have to keep telling myself that. At least I have my daughter here.” She touched Hannah’s hand.

“A girl,” Kyle said. “The first one in four generations.”

“You’re not going to start with that silly legend again, are you?” Hannah asked. “You don’t really believe it, about girls being born when Haynes men are in love?”

Jordan grinned. “We’re not sure it’s only Haynes men, so you’d better be careful.”

She opened her mouth to tell him it wasn’t likely to be a problem, then quickly caught herself. She’d nearly forgotten that no one knew her marriage was a sham or that she and Nick had never been intimate. Even if their kiss had been hot enough to make her bones melt and her…

She forced her mind away from that erotic train of thought just in time to notice Craig handing her four sheets of paper.

“What are these?” she asked, staring at the legal-looking documents.

“We’re transferring stock to you.”

“Stock in what?”

“Austin’s company,” Travis explained. “The four of us own forty-nine percent. Years ago, when he was first starting up his research firm, he needed capital. We gave him all we had in exchange for shares in the company.”

Kyle grinned. “It’s been a hell of an investment, Hannah. Austin is brilliant. We want you to share in that.”

She continued to study the papers. “I don’t understand. Why would you do this?”

“You’re family,” Jordan said as if that answered everything.

“I couldn’t,” she said, confused by the gesture. What was going on?

Louise gave her a look of concern. “Don’t be so quick to turn down the shares. Austin’s company might be private, but it’s worth millions. The shares pay a generous dividend.”

Hannah looked at her brothers, then at the woman who had given birth to her. Too much was happening too fast. “This is impossible,” she said and thrust the papers at Craig. “You know so little about me. I could be an awful person, a fraud. You can’t just give me this.”

Craig touched her hand. “You’re family,” he said as if that explained it all.

But she wasn’t. Not really. She was a fraud and an awful person. She was lying about her marriage—deceiving them all. If they knew the truth…

She couldn’t bear to think about it. “No,” she said, rising to her feet. “I just can’t. It’s not right. I know you don’t understand, but it’s true.”

She felt burning behind her eyelids and knew tears threatened. She refused to cry in front of them. Most of the time, she refused to cry at all, but it didn’t seem as if she was going to get a choice in this matter.

“Hannah?” Louise said.

“What’s wrong?” one of her brothers asked. She wasn’t sure which one. She didn’t bother to look up and figure it out.

“Excuse me,” she said and fled the room.

* * *

Nick found Hannah huddled in a corner of the wide porch. There was a beautiful restored antique swing, but she’d ignored that in favor of a plain straight-back chair tucked next to the kitchen window.

She had her arms wrapped around her body, her legs pressed tightly together. From the porch steps, he could feel her misery. As he walked closer, he saw the traces of tears on her cheeks.

She looked up as he approached. He saw the visible effort it took for her to pull herself together. Her shoulders straightened and she quickly wiped her face.

“Louise said I’d find you out here,” he told her as he moved next to her and leaned against the porch. He glanced up at the blue sky. “It’s a great afternoon. Warm, but not hot.”

“Lovely weather,” she murmured automatically. She twisted her fingers together and stared at her lap.

Her thick hair, pulled back in a sensible braid, gleamed in the bright light. Hannah was strong and capable, but right now she needed a good hug and maybe a couple of kisses to put the color back in her cheeks. He was just the man to do it, if only she would let him.

But he knew Hannah; she was prickly and stubborn. She would rather bleed to death than admit she’d been hurt and wanted comfort.

“Did she tell you what happened?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

“Yes.”

Louise hadn’t gone into details, but Nick heard enough to get the picture. Hannah wasn’t reacting well to her instant family. She felt guilty about lying to them, confused by her mixed emotions. Their offer of stock shares had been more than she could handle.

“You probably think I’m crazy, right?” she asked. “I should just take the stock shares and pocket the proceeds. So what if I’ve been given them under false pretenses?”

“What’s false? You’re Louise’s daughter and their half sister.”

“But I’m not really your wife.”

“A small detail.”

She glared at him. “Maybe to you, but I don’t act like that. I don’t lie to people, cheat them, steal from orphans.”

He raised his hand. “I’ve never stolen from an orphan in my life. Don’t you think you’re being a little overly dramatic?”

“Okay. Maybe just a little.”

“Holly said they’ve got a couple of bikes. Why don’t we go for a ride?”

Hannah sniffed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Your alternatives are to go back inside and face your brothers or go to the gatehouse and be alone with me.”

He didn’t bother pointing out that they would be alone on the bike ride. He figured in her book, that wasn’t nearly the same as being along in a small gatehouse.

For a moment, he hoped she would opt for the apartment. An afternoon of passionate lovemaking was just what she needed to take her mind off her troubles. After the kiss they’d shared the previous evening, he was having some troubles of his own—mainly getting his mind off her. Without wanting to, he could feel her in his arms and taste her sweet kiss.

She’d responded with the passionate heat of a sensual woman. He wanted to explore all the possibilities their mutual attraction suggested. If that wasn’t an option, he was willing to settle for a bike ride.

“A ride sounds great,” she said, standing up and heading toward the porch stairs.

She moved with the easy grace of a natural athlete. Long legs, swinging arms, swaying hips. When they’d walked the bikes out to the driveway, she climbed onto hers and began pedaling.

“I haven’t done this in years,” she called over her shoulder. She wobbled a little, but by the time they reached the end of the long driveway, she was steady and pedaling easily.

Nick rode next to her when traffic allowed, dropping behind when cars approached. Sunday afternoon in Glenwood was quiet. He could hear families playing together outside and smell the tempting aroma of barbecues. Leafy green trees sprouted in front of houses and along the sidewalks. Some of the graceful branches stretched across the street and touched.

After about fifteen minutes, they reached a large, grassy park. There were picnic benches, a baseball diamond, more trees and a pond complete with a score of little ducks and toddlers offering bits of bread.

Hannah came to a stop and straddled her bike. She smiled at him when he caught up. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright. “Thank you,” she said. “I needed to get away. This is great.”

She wore a peach short-sleeved shirt tucked into worn jeans. Nothing fancy or obviously provocative, yet looking at her was enough to make him want her. He watched the rise and fall of her chest as she caught her breath. Her lips parted and he caught a glimpse of white teeth. A couple strands of hair had slipped free of her braid.

“You’re beautiful,” he said without thinking, then could have kicked himself.

Hannah reacted predictably. She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. I expected something more original out of you, Nick. Are you losing your touch?”

He was and she was the reason. Not that she would believe him if he told her the truth. “Simply stating the obvious,” he said lightly, then glanced around the park. “What do you think of Glenwood?”

“Seems nice. Kind of small and quiet.”

“Great when you’re a kid or a parent, hell for teenagers. There’s not a whole lot to do.”

“You sound as if you speak from experience.”

He motioned to an unoccupied bench by a jogging trail. They left their bikes at the edge of the grass and strolled toward the bench.

“I grew up in a town like this,” he said. “It was a little north of Santa Barbara, close to the beach. Everybody knew everybody else, just like here.”

She settled next to him on the bench. He looped his arm around her shoulders. When she started to squirm away, he whispered, “It’s just for show, sweet thing. Don’t panic.”

It was as much a lie as his claim of an audience of children the previous night. Not exactly noble, but he was working against the clock. Besides, Hannah kissed pretty hot for someone who was not even supposed to like him.

“What was your family like when you were growing up?” she asked.

He played with a loose strand of her hair, drawing it back from her face and fingering the cool, silky curl, then tucking it behind her ear. “Small. My mom died when I was born and I didn’t have any brothers or sisters.”

She exhaled and leaned against him. “My brothers said some ugly things about their father…my father, I guess. No one has told him about me. They haven’t come out and said it, but I get the impression they think he won’t care about me.”

“Children, even when they’ve grown up, want their parents to be perfect. You have that mental image from all those years ago. You imagined a wonderful, loving family and it’s difficult when reality doesn’t match the dream.”

She nodded slowly. “Louise is great. Not at all the mother I’d pictured, but terrific all the same. I don’t know what to do about getting in touch with Earl.”

“You don’t have to make a decision today or even this week. You can think about it for a while, you know.”

“You’re right. I suppose I’m feeling pressured to do it all now.” She looked up at him and smiled. “Thanks, Nick.”

For that moment, it was real. There wasn’t any caution in her eyes, no hesitancy, no judgment. He told himself she leaned against him because she wanted to. Because he offered her comfort, and maybe because he turned her on.

His whole life was a fraud, yet he lived it as if it were real. Why not this situation with Hannah? Why should it be any different?

“What was your father like?” she asked.

He let his fingers trail down her cheek. She didn’t protest or pull back. Maybe it was just part of the game, but right now he didn’t give a damn.

“When he was sober, he was the best dad in town. We’d play ball, go fishing, build a fire and cook dinner down on the beach.” He smiled at the memories. “He was always there for me.”

If, he reminded himself. His smile faded. If his father didn’t start drinking. “When he was drunk, he was a mean son of a bitch who picked a fight with anyone.” Even a seven-year-old kid. He had the broken bones to prove it.

Hannah straightened. Her dark eyes widened. “He beat you.” It wasn’t a question.

He shrugged. “Sometimes. He’d go on the wagon for a couple of months, then one day he’d reach for the bottle. I never knew when it was going to happen. Once, when I was ten, my dad came home really drunk. He staggered into the house. I got up to see if he was all right. I had a dog. Chester. A big ugly mutt. My dad tripped over Chester and got mad. So he tried to shoot him.”

Nick spoke the words calmly, but inside he could still hear the sound of the bullet being chambered. “I had to give him to a friend. Later my dad said Chester could come back, but I knew better. The next time my old man would probably pull the trigger.”

“No!” Hannah placed her hands on his chest. “That’s so horrible. I’m sorry. Did you hate him after that?”

He couldn’t look at her beautiful face and watch the compassion soften her features. Knowing she cared would be dangerous. He stared out at the green grass and trees. “I always understood it wasn’t really his fault. Taking the first drink was, I guess, but what happened later—that wasn’t my dad. He was sick. I guess I learned early not to trust anyone. After Chester, I avoided getting attached.”

“Is that why you operate outside the law?” He glanced at her sharply. She pulled back and covered her mouth. “I’m sorry. I spoke without thinking. I didn’t mean to pry.”

He didn’t know what to say without blowing his cover. Despite everything that had happened, he hadn’t turned to a life of crime. The thought had never crossed his mind. His past was the reason he became a cop. To make it right. But he couldn’t tell her that.

“I am sorry,” she said.

“No big deal. Ask whatever you like. After all, we’re married and you’ve seen me naked.”

His statement got the expected results. She laughed and flushed slightly. The dark mood was broken.

“I believe I paid for that,” she said. “Five whole dollars.”

“I gave you a break because we’re friends.”

She raised her eyebrows. “What would you charge a stranger?”

“That would depend on her intentions.”

“Somehow I think the worse her intentions, the less expensive the price.”

He turned his head and brushed his lips against hers. The desire was immediate, as was his reaction. He ignored the pressure in his groin and the need to pull her closer and make love to her. “Exactly.”

She laughed again and stared up at him. He read the invitation in her eyes. Did she know it was there and what she asked? He didn’t think so.

“Hannah, you’ve got a real chance here,” he said. “Don’t blow it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your family. They’re willing to accept you with open arms. They don’t want anything and they won’t hurt you.”

She visibly withdrew, sliding back on the bench and putting distance between them. She folded her arms over her chest. “They offered me stock. Just like that. Apparently, Austin owns this successful company and they’re all shareholders. They each signed over shares to me so I could have a part of it, too.”

“What’s so odd about that?”

She looked at him as if he were as crazy as the rest of them. “They don’t know the first thing about me.”

“Three of your brothers are cops. They’re used to assessing people fairly quickly. Besides, I’m sure it wasn’t difficult in your case. You’re just like them.”

“I am not. I’m different.” She turned her face away. “This family stuff is highly overrated.”

The words were a lie. He found the truth in her defensive posture. She desperately wanted to believe in her newfound family. She wanted to be a part of them, to belong. But she was afraid. Afraid that she didn’t know how to start and maintain a connection. Afraid that if she cared about them, they would reject her, just like everyone else in her life had done.

He wanted to tell her it was going to be all right, but she wouldn’t believe him. She needed him to show her the way. Then he smiled slightly as he imagined what she would say if she knew he felt she needed guidance from him of all people. She would verbally chop him up into little pieces and serve them for supper.

But she wasn’t going to make it on her own. He would have to subtly set things right and there was only one way to do that.

Stay a while longer.

It wasn’t a problem. He couldn’t go back to Southport Beach until he’d heard the all-clear from Captain Rodriguez. Hannah might put up a fight, but he figured he could handle her. This was a short-term commitment and he did that well. It was the long-term emotional stuff that gave him trouble.

He and Hannah made a good team. She had the skills to fit in; she just didn’t know how to use them. He had the skills and the knowledge, but he didn’t bother. In a way, they were similar. They both avoided relationships. She was afraid to be rejected; he refused to ever be hurt that badly again. Neither was willing to trust.

Hell of a mess, he thought and rose to his feet. “I’ll race you back,” he said. “Winner gets to see the loser naked.”

She jumped up and jogged toward her bike. “Give me a real incentive to win, Nick. Something I care about.”

He grinned. “Tough decision, huh? Do you go slow and flaunt yourself in front of me, or go fast and get to see me again?”

She didn’t answer, but as she pedaled past, he caught a smile on her lips. His spirits lifted. Now that he didn’t have to leave tonight, he could afford to take his time with Hannah and seduce her slowly, the way she deserved.

For starters, he was going to let her win this race.

* * *

Hannah glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner of the dining room. It was 8:36. Two minutes later than the last time she’d checked. Most of the dinner dishes had been cleared and the children excused from the table. Only the adults remained to linger over coffee.

Sandy leaned back in her chair and folded her napkin. “I have to thank you, Hannah. In the past couple of days, our family has spent more time together than we have in months. I’ve really enjoyed these large dinners and being with everyone. We tend to get busy with our own lives and forget how lucky we are to have all this.” She motioned to include everyone in her dining room, as well as the children playing upstairs.

“I agree.” Elizabeth smiled. “It’s been a treat.”

Travis pushed his chair back. “Yeah, yeah, it’s been great. But if you girls are going to get mushy, I think we men had better leave the room.”

“Not so fast.” Elizabeth grabbed his arm. “You men are in charge of cleaning up. Remember?”

“Anything for you, love.” He dropped a quick kiss on her mouth, then picked up the rest of the plates. “Come on, men. Let’s get to it.”

In the confusion of everyone standing up and either clearing the table or moving into the living room, Hannah took another peek at the clock, then moved toward Nick. “I have to talk to you,” she said quietly.

“I should help with the dishes.”

“Later. This is important.”

She moved down the hallway to Kyle’s study. They were in his and Sandy’s house, not far from the gatehouse where she and Nick were staying. It would be safer to have this conversation there, but Hannah didn’t want to make anyone suspicious.

When he entered the room, she closed the door behind him and leaned against it. “Why haven’t you received your phone call?” she asked.

He folded his arms over his chest and stared down at her. She really hated that he could do that. She was as tall as many men, taller than some. She was used to being their equal. In low heels, as she wore tonight, she often felt like an awkward Amazonian who’d wandered by accident into the real world. But around Nick, she felt normal, damn him. Feminine even. And those feelings made her uncomfortable.

“I’m not leaving.”

She was so intent on studying the perfect blue of his eyes and the shape of his tempting mouth that it took her a second to register his reply.

“You’re what?” she shrieked, then consciously lowered her voice. “What do you mean you’re not leaving?”

“Just what I said. There’s not going to be a pretend phone call.”

“There sure as hell is,” she told him. “Even if I have to make it myself.”

He shrugged, apparently unconcerned by the threat. “Go ahead. I’ll disappear for a few minutes, then come back and tell everyone I’ve taken care of it. They won’t ask questions. Your family likes me, Hannah. They want me to stay.”

Unfortunately, he was telling the truth.

Now what? He had to go. He had to. She didn’t think she could stand being around him for two whole weeks. Anything could happen. They could blow their cover. Or worse. The tingling she felt when he was around could become something even more dangerous. She could start to care. And she knew the price of that.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked. “Do you want to punish me for something?”

He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. “You won’t believe me, but I’m doing this for you, not to make you crazy. You need my help to connect with your family and I’m going to stay until you feel settled with them.”

She was humiliated that he would think she was so socially inept, even if it was true. And a little voice in her head crowed with excitement at the thought of spending several more days in his company. She would have missed him terribly. But she refused to make it easy on him.

“I thought we had a deal,” she said.

“Don’t worry. I won’t charge you extra for the time. And maybe I’ll let you see me naked again.”


Chapter Nine

Hannah was fuming. He could tell by the rapid rise and fall of her chest. Her thick braid hung over one shoulder and the tightly bound end teased the top of her breast. Nick would have liked to replace that rope of hair with his fingers, but doubted Hannah was much in the mood to be seduced by him or anyone.

She planted her hands on her hips. “How dare you go back on our agreement?”

He pretended to be shocked and hurt. “I’m doing you this big favor and you’re angry with me? Lady, you got a problem here. I’m willing to stay and be your husband, and I’m not even asking for more money. Do you know how much I can make in a week? Do you know how many people—women—would be begging to have me around?”

“Then go be with one of them and satisfy their wildest desires.”

Who satisfies your wildest desires? But he didn’t ask the question.

“Face it, kid. You need me.”

She stamped her foot. “I do not.”

He grinned. “Yeah, because you’re so mature and poised.”

“I am mature.” She stamped her foot again, then realized what she’d done and turned away. “Dammit, Nick, quit bringing out the worst in me.”

The room grew silent. He walked toward her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I mean it, Hannah. You need me. This family stuff scares you to death. You don’t know what to do or say. There are too many of them and only one of you. I can help. You’ve seen that.”

“By telling them I can sing and play the piano?”

“By being on your side. Trust me.”

She turned toward him, and his hands fell to his sides. Her gaze searched his. “Why are you doing this? Why do you want to help?”

It would be easy to put her off with lies. He had a thousand at the ready. But this was Hannah, and for reasons he didn’t want to think about, he needed to tell her the truth.

“Two reasons. Things are a little hot for me down south,” he said. “I could head over to Vegas or Reno, but I’d rather stay here with you. No one’s going to come looking for me in Glenwood.”

She shivered slightly. If he hadn’t been staring at her intently, he wouldn’t have noticed. An involuntary reaction to the reminder that he was a criminal. A man on the wrong side of the law. He swore silently. He wanted to tell her the truth. But he wouldn’t. Not just because he wasn’t about to jeopardize his cover after all this time, but because if she knew the truth, then their situation would get about a hundred times more complicated.

“What’s the second reason?” she asked.

“Because I care about you, and I sincerely want to help.”

He braced himself for the inevitable scathing retort, but instead her eyes filled with pain.

“Don’t joke about that,” she said, then looked away. “I’m not at my best right now and it wouldn’t take much to push me over the edge.”

Before he could stop himself, he placed his arms around her and pulled her close. “I wasn’t joking. I swear.”

He’d told the truth. Saying he cared was flirting with danger, but it didn’t cross the line. He could walk away from her in a second and never miss her. As long as that was true, he was safe.

“Don’t,” she said and pulled back. “Don’t make it more than it is. We had a deal, nothing more.” She moved to the door. “I hired you to play my husband for the weekend and that’s all I want. I’ve got your money in my purse. I’ll go get it and you can be on your way.”

Before he could stop her, she pulled open the door and stepped into the hallway. He heard a gasp and quickly followed. Travis was standing in the middle of the hall. He glanced from Nick to Hannah.

“Is anything wrong?”

She wordlessly shook her head.

Travis nodded and headed for the kitchen. Nick watched him go. Danger signals flashed and his gut confirmed what he’d already guessed. Travis had heard some, maybe all, of the conversation.

* * *

Hannah tried not to hyperventilate as she sipped her coffee while sitting in the large, pleasantly furnished living room. Thoughts whirled through her head. Was Nick leaving? What if he wasn’t? What if he really planned to stay?

If she’d realized how large and complicated her family was going to be, she would have come clean about not being married from the very beginning. But it was too late now. She felt trapped by a situation she could no longer control.

It wasn’t just about Louise and the brothers, she admitted to herself as she smiled and attempted to make polite conversation with Holly. Although she regretted the lies, she would soon be making them right. The real danger came from another source completely. From Nick.

Because there was a part of her that didn’t want him to leave. A part of her that had been thrilled when he’d said he was staying. She’d wanted to go to him and kiss him and confess that she often thought about their kisses and imagined doing so much more.

Lord help her, she liked him. Worse, she wanted him. Even as she tried to convince herself it was all right because he was funny and kind and he’d even said that he cared about her, she knew it was wrong.

Caring. What did caring matter in the face of who he was and what he did?

She glanced around the room, at her brothers and their wives, at Austin and Rebecca, finally at Louise. She desperately wanted to be a part of this family. With equal fervor, she was terrified it would all be snatched away from her. She knew that fear would cause her to hold herself back when she should be moving forward. This fear would make her seem cold and standoffish; it would make her question their motives.

Nick was right. She didn’t know how to make the relationship with her family work. She needed him. She who had never needed anyone. But could she trust him?

More important, could she trust herself?

The questions continued to whirl. She remembered the stock her brothers had tried to give her. What would these honorable men say if they knew she’d lied to them and Louise?

Her attention settled on Travis. He’d been standing right outside the study door when she’d opened it, but she didn’t think he’d heard anything. If he had, surely he would have mentioned it. But he hadn’t said a word.

A knock sounded at the front door. Louise glanced at her watch, sprang to her feet and announced, “I’ll get it.”

Jordan chuckled. “I can guess who that is.”

“Hush,” Louise hissed as she walked past him. “It’s not a big deal. I swear, you boys are more trouble than you’re worth.”

Hannah looked at Nick sitting by the fireplace, but he just shrugged. Jordan caught their confused exchange. “Your mother has a beau,” he explained.

“I do not,” Louise called, then opened the front door. “Richard, ah, Professor Wilson, how kind of you to drop by.”

Hannah strained to see into the foyer, but it was impossible from her place in the room.

A low voice said, “Louise. Sorry I’m late. My flight was delayed. I came directly from the airport. Is she here?”

“Yes, and her husband, too. You must come meet them.”

Hannah stood up as Louise came in with a man. He was in his mid-to-late-thirties with sandy brown hair and hazel eyes. He had a pleasant face and an easy smile. He looked at her and came over to introduce himself.

“Hannah. I’m Richard Wilson. I’m so pleased to finally meet you. You’re as pretty as your mother.”

Hannah laughed. “And here I thought I looked like the Haynes brothers.”

They shook hands.

“You must be Nick,” Richard said.

She hadn’t heard Nick approach, but there he stood, right beside her. He also shook hands, then someone pulled out a chair for the professor and brought him a cup of coffee.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” he said. “I was speaking before a congressional committee most of the week, then I had a reception to attend last night. Then this morning…” He waved his hand. “Sorry. It’s not important. The point is, I’m here now and I’m happy for both you and Louise.”

He sat in the wing chair and Louise perched nervously on the arm. Hannah settled on the closest sofa, with Nick at her side. The rest of the family greeted Richard, then drifted out of the room to leave the four of them alone.

“I don’t know that she looks all that much like me,” Louise said, “but I’ll agree with the pretty part.”

“The eyes have the same shape, if not the color,” Richard said. “And her smile is yours.”

“We have the same hair color,” Louise said in a mock whisper. “At least, we did until I learned that what they say about blondes is really true.”

Richard smiled indulgently at her. Louise squeezed his hand. Although there was an obvious age difference between them, they looked right together—happy.

Hannah studied them for a second, then realized the room was silent. She searched her mind for something to say.

“You met in a college class?” Nick asked.

Hannah exhaled in relief. At least Nick wasn’t a social retard. She could always count on him to come up with something.

“That’s right,” Richard said. “Louise was in my night class. I noticed her right away.”

The older woman laughed and her bright red glass earrings bounced against her shoulders. Tonight, Louise was conservatively dressed, for her anyway. She wore a red Western-cut fringed shirt, tight black jeans and red boots. The narrow belt at her slender waist emphasized full hips and breasts. Hannah had inherited her general shape, although her attributes were much more modest.

Louise looked fondly at Richard. “He noticed me because I didn’t agree with anything he said.”

Richard nodded in agreement. “I teach sociology and in my evening classes I tend to use examples from real life. I also like to get discussions going.”

“I told him he was a pompous pig who had never spent time poor, divorced or female, and he didn’t know what he was talking about. Then he asked me to stay after class.”

“To rake you over the coals?” Nick asked.

Louise shook her head. “No, to invite me for coffee with a few of his graduate students. I still didn’t like him, but I wanted to meet some of the others. I figured I’d just avoid Richard.”

He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “And she did. For about three months. Until I confessed my feelings in the parking lot after class. I think it was raining.”

Louise blushed. “He said that he found me interesting.”

“I said more than that.”

“Hush. This is my daughter. I don’t want her to get the wrong idea.” Louise paused. “I know what you’re thinking.”

“I doubt that,” Hannah said, then clamped her lips together to keep from blurting out that she was jealous. Louise and Richard obviously had a special relationship. They adored each other. Hannah couldn’t believe it, but her mother was actually glowing.

Louise shook her head. “You’re shocked. Because Richard is so much younger.”

“Is that important?” Hannah asked, baffled at the notion. “It happens all the time.”

“The man is older,” Louise said. “Not the woman.”

Richard scowled. “I don’t care, you don’t care, your daughter doesn’t care. Why is it a problem?”

“I’m just not sure.”

“Stubborn woman.” But he spoke the words affectionately.

Hannah glanced to her left and saw Kyle and Jordan hovering in the doorway, trying to watch what was going on in the living room. Kyle waved when she saw him, obviously unrepentant at being caught.

She returned her attention to her mother. Hannah felt drawn to this woman, drawn to the family. As far as she could tell, all they wanted was to care about her and have her care about them. She wanted to jump to her feet and call out that she was willing to take a chance. But she knew it wasn’t true. The fear was stronger than the desire to belong. Then she felt Nick’s hand on her own. He understood what she was thinking because she’d come to realize he understood everything about her.

* * *

Hannah lay on her solitary bed and listened to the silence. She stared into the darkness and wondered what she should do. Nick hadn’t pretended to get a phone call. He really wasn’t leaving. So what were her options?

She could protest his high-handedness and force him to go. Or she could give in graciously. Or she could tell the truth.

She didn’t want to even think about the latter, so she rolled onto her stomach and punched her pillow. “Stupid man,” she muttered. “Trying to complicate everything.”

Had he been telling the truth? Was he really trying to help her because he cared? She really, really wanted to believe that. Of course, if it was true, she would be terrified. If he cared about her and she started to care about him a little, then they might actually have the beginnings of a relationship. She didn’t think she could handle that.

With a heavy sigh, she got out of bed and walked into the dark living room. She could make out Nick on his side on the sofa. He pushed himself halfway up.

“What’s wrong, Hannah?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to make sure. You’re not going to leave, are you?”

“Nope. You’re stuck with me for the next two weeks.”

“I…” The words lodged in her throat. She tried again. “I think you are trying to help me.”

“Don’t sound so surprised. Why wouldn’t I want to make it easy for you?”

“Because I haven’t been very friendly.”

He lay back down on the sofa and chuckled. “You are a little on the prickly side, aren’t you?”

“I don’t mean to be. It just happens.”

“I know, honey. I even know why you do it. You’re afraid. But now there’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be here and I’ll make everything perfect. Go on back to bed.”

She stood there for a couple of minutes, then did as he requested. As she stretched out on the mattress, she pictured him lying only a few feet away. Judging from the clean line of his silhouette, he hadn’t been wearing anything above the waist. What did he wear below?

The question made her fingers tingle. What would it be like to make love with a man like him? She had a feeling he would make good on his word. That everything about the experience would be perfect.

Two weeks together. How was she going to resist him? And what would happen if she threw up her hands and gave in?

* * *

“This is what I like to see,” Nick said as he leaned back in the kitchen chair. “My woman working hard to feed me.”

Hannah gave him a mock glare. “My goodness. I married a chauvinist pig and I never knew it before.” She pulled a bit of cookie dough from the bowl and tossed it at him.

He caught it in midflight and popped it in his mouth. “Delicious. Louise, you’re a great cook. Have you ever thought about opening your own restaurant?”

She laughed. “Don’t think that by being charming you’ll get a larger share of the cookies.”

“I’m serious.” He licked the batter from his fingers. Hannah spooned dough onto cookie sheets, but the recipe had come from Louise.

The older woman wiped her hands on her apron. The broad white cloth covered her from shoulders to knees but didn’t conceal her bright orange sleeves or cobalt blue pant legs.

“I’ve actually thought about opening my own place,” she admitted slowly.

“Really?” Hannah set down her spoon. “You’d be great. Nick is right. Your cooking is wonderful. And with this family, you’re certainly used to cooking for large groups of people.”

Louise nodded, her spiky blond hair making the trip a half second after her head. “I’ve thought about a specialty place. You know, only breakfasts. Or maybe muffins. Or tea. I’ve always wanted to do a high tea. But I don’t have a lot of money for start-up capital, and I don’t have a head for business.”

“You could learn,” Nick said. “You’re going back to college.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think I have the math background. I wasn’t very good with numbers in high school and that was nearly thirty years ago. Oh, my. Thirty years. I can’t believe it.”

Hannah grabbed one of the full cookie sheets and started toward the oven. “Don’t worry about it, Louise. You don’t look your age, nor do you act it.”

Hannah slipped past him and slid the tray into the oven. Before she could get around him again, he reached out and placed his hands on her hips, then moved his legs so she was trapped between them.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I would have thought that was obvious.”

“It is from here,” Louise said. “Give him a kiss, Hannah, so he’ll let you go back to work. We’ve got a lot of cookies to bake before the kids get home from school.”

Hannah stared at him. He held in a grin. He’d trapped her neatly, and not just with his legs. She couldn’t very well protest what he was doing in front of her mother. Stealing kisses under false pretenses was pretty low, but she hadn’t given him a whole lot of choice.

He tugged on the waistband of her jeans, pulling her closer. She bent forward and braced her hands on his shoulders. Their faces were inches apart. He couldn’t move closer, so the kiss was up to her.

Interesting. Would she or wouldn’t she?

“You want to,” he murmured so only she could hear.

A light flared in her eyes. “In your dreams, buster.”

“You’ve been there lots of times. Want to know what we were doing?”

“Shut up.”

“Make me.”

She pressed her mouth to his.

Heat flared between them hot enough to bake the cookies. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and haul her against him, but that wasn’t an option. Not with Louise watching.

Their kiss was brief, chaste, yet it made him want more. It made him want all of her. Next to him, under him, naked, willing, wanting. His arousal was instant and painful, a throbbing need against the fly of his jeans.

As she was about to pull back, he gently caught her bottom lip in his teeth. A shudder rippled through her. She stared at him and he saw the fire of her desire.

In that moment, he wanted to make it all real and not just pretend. He wanted to be everything they said he was—her husband of several years, a successful real-estate mogul. He wanted them to be in love.

Hannah broke free and straightened. He glanced to his left. Louise was spooning out cookie dough as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. In her eyes, it hadn’t.

“Elizabeth says it’s tacky, but I want to make my own birthday cake,” Louise said.

“You shouldn’t have to do the work,” Hannah said breathlessly, moving away from him.

“That’s what she tells me, but I don’t want any of you girls worrying about it, and I don’t want something store-bought.”

Hannah walked over and touched her arm. “But it’s no bother at all. I’ve already talked to Sandy and Elizabeth about it. We’ve got plans. Please let us do this.”

Louise shrugged. “If it means so much to you.”

“It does. Thank you.”

Louise smiled. “While we’re being honest, I want to know what you really think about Richard.”

Hannah frowned and glanced at Nick as if asking what her mother was talking about. “We think he’s fine, why?”

“Well, he is eleven years younger.”

“I think it’s great,” Nick said. “If Hannah here ever gives me any trouble, I’m going to take up with a younger woman.”

Hannah rolled her eyes. He could imagine what she was thinking but couldn’t say. Of course, she would probably give him an earful later.

Louise dismissed him with a wave. “I’m being serious. It’s different with men. People don’t notice that kind of thing. But with a woman it’s different.”

“Louise, if you care about him, what does his age matter?”

“Maybe. I just hate not knowing for sure.”

“What is it about the women in your family?” Nick asked. “You make it so hard on the guy. How long did you resist before finally going out with him?”

“A couple of months.”

“Hannah ignored me for nearly a year.”

Hannah snapped her head up and stared at Nick. What on earth was he going to say now? It wasn’t enough that she was still ready to explode from the passion he’d ignited a few minutes before. Now he had to set her nerves on edge with one of his stories.

“A year?” Louise looked at her. “How could you do that?”

“I, ah—”

Nick cut her off. “After the cruise, I asked her out every week for a year. She never said yes. It nearly drove me crazy.”

“How could you have turned him down?” Louise asked. “He’s so good-looking and charming.”

Nick preened.

Hannah was so impressed with his believable combination of truth and lies that she almost didn’t notice the question.

“I didn’t think he was serious.” She realized it was the truth. Nick had been asking her out on dates, for drinks, to run away with him, issuing any number of invitations, but she hadn’t believed he meant any of them.

She was still confused. The more she got to know Nick Archer, the more she liked him. There was no way for her to reconcile the generous, funny, caring man she’d brought on this trip with the criminal she knew from Southport Beach. Which Nick was real?

She kept trying to tell herself he was an awful person. Her head might still be convinced, but her heart wasn’t buying the story. Liking was uncomfortable but still safe. What if her affections deepened? What if she gave in to the desire?

Louise gave her a quick hug. “At least you worked it out in the end. That’s what’s important. It doesn’t matter if we grow older as long as we also grow smarter.”

Nick grinned.

Hannah suspected he was thinking she hadn’t gotten any smarter at all.

“Go check the cookies,” Louise said.

Hannah crossed the kitchen floor and opened the oven door. “They need a couple more minutes.”

Before she could return to the counter, Nick grabbed her again, this time pulling her onto his lap. She went willingly. It was just for show, she told herself as she snuggled close. In the safety of his arms, feeling welcome and secure for the first time in years, she let go of that lie and admitted the truth. She wanted to be exactly where she was. And she was very, very glad he was staying.


Chapter Ten

“Why do you look so terrified?” Hannah asked.

Nick shifted his weight and rolled his shoulders. “I’m fine.”

She grinned. “Don’t worry. It’s not contagious.”

“I’m just wondering if babies really need all this stuff.”

He glanced around at the baby boutique. The large, well-stocked shop had a mezzanine level just for clothing. On the main floor, small rooms had been set up displaying several styles of cribs, rocking chairs, changing tables and an assortment of items at whose function he could only guess. Strollers and car seats lined one entire wall.

“You’re asking the wrong person,” she said and headed for a counter in the center of the room. “I have limited experience with babies. I like holding them, but I don’t know anything about day-to-day child care. Louise said that Jill had picked out a few things here, and if we wanted to get a gift, this would be the best place.”

He followed her, stepping around boxes, toys and bags of diapers. He hadn’t felt this uncomfortable since he’d tried to buy something sexy for a woman he’d been seeing. All those feminine frills, lace and silk had sent him racing back into the safety of the mall.

“I just want to get out of here,” he muttered.

She ignored him and approached the counter.

“May I help you?” the clerk asked. She was putting price tags on fluffy white bears.

Hannah nodded. “My sister-in-law is expecting a baby. I was told she’d picked out a few things from this store.”

The clerk smiled and tucked her short red hair behind her ears. “We have everything on our computer. What’s the last name?”

“Haynes.”

The woman tapped a few keys on the computer, then glanced at Hannah, her eyes wide. “I guess I’m going to need a first name. There are four Hayneses listed here.”

“It’s Jill.”

She tapped again, then the printer on her left began to spit out paper.

“There’ve been a lot of babies in your family,” the clerk remarked.

“I know.” Hannah took the offered sheet. “I come from a fertile family.”

“The pattern she chose is in room twelve. Let me know if you need help finding anything.”

“Thanks.” Hannah turned to Nick. “Are you ready to shop?”

“Sure, but don’t expect me to be much help. I don’t know a thing about babies.”

“I have to admit, with all the children and pregnant women running around in the family, I could get very nervous.”

He dropped his arm over her shoulders and pulled her close. “I don’t blame you. Sounds like people around here get pregnant simply by thinking about doing it.”

“That seems unlikely.” She pointed down a walkway. “I think room twelve is over here.”

They paused in front of a three-sided alcove. The bleached-oak crib had a matching dresser and changing table. Each wall had been papered with a different print.

Hannah consulted the paper in her hand. “She picked teddy bears and unicorns.”

Nick pointed. Fat brown teddy bears rode on cream unicorns across a pale sky. Fluffy clouds, bright suns and quarter moons brightened the background. “Not a football to be found,” he said.

“Jill’s having a girl.”

“Yeah, right. That family legend. I’d forgotten.”

Hannah smiled. “Well, that and she had an ultrasound. They’re pretty certain it’s a girl. Apparently, you can’t tell for sure unless it’s a boy and you see his, um, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. I have one, too. Speaking of which…”

She raised her eyebrows. “That isn’t what we were talking about.”

“Uh-huh. Where’s the ex in all of this?”

“What ex?”

“Your ex. Ex-husband. Why didn’t you call him in for emergency duty? I’m sure he could have put off his business trip. After all, if you were separated all that time and didn’t bother with a divorce, things can’t be too bad between you.”

She stared at him, then at the paper. “She’s marked this lamp, but no one has bought it. We could get that.”

“That’s it?” he asked. “You’re not going to answer the question?”

“It would appear that way.”

“After all I’ve done for you?”

“Oh, yeah. You told my family I could play the piano and sing.”

“A slight exaggeration.”

“I think it’s pretty,” she said and picked up the lamp. The base was a porcelain unicorn. The shade picked up the pale lavender of the background.

Typical of Hannah. Why was she so damned stubborn? He didn’t want details about her relationship with her ex. He just wanted… He shook his head. Whom was he kidding? Of course he wanted details. He wanted to know everything about all the men who had ever been in her life.

Maybe her ex broke her heart. Nick didn’t want to think about that, but once the thought formed, he couldn’t let it go. If some bastard had hurt Hannah, he was going to find him and rip his lungs out.

So much for not getting personally involved, he berated himself grimly. He was involved. The only good news was that he still planned to leave in nine days. He would go back to Southport Beach, finish his undercover assignment and get on with the rest of his life. He would never see Hannah again.

He should have felt reassured. Instead, he found himself wondering how much he would miss her.

She put down the lamp and picked up a stuffed teddy bear that matched the wallpaper. Overhead lights brought out faint hints of red in her dark hair. She wore a forest green T-shirt tucked into black jeans. Nothing special, nothing overly enticing, but he wanted her all the same.

He’d always enjoyed women, enjoyed their bodies and the pleasure they offered. But he’d never connected emotionally. There were lots of reasons. He’d never had a long-term relationship, never saw the need. Women were interchangeable. Long ago, he’d vowed never to hurt that badly again, which meant not falling in love. He wasn’t sure he knew what love was. But he did understand respect and caring, and that’s what he felt for Hannah. She wasn’t an interchangeable person. Maybe that was the appeal. He saw her as uniquely herself.

“Is that for Jill?” a woman asked. She motioned to the wallpaper and furniture. “I recognize the print and style.”

He turned and saw Rebecca Lucas standing at the entrance to the alcove.

Hannah pointed at the lamp. “We were thinking of getting that.”

“I’m sure she’d love it.” Rebecca came into the room and picked up the teddy bear. “There’s always this fellow. You can never have enough stuffed animals.”

Hannah glanced at him. “What do you think?”

He shrugged. “The lamp is more practical.”

“Spoken like a man,” Rebecca said. “Austin was exactly the same when I was pregnant. He didn’t understand all the fuss over a baby. Then he held Jason in his arms and it made perfect sense.” She smiled at Hannah. “I promise, Nick will be exactly the same when you have your first child together.”

Nick couldn’t shake the mental image Rebecca’s words had invoked. Him holding a tiny baby, Hannah still in her hospital bed, exhausted but radiant from giving birth.

He shook off the picture. He and Hannah weren’t a couple and there wasn’t going to be a baby.

Rebecca placed her hand on Hannah’s arm. “You look stunned. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I’m fine. The thought of having children is a little scary.”

“Tell me about it.” Rebecca touched her still-flat stomach. “I’ve already had a baby and I’m getting nervous thinking about going through that again.” She motioned to the store. “That’s why I’m here. Jason, our youngest, doesn’t want to give up his room. I’d hoped to move him into a new bedroom and keep his old one for the baby, but that’s not going to work. So now I have to decorate two rooms. I’m here to get some ideas.”

“There’s so much to think about,” Hannah said. “All the furniture, clothes, stroller, car seat.” She picked up the lamp. “I think we’ll get this. At least I know what it is.”

Rebecca laughed. “It’s so interesting to watch you, Hannah. You remind me of your brothers, yet in a completely feminine way.” She tilted her head. “Sort of like trying to read something from a reflection in the mirror.”

Nick moved closer and leaned against the crib. “That’s our Hannah. She’s a product of her destiny and doesn’t even know it. Her looks, her job.”

The two women continued talking. Nick watched them. Rebecca was slender and delicate. Her flowing calf-length floral-print dress couldn’t have been more different from Hannah’s jeans. They were both attractive but in different ways. While Nick could appreciate Rebecca’s beauty, Hannah was the one who appealed to him. He liked her toughness. Her strength made her vulnerability even more meaningful because he knew what it cost her to expose that side of herself.

Rebecca glanced at her watch. “I’d better look around while I can. In a little while I have to pick up Jason from his play group.” She wrinkled her nose. “I trade with four other mothers a couple of mornings a week. We have two days with all the children, then eight days off. It’s heaven.”

She waved and walked toward another cluster of rooms. Hannah watched her go.

“Do you think it’s true?” she asked. “Is this all destiny?”

“Maybe how you look, but the rest of it? I’m not sure.”

“But I work in law enforcement. Don’t you find that odd? And I look a lot more like my brothers than I look like Louise.”

“Louise is blond,” he said. “You’d probably look more like her if you had the same hair color.”

She surprised him by laughing. “Are you saying I should dye my hair?”

He reached up and tugged on her braid. “Don’t you dare. I like the color of your hair.”

Her mouth parted slightly. She hugged the lamp close to her body. “Really?”

Self-protection required that he make a flippant remark. But he couldn’t do it. He smoothed his palm down the thick length of her hair and wished he could see it loose. Just once. He touched the tip of her nose. “Yeah, really.”

Hannah found herself forgetting to breathe. She could go entire hours without thinking about how handsome Nick was, then something would happen and she would notice all over again. It was very disconcerting to have the air ripped right out of her lungs.

She studied his face, trying to determine exactly what combination of features, bones, muscles and skin made him so perfect. Was it the vivid blue eyes? Perhaps his irises picked up the color from what he wore, but his shirt was white and his jeans had faded to nearly that color. Maybe it was the strong line of his jaw or his sensual mouth. She found herself studying his lips, remembering the feel of them against hers, the taste of him as he tempted her.

“As far as destinies go, it’s not a bad one,” he said.

She blinked several times before she could pull herself together to remember what they’d been talking about. “Law enforcement?” she asked.

“No, the family. Look at how happy your brothers are. They have great wives and kids. That could be your destiny, too.”

“I never thought about it that way. With so many people, I was fighting the feeling of being trapped.”

“They don’t want to hold you to keep you from going away,” he said gently. “They want to hold you because they care about you.”

Just when she was on the verge of convincing herself her attraction to Nick was purely physical, he went and said something insightful and sensitive. Then she had to like him for himself. The man made her crazy. She didn’t want to have feelings for him, except maybe disdain. Anything else was very risky for her.

She clutched the lamp to her chest. “I’m going to buy this. Maybe I’ll have them gift wrap it. We should probably get a card, too.”

She led the way back to the counter. The clerk found the original box for the lamp and wrapped it up. Hannah glanced around the store. Rebecca had gone upstairs and was looking at baby clothes.

In her flowing dress and long, dark hair, she looked like a creature from another time. “She’s so beautiful,” Hannah said. “I could never dress like that.”

Nick came up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Why would you want to?”

“Don’t you think she’s lovely?”

“Of course, but so what? You’re just as lovely. You shouldn’t mind being different, Hannah. That’s what makes you special.”

She wanted to laugh off his words, but she couldn’t. Mostly because she wanted him to mean them. She wanted him to think she was special. She didn’t dare turn around to see if he was teasing her. Instead, she repeated them silently to commit them to memory.

She knew she was being silly. Everything about their relationship was a house of cards and it was all going to come tumbling down around her ears. How was she supposed to hold it all together?

“I don’t know what to do,” she blurted out. “About my family, about getting in touch with my father, about going home, about telling them the truth.”

He turned her until she was facing him, then touched a finger to her chin. “You don’t have to do anything right now or even this week. You can just enjoy getting to know everyone. Later, it will be more clear and then you can decide.”

“You promise?”

He nodded.

“And you don’t think I should just confess everything? About us, I mean?”

“No. Not until you’re ready.”

She was secretly relieved by his answer. As long as they lived a lie, he would have reason to stay. As soon as the truth came out, Nick would leave. A few short days ago, she hadn’t been able to imagine spending time with him at all. Now she couldn’t picture a world without him.

* * *

Insults flowed freely around the large dining-room table. Hannah picked up her cards and grinned. “I know what it is, boys. You can’t deal with the fact that a woman is whipping your collective fannies. Male pride. You’re going to have to get over that.”

Kyle pointed to the pile of chips in front of her. “I know she’s not cheating, so how come she’s winning every hand?”

Hannah arched her eyebrows. “Woman’s intuition.”

The five men at the table groaned. She was playing poker with her brothers and Austin. Nick had been invited to join the game, but he’d said he wanted to retire early and had walked back to the gatehouse. The women were in the living room making a baby quilt. Each of them crocheted a small square, which Louise then assembled into a larger piece. Even the older girls were helping. With so many hands, it should only take a few nights. Offered the opportunity to play cards, which Hannah already knew how to do, or learn how to crochet and expose her definite deficiency in the domestic arts, the choice had been clear.

She put one card facedown and slid it toward Jordan, who was taking his turn at dealer. He offered her another card in return. She added it to her hand and fought down a grin. Three ladies, a nine of spades and her new card…a nine of hearts. The bet was a quarter. She tossed one in from the impressive pile in front of her.

Austin had three of a kind; Travis, two pair; the rest, nothing. She swept the pot toward her and laughed.

“I need a break,” Craig muttered, getting to his feet. He went over to Hannah and gave her a quick hug. “You’re secretly a witch, aren’t you?”

“You guessed. I never thought anyone would.”

“I saw the broom in the back of your car.”

She chuckled, then stood up and headed to the front porch. It had been a warm day and the house hadn’t cooled off much. Outside, the stars were bright in the night sky.

She leaned against the railing and inhaled. The sweet air smelled of freshly cut grass and spring flowers. Whatever happened, she was pleased she’d come to Glenwood. She would remember this time forever.

“Did you come outside to give us a break?” Travis asked as he joined her.

“I wouldn’t complain if I was dealt out of a hand or two. I can’t believe how well I’m doing. I’m not usually that lucky at cards.” She stared at him, his features shadowy in the faint light of the porch. “You’re not all letting me win so I can feel better, are you?”

Travis held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “We’re not that nice. Ask anyone who knows us.”

“Somehow I think people would say you are that nice.”

“Maybe, but I promise we’re not letting you win.”

He settled next to her on the railing. Night creatures called to each other. Hannah felt herself relaxing. It had been a lazy day. All she needed was a warm bath and maybe a couple of kisses from Nick. She smiled. She could offer to work off some of the debt. She had a feeling he might not protest the exchange.

“Did you really meet Nick on a cruise?” Travis asked.

There was nothing in his tone to make her worry, but she stiffened and had to swallow before speaking. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious. How long have you been married?”

Frantically, she tried to remember the lies. Nick had wanted to come up with a story together. She’d been too pigheaded to cooperate and now she was paying the price. Had they said how long they’d been married?

“We met on a cruise about four years ago.”

“Nick said five.”

Then she got it. Travis had overheard part—or all—of her conversation with Nick last weekend. She closed her eyes and prayed for direction. What was she supposed to say to him? What should she confess and what should she keep secret?

Maybe she should just tell him everything. But what would he think of her? What would he think of Nick? Would he want to take some action against him? She reminded herself that Nick wasn’t really wanted for anything, at least not yet. But if she told the truth, what would happen? If she told the truth, Nick would leave.

“Where was he born?”

She exhaled. At least she had the right answer this time. “In a little town north of Santa Barbara. It was just him and his dad. His mother died when he was born.”

Travis paced to the front of the house and back. He stopped in front of Hannah. “Try Philadelphia.”

“What?”

“I ran him through the computer, Hannah. Nick Archer, born Nicholas Robert Archer, grew up in Philadelphia. Both his parents are dead, although his mother died only a couple of years ago.”

Hannah felt the blood rushing from her head. The world tilted and she had the terrifying sensation of losing control. After a couple of deep breaths, she realized she wasn’t going to faint, although the situation did call for desperate measures.

Had Nick lied to her about his family? She couldn’t believe that. The way he’d talked about his father and the violence—that had to be real.

So why did the computer say differently?

“What else did the computer say?” she asked, barely able to speak the words. What hideous crimes had he concealed from her?

“He’s clean.” Travis sounded almost disappointed. “No outstanding warrants, no criminal record.”

Thank goodness, she breathed silently.

“There are very few records at all,” he said. “The ones there show that he’s only been in Southport Beach about a year. And there’s no mention of his being married.”

She was tall, but her brother was taller. In the darkness, he was a large, dangerous man.

“Where do the two of you live?” Travis asked.

She gave her address, mostly because she didn’t know Nick’s.

“Funny, but that’s not what’s in the computer.”

She wanted to die. She wanted to blurt out the truth. And in some strange way, she wanted to protect Nick. She knew instinctively that despite the bravado he put on about his criminal life, he wouldn’t want her brothers to think badly of him.

“It’s not what you think,” she said quickly, then wondered what on earth she was going to say.

Travis folded his arms over his chest. “Then tell me what it is.”

“He’s…” She closed her eyes for a second, then received divine inspiration. “He’s a private citizen working with local law enforcement on a sting operation. I can’t go into details. It involves several beachfront developments in the area. Because of that, he has his own place. Most people don’t know that we’re married.”

Travis didn’t look as if he bought the story. She crossed her fingers behind her back and wondered if this lie was big enough to send her south when her time was up. She hoped not.

“He often has to come to the station and talk to Captain Rodriguez. The operation requires him to deal with a lot of criminal types. You can call down and check on that if you’d like. But please be careful. I don’t want anything to happen to Nick.”

Of everything she’d said, only the last sentence was true. She felt as if she were being ripped apart. Two voices screamed in her head. One demanded that she simply tell the truth. So what if Nick left and she never saw him again? Wasn’t it more important that she not lie to her family? What had happened to honor?

The other voice merely whispered. It repeated all the kind things Nick had said and done on her behalf. It reminded her that he couldn’t be all bad. It wasn’t possible. The voice spoke of how she felt in his arms and what it was like to laugh with him. If not for Nick…

“I’m sheriff here,” Travis said. “I’m also your brother. I’m here for you if there’s ever a problem. Of any kind. I want you to know that, Hannah.”

Tears burned in her eyes. She felt lower than a snake’s fanny pack.

He pulled her close and held her tightly against his chest. He didn’t believe her. Who could believe that ridiculous story? Yet he wasn’t calling her a liar, or throwing her out, or threatening to expose her. In fact, she was sure Travis hadn’t discussed this matter with anyone.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

“That’s what family is for,” he told her.

In his warm embrace, for the first time since she’d arrived nearly a week before, she felt as if she belonged.


Chapter Eleven

Nick put down the book he was reading and glanced at the clock on the mantel. It was after nine. Hannah had joined her brothers for a friendly game of poker, but he’d declined to participate.

He rose to his feet and crossed to the window. Was Hannah a good poker player? He could imagine she wouldn’t have any trouble hiding her excitement or disappointment with her cards, but she might not have the courage to bluff well. The cautious lady probably played cautious cards.

The night was beautiful—clear, cool, quiet. Yet instead of enjoying the beauty, he fought an edgy restlessness. He’d spent too much time alone not to recognize the symptoms. The gnawing in his gut, the need to keep moving, no matter what. If he stayed still, if he allowed himself to listen to the silence, he would hear the faint whisper of pain.

He was tired of being lonely. He wanted to connect.

He swore softly, wondering when Hannah had first gotten under his skin. He knew it had started months before. Maybe the first day he’d noticed her and had invited her to run away with him. She’d been too startled to speak. Big doe eyes had widened as her mouth had parted in shock. Then she figured it was all a joke and had put him in his place with some scathing remark. He couldn’t remember what she’d said. It didn’t matter. He’d known then that he rattled her cage and he couldn’t wait to do it again.

Teasing Hannah had been his favorite hobby. He’d looked forward to seeing her. But he’d never thought about making it real…until this past week. Until he’d spent time with her, had caught glimpses of the tenderness she kept concealed under layers of toughness. Until he’d held her in his arms and kissed her and begun to suspect this was a woman he might never forget.

He played a game, allowing himself to see what the future could have been like if he’d been someone else. A different kind of man.

He knew the past kept him trapped. Maybe he should think about letting it go. But he couldn’t. Those images, that pain, were as much a part of him as his bones and skin. Imprinted on every cell were the beatings, the suffering, the uncertainty. The latter had been the worst. He’d never known when. Each morning, he’d awakened with the question—would his father drink today?

Sometimes they went weeks without an incident, even a couple of months. Then his father wouldn’t come home from work and Nick would lie awake and wait. Hours or days later, he would return. Drunk, angry, mean. Broken and bleeding, Nick had vowed never to feel that much pain again, and he’d kept that vow. He’d never worried about being physically hurt. That wasn’t the pain he feared. Instead it was the emotional betrayal—a loved one turning on him for no reason. He’d kept his promise to himself, too. He’d avoided getting involved.

With the hindsight of an adult, he knew it was time to make peace with that angry child from his past. It might even be time to take a chance on love.

Did he dare? Did he even know how? After all these years of withdrawing emotionally, did he know how to love anyone? He’d never tried.

He caught a flash of movement through the trees and turned toward the front door of the gatehouse. Hannah pushed it open and walked into the room.

Energy vibrated in the air around her. She crossed her arms protectively across her chest, her face pale. He moved to her side.

“What’s wrong?”

“I…” She shook her head. “Nothing.”

He wanted to pull her against him and hold her until whatever was troubling her went away. Yet something told him to wait and listen. He stood next to her, close enough to touch. He inhaled the scent of her body, sweet and familiar, and again felt the longing he’d experienced earlier.

She circled the room as if examining it, then moved to the sofa and sat down. He crouched next to her.

“Hannah?”

She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them and stared at him. “Travis asked me about you.”

“I’m not surprised. He overheard our conversation last Sunday.”

“You knew? You knew and you didn’t tell me?”

He settled next to her on the sofa. “I wasn’t sure how much he’d heard or if he was going to say anything. I didn’t want to upset you.”

She covered her face with her hands. “It was awful. I don’t even want to think about it. He knows something’s not right.”

“Tell me what happened.”

She shuddered. “He asked how long we’d been married. I didn’t know what to say. You’re right. We should have come up with a story in advance. What was I thinking? I can’t believe I was that stubborn.”

“I can. It’s one of your more endearing qualities.”

She glared at him. “This is no time for humor.”

“It’s exactly the time for humor. Poor Hannah. I understand why you’re upset. It’s okay. What did Travis say when you told him the truth?”

She sprang to her feet and faced him. With her hands on her hips, her chin raised high, her eyes bright with anger, she looked like a pagan princess. He’d never wanted her more.

“I didn’t tell him the truth.”

Nick couldn’t have been more startled if she’d confessed to murder. “You lied to Travis?”

“Yes. I did.” Each word was clipped as if speaking was an effort. “What did you expect me to do? Confess all?”

“Yeah. Why not?”

She turned away. “I couldn’t. He asked where you were born and I told him. I told him about your parents, about your mom dying when you were born and how you were raised by your dad.”

Nick winced. “And he said it was all a lie.”

She nodded.

Dammit. Now what? Hannah had lied for him. He didn’t understand why, but he knew what it had cost her. Honorable Hannah, who took herself and her job very seriously. What had he done to her?

He stood up and placed his hands on her shoulders. She flinched but didn’t pull away. “I know what’s in my computer file,” he murmured. “That I was born in Philadelphia. My parents died a while ago, my mother most recently. Of course there isn’t any record of our ‘marriage.”’

“You lied to me,” she whispered.

She stood with her back to him. He wanted to turn her around so she faced him, but he knew she would resist that. Instead, he tried to tell her the truth with his touch on her shoulders and with his words.

“Never,” he said, then realized that was the biggest lie of all. “I didn’t lie about my family,” he amended. “The computer files have been changed. I paid someone to do it.”

“To hide a criminal record? Travis said you were clean.”

“It was easier to start over,” he said and hoped she wouldn’t notice he hadn’t answered the question.

She glanced at him over her shoulder. Dark, troubled eyes studied his face. “You told me the truth about your dad, what he did and all, and about your mom dying?”

“Yes. I swear, Hannah. That’s all true.”

“I suppose it’s something.”

He ached for her pain. If only he could tell her the truth. That was always the temptation on an undercover assignment. To tell one person. Then another, then another. He knew how it worked. His cover had to be absolute. Hannah would treat him differently if she knew. She might feel compelled to tell her brother. Nick couldn’t risk it.

But he wanted to. If she knew who and what he really was, she would respect him, even let herself care about him. Perhaps it was just as well. He might have learned the wrong lessons from his childhood, but those lessons were firmly ingrained.

Hannah walked to the small fireplace and leaned against the mantel. “I told him the reason the computer records were so strange, not showing our marriage and listing an address different than mine, was that you were a civilian working with the Southport Beach Police Department on a sting operation. Something to do with beachfront property.”

She got it all out in one breath. He stared at her, barely able to comprehend what she’d said. “You told him that?”

She nodded.

Her lies were so close to the truth, he started to laugh. One glance from her told him he’d made a mistake, but he couldn’t stop. Except for the fact that he was a cop and not a civilian, she’d been one hundred percent accurate about him.

She glared. “It’s not funny.”

His laughter faded into slight chuckles. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just—”

She spun toward him. “It’s just what? How dare you laugh at me? I lied for you, Nick Archer. I stood in front of my brother and deliberately withheld the truth. As a common criminal, I’m sure that’s pretty meaningless to you. However, I don’t share your loose moral code. I value my word and I always try to tell the truth.”

She was close to tears. He could tell by the tremor in her voice and the stiff set of her body.

“I know,” he said quietly and moved toward her.

She took a step back. “Don’t touch me.”

He glanced around the room. “There’s no one else, Hannah. It’s me or be alone.”

“I’d rather be alone.”

“I thought you said you didn’t lie.”

She covered her mouth with her hand as if holding in a sob. He crossed to her and gathered her against him. She continued to hold herself stiffly as he put his arms around her and stroked her back.

“I can’t believe you made me do this,” she muttered.

He thought about pointing out that he hadn’t made her do anything. She could have turned him in to Travis, but she hadn’t. He wondered why. He would like to think it was because she was starting to feel something for him. He suspected it had something to do with the fact that he was her anchor in this strange situation. With him gone, she would have to face her family alone and that thought terrified her.

In time, she would adjust to them and not need him anymore, but he didn’t want to think about that.

He also knew that part of the reason she’d withheld the truth was to protect him. She would think he didn’t want her family knowing the truth, and in a way, she was right. He enjoyed his relationship with her brothers. If they thought he was a lowlife, everything would change.

Maybe it already had.

He continued to stroke her back and gradually she relaxed. Her hands rested on his waist. He took her wrists and drew them up over his shoulders. She buried her face in his neck.

“Damn you,” she whispered. “I’ll never forgive you for this.”

Did she damn him for the lie, or for making her care?

“Sweet Hannah.” He almost wished she had turned him in. Then he could get out of here. Before someone got hurt. “I don’t deserve this.”

She raised her head and looked at him. Tears swam in her eyes, but she blinked them back. “At least we agree on something.”

He smiled faintly. “Not just because of who I am, but because…” He wasn’t sure how to say it. “I want the best for you.”

She frowned, not understanding his words. Then comprehension dawned. “And that’s not you.”

“Exactly.”

“I know. Don’t worry. My heart is quite safe.” She took a step back. “Although I find the warning interesting. If you’re trying to convince me you’re one of the bad guys, you should have just used me and tossed me aside. Warning me off in advance doesn’t exactly get you nominated as villain of the week.”

His chest tightened and a peculiar aching began around his heart. “You’re a hell of a woman.”

“I know. Everyone says that. It’s a real burden.”

Her smile was a little shaky around the edges, but he wasn’t going to comment on the fact. She would survive this because she was strong. He admired that.

She walked to the sofa and took a seat. “My head is spinning. I can’t believe everything that’s happened to me. I have a family, although God knows what Travis is thinking right now.”

He settled next to her. “I’m sorry, Hannah.”

“I believe you. You’ve been—” she glanced down at her hands “—you’ve been nice to me, Nick, and I appreciate that. For what it’s worth, this past week with our pretending to be married has been a lot better than my real marriage.”

“How long were you married?”

She sighed and mumbled something under her breath.

“What?” he asked.

She glared at him. “Five days, okay? Five days. Go ahead and laugh.”

He didn’t, although it was hard not to. “Five days. But you said you only got divorced a couple of months ago. What happened in between?”

She leaned back against the sofa. “I was pretending. I somehow thought if I wasn’t divorced, then I wasn’t really alone.”

He reached for her hand and stilled her twisting fingers. “I understand that.”

“I’m glad someone does. It never made sense to me. It’s not as if Shawn was a part of my life anymore.”

“Where did you meet?”

“At the beach. I went with some friends to a little cafe´ and he was there.” She smiled at the memory. “He was completely gorgeous. I don’t know what he saw in me, but I wasn’t going to ask any questions.”

The hot, burning jab in his gut went unidentified until Nick caught his breath and realized he was suffering from acute jealousy. He released her fingers, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“I had a huge crush on him,” she continued. “When he asked me out, I wanted to die.”

“Great.” She hadn’t wanted to die all the times he’d asked her out. She’d wanted to run far and fast in the opposite direction. Apparently, he’d gone about it all wrong.

“I was so excited to be part of a couple, I didn’t notice we had nothing in common. After a few weeks, we decided to get married. Five days later, I realized I’d made a horrible mistake.”

Nick didn’t want to hear any more, but he couldn’t keep from asking questions. “Why did Shawn agree to hold off getting a divorce?”

“He traveled a lot. Actually, for a couple of years, he wasn’t in the country.” She cleared her throat. “Shawn wasn’t the kind of man who really worried about details like getting a divorce. If I hadn’t gotten in touch with him, we would still be married.”

Nick frowned. “Maybe he’s secretly still in love with you and that’s why he didn’t want a divorce.”

She laughed. “No, I don’t think that’s Shawn’s style. He’s much more into the flavor of the month. He’s not marriage material.”

“Hmm.” So far he wasn’t appeased. “So what does this Shawn do for a living?”

She didn’t answer. He glanced over and saw her studying the floor. Color flared on her cheeks.

“Hannah?”

“Oh, what does it matter? He’s not a part of my life.”

“You’re hiding something. Don’t tell me he was in trouble with the law, too?”

“No. Shawn…” She drew in a deep breath. “Shawn is a professional surfer.”

Laughter exploded out of him. He’d expected to hear that her ex-husband was an international banker, or an investigative reporter, or a successful businessman. “A surfer?”

“Yes. He was very good. You probably saw him on ESPN. He made a good living.”

“A surfer?”

She glared at him. “Ha-ha. Very funny. I live to entertain. Can we change the subject?”

He shook his head and continued to laugh.

“Stop it!” she demanded.

“I can’t,” he gasped. “It’s too good. A surfer.”

She turned on him and pushed. He fell back across the cushions. She was on top of him, one knee between his hip and the sofa, the other between his thighs. She grabbed his hands and pinned them by his shoulders.

“I spill my guts to you and all you do is laugh?”

He shook his head helplessly. Chuckles continued to erupt. As long as he was laughing, he couldn’t collect himself enough to push her off him. When he twisted his hands, she held on savagely, still glaring at him.

Then the laughter faded and it wasn’t because she was hurting him. Instead of pain, he felt a ripple of fire race through his body. He clamped his thighs around her knee, drawing her closer so that she pressed against the underside of his already-hard groin.

Her braid slipped off her shoulder to tickle and tease his chest. Their gazes locked. Her embarrassment and annoyance disappeared, replaced by an answering heat.

He wanted her. He’d always wanted her, from the first moment he’d seen her.

What would she say if he told her? Would she accept his words as truth? Would she question his motives? Would she make love with him? Or would she push him away?

“Nick,” she breathed.

“Kiss me, Hannah.”

The need inside him grew until it was a creature he barely controlled. She waited so long to respond, he thought she was going to move away. Instead, she lowered herself to him.

She didn’t release his wrists, nor did she touch him anywhere else. There was just the brush of her mouth against his. Sweet heat. Warm pressure.

She kissed gently, tentatively, as if not completely sure of her reception. She shifted slightly and her breasts rested on his chest, her knee pressed against his inner thigh.

He parted his mouth and stroked his tongue against her lower lip. She gasped softly, then allowed him inside. She tasted of promise and surrender. He traced the tender skin on the inside of her lip, then moved past to touch her tongue with his.

The reaction was instantaneous. She released his wrists and cupped his face, holding him in place. She angled her head and opened to allow him in deeper. He obliged her, exploring her, tasting her, stroking her, arousing them both.

He brought his hands to her back and moved up and down her spine. Sleek muscles rippled under his touch. Hannah was completely feminine, but never physically fragile. Her strength appealed to him. When they became lovers, they would be equals. He could give his all to her and not have to worry about holding back.

She raised her head and stared at him. Her lips were damp and swollen, her eyes dilated. “Damn you, Nick.”

“What did I do?”

“You make me feel things. I don’t want you.”

He smiled. “Yeah, you do.”

“You’re right and I hate it.”

His smile faded. “I’d never hurt you.”

Dark eyes turned nearly black. “But you can’t swear to that. You can’t promise. You can only try. And I don’t think trying is going to be good enough.”

Somehow the conversation had moved from sex to caring and he wasn’t sure how. “I want you. That I can promise.” It wasn’t enough, but it was the best he could do.

He placed his hands on her hips and shifted her so she straddled both his legs. Then he drew her down to stretch out on top of him. He rolled, bringing her with him, easing her between his body and the back of the sofa. She fitted him perfectly. Their chests pressed together, long legs tangling.

“There’s something I’ve wanted to do for a long time,” he said.

“I can just imagine what that is.”

He kissed the corner of her mouth. “I’m willing to bet you’re wrong.”

He reached behind her and tugged on the end of her braid, freeing the ribbon holding the thick coil in place. She turned her head and tried to see what he was doing.

“Stay still,” he ordered. “I’m unfastening your braid.”

“Why?”

He looked into her big brown eyes. “I’ve known you for over a year and I’ve never once seen your hair down.”

“That’s it?”

“Don’t be so dismissive. For me, this is going to be close to a religious experience.”

“With my hair?”

He’d freed the ribbon and finger combed the thick strands. Next he drew them over her shoulder. “Beautiful. Just like I’d imagined.”

“My hair?”

“Yes, your hair. Why are you so surprised?”

“I never thought it was anything special.”

“Then you were wrong. Now shut up and kiss me.”

Her eyebrows rose a little at his demand, but she complied. She leaned forward and touched her mouth to his. Desire spiraled between them, a thick, intoxicating brew that left him shaken and hard.

From her hair, his hand slipped down her arm to her hand. He brought it to his mouth, broke their kiss and nibbled on her fingertips.

She watched for a second, then slowly closed her eyes. “This is a bad idea.”

“Uh-huh.” Her skin was salty. He licked her palm. She shivered.

“No, I mean it, Nick. We have to stop.”

“So stop.”

“But I’m not the one doing anything.”

He released her hand, then kissed her mouth again. She parted her lips instantly and swept her tongue inside. Electricity raced through him. Blood flowed hotter and faster. Need pressed against the button fly of his jeans.

He slipped his knee between hers and drew his leg up to the apex of her thighs. Her hips arched against him. She withdrew her tongue and he followed her back into her mouth. She clamped her lips around him and sucked.

His heart rate soared; her hips rocked faster. He placed his hand on her stomach and followed her rib cage up to her full breasts. She pressed into his palm. Even through her bra and T-shirt, he could feel her nipple tighten. He stroked his thumb over the taut peak.

They broke the kiss, both of them panting heavily. He was on fire. He shifted, rising into a kneeling position, letting her ease onto her back. Her hair fanned out over the sofa cushions. Dark eyes welcomed him.

He pulled her T-shirt free of her jeans and lifted it to her shoulders. Underneath she wore a lacy white bra. He could see the darker skin surrounding her nipples. His breath caught.

One of her hands came down on top of his. She urged him to release the shirt and move lower, to cup her breast. When he reached his goal, she gasped softly and arched into his caress.

A knock sounded at the door. “You guys still awake?” Kyle called.

Nick swore under his breath. “Yeah, we are. Just a second.” He looked at Hannah. “You plan that?”

She was already pulling down her shirt. “Do I look like I planned it?”

He stood up and adjusted the front of his jeans. His erection throbbed painfully and bulged noticeably. “Maybe you should answer the door.”

She glanced at him and flushed. Still tucking in her shirt, she hurried to the door and pulled it open. “Hi.”

Nick moved so he was standing behind the easy chair. Sandy and Kyle were on the porch. They glanced inside the room, then at each other.

“Uh-oh,” Sandy said. “Looks like we interrupted something.”

Kyle dismissed her comment with a wave. “No big deal. They’re married. They can do that anytime. Everyone just left, but it’s such a great night out we thought we might go into town and get some ice cream. You want to join us?”

Nick knew one of two things would happen if they refused the invitation. He and Hannah would come to their senses and spend the next few hours feeling awkward around each other. Or they wouldn’t come to their senses and they would make love. Each scenario had its own set of problems. It was probably the coward’s way out, but avoiding the whole mess seemed like a brilliant idea.

“We’d love to,” he said quickly. He had regained enough control to step out from behind the chair. “Is that all right with you?” he asked Hannah.

Her mouth was swollen, her eyes still unfocused. She had the look of a woman who had been thoroughly kissed. She reached up for her hair and brushed it back. “Sure. But I’m a mess. Give me a minute.”

“You look great,” he said and took her hand. He didn’t want to give her the chance to pull her hair back into a tight braid. He might never get to see it loose again. “I’ve got the keys, so let’s go.”

She fingered her hair, then shrugged and followed him into the night.

Nick couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d walked away from a dangerous situation. Hannah wasn’t the kind of woman who made love lightly. If she gave her body, there was a good chance her heart wasn’t far behind. The last thing he wanted was for her to fall in love with him. Wanting more than he was capable of giving would only cause them both pain.

* * *

Hannah licked the ice cream from her spoon. “Let me see if I get this straight. You fell in love with your wife when you were fourteen?”

Sandy laughed. “I think he only had a crush on me, but Kyle swears it was true love.”

Kyle put his arm around Sandy. “It was. I knew the second she walked into my life. Of course, she was two years older and didn’t even notice me. Not to mention the fact that she was dating my brother.”

“Which brother?” Nick asked as he put his empty ice-cream cup on the tiny table. They sat in the balmy night air outside the Glenwood Ice Cream Shoppe. He and Hannah shared a bench pushed up against the plate-glass windows. Kyle and Sandy sat across from them.

“Jordan,” Sandy said. “We went out for a couple of months. We weren’t really an item, more like friends.”

Kyle sighed dramatically. “You broke my heart.”

She laughed. “We were children.”

“What about after you moved back to Glenwood? You resisted me.” He looked at Hannah. “She was very stubborn and refused to admit that she cared about me at all.”

“Okay, yes. He’s right about that. I couldn’t believe someone as handsome and charming as Kyle would be interested in a single mother with three small children.”

Kyle grinned. “She thinks I’m handsome and charming. This is why I keep her around.”

The married couple exchanged a loving look, then Sandy turned to Hannah. “Your brothers are thrilled to have you here.”

Except maybe Travis, Hannah thought. “I’m glad Louise finally got in touch with me. The family is a little overwhelming, but I’m getting used to everyone.”

“Your brothers all look alike,” Nick said. “It took me a couple of days to get everyone straight.”

“It’s true,” Hannah agreed. “At least the wives are easier. We females look different.”

“Jill and Holly said the same thing,” Sandy said. “I guess I was lucky. I’d met the infamous Haynes brothers when I was in high school. When Elizabeth moved to town, she met them a couple at a time. The same for Rebecca. And Holly and Jill had already met one of the brothers before meeting any of the others. But you got everyone at once. At least Jill’s easy to remember, what with being so pregnant and all.”

“Any word on that?” Hannah asked.

“None. She’s due any day. The poor kid. Louise wants her to hold out for her birthday, but Jill wants it over. She’s so tiny, too. Within a week, she’ll probably weigh the same as she did before she got pregnant. I hate that.”

Kyle squeezed her hand. “Jill is a nice enough person, but so small I’m sure Craig loses her regularly in the house. I’d much rather have you exactly the way you are.”

Nick raised his eyebrows. “That was great, Kyle. You think of that just now?”

“Sure. It’s a gift. All the brothers have it.” His mouth twisted as his good humor faded. “Not that it did us any good growing up.” He stared into the distance. “We could have any girl we wanted, but that didn’t make it any easier to go home. I remember thinking nothing could be worse than the screaming between my parents or my dad hitting me. Then, one day, my mother walked out. She didn’t leave a note or anything. And I found out it could get a whole lot worse.”

Hannah remembered hearing that story. “She left because your father wanted to marry Louise?”

“Yeah. After all those years of screwing around, the old man was finally ready to settle down. Unfortunately, it wasn’t with his wife.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. I don’t blame Louise, either. My parents are both at fault. My father, of course, but I blame Mom some. She could have stayed in touch with her children. At least left a note.” His voice was bitter.

Hannah pushed away her unfinished ice cream. “I look at you and your brothers and assume you had a perfect life, but I guess no one does. I was adopted when I was only a few days old. My parents were great. At least, that’s how I remember them. They died when I was four.” She briefly described growing up in foster homes.

Kyle leaned across the small table and took her hand. “If we’d known about you, we would have come and rescued you.”

Her throat tightened with emotion. “I believe you. Thanks.”

He released her and she leaned back. Her shoulder bumped Nick’s. He put his arm around her and she snuggled close. Less than an hour before, they’d been about to make love. Now here she was spilling secrets about her past. She never talked about her childhood. What was happening to her? Everything was changing so quickly, she was having trouble keeping up.

She was wildly attracted to Nick, even though she knew it was a mistake. She had no regrets about what they’d done, only what they hadn’t done. How was that possible? They’d only been together a few days. The intensity of her feelings frightened her. She didn’t want to identify them, even though she knew what they were.

Nick played fast and loose with the law—and was virtually a stranger. Yet she trusted him. Perhaps foolishly. How had someone so gentle and kind, so caring and honorable, ended up on the wrong side of the law?

She remembered the stories he’d told her about his past. About his father. Was that the reason?

“I think it’s great that you’re a cop like your brothers,” Sandy said.

Hannah smiled. “I think it’s a little odd. As if my destiny was chosen for me.”

Sandy turned to Nick. “I know you’re in real estate. Did you go to college?”

“Yes. I have a degree in economics.”

They continued to talk. Hannah wondered if Nick really had a degree. Lies woven through truth. She wasn’t sure what was real anymore. He wasn’t her husband, or even her lover. They had nothing in common. She didn’t want him to go but knew he had to leave. She had to make sure he was out of her life before she risked it all. Before she gave him her heart only to have him return it shattered forever.


Chapter Twelve

The phone rang and woke Nick from a sound sleep. As he reached for it on the end table, he instinctively glanced at his watch. Four-fifteen. He could only think of one person who would call at this time. Rodriguez. Either there had been a break in the case, or it had been blown wide open.

“Archer.”

“Nick, it’s Craig.” The other man laughed. “I guess I woke you two up, right?”

Nick pushed the covers on the sofa aside and sat up. He rubbed his face. “Craig? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m calling from the hospital. Jill had her baby. It’s a girl, not that anyone is surprised by that.”

The fog in his head cleared. “Congratulations. Everything okay?”

“Everything’s great. The baby’s perfect. Jill’s doing fine. She didn’t like the labor very much but swears the results were worth it.” He paused. “I wasn’t sure if I should phone you guys, but you’re family now, so you got the call just like everyone else.”

“I appreciate your letting us know. We’ll be there as soon as we can. Tell me where the hospital is.”

Craig gave him directions. Nick offered congratulations again, then placed the receiver back in the cradle. He glanced up and saw Hannah standing in the doorway.

If he hadn’t been completely awake before, he sure as hell was now. She wore an oversize T-shirt that fell to the tops of her thighs and nothing else. Long hair tumbled over her shoulders. Her face was devoid of makeup, her eyes wide with questions. Desire slammed into him with all the subtlety of a tractor negotiating a china shop.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“That was Craig. Jill had her baby. A girl.” He realized he was sitting on the sofa completely naked and aroused. Casually, he pulled the sheet over his lap.

Hannah pressed her hands together and grinned. “I want to go see them.”

He glanced at his watch. “It’s not quite four-thirty.”

“I know, but I won’t be able to get back to sleep, will you?”

He might have after the phone call, but not after staring at her legs. He shook his head.

“Then let’s go. It will only take me a few minutes to get ready.” Her sensuous mouth curved up in a smile. “I have a niece. Sort of. What would she be? A half niece?”

“Way too complicated a question for me to answer this early in the morning. You’ll have to figure out the relationship on your own.”

She laughed. “Nick, a baby. Isn’t that great?”

“It’s pretty cool.” He thought for a second. “I doubt five in the morning is the best time to go visiting. The hospital might not let us in.”

She tossed her head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m a cop. I know how to act like I have a right to be somewhere. Besides, with all the children being born in this family, I’m sure we get a discount. I’m going to get dressed.”

Forty minutes later, they walked into the hospital and followed the sign to the maternity ward. As they pushed open double swinging doors, a nurse stopped them.

“Visiting hours aren’t until later in the morning.”

“I know,” Hannah said. “My brother and his wife just had a baby. We wanted to stop by briefly and congratulate them.”

The nurse eyed her for a second, then shook her head. “I should have known. You’re with the Haynes family.” She laughed. “I suppose it will be your turn soon. Go on ahead. You can’t miss them. The herd is in the maternity waiting room.”

“Thanks.” Hannah glanced up at him. “See?”

He had a box of doughnuts in one hand. He placed the other at the small of her back. “Which of your law enforcement skills did you use? I couldn’t tell.”

“I didn’t have to use any.”

“Too bad. I was looking forward to seeing you in action.”

They rounded the corner and saw the open doorway of the maternity waiting room. Despite the early hour, conversation and laughter spilled out into the hallway.

“They amaze me,” Hannah whispered. “So many people are here. You think they’ve done this for every birth?”

“Probably. It’s just their way.”

“Wow.”

She stopped walking and stared into the room. Nick had a feeling she was a little overwhelmed. He couldn’t blame her. Like her, he’d been a loner for a long time. Years ago, he’d stopped wishing for what he could never have. If someone had asked, he would have sworn families like this only existed on television.

But here they were, in the flesh. A living, breathing, loving family.

“I think I’m very lucky,” Hannah said.

“You’re right.” He squeezed her waist. “Scared?”

“A little. At least I really like babies.” She glanced at him. “Thanks for being here, Nick. I appreciate it.”

“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

“I bet I can think of a couple of places. How about Hawaii?”

“Nope.”

“Tahiti?”

“I don’t think so.”

She frowned, trying to think of other exotic locations. He wanted to tell her the only place he would rather be was in her bed, loving her. That wasn’t an option.

“How about—”

He dropped a kiss on her mouth to silence her.

“Is that all you two ever do?” a voice asked. Nick looked up and saw Kyle approach. The other man grinned. “It’s five in the morning. Give it a rest.”

Hannah laughed. “Nick can’t help himself. He finds me irresistible.”

“Why not?” Kyle asked. “You’re a Haynes. The opposite sex always finds us irresistible.”

“Gee, I could have used a little of this confidence during my gawky teenage years.”

They entered the room. Nick fell into step beside them. “I’m sure you were stunning,” he said.

“Oh, yeah. Stunningly awkward.”

Kyle sniffed. “Do I smell fresh doughnuts?”

“Here.” Nick handed over the box.

“Look,” Kyle called. “Hannah, Nick and doughnuts.”

Everyone turned toward them. There was a flurry of greetings. The family made quite a crowd. Three brothers and their wives, Austin and Rebecca, Louise and Richard—Nick wondered where the professor had been that he’d known about the early-morning birth—Hannah and himself.

He glanced at Travis, but there was nothing unusual in the other man’s expression. Whatever Travis might think about Nick and his relationship with Hannah, he obviously wasn’t going to discuss it here.

“We’ve got bagels, too,” Elizabeth said and motioned to the white paper bags sitting on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “There’s coffee, fruit, juice. We could open a restaurant.”

Louise came over and gave Hannah a hug, then squeezed Nick’s hand. “A beautiful little girl. Jill’s doing well. She’s sore, but happy.”

“I’m so glad,” Hannah said.

Elizabeth handed them coffee. Kyle circled the room with the box of doughnuts. Hannah was pulled aside to hear the details of the delivery.

“Does everyone have something to drink?” Jordan asked. There were murmurings of assent. He raised his plastic coffee cup. “To Craig and Jill. To the new baby. And to the Haynes legend.”

Nick took a sip of coffee and studied the people in the room. From all that he’d heard, the brothers hadn’t had a happy childhood. Their friend, Austin, had had it worse when he was growing up. They’d all managed to mess up relationships. Travis had been divorced before he’d met and married Elizabeth. Craig’s first wife had left him, even though they had three children together. Three boys. If the legend was true, there had never been any love in that relationship.

So much pain and tragedy. An unfaithful father. A mother who simply disappeared. Yet through it all, they hadn’t lost hope. Somehow, somewhere, they’d discovered the secret. They’d learned how to love and be loved in return.

Nick frowned. He’d never been in love. He’d wanted women, had enjoyed their company, but he’d never met anyone he couldn’t leave behind. He’d never been willing to risk being hurt.

He often told himself that some kinds of fear were healthy. Better to respect an oncoming truck than to step in front of it. He knew his limitations. He knew the price of being wrong. So he hadn’t taken a chance—not even once. And he hadn’t regretted that until now. Until he’d seen what real happiness looked like. Until he’d watched this family and realized the emotional self-sufficiency he’d prided himself on meant spending the rest of his life alone.

What would it be like to stay in one place? To put down roots? To belong? What would it be like to commit to another person forever?

His gaze strayed to Hannah. She was laughing. She hadn’t bothered to pull her hair back in a braid, and the soft waves framed her face. What would it be like to be married to Hannah for real?

* * *

“She’s perfect,” Hannah breathed as she pressed her fingers against the glass protecting the nursery from the outside world.

A nurse stood holding the tightly wrapped infant. The baby slept on, unaware of the adults watching over her. Hannah ached to hold her close and inhale the sweet baby scent of her.

“Six pounds, nine ounces,” Elizabeth said. “Jill is so tiny herself. I know she was terrified of having a ten-pound baby.”

Sandy shuddered. “I know the feeling. It’s this pesky gene pool. The guys are so big.”

“But we give good babies,” Kyle said, slipping his arm around his wife’s shoulders.

“That you do.” Sandy smiled at him.

Louise moved closer. “I think she looks a little like her mother.”

Elizabeth laughed. “That will be a pleasant change. Uhoh, Nick, you’re in trouble. Look.”

Hannah glanced up and saw everyone staring at her. “What?”

“I recognize that expression,” Elizabeth teased. “Be careful, Nick, or soon you’ll be a daddy.”

Hannah felt herself start to flush. She hadn’t thought her feelings were that obvious. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Nick. She didn’t want him to think she was trying to trap him into anything. But Elizabeth was right—she did want a child of her own. A family. Did she have a chance of making that real?

“If what everyone says is true, I guess it wouldn’t be a boy,” Hannah said.

She risked glancing at him. He didn’t look angry or even upset. She couldn’t read the expression on his face, but some of her tension eased away.

“I’m so glad you’re here to experience this with us,” Louise said and pulled her close for a hug. “You, too, Nick.” She drew him into the circle.

One by one, the brothers and their wives joined in.

“Group hug,” Kyle joked. “Just like in the movies.”

Hannah felt as if she was in a movie, or maybe a dream. Her heart swelled with emotions she didn’t dare identify. It was as if the protective shell she’d built around herself had started to crumble. She would have thought that would frighten her, but instead of fear, she felt renewed.

They separated and began talking. She saw Nick in conversation with Richard, Louise’s beau. Her pretend husband was as tall and good-looking as any of her brothers. Feelings continued to burn hot inside of her. Was it love?

How could that be? she asked herself. Love Nick Archer? Had she handed over her heart? He was nothing she wanted in a man. She drew in a deep breath. He was everything she wanted in a man. Kind, gentle, smart, funny, sexy. He made her heart race and her knees buckle. He made her believe in possibilities.

Her gaze shifted and she saw Travis watching her. Her happiness faded slightly. She’d lied to her family. Not just once, when she’d first shown up, but every day. Even now, in this hospital waiting room, she lived a lie. She wanted to say it was because of Nick. She wanted to be able to blame him, but she couldn’t. She was the one at fault. She had chosen to keep the truth from Travis and everyone else. She and Nick had no future together. But reality didn’t stop her from wanting one.

Craig appeared in the doorway. He spotted Hannah and walked over. “You guys came.”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t we?” She smiled. “How’s Jill doing?”

“Great. Why don’t you come and say hi?” He motioned for Nick to join them, then led the way down the hall.

Jill was sitting up in her bed. She was pale, her short hair framing her pixie face. She waved as they came in the door. “Thanks for coming. Have you seen the baby?”

Hannah walked over to the bed and took her hand. “Yes. She’s amazing. So perfect and pretty.”

Nick moved to the other side of the bed, leaned over and kissed Jill’s cheek. “Thank God she looks like you and not her father.”

“Hey.” Craig grinned. “We’re a good-looking bunch. I know you believe that. You married a Haynes.”

Nick glanced at Hannah. “I didn’t have a choice. She stole my heart when I wasn’t looking.”

“Oh, don’t,” Jill said and reached for the box of tissues on the table beside her bed. “I’m still fighting my hormones. It won’t take much to get me to cry.”

Hannah pulled up a chair. “How are you feeling?”

“Tender, but happy.” Jill sniffed, then smiled. “Labor is the pits. Craig was with me. He kept promising it hurt him just as much to watch me as it did for me to go through the whole process.”

“I doubt that,” Hannah said.

“That’s what I told him at the time.” She sighed. “It’s worth it, though. She’s wonderful. And a girl. Just like Jordan said.”

Craig moved to the foot of the bed. “I wonder how it will apply to you, Hannah. You’re a Haynes, but female. What do you think?” he asked his wife.

Jill shrugged. “I’m not sure I even believe the legend, but so far it’s working. You’ll have to go ahead and get pregnant, Hannah. We’re all going to be curious.”

“What do you think about that, Nick?” Craig asked.

“I think we need to practice making babies a little more before we consider having one,” he said lightly.

There was a knock at the door. Kyle and Sandy stepped in. “Are you up to more visitors?” Sandy asked.

“Sure,” Jill said.

Hannah backed away from the bed, as did Nick. She watched him. He’d become a part of her family more easily than she had. As if he belonged. Travis and Elizabeth entered the room, then Rebecca and Austin. Nick left and she followed.

In the hallway, her throat tightened unexpectedly and her eyes filled with tears. Nick touched her face.

“Those hormones must be contagious,” he murmured.

She nodded, unable to speak. When he pulled her close, she went willingly, never stopping to question why it felt so right to be in his arms.

* * *

“Have they already released Jill and the baby?” Hannah asked.

“This morning.” Louise moved to the stove in Holly and Jordan’s kitchen and stirred the simmering pot. “Usually I stay with the wives for a couple of weeks after they’re released. Just to give them a break from taking care of the house.” Louise grinned. “Not that being with a newborn is any kind of hardship for me.” Her silver cowboy boot earrings glittered in the afternoon light.

“But Craig and Jill don’t live in Glenwood,” she continued. “So Rebecca is going to stay for a few days, then Elizabeth. I’ll head up when you and Nick go back to Southport Beach.”

Hannah nodded. When she’d first arrived, the two weeks had stretched before her, feeling seemingly endless. Now she had six days left. Six short days before she had to return to her real world.

“Karen seems like a good baby,” she said.

“I know.” Louise adjusted the burner, turning down the flame. “Jill’s going to have her hands full, what with a newborn and the three boys Craig has from his previous marriage.”

A timer went off. Hannah grabbed the pot holders, then walked to the oven and pulled out the bubbling casserole. “She’s going to have enough food for several weeks at least. How many dishes are you sending with them?”

“Five, counting this one.” She tapped the pot. “I’m not sure how long they’re going to last, though. You haven’t seen those three boys eat.”

“Does it bother you to be around all these children?”

Louise put down the stirring spoon and moved to the kitchen table. She sat down. “You’d think it would, but it really doesn’t. I enjoy being with everyone’s kids, especially the babies. Sometimes I think about what I gave up.”

Hannah joined her at the table. She cupped her hands around her mug of coffee. “Did you see me after I was born?”

“Just for a minute. They wouldn’t let me hold you. I wanted to, of course.” Her blue eyes darkened with the memories. “I think they’re afraid the young mothers will bond with their children. Maybe they’re right. But I can’t imagine I could have missed you any more than I did.”

“You never had other children?”

“No.” Louise shrugged. “I was married for a while. It was a mistake. I think I was looking for someone to fill that empty space inside of me. After a while, I figured out I had to find a way to fill it myself. So we got a divorce. It was friendly enough, I suppose. Then I had Alfred in my life.”

“A boyfriend?”

“A basset hound.”

Hannah was sipping her coffee when Louise answered and she nearly choked. “A dog?”

Louise smiled. “We were very close. Alfred passed away a couple of years ago. I still miss him.”

“At least you found Richard to take his place.”

“Oh, Richard is a little more company than a dog.”

“But is he as well trained?”

They laughed together. Louise leaned back in her chair.

“I didn’t like Richard at first. I thought he was pompous. Then I realized he was actually very shy. I’m just not sure about the age difference.”

“If it were reversed, no one would think anything about it,” Hannah said. “If you two are happy, why does it matter?”

“That’s what I keep telling myself. But I have to decide if I believe it or not.” She straightened her mouth. “I was very much in love with your father, Hannah. I knew it was wrong. I knew we could never be together. I’ve spent the past twenty-eight years regretting what I did to his family. Earl deserved what he had coming, but his wife didn’t, nor did the boys.”

“Do you think he loved you?”

“I don’t know. He says he did. According to Jordan, the fact that you’re female is proof.”

“Do you believe that story?”

“I want to say I don’t, but there have been a lot of girls born lately, and this after so many generations of boys.”

Hannah stared out the window. The garden was bright with flowers. “I don’t know what to do about him. Sometimes I think I should get in touch with him and tell him who I am. Other times, I can’t face the thought of his rejecting me.”

Louise touched her hand. “I can’t promise he’ll welcome you with open arms. I don’t pretend to understand Earl. But when you’re ready to talk to him, I’ll do anything I can to help. I’ll even call him first, if you’d like.”

“Thank you.”

Hannah was touched by the offer. It would be difficult for Louise to speak to her old lover after all these years. Confessing to a full-grown child wouldn’t be easy, either.

She smiled. “I’m glad you wrote me.”

“I’m glad you came to visit.” Louise reached over and squeezed her fingers. “I’d like us to stay in touch.”

“Of course. I was hoping you would come down and stay with me.”

“I’d like that. I’m sure you and Nick have a wonderful place together.”

Hannah stiffened. She’d forgotten it was all just pretend. Maybe it was time to tell the truth.

“Louise, I have something to tell—”

A sharp ring cut through the room. Louise stretched out her arm and snagged the phone from the wall.

“Haynes residence.” She listened for a moment, then smiled. “I’m glad you made it safely. Yes, tell Craig I’ve already made two batches of his favorite kind of chicken. And tuna casserole for the boys. Uh-huh.” She covered the mouthpiece. “It’s Jill. They made it home safely.”

“Tell her hi from me.”

Louise nodded. “Is she sleeping? Good. Are you sleeping?” She laughed. “Rebecca will take care of you, but I’m afraid you’re just going to have to wait the pain out. Try taking a warm bath. Oh, Hannah’s here, she says hi.” Louise listened, then held out the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

Hannah stood up and walked around the table. Louise moved to the stove to check on the stew.

“Hi,” Hannah said. “How are you feeling?”

Jill laughed. “Actually, pretty good. The breast-feeding is strange. I feel like a twenty-four-hour convenience store.”

“Sounds like fun. How’s the baby?”

“Little Karen is doing great. I’m in her room right now and I want to thank you for the lamp. It goes perfectly and it’s just…” She sniffed. “Oh, here I go again. Crying my eyes out. I can’t stand being this weepy.”

“It’s okay. I understand.”

“What are you guys doing?”

“I’m cooking with my mom. We’re making sure you have plenty to eat.”

Jill sighed. “This is the best family, Hannah. No one has ever taken care of me like these people. I love them all. They’re so w-wonderful. I can’t believe I’m doing this again.” Tears thickened her voice. “I’d better go. I’m a wreck. But thanks for the lamp. It’s terrific. And come see me before you leave, okay?”

“I will. Take care.” Hannah hung up the phone. She was feeling a little teary-eyed herself. “Jill’s a sweetie,” she said as she turned toward the stove. She stopped, shocked to see Louise wiping away a tear. “Nick’s right,” she said. “Hormones are contagious.”

“It’s not that,” Louise said. “I’m being silly, I know, but when you said you were cooking with your mom, I realized that’s me. You called me Mom.” She waved her hand in the air. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I understand your adoptive mother will always be your real mother. But it was nice.”

Hannah had to swallow before speaking. “I’d like to call you Mom. I didn’t know if you’d want me to.”

“Of course I do.” She moved to Hannah and gave her a hug. “You’re my daughter and I love you.”

“I love you, too, Mom.”

Hannah squeezed her eyes shut. A mix of emotions flooded her. Sweet, sweet affection tempered by the bitter taste of guilt. She still had to tell her mother the truth about Nick. Just not right now. It would spoil a very special moment.

Besides, the longer she put it off, the longer he would stay.

* * *

Nick looked up when the front door opened. Hannah stepped into the room. She gave him a bright smile, but he saw the evidence of tears.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, springing to his feet. “What happened?”

“Nothing. Louise and I…” She wiped her face. “We said that we loved each other and I called her Mom. It was very emotional. I guess you had to be there.”

Panic retreated. He squeezed her shoulder. “Way to go, kid. Soon you’ll have normal relationships, just like everyone else.”

“Don’t hold your breath. I doubt I’ll ever be very close to normal, but I’m trying.” She walked into the kitchen and pulled a soda out of the refrigerator. “Poor Nick. You didn’t expect this when you agreed to help out for a weekend.”

“It’s not so bad.” He leaned against the entrance to the kitchen. “I never thought I’d see big, bad Hannah Pace in tears because she told her mother she loved her.”

“No one will believe you, so don’t even think about spreading rumors.”

He grinned. “You’re right. Everyone thinks you’re so tough.”

Since the night they’d almost made love and he’d admitted how much he liked seeing her hair loose, she’d worn it down. Now the silky brown strands cascaded to the middle of her back. He wanted to bury his fingers in her hair, kiss her until they both forgot to breathe and make love with her. Instead, he shoved his hands in his pockets.

Whatever happened or didn’t happen between them, when she thought of this time, she would remember him. He’d been a part of something good in her life.

She set the soda on the counter. “I’m not tough, though. How come you figured that one out?”

“I know your secrets.”

She stared at him. “Why did you bother? There had to be other, more willing women around.”

This conversation had moved a little too close to dangerous territory. He wasn’t ready to answer that kind of question. “You were impossible not to tease,” he said lightly.

She didn’t smile. She took a step toward him. “A conscious act of seduction, Nick Archer. Why me?”

Because the moment he’d met her, he’d known instinctively she was hiding because she was afraid. The more he got to know her and saw the sweet person inside, the more he wanted her. He teased her and toyed with her because she wouldn’t have accepted anything else. A serious pursuit would have sent her running in the opposite direction.

“I have this thing for big brown eyes.”

“Good. I have this thing for big blue eyes.” She took another step toward him. They were inches apart. “And blond hair. And strength. And guys with great butts.”

He glanced over his shoulder. “You think I have a great butt?”

“Yeah.”

He saw it in her eyes. The desire he could handle. Everything else scared him to death. His chest tightened as need warred with common sense. They couldn’t do this. It would be a big mistake. What if she couldn’t walk away when it was over? What if he couldn’t?

But his body didn’t cooperate. Need filled him, making it difficult to think. He tried to remind himself that everything about this relationship—including the so-called relationship itself—was a lie.

But his feelings were real, and that fact scared him to death.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said, his voice low and gruff.

“I can’t help it.”

“It would be a mistake to get involved.”

“We already are.”

“I’m not.”

She placed her hand on his chest. “Liar.”

“Dammit, Hannah, I can’t do this.”

She didn’t move. She continued to study his face, her sexy mouth curved up in a slight smile.

“You’ve got fifteen seconds to get out of here or I won’t be responsible for my actions,” he growled.

“I’m shaking,” she said. “But it’s not from fear.”

He swore, grabbed her upper arms and hauled her against him. “Why the hell can’t I resist you?” he asked.

“Because I don’t want you to. Because—”

She never got the rest of it out. He silenced her with a kiss.


Chapter Thirteen

Hannah had been terrified. She’d never deliberately tried to seduce a man before. What if she’d been making a horrible mistake? What if he really didn’t want her?

But at the first brush of his mouth against hers, she knew her fears were unfounded. He wanted her. He needed her. He trembled with desire.

His lips were warm, his kiss hot and hungry. Before, he had been gentle, almost tentative in his caress. This time, he devoured her, tracing her mouth with his tongue, then plunging inside. Their actions mimicked the act of love to follow. She clung to him, wanting to experience everything with him. Despite the lies, despite who and what he was, she trusted him. Perhaps more than she’d ever trusted anyone in her life.

He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and waist, pulling her closer. Her breasts flattened against his chest. He was strong and hard to her soft curves. Their legs brushed, the erotic sound of jeans against jeans filling the quiet.

She rested her hands on his shoulders, then moved them higher to his blond hair. The sleek, silky strands teased her fingertips. He angled his head and kissed her deeper. His tongue circled hers, sending liquid delight pouring through her body. Her thighs were on fire, as if she’d just run ten miles. Her arms were weak, her stomach tight with anticipation.

He broke the kiss. “I’ve got to get control,” he muttered, his breathing harsh.

She stared at his handsome face, at the strong cheekbones, the vivid blue eyes, darker now as his pupils dilated with passion.

“Are you that close to being out of control?” she asked.

“You have no idea.”

The concept pleased her. She still didn’t understand why Nick was doing all this. Why he had come with her, why he was helping her, why he cared even a little. But she was glad. It was only for a short time and it was only pretend, but it was more than she’d ever had in her life.

Wanting to be sure he really was a man on the edge, she drew one hand over his shoulder and down his chest. His muscles rippled visibly, and when she reached the waistband of his jeans, he flinched, then swore.

Pure, perfect power filled her. She’d never been sure about her femininity. She was too tall, too physically strong, too determined and stubborn to be what she considered a typical female. Men either ignored her or tried to show her how macho they were. Nick seemed willing to accept her for who she was.

“You’re going to make me cry again,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because you really want me.”

He brushed his thumb lightly over her mouth. “What the hell do you think all this has been about?”

“I don’t know. I could never decide what you were thinking.”

He drew her close and kissed her neck, then raised his head and drew her earlobe into his mouth. He sucked, then bit down gently on the tender skin. “Now do you know?” he asked.

“I’m starting to figure it out.”

“Good.”

He took both her hands in his and lifted them to his mouth. After kissing her knuckles, he backed out of the kitchen, still kissing her fingers. She barely noticed as they passed through the living room and into the bedroom.

He turned her hands palms up and brushed his thumbs over the sensitive skin. When the tingling shot up to her elbows, he bent his head and pressed his mouth to the base of her right thumb. He nibbled the fleshy spot, rose slightly and blew on the damp spot. She shivered in response.

He moved his mouth to her wrist and kissed the pulse point, went higher still to the sweet spot at the bend of her elbow.

Her breasts swelled, her knees shook. He held her other hand and touched his mouth to her arm. She could have easily stepped away. She could have stopped him, or demanded more, or any number of things. Yet he held her immobile with sensual magic.

No one had ever made love to her like this. While Shawn hadn’t been the first man in her life, he’d only been the second. She hadn’t been involved with anyone else since. She understood the workings of her body; she had found pleasure from time to time. The pattern was simple. Kissing, breast fondling, then “the act.” No one had ever made her breathless simply by pressing his lips to her arm.

Nick raised his head and moved higher, nuzzling her neck, moving along her shoulder, then slipping down her other arm. He’d continued to circle her palm with his thumb, causing the small area of skin to heat and become sensitized. When he touched his tongue to the spot, she wanted to cry out. Her head arched back and every muscle in her body tightened with need. Her breathing came in short, rapid pants.

She wanted to grab him and demand that he get on with it. She couldn’t take much more of this. She wanted to beg him never to stop.

He straightened and stared into her eyes. “Sweet Hannah.”

Then he buried his fingers in her hair. She closed her eyes and absorbed the sensation. He tugged on the strands, drawing her head back. She went with the movement, arching her torso upward.

Sharp, exquisite fire cut through her right breast. She gasped and looked down. He held her erect nipple in his teeth. The layers of her shirt and bra, not to mention his gentleness, protected her from anything close to pain. Hot breath added to the sensation. She began to shake.

She grasped his shoulders, as much to hold on as to hold him in place. He moved his teeth back and forth, withdrew and repeated the procedure on the other breast.

His hands moved down her back, urging her to offer herself to him. She arched forward, needing more, wondering how it was possible to be so aroused and still have on all her clothing.

As if he’d read her mind, he slipped his hands lower to her waist, then moved them around to the front. He unfastened the button on her jeans and drew the zipper down. He tugged the jeans over her hips. She parted her legs slightly to help.

He abandoned her breasts and she nearly cried out in frustration. He knelt in front of her and pulled her jeans to her ankles, then pushed up her T-shirt and pressed his mouth to her belly.

The feel of his damp mouth on bare skin was her first indication that her panties had been removed with her jeans. She vaguely thought about protesting, but accepted that it was foolish at this point. Then he dipped his tongue into her belly button and she didn’t really care what he did.

Between her legs, need pulsed in time with her heartbeat. She could feel the heat there, the desire making her body swell in anticipation. She couldn’t focus on a single rational thought. All that mattered was what she felt, what he was doing to her and where they would soon go together.

He cupped her bare derriere and squeezed. She grabbed his shoulders to hold on, then moved one hand to stroke his head. He urged her legs apart. She tried to comply, but the jeans around her ankles restricted her. She was trapped and at his mercy. She prayed her surrender would be as wonderful as she imagined.

He kissed the skin below her belly button, nipped oh so gently on the protective folds around her femininity, then drew them open and pressed his tongue to her center.

She was unprepared for the sensual assault, for the fire that ripped through her. She nearly lost her balance as her knees buckled. He chuckled softly, his warm breath puffing against her private places.

She tightened her hold on his shoulders. He was the only stable part of a world that had started to spin.

Back and forth he flicked against her. Teasing, wet, sweet. She caught the rhythm of his caresses. Her muscles tensed, then relaxed in counterpoint to his attentions.

She couldn’t move away or closer, she couldn’t control her reactions, she couldn’t do anything but stand there and let him please her.

And please her he did. With a steady stroking that made her want to scream. Every part of her quivered. She needed more. She whimpered and held on to him tighter. Her hips tilted toward him, toward the magic, the promise of release.

Then, when she felt she couldn’t stand it another second, when her legs really were about to give out and she didn’t have the strength to breathe, he pressed his lips to her secret flesh and sucked on that tiny spot.

Pleasure exploded instantly. She had no idea what she did or what he did. The world could have ended. It didn’t matter. Light poured through her, liquid and hot. Every muscle convulsed in a seemingly endless release of complete perfection.

When she regained conscious thought, she found herself sitting on the edge of the bed. Nick knelt at her feet, his hands on her thighs.

“I…” She paused, not sure there were words to express what she was feeling. She leaned toward him and cupped his face in her hands. “How did you do that?”

He raised one eyebrow and grinned. “Trade secret.”

She kissed him. “Amazing.”

He reached for her foot and untied her athletic shoe, then repeated the procedure and removed her socks. Her jeans and panties slipped over her ankles and she kicked them off. Before she could pull her shirt over her head, he took her hands in his.

“Did you bring any protection?” he asked.

He’d just touched her in the most intimate way possible, so why was she blushing after the fact? It was the question, of course. Protection. She shook her head.

He squeezed her fingers. “I’ll be right back.”

He left the room. She stared after him. He hadn’t tried to avoid the issue or convince her a condom wasn’t necessary. He might be a con artist in his business life, but he conducted the rest of his affairs like a gentleman.

She pulled her T-shirt over her head and reached for the back closure on her bra.

“Wait!” he called as he stepped back into the room. “I want to do that.”

“Why?”

He tossed a small box of condoms on the nightstand. “Taking off your clothes is the best part.”

She grinned. “If you really think that, you’ve been doing it wrong.”

“Nearly the best part.”

As he kissed her, he reached around her and unfastened the bra. As it slipped down her arms, he moved onto the bed and settled himself behind her, her rear pressed up against his groin. She could feel his arousal though his jeans and his broad strength against her back.

He pushed her hair over one shoulder and dropped kisses on the other. Large, tanned hands rested on her midsection. She didn’t get out much and her skin was pale. The vision of obviously male fingers touching her paleness, resting close to the dark hair at the apex of her thighs, aroused her.

He moved his hands higher and cupped her breasts. He held her gently, carefully, stroking the soft skin with his fingers. Around and around, sneaking nearer but never touching her taut nipples.

She decided to do some torturing of her own and rubbed her palms against his rock-hard thighs. He retaliated and finally brushed his thumbs against her nipples. She felt the contact all the way down to her toes. He did it again, then again, until the fire returned and all she could think about was how much she wanted him.

He moved his hand down her belly and touched his little finger to that secret place. She jumped.

“No,” she cried and turned on the bed. “You’re taking off your clothes, too.”

He leaned back on his elbows and grinned. “I wouldn’t have expected you to be pushy in bed. I’m pleasantly surprised.”

“It’s only fair.”

“You’re right.” He straightened and pulled off his T-shirt. It went sailing across the room.

He was broad and muscled, tanned skin covered with gold hair. She pushed him onto his back and pressed a kiss in the center of his chest. He smelled masculine and tasted of temptation. She ran her palms up and down the hard ridges of his belly, savoring the strength and the way her touch made him jump.

She kissed a line from the center of his chest to his right shoulder, then bit down.

He groaned and tangled his hands in her hair. “You’re even more beautiful than I thought. Kiss me.”

She brought her mouth to his. Their tongues mated. She slipped her hand down his belly, over his jeans, then cupped his arousal. He was large, hard and pulsing. Between her legs, heat exploded. She wanted him there, claiming her.

He broke the kiss. “I wish you wanted this as much as I did.”

“I do,” she said, then smiled. “Trust me. I want you.”

“But you haven’t been dreaming about it.”

She thought about the nights she’d lain awake listening for sounds from the living room, wondering what he slept in and if he ever thought of her. “It’s crossed my mind a time or two.”

He didn’t look convinced.

She leaned closer, letting her bare breasts stroke his chest. “You sometimes wear a black suit. There’s something about the cut. I can’t explain it, but when you take off the jacket and throw it over your shoulder, my knees get weak.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I’m not kidding. You wear this white shirt and your shoulders are about a mile wide. I always watch you walk away from me when you wear that suit. The trousers really show off your butt. It should be illegal.”

She felt wicked confessing these secrets, but the desire flaring in his eyes made it all worthwhile. He reached down and unfastened his jeans. She grabbed them and pulled them off. His erection sprang free. Without thinking, she reached for him, holding him gently and stroking the hard length of him.

“You’ve turned me on a time or two yourself,” he said, his voice strained as he tried to maintain control while she touched him.

She laughed. “Like when?”

“Oh, just by breathing. You ever notice how I usually knock something to the floor when I sit at your desk?”

“Yes.”

“I want to see you bend over and get it. You do your hair so the back of your neck is bare. I always think about kissing you there and I—”

She rubbed her fingers lightly over the sensitive tip of his arousal. He gasped sharply, then groaned.

Their eyes met. She knew in her heart she was making a huge mistake. Once she gave Nick her body, there was no going back. In time, she would be forced to pay for these few moments of exquisite pleasure. And yet, when she thought about what would happen in the future, she couldn’t regret what she was about to do.

“Love me,” she whispered and knew she meant more than just the physical fact of their joining.

He hastened to use the protection. When she was about to roll off him, he urged her to straddle his hips and lower herself onto him.

He filled her completely. His hands clasped her hips, urging her to ride him like some reckless, untamed creature. The heat in his gaze gave her courage and she moved up and down in a sensual rhythm designed to force them both into madness.

For once in her life, she was proud to be strong and tall. Her thigh muscles tightened with each thrust, allowing her to move faster without tiring. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders; her breasts bounced. She knew she looked like a wild woman and she didn’t care.

When the need spiraled inside her, she surged toward it. When he reached a hand between her thighs and found her most sensitive place, she whispered for him to touch her. When she felt him collect himself, then hold back, waiting for her, she stared at his face, at the taut lines and muscles.

Without words, he begged her to find her release. She stopped, suspended by a connection so strong that nothing could sever it. His fingers danced over her center, moving gently on slick flesh. She saw the promise, closed her eyes and abandoned herself to her fate. His fingers moved in counterpoint to the thrusting. For the second time, she found paradise in his touch.

While she fought for breath and spasms of pleasure rippled through her, he stiffened and called out her name. Her body clenched tightly, bringing him the same release she had known.

* * *

When they’d caught their breath, she slid off him and settled next to him on the bed. Aftershocks swept through him, making a leg tremble, an arm jerk. Nick settled her head on his shoulder and stroked her hair. Her breasts nestled against his side; her knee rode his thigh.

“Amazing,” he said, knowing he’d expected good and instead been blown away.

“I agree.”

He wondered if she had any regrets. She didn’t act like it. Maybe they would show up later. Maybe he should quit borrowing trouble and just enjoy the moment.

“To think I wasted a year resisting you,” she said. “We could have been doing this all along.”

The thought of it made him want to make love to her again. It also terrified him. “Hey, I said you were pretty. I never said you were bright.” She pinched the lean skin around his waist and he twisted away. “Okay, okay, you’re pretty and bright. Happy?”

She sighed. “Very.”

He continued to stroke her hair, playing with the strands, twisting them around his fingers, then releasing them. “So how long have you had a thing for my butt?” he asked, remembering her earlier confession.

She turned toward him, resting her chin on his shoulder. “Since the first day I watched you walk away.”

He winked. “I suspected that.”

“Really?”

He kissed her forehead. “No, not really. You were very circumspect. I bet you thought I was a life-form slightly lower than a cockroach.”

“Sometimes I did,” she admitted. “At first I thought you were coming on to all the female officers. Then I figured out it was only me. I just never knew why.”

They were treading very close to dangerous territory. As he often had with her before, he decided the truth would be the easiest answer.

“I liked you.”

She studied him for a long time. “As simple as that?”

“Why make it complicated?”

“I don’t think many people have liked me. I’m not sure I’m a likable person.”

“Trust me, you have some wonderful qualities.” He stroked the side of her breast.

She snuggled closer and relaxed her head. Silence filled the room. He stared at the ceiling and tried to convince himself he hadn’t made a huge mistake. Even as he fought the panic at the back of his mind, he told himself he didn’t actually feel emotionally connected to Hannah. They hadn’t done more than make love. Okay, so maybe they’d become lovers, which was a little more, but it wasn’t a permanent affiliation. When their time was up, he would walk away. As planned.

Lies and truth. Always lies and truth. If he walked he would be leaving a part of himself right here. He belonged in Hannah’s arms. He felt it as surely as he felt the effects of gravity.

Belonging. Caring. Were they love?

Hell of a statement on his life. He was thirty-four years old and he didn’t know what it meant to be in love. He couldn’t define it and probably wouldn’t recognize it if it came up and bit him.

He was sure of one thing. He didn’t want to leave her. Make that two things. When their time together was up, he was out of here.

Better for both of them. He couldn’t be what she wanted. He didn’t know how. So he would walk away with nothing but the memory of how it could have been.

* * *

Hannah had finally grown used to dining with a large group of people. She realized she’d been truly accepted when one of the children pointed to the icing she’d left on her plate and asked if she was going to finish it.

Hannah laughed. “Help yourself,” she said, passing the plate.

The routine was familiar. The children set the table, the women cooked and served, the men cleaned up. Once the bulk of the dishes were done, everyone came back to the table and ate dessert.

Tonight they were at Jordan’s house. Holly led the way into the living room, where the adults settled in on the sofas. The children raced upstairs to play games.

Sandy flopped into a wing chair. “Can I leave my four with you, Holly? You could practice being a mother and give me the night off.”

“Sure. I’d love it.”

“Ha. That’s because they’d be on their best behavior for you.” Sandy shook her head. “I hate the last few weeks of school. The kids are getting excited about the summer holidays and having trouble concentrating on their classes. And I get to think about all that time at home with nothing for them to do but say ‘We’re bored. What can we do?”’

Holly looked at her. “Surely it’s not that bad.”

Elizabeth laughed. “It’s worse.”

As the conversation flowed around the room, Hannah was aware that Nick was still in the kitchen helping Louise with the dessert plates. Just thinking about him brought a smile to her lips. Had everyone been able to tell that they’d made love that afternoon? She’d felt sure her happiness was showing on her face. She hadn’t been able to stop smiling all evening.

After she’d napped for about an hour, she awakened to find Nick nibbling his way up from her ankles. When he’d shown her that the first two times hadn’t been a fluke, she’d gotten her own back by torturing him the same way. She’d never done that to a man before, had never taken him in her mouth and pleasured him. When she’d confessed her inadequacies, he’d told her he wouldn’t mind being her first. She’d felt awkward in the beginning, then had relished the thrill of power as she’d driven him mad and led him to ecstasy.

So much had changed in only a few days. Nick had become a part of her life. How could she have survived without him?

The need to see him was too intense. She rose to her feet and headed for the kitchen. The door was partway open. She was about to enter when she heard Louise mention her name.

“Have you and Hannah given any thought to moving up here?” Louise laughed. “I know, I know. I’m being the cliche´ of a pushy mother-in-law. You both have careers. But it would be lovely to have you close by. There’s plenty of family.”

“Hannah could always go to work for her brothers,” he said. “I’m not sure what I’d do.”

Hannah felt as if she’d been stabbed. The lies continued. She could move if there was a job opening. But Nick wouldn’t be coming with her. Their marriage was a sham. Worse, he was involved in criminal activities.

“Day care,” Louise said. “The way this family has babies, you’d have clients for life.”

“Maybe. There is something I’ve always wanted to do.”

“What?”

He hesitated. Hannah moved closer to the partially open door. She could see Nick’s back and part of his profile. Louise was at the sink and out of view.

“You’ll laugh,” he said.

“I won’t. I swear.”

Hannah cringed. What was he going to say?

“I’ve always wanted a bed-and-breakfast inn. You know, one of those old restored houses. Sort of like this one. Very upscale, very comfortable.”

“I think it’s a wonderful idea. There are plenty of houses like that around here. I’ll tell you what. You run the bed-and-breakfast and I’ll take care of the kitchen. We’ll go into business together.”

“Sounds like a great idea.”

“Hannah can work for Travis. There. It’s all settled.”

Hannah bit her lower lip. It was a wonderful dream. If only it could come true.

“Louise, there’s something I have to tell you about Hannah,” Nick said.

Hannah held her breath, wondering what he would say.

“What is it? You sound serious.”

“I am. She’s a wonderful woman. I know you think you’ve already learned that about her, but there’s more. She can be prickly on the outside. If she gets scared or threatened, she holds herself apart and is distant. Just when she needs a good hug, she takes off running.”

“Instead of risking the pain of rejection,” Louise said softly.

“Exactly. It comes from how she grew up. Hannah didn’t have a lot of love in her life and she’s not sure she believes in it. Of course, that’s just for herself. She believes in it for others.”

Hannah blinked several times before she realized she was holding back tears.

“She volunteers at the county hospital,” he continued. “She goes in a couple of times a week and cuddles babies. The abandoned ones. Those born addicted to drugs, or AIDS babies. She loves them all when no one else will bother.”

The tears fell and she was too stunned to brush them away. How did he know?

“You won’t find anyone more kindhearted than your daughter. But she’s put a wall between herself and the world. You’re going to have to break that down. Whatever happens, no matter how long it takes, don’t give up on her.”

Hannah heard a dish thunking as it hit the bottom of the sink. “Dammit, Nick, you’ve made me cry and my mascara is running.” Louise sniffed. “I know she’s a wonderful woman.”

“Yes, she is. Don’t let her resist you.”

“Why are you telling me this? It sounds like you’re not expecting to be here when this happens.”

Hannah had to clamp her lips together to keep from crying out. Nick was doing this for her because he wasn’t going to be around.

“I’ll be here. I just wanted you to know the truth about her.”

Hannah took a step back, determined to get away before they caught her listening.

“She’s lucky to have you,” Louise said.

Hannah turned in the hall and ducked into the small guest bathroom tucked under the stairs. Her mother was right. She was lucky to have Nick in her life.

She stared at her reflection in the mirror above the sink. Tears rolled down her cheeks. How had he known? Who’d told him her secrets?

She didn’t have any answers.

She continued to cry softly. For the truth he spoke, for the kindness in his words and for the realization that he’d been wrong about one thing. There was no wall. He’d already torn that down. She hadn’t even noticed while it was happening.

There was nothing to hide behind. No escape from the knowledge that whoever he might be, whatever he might have done in the past, whatever he might yet do—she loved him.


Chapter Fourteen

Nick walked into the kitchen and poured a glass of water he didn’t really want. As he stood there sipping it, he told himself he was acting like a fool. Or worse. He felt as nervous as a kid on his first date.

He and Hannah had become lovers that afternoon. He’d touched her and tasted her and taken them both to paradise. What happened now?

Had their time together been a one-shot deal? Had it meant anything to her? He placed the glass on the counter and closed his eyes. He wasn’t being fair. Although he wanted their lovemaking to mean everything to her, he wasn’t willing to make the same kind of statement himself. He didn’t want to take the risk.

Even as he told himself it was a bad idea, even as he warned himself she could easily blow him out of the water, even as he prepared himself to fail, he turned and started for the bedroom.

He paused in the doorway. She sat on the edge of the bed staring at her hands.

“Hannah?”

She raised her head and looked at him. Her long, dark hair hung loosely around her face and shoulders. Her mouth twisted slightly and there were questions in her eyes.

His heart sank. She was having second thoughts. More than that, she didn’t want him and didn’t know how to tell him. He wasn’t even aware he’d been anticipating being with her until disappointment flooded him. It was all he could do to keep from groaning aloud.

“I overheard you talking to Louise,” she said softly. “You never told me.”

He tried to remember what he’d said to her mother. “You mean about the bed-and-breakfast?”

“Yes, but that’s not what I mean. How did you know about my work at the hospital?”

He leaned against the door frame and folded his arms over his chest. “A friend had a sick kid a few months ago. I went to visit and I saw you getting off another elevator on the same floor.” He shrugged, feeling faintly self-conscious. “I couldn’t imagine what you were doing there, so I asked a nurse. She told me.”

She nodded. “That makes sense. I didn’t understand how you’d know unless you’d followed me, but that’s not really your style. You don’t sneak around in the dark. You come out and say who and what you are.”

Ouch. She might be paying him a compliment, but it stung like the lash of a whip. He was hiding in the dark—hiding who he really was. In the process, he was forcing her to question her beliefs. He had no right…and no choice.

She laced her fingers tightly together and continued to stare at him. “How did you know about the other thing? About the…wall?”

He wanted to go to her and hold her close. He wanted to promise he would always be there for her, protecting her from the world. Yet the person he most had to protect her from was himself.

“It’s not difficult to see that you’re holding yourself back from the world, Hannah. You want to belong, but you’re afraid of being hurt. Everyone does it. I saw it in you because you’re so strong in other ways. It’s your only weak spot.”

“I think you saw it because you were looking.”

She had him there. He fought against flinching. “That, too.”

“Do you really think I have a big heart?”

“Absolutely.”

Maybe too big. He hoped she wasn’t thinking of opening it to him. God help them both if she did.

She opened her mouth, then closed it. After drawing in a deep breath, she said, “Are you planning on spending the night with me?”

Pure honesty. She had ten times his courage. “I want to. It’s your decision.”

She stood up and pulled her shirt out of her jeans.

He was at her side in an instant. He lifted his hands and gently cupped her cheeks. “I don’t deserve you. Whatever happens between us, please know that I care about you as much as I’ve ever cared about anyone. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Her gaze was steady. She nodded slightly. “But you will.”

It was as inevitable as the tide. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

She pressed her mouth to his, perhaps to accept the apology, perhaps to silence him.

As they touched each other and began the life-changing journey, she murmured his name and begged him to love her. He told himself she meant with his body, but in his heart he knew the truth. She meant true love, the kind that reached in and filled the soul.

She asked for the one thing he was too terrified to give.

* * *

Time was not her friend.

Hannah strode back and forth in the gatehouse living room and wished she could slow it or turn it back a few days. Her deal with Nick was nearly over and there was nothing she could do to change that.

She told herself she should be grateful. The sooner he was out of her life, the sooner she could get on with being over him. It was going to take a long time, so she needed to start the process as soon as possible.

She sank onto the sofa and covered her face with her hands. Whom was she kidding? She was never going to be over him. She loved him. Even though he broke the law. Even though their time together was a lie. The pain of not knowing what to do tore her apart, yet she couldn’t turn her back on him.

She heard a car approach and raced to the window. It wasn’t Nick. He’d gone out earlier with Louise. There was an old Victorian house for sale and she’d wanted him to see it. He’d agreed, keeping alive the fantasy that he and Hannah were married and that they might really have a chance at happiness together.

She frowned as her four half brothers got out of the car and approached the gatehouse. None of them looked happy. Her stomach tightened uncomfortably as she went to answer the front door.

“Hi,” she said, staring at the four men.

They nodded and muttered greetings, then came in when she held open the door.

They filled the living room. Four tall, handsome, dark-haired men who looked unhappy and vaguely uncomfortable. The knot in her belly grew and she already knew what they wanted to talk to her about. Nick. Somehow, they’d learned the truth.

There wasn’t seating for everyone in the living room. Jordan pulled in one of the kitchen chairs. Craig sat in the easy chair. Hannah settled in a corner of the sofa with Travis in the middle on her right and Kyle next to him. For the first time in her life, she felt physically insignificant.

It was like being in a strange kind of fun house and looking into one of those mirrors that distorts everything. They were dressed alike. Jeans, T-shirts, boots. Enough alike in looks to make everyone aware of their relationship. She knew she, too, was a Haynes, with the physical characteristics that went with the name. Someone seeing them together on the street would know she belonged to the family.

She tucked her feet under her and folded her hands on her lap.

“You know about Nick,” she said quietly.

“We know about Nick,” Kyle announced, then frowned. “What did you say?”

“Nothing. Go on.”

“I went to check on your husband and he’s no longer in the computer. Someone pulled his file.” He sounded angry and he had a right to be.

Hannah didn’t know what had happened and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

Travis angled toward her. “I checked with a friend of a friend at Southport Beach Police Department. Nick isn’t working with the police. He’s a shady real-estate investor who’s managed to avoid criminal charges through deals and high-priced lawyers.”

“What’s going on, Hannah?” Craig asked.

She looked at Jordan, waiting for him to pounce, too. Instead, he gave her a slight smile. “Whatever you have to say can’t be worse than what we’ve imagined.”

She nodded. “I know you’re right. And everything you’ve said is true. All of it.” She looked at Travis. “I probably should have told you the truth when you first mentioned all this to me.”

Kyle frowned. “You knew about this?” he asked his brother. “You suspected something before I talked to you about it?”

“I overheard Nick and Hannah talking.” Travis shrugged. “I figured it wasn’t any of my business.”

“But you still had Nick checked out,” she said.

“I had to. He might be married to my sister.”

Craig leaned forward. “Are you two married?”

Hannah wanted to run away. But there was nowhere to go. It was time to face the consequences of her actions. She sucked in a deep breath. “A few months ago, I got a letter from Louise. I’d thought about my birth mother, but I’d been afraid to try to find her. After all, if she’d given me up before, there was no reason to think she would want me now. You can imagine how thrilled I was to learn that she’d never forgotten me and wanted to be in touch. She said that she’d found me through a private investigator.”

She went on to tell them about her separation from Shawn, how Louise assumed she was still married, and her own mistake in thinking Louise was a frail, dying woman. She told them about hiring Nick.

“I didn’t set out to deceive anyone,” she explained, “although, in telling the story, it certainly looks that way. I didn’t want to disappoint my mother. I didn’t think we’d have very much time together. I thought she’d be happier if she thought I was married. Later, when things were settled, I could tell her the truth. Then we arrived and everything got out of hand.”

There was a moment of silence.

“You’re not married?” Craig asked. He was obviously trying to control the tone and pitch of his voice. Cords tightened in his neck. “You never even dated him?”

She shook her head. “I knew him from the station. What with his criminal activities and associates, he spends a lot of time there. We’d spoken, but…”

She resisted the urge to bury her face in her hands. Telling the story like this made her see how stupid she’d been. She didn’t know the first thing about Nick. He could have been a murderer. She’d blithely invited him into her private life. What on earth had she been thinking?

But she hadn’t been thinking. She’d been reacting to a scary situation. At the time, being with Nick had been better than being alone. Now, nearly two weeks later, she thanked God for the quirk of fate that had brought them together.

Kyle jumped to his feet. “You and Nick are living here, together. And you’re not married?”

His outrage made her smile.

“Fine. Think it’s funny,” he said, glowering. “When Sandy and I…” He paced to one end of the living room and back. “Don’t tell me you’re sleeping together.” He covered his ears. “Sex. I don’t want to hear about it.”

Hannah felt color creep up her face. A few days ago, they hadn’t been, but now they were. “It’s not what you think.”

Travis stood up also. “My God, they are. That’s it. I’m going to find Nick and beat the hell out of him. Nobody messes with my sister.”

“I’m with you,” Craig said. “I can’t believe this. It’s an outrage.”

“Wait a minute,” Hannah said. “What on earth are you talking about? I’m not some sixteen-year-old virgin. I’m a grown, divorced woman who has made choices. Choices, I might add, that are none of your business.”

Travis glared at her. “Of course it’s our business. You’re our little sister.”

She stood up. “Not so very little. I can take care of myself.”

“Like you’ve done a good job so far? Coming up here, pretending to be married to that guy? Couldn’t you have picked a cop at least?”

They stood toe-to-toe. Craig and Kyle hovered nearby, ready to jump in, but she wasn’t sure if they were going to defend her or join in the attack.

She turned away first. “You don’t understand.”

“Then explain it,” Craig said. “Or we’ll get Nick to explain it. After we break his arms.”

“That’s mature,” she muttered.

A sharp whistle filled the room. She glanced toward the sound and saw that Jordan was still in his chair.

“Now that I have your attention,” he said, “let’s try to be adults about this. Sit down.”

Hannah resumed her seat because the alternative was running, and where was there to go?

When everyone was settled, Jordan looked at her. “I know we’re coming on strong. It must be difficult for you. You were raised as an only child, but we’ve always had each other. What hurts one of us, hurts us all. You’re our sister, Hannah. So the rule now includes you. We’re here to fight your battles.”

“I can fight my own battles.”

“You can, but you don’t have to anymore. That’s the point.” He glanced at his brothers, then returned his attention to her. “You know what we want. But beating up Nick isn’t an option.”

“Sure it is,” Travis muttered.

Jordan silenced him with a glare, then turned back to her. “What do you want, Hannah?”

“I don’t know. I…” Tears burned in her eyes. She blinked them away, but they spilled onto her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. I love him.”

She brushed her face and sniffed. “There. I’ve said it aloud. I know what he is. Probably better than you four. I’ve seen him at the station. I’m a cop. I can’t believe any of this.”

She turned to Travis. “Do you think I like what’s happened? I picked him because there wasn’t anyone else. I don’t have a lot of friends. It’s not that people don’t like me. It’s that I’m afraid to let them in. I worry about what they want and wonder how long they’ll stick around. But Nick was there for me. When I needed him, he just came. He’s been wonderful. Kind, gentle, sweet. He’s an honorable man.”

“He’s a con artist,” Craig said.

“I know. I know. If I could change it, I would. But I can’t. Do you want me to stop loving him? I will. Just tell me how. There’s no way it’s going to work between us. Once he knows the truth is out, he’ll leave and I’ll probably never see him again. Or if I do—it won’t matter. When we go back to Southport Beach, we’ll be on opposite sides again. And I’ll be alone again.”

The tears flowed. She covered her face and tried to get back control.

Someone awkwardly patted her back. Weight shifted on the sofa and she was gathered into strong arms. She looked up and found Travis staring down at her.

“Don’t cry,” he said. “We’ll make it work.”

“How?”

He glanced around helplessly. “Guys?”

Kyle swallowed. “Well, if he’s not in the computer anymore, he doesn’t have a criminal record.”

“He didn’t have one before,” Travis added.

“You’re right,” she said and wiped her face. “That’s something.”

“It’s not that we don’t like him,” Craig said. “We do. Maybe we could show him the error of his ways.”

“Yeah,” Kyle said and grinned. “And if he doesn’t agree, then we beat him up.”

Despite everything, Hannah laughed. “Great plan.” Her smile faded. “We can’t make Nick change. He has to do it on his own. Why would he bother?”

“Because of you,” Jordan said. “Because he doesn’t want to lose you.”

“I wish that were true. But it’s not. He cares about me. He’s been very sweet.”

“There you are,” Travis said.

She shook her head. “When I tell him you guys know the truth, he’s going to leave and I’m going to let him.” She patted Travis’s arm and slid back. “I’m fine. Thanks for being concerned.”

“He doesn’t have to know just yet,” Jordan said.

She frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Louise’s party is on Saturday, in three days. You two were going to leave Sunday morning. Why not stay with that original plan? We don’t have to tell Nick what we know. You could do that on the drive home. It’s a long ride with just the two of you trapped in the car together. If you told him how you feel about him, he might be persuaded to change his ways.”

“Maybe.” Although she had her doubts about the plan. She glanced at her brothers. They looked at her with matching expressions of hope and affection. She wouldn’t share her concerns with them. Besides, if Nick didn’t think his cover was blown, he would stay through the weekend. She would have three more days—and nights—with him.

“Then it’s settled,” Jordan said. He rose and crossed to the sofa, then took her hand. “If there’s anything any of us can do, you let us know. We’re happy to talk to Nick.”

“Or beat him up,” Craig added.

Kyle sighed. “Please tell me you’re not sleeping together.”

Hannah laughed, then carefully crossed her fingers and tucked her hand behind her back. “We’re not.”

* * *

Thursday evening, Nick slipped away from the group card game at Kyle’s house and walked back to the gatehouse. Once there, he crossed to the phone in the living room and dialed a number.

“Rodriguez,” the voice answered.

“It’s Nick. Any news?”

“Hey, how’s it going?”

Nick dropped onto the sofa and stretched out his legs. “I’m doing fine. Are the arrest warrants issued?”

“They were done this morning.” Rodriguez laughed. “They had one for you, too, Nicky, but I took care of that. It seems unfair to ask you to go undercover for a year, then arrest you when it’s all over.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Everything is falling into place. Should be over by Saturday at the latest. But don’t come back until you check with me. No one has been brought in.”

“I know. I’m staying right here.” He wanted to be here for Louise’s party on Saturday. And he wanted to spend as much time as possible with Hannah.

“There was some computer activity on you,” Rodriguez said. “Someone’s been checking you out.”

“I know.” Hannah’s brothers. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I didn’t. I pulled the file. Just in case.”

“Probably a good idea.”

They talked business for a few more minutes, then hung up. Nick replaced the receiver and thought about Rodriguez’s order that he continue to lay low. Nick had no plans to leave. He wouldn’t mind a life sentence in Glenwood. What kind of crime would earn that as punishment?

He thought about the old Victorian house he and Louise had found a couple of days ago. It needed a lot of work. Remodeling, modernizing. The works. It would take the better part of a year if he did it himself. Of course, if he stayed, he would have help. All four Haynes brothers and Austin would be around offering advice and labor.

If it were real.

If it were real, he would ask Hannah to look for a job here. He would quit the Santa Barbara force and open the bed-and-breakfast with his mother-in-law. If it were real, he would start a college fund for the three kids he and Hannah would have. If it were real, he would love her forever.

He was going to love her forever anyway.

He reached for the light and clicked it off, then sat in the darkness. He loved her. He who had sworn never to love anyone. He who had promised never to risk getting hurt. He who, like Hannah, was terrified to trust, had fallen in love.

He didn’t know when it had happened. He didn’t understand the evolution of his emotions. He wasn’t sure he was going to be very good at loving her, but there wasn’t a choice. As long as he drew breath, she was part of his life.

In the back of his mind, a voice whispered he might turn out to be just like his father. Nick silenced the voice. He would face his demons as they came. Until then, he would take his chances.

He stood up and walked to the door. When he looked outside, he could see the lights at Kyle’s house and hear the sounds of conversation and laughter spilling from the open windows.

Envy filled him. He wanted what this family had. He wanted the love and security of belonging and he wanted it with Hannah. When all this was over, he was going to find a way to make it all come true. For both of them.


Chapter Fifteen

The sound of music and laughter filled Jordan’s house. Bunches of balloons bounced in the corners and streamers crisscrossed the ceiling. The usual crowd of adults had been supplemented by a dozen or so children ranging from toddlers to teenagers.

Nick stood by the entrance to the kitchen and watched. Nearly two weeks ago, he’d decided to stay longer than the weekend originally planned so he could help Hannah fit in with her family. He thought he was doing her a favor. Little did he realize he would be the one to receive the gift of belonging. These people had welcomed them both with open arms.

Louise moved toward him. As the birthday girl, she was required to wear a gold cardboard crown on her head. She touched it as she approached. “I always wanted to enter one of those beauty pageants,” she said and grinned. “I feel like I just won.”

Nick bent down and kissed her cheek. “You did win. You’re the most beautiful woman here. Except for Hannah, of course.”

She slapped his arm. “Smooth talker. I’m in the mood to believe you. At least for tonight.”

Richard walked over and shook hands with him. “None of that, Nick. No one is allowed to kiss Louise without my permission.”

“Are you boys going to fight over me?”

Richard put his arm around her shoulders. “I would give my life for you.”

Louise stared at him. Her smile faded and she touched his cheek. “That’s the most wonderful thing anyone has ever said to me.”

He pulled her close.

Nick left them alone and walked around the edge of the room. Family members stood talking in groups. He spotted Hannah talking with her brothers. As he got closer, he heard Travis mention stock shares.

“It’s not right,” Hannah said. “I don’t want to take what belongs to you.”

“We want to give it to you,” Craig said. “We want to share our good fortune.”

Hannah rolled her eyes. “Nick, explain it to them.”

He put his hands on her shoulders. “Hannah is still afraid to completely belong. It’s not her fault. Give her a little more time and she’ll happily accept your generous gift.”

“What?” She spun to face him and glared. “What are you saying?”

He might have exaggerated about Louise’s being the second most beautiful woman in the room, but he’d been right about Hannah’s being the first. She was lovely.

She’d spent part of the afternoon locked in the bathroom, grumbling about the pain of trying to look attractive. He’d caught a glimpse of her in hot curlers. The results were amazing. Shiny, thick curls tumbled down her back. Subtle makeup accentuated her eyes and mouth. She wore a little black dress that clung to her generous shape, emphasizing breasts and hips. They’d made love less than four hours before, but he wanted her as much as he ever had.

“I’m telling them the truth,” he said and brought her hand to his mouth. He kissed her palm. “They love you. Trust them.”

Those were the words he spoke. What he thought was Love me and trust me as much as I love and trust you. He wanted to tell her the truth. He’d nearly done it a hundred times in the past couple of days. Yet the moment had never seemed right.

After the party, he’d decided. When they were alone in bed, he would confess that he’d fallen in love with her. He would ask her to give him a little time, probably no more than a week. By then the arrests would be made and he could tell her who he really was. He would tell her he wanted to be with her always. Somehow they would find a way to make it work.

She covered his hand with hers and squeezed. “Oh, Nick. If you knew what you do to me.”

“I have an idea.”

“Yeah? I doubt you’re even close.”

They smiled at each other, then he remembered her brothers. When he glanced up, the Haynes brothers had left them alone, much as he had left Richard and Louise.

“It must be contagious,” he said.

“What?” she asked.

“It’s not important.” He wrapped a curl around his finger. “Did I tell you how great you look?”

She glanced down. “Thanks. It’s the dress, really. I’m usually in pants.”

“It’s not the dress. It’s you.”

Her dark eyes widened. “Thank you.” Fire flared in their warm depths. Fire and need. He thought briefly about taking her back to the gatehouse and making love to her, then reminded himself the party would only last a few more hours. He could wait.

A couple of kids ran between them. Hannah laughed and stepped away. Before he could get close again, Elizabeth claimed her. He was about to follow when Holly touched him on the arm.

“You have a phone call,” she said. “One of your business associates. He says it’s important.”

Nick’s gut tightened. Was it Rodriguez? Had something happened? He prayed silently that the something was good news. Maybe the case had been wrapped up and he could confess everything to Hannah that night. He walked into the kitchen and picked up the receiver.

“Archer here.”

“Ah, Nick. So this is where you’ve been hiding.”

Every nerve went on alert. The sixth sense that had kept him alive this long now warned him that he was in serious danger. “Thompson. I told you I was going to take a few days off. Is there a problem?”

Thompson swore loudly. “No problem, you son of a bitch. How much did you tell them?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. You think I’m stupid? You think I planned to play second banana to you all my life? I’m goin’ somewhere. I’m gonna get rich and screw the rest of you.”

Despite his pounding heart, Nick spoke calmly. “Everyone needs a goal.”

“I’ve got a man on the inside,” Thompson growled. “A dirty cop. He told me about the arrest warrants. There wasn’t one for you, Nick. Why? What did you tell them?”

Nick swore under his breath. At least Thompson didn’t know he was an undercover cop. Except for the captain, no one at the station knew about that. He had a fighting chance.

“What’s your point?”

“You sold us out. That means you took the money. Where is it, Nick? Where’d you put it?”

The money Thompson referred to was about seven million dollars, stolen in phony land deals. At this moment, it was tagged as evidence.

“You’re gonna tell me,” Thompson threatened. “I’m giving you a choice because I’m such a nice guy. You can meet me where I say, or I can come to the house and break up that great party you got goin’. It would be a shame if innocent people had to get hurt.”

Nick thought fast. He didn’t have a choice. Thompson wouldn’t object to killing anyone who got in the way.

He grabbed a pencil from the counter next to the phone. A small message pad had been attached to the wall. “Tell me where,” he said.

Thompson laughed. “I knew you’d see it my way.” He gave an address. “Take the main highway south, out of town. There’s a small industrial complex on the left. We’ll be waiting there. If you take too long, we’ll come and get you.”

“I’ll be there.”

“I won’t insult you by telling you to come alone.”

“Thanks.” His mind raced. He had a bad feeling about this. “How’d you find me?”

“My friend at the station saw some computer activity. He traced it back to the Glenwood sheriff’s office. Have you been a bad boy, Nick?”

Nick leaned against the wall. Travis’s investigation. Maybe there’d been more than one.

“You’ve got fifteen minutes,” Thompson warned. “Then we come after you.”

Nick hung up the phone. There wasn’t much time.

He grabbed the top sheet off the pad, then headed for the living room. Hannah was still talking to Elizabeth. He excused himself, then pulled her toward the front door.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “Something’s happened? What?”

“I can’t—” He swore. There wasn’t any time.

He opened the door and shoved her onto the porch. Before she could protest, he kissed her hard, drawing her close and trying to store a lifetime’s worth of memories in that single embrace. Then he broke the kiss.

“I love you,” he said, holding on to her arms to keep her from moving. “Probably since the first day I saw you, although I just admitted it to myself a few days ago. I’ve never been in love before, so I didn’t recognize the signs.” She stared at him. When she was about to speak, he touched her mouth. “Let me,” he said. “I want you to know that you’re beautiful, funny, loyal and the best person I’ve ever known. I’ll love you forever. Whatever happens, remember that.”

“Nick?”

He released her and started down the stairs.

“You’re leaving?” She stood looking at him. “Where are you going?”

He didn’t answer. The Mercedes started easily. He would convince Thompson and the other men that the money was still in Southport Beach. Once they got there, well, he’d cross that bridge when he came to it. His priority was to get the danger as far from Hannah and her family as possible.

Hannah stared after him in disbelief. What was going on? First he said he loved her and now he was leaving? The sound of the car engine faded and she was left with nothing.

He loved her? He’d said he loved her. And then he’d left.

“Hannah?” She turned. Holly leaned out the front door. “There’s a call for Nick. Jordan said the two of you came out here. Where is he?”

“He’s gone.” She couldn’t believe the words even as she said them. Gone? It wasn’t possible. Something was wrong. She felt it in her heart.

Holly frowned. “Do you want to talk to Captain Rodriguez? Isn’t he your captain at the station? He’s the one asking for Nick this time.”

Hannah’s instincts kicked in. “This time?”

Holly nodded. “Nick got another phone call just a couple of minutes ago. One of his business associates. He said it was important.”

Hannah raced into the house. She paused.

“The kitchen,” Holly yelled after her.

Several of the adults turned to stare. Hannah ignored them. She ran into the kitchen and picked up the receiver. “Captain? It’s Hannah Pace.”

“I must speak to Nick, Hannah. It’s urgent.”

“He’s not here. He got a phone call and left. What’s going on?”

Rodriguez swore. “They got to him first.”

She broke out in a cold sweat. “Who got to him? Captain, you have to tell me.”

“Nick is in danger. Listen to me, Hannah. Nick Archer is an undercover police officer working on a sting operation.”

“What?” She couldn’t have heard him correctly.

“I don’t have time to explain,” Rodriguez said quickly. “We were about to arrest everyone. One of my officers here was caught giving out information. Nick’s associates know something is up and he’s in trouble. You have to contact the local police there. Can you do that?”

She glanced up and saw her brothers standing in the kitchen. Three cops, including the sheriff of Glenwood. “Yes, that’s the easy part. Now we have to find Nick.”

“They’re in the area. I know that much.”

“We’ll do our best,” she said, then hung up.

She turned to Travis. “Nick’s in danger. He’s an undercover cop. Someone in the Southport Beach station told his associates he was staying here. They’ve come for him. We have to find him.”

Even as she spoke the words, she didn’t believe them. A cop? Too many emotions bubbled inside for her to identify any of them. First they had to get him back alive.

“Where would you meet someone if you wanted to kill him?” Travis asked, taking charge.

Hannah’s blood ran cold. They were talking about Nick.

“Out of town,” Craig said.

“Not too far,” Kyle added. “Somewhere that didn’t have a lot of people around but easy to find so Nick wouldn’t get lost.”

“It’s Saturday night. What’s deserted?” Travis asked.

Hannah turned her back on them and clutched her mid-section. Please, God, don’t let him die. She stared at the wall in front of her. The notepad was blank. She moved closer. There were faint indentations on it.

“I’ve got it,” she said and jerked the pad from the wall. “He wrote down an address.” She held the pad to the light. “I can’t make it out.”

Travis took it from her. “Two seven three one. The street name is a blur.”

Jordan reached for the pencil on the counter. “Don’t you cops watch television?” He grabbed the pad and rubbed it lightly with the pencil. The address popped out, thin, pale writing on a background of gray.

“The industrial complex,” Travis said. “Let’s go.”

The five of them ran for the front door. Travis’s sheriff’s car was parked in the circular driveway. They piled in and Travis started the siren. The family spilled out of the house, but he ignored them. As they were leaving, Elizabeth yelled something about the radio.

Seconds later, Hannah heard Elizabeth’s voice on the car radio. Travis quickly filled her in. Then he made a call to the station for backup.

In less than ten minutes, they were near the industrial complex. Travis switched off the siren and entered the first parking lot. “It’s down here,” he said, pointing to a side street. “The address is at the end. Let’s go around and approach from the rear.”

Hannah glanced down at her dress and high heels. Figures. The one day she dressed up, she would have to go in shooting.

Her mind had shut down and she preferred it that way. She was a communications officer and she didn’t have street experience, but she’d been through the academy and knew enough to be afraid. She refused to think about Nick’s being in danger. If she did, she would lose control and be of no use to anyone. Least of all him.

Travis killed the engine about a hundred yards from the last building. They coasted to a stop, then got out and headed around to the trunk. Travis opened it and passed them bulletproof vests. Travis and Craig had pulled out shotguns from the front. There were two more in the trunk, along with a couple of handguns. Hannah reached for a shotgun.

Travis looked at her.

She grimaced. “I know how to use it.”

He nodded. “Ready?” he asked, then started for the building.

Hannah felt as if she had a bit part in a Clint Eastwood movie. They walked in a line, moving quickly but quietly. There were no windows in the rear of the building, so they couldn’t be seen. As they approached the corner of the industrial structure, Travis went first, then motioned them around. She saw two cars parked in front. One of them was Nick’s Mercedes.

Her heart thundered in her chest. Her mouth was dry and her legs trembled. Still, she forced herself to go on. She refused to stay behind and wait. Thank goodness she hadn’t had to fight her brothers on that.

The glass door was closed but not locked. Once inside, they heard voices coming from the back. Travis led the way, motioning for them to stay well behind and go single file. Hannah was second to last; Craig brought up the rear.

The offices in front were empty and dark. Light spilled into a corridor leading to the warehouse. As they got closer, the voices became distinct.

“I’ll tell you when we get back to Southport Beach,” Nick said.

“You’ll tell me now.” The order was followed by a crack.

Hannah bit her lower lip to keep from screaming. The voices lowered, then there was another crack and a low moan.

Travis paused at the mouth of the corridor. The warehouse lights were on. Boxes of office supplies stretched up to the ceiling in disorganized rows. The area in front was clear. Hannah could see someone’s back.

Travis inched closer and looked around the corner. He ducked back, motioned for them to get ready to jump out, then lunged into the main warehouse.

“Freeze,” he yelled. “You’re under arrest.”

Three armed men spun toward them. Hannah barely noticed as she searched for, then found Nick. He’d been tied to a chair. His face and torso were battered. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. His eyes were so swollen, he could barely get them open.

“What the hell,” he said, the words thick. “Someone sent the cavalry.”

The tallest of the men, maybe five-ten with broad football shoulders, grimaced. “Who the hell are you?”

“Glenwood Sheriff’s Department, gentlemen. Put down your guns and kneel on the floor, hands behind your head.”

The three men glanced at each other. Hannah tore her attention from Nick and raised the shotgun. “Please try to run,” she said, so angry she was shaking. “One of you run. I want nothing better than to blow off your damn head.”

One of the men took a step back. “Who the hell is she?”

“My wife,” Nick said.

They stared at her. In the distance, they heard the sound of police sirens. Three pistols hit the concrete floor of the warehouse. The trio dropped to their knees and placed their hands behind their heads. Only when they were safely cuffed did Hannah lower her shotgun. She handed it to Jordan, then ran sobbing to Nick.

* * *

“You two going to be all right?” Louise asked. “I could stay.”

Hannah liked the idea of someone acting as a buffer between her and Nick, but doubted he would agree. She walked her mother to the door of the gatehouse. “We’ll be fine. The doctor at the hospital said he has some bruises, but nothing was broken. It’s just going to take a few days for him to heal.” They hugged, then Louise started toward Kyle’s house.

Hannah closed the door behind her. The gatehouse was small. There was nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide. She simply had to turn around and face Nick.

She forced herself to smile and cleared her throat. “That’s the last of them,” she said cheerfully. “Now you can get some rest.” She started for the bedroom. “You’ll probably be uncomfortable during the night. I’ll let you have the bed and I’ll sleep on the sofa.”

“Hannah, wait.”

His words were difficult to understand. She paused in the doorway, then returned to the living room and sat on the edge of the easy chair. Not wanting to look, yet knowing there was no way to avoid it, she raised her gaze to the sofa and the battered man lying there.

His eyes were puffy slits, his cheeks a mass of bruises. His bottom lip was split and there was a cut at the corner of his mouth. He dropped the ice bag onto the coffee table.

“We have to talk,” he said and tried to straighten.

She was at his side in a second. “Don’t sit up.”

“I can’t see you if I don’t.”

She sank onto the edge of the sofa and pressed against his hip. “Is this better?”

“Yeah.” He touched her knee. She hadn’t changed out of her dress yet. The black stockings offered little protection. It felt as if he were touching bare skin. Heat skittered through her. She ignored it.

“You’re angry,” he said.

“No. I’m confused.”

His gaze locked with hers. “Because I’m a cop?”

The information hadn’t sunk in yet. The whole evening felt like a strange dream. She was starting to come out of it and feel again. The first emotion she experienced was anger.

“I can’t believe it,” she said, throwing up her hands. “Dammit, Nick. A cop? Do you know how I agonized over you? I worried about what to tell my family. My brothers found out everything. I felt awful about that. I can’t believe all the lies, all the pain. For nothing.” She threw her hands in the air again. “My God, you must have had a great laugh at my expense. Did you like watching me squirm? Did it make you feel like a man? Nick, you nearly destroyed me. I was torn apart because I thought you were a crook. You made me go against everything I believe in. How could you do that?”

She fought against the urge to spring up and start pacing around the room. But she knew that he would try to sit up, and however much she hated him right now, she didn’t want him to be in more pain because of her.

She sucked in a breath. “You made me betray my family.”

He squeezed her fingers. “No, Hannah. You did that all by yourself. You did it when you decided to hire yourself a husband for a few days. I just came along for the ride.”

She turned away. Her throat tightened. “I know,” she whispered. “Everything started out so well. But it was all built on a lie. I suppose that’s what makes it so difficult. I never meant to…”

She couldn’t finish the sentence. She’d never meant to hurt anyone. She’d never meant to fall in love.

“I wasn’t lying,” he said.

She didn’t have the courage to look at him. Instead, she stared at their joined fingers. “About what?”

“About loving you. I love you, Hannah. I’m probably not very good at it. This is my first time. But if you’ll be patient with me, I promise to make it worth your while.”

Love. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to think it was going to work out, but her life had never been that easy.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said.

She glanced at him. “What?”

Despite the bruises and the swelling, his eyes twinkled. “You’re afraid. You think I’m playing a game, or that I’m going to reject you like everyone else you’ve ever cared about. You’ve been lonely for so long, you’ve forgotten how to belong. You’ve closed yourself off from the world. I know because I did the same thing.”

She looked doubtful. “That’s hard to believe. You seem to find it easy to charm everyone you meet.”

“On the surface, maybe. But no one gets inside. No one sees the real Nick Anderson.”

“Anderson? Is that your last name?”

He nodded. “Nicholas Edward Anderson. Sounds like an accounting firm, huh?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “Your family taught me a lot. I’ve seen how they care about each other and that’s made me want to try again. Your brothers have shown me that with the right person at your side, anything is possible.” The hold on her fingers tightened. “I love you, Hannah. I want to make this marriage real and I want to spend the rest of my life waking up next to you.”

Her lips parted, but she couldn’t think of a single thing to say. He didn’t mean it. He couldn’t. If Nick really loved her, really loved her, she was going to have to admit to loving him back. She was going to have to take a leap of faith and commit to him. She was going to have to risk feeling the fear. She was going to have to trust.

She stared at him, at his blond hair and blue eyes. Memories flashed through her mind. Teasing conversations at her desk when she was at the station. How he’d helped her fit in with her family. His smile, his touch, how he’d taken the time to tell her he loved her even thinking he might be going to his death.

“I love you,” she said and swooped down to kiss him. At the last second, she remembered his injuries and barely brushed his lips with hers. “I refuse to let you go. I know you live in Santa Barbara, but we’ll make it work.”

He tucked her hair behind her ear and cupped her cheek. “I’m not going back there. I’m done with police work. I want to try something different.”

“Like what?”

He started to smile, then grimaced and touched the corner of his mouth. “I’m not sure. I’ll find something. So are you going to marry me or what?”

She kissed his palm. “I want a small wedding. Just family.”

“Just family isn’t a small wedding. Was that a yes?”

Pure joy filled her. “Yes. Always yes, Nick. I’ll never say no to you again.”

He raised one eyebrow. “That sounds like a good deal. Gives a man ideas.”

She snuggled up to him. “Cheap talk for a man in your condition.”

“I might surprise you.”

“You already did. In the most wonderful way possible.”


Epilogue

Two years later

 

Hannah turned the car into the long circular driveway in front of the Victorian house she and Nick were restoring.

“How are you feeling?” Travis asked for the fourth time that day.

She glared at him. “I’m fine. I’ve been fine. I’m going to be fine. It’s just a baby, Travis.” She stopped behind Kyle and Sandy’s new minivan and turned off the engine.

Travis leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I know, but you’re my sister and I worry about you.”

“I handle communications. It’s not as if I’m out on the streets catching criminals.”

Travis winked. “No, you do that at home.”

They got out of the car and headed for the house. Nick stood at the open front door, one-year-old Laura in his arms.

Hannah kissed him, then took her daughter. “How’s my best girl? Are you excited about your party?”

Nick shook hands with Travis, then looped his arm around his wife. “I don’t think she really understands what all the fuss is, but she’s very excited about the birthday cake.”

They walked inside. The sound of conversation and laughter filled the house. Most of the family was already there. Louise came over and touched her arm. “Hi, sweetie. How are you feeling?”

Hannah sighed. Telling everyone about her second pregnancy had obviously been a mistake. “I’m fine. Really.”

Travis grinned. “Hey, I could have told you that. She’s just pregnant, Louise. It’s not some strange disease no one has ever heard of.” He tickled little Laura and made her squeal. “It’s not as if she hasn’t done it before, either.”

“I know, but I worry.” Louise held out her arms and took the baby. “I’ll take my granddaughter while you get changed.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Hannah said.

Nick followed Hannah up the stairs. “I’ll come along to see if you need any help.”

“More likely to watch,” she flung over her shoulder.

He fondly swatted her behind. “That, too.”

Once in their bedroom, she stripped off her khaki uniform and walked toward the closet. “How was your day?”

Nick sat on the edge of the bed. “Word is getting out. We’re booked solid from Memorial Day through the middle of August.”

“Great.” She slipped on a loose cotton dress. Four months pregnant, she was starting to have trouble with her fitted clothes. The elastic waists would last another five or six weeks and then she was going to be back in maternity clothes.

She stepped into the bedroom. Nick smiled at her. Even after two years together, she was constantly surprised by how handsome he was. His blond good looks were a contrast to the dark-haired men in her family.

His gaze met hers. The love shining in his eyes warmed her to her toes. Two and a half years ago, if someone had told her how her life was going to turn out, she would have thought that person was crazy. She’d never expected to find a loving husband and a family. Yet here they were.

She walked to the bed and slipped onto his lap. “I love you, Nick.”

He smoothed her long hair. “I love you more.”

She kissed his nose. “Good. I like it that way.”

They laughed as they started down the stairs.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” he said. “Your mother is thinking of keeping the restaurant open for lunch now.”

Nick and Louise had bought the Victorian house they’d admired two years ago, remodeled it and opened an inn. It had been successful from the beginning. Nick joked that the visiting in-laws were enough to keep it nearly fifty percent full all the time. Louise’s restaurant was an integral part of the business. She offered breakfast and high tea.

“I think she would do well serving lunch. If it isn’t too much for her.”

He placed his hand on the small of her back. “She loves the work.”

At the bottom of the stairs, they turned toward the living room. The entire family had turned out for Laura’s first birthday party. Hannah took in the scene before her. Austin and Rebecca had their three boys nearby. Jill and Craig were with their three boys and two-year-old daughter. Travis held Elizabeth close. Mandy, their oldest, played with her younger sister. Holly and Jordan cuddled their eighteen-month-old, while Richard, Louise’s husband, cradled Holly’s newborn. Louise held Laura.

The little girl glanced up. “Mama!”

Hannah took her and held her. Nick settled his arm over Hannah’s shoulders, completing the circle.

Hannah looked around the room, at this warm, wonderful Haynes family that had taken them in and made them their own. Together, they’d forged a miracle. A legacy of love strong enough to last through time.

* * * * *


Read on for an exciting excerpt of Susan Mallery’s #1 New York Times bestseller, THRILL ME!

Maya Farlow learned the hard way to depend only on herself, so when she fell too deeply for the bad-boy charms of Del Mitchell, she did the only thing she could—she ran. Stunned, Del left Fool’s Gold to make his name and fortune in extreme sports. Now, ten years later, Maya’s been hired to promote her hometown’s new slogan, The Destination for Romance, but the campaign’s celebrity spokesman is none other than Del, the man she left but never forgot…

MAYA HAD HOPED that hanging out with her friend would be enough to chase all the Del from her mind. But she’d been wrong. The night had been an uncomfortable experience of being awake more than asleep. And when she finally did doze, it was only to dream of Del. Not current, sexy, stubbly Del, but the twenty-year-old who had stolen her heart.

She woke exhausted and with memory hangover. Funny how, until she’d seen him, she’d been able to forget him. But now that he was back, she was trapped in a past-present rip in the space-time continuum.

Or she was simply dealing with some unfinished business, she thought as she stepped into the shower. Because as much as she might like to think the universe revolved around her, truth was, it didn’t.

Thirty minutes later she was reasonably presentable. She knew the only thing that would make her day livable was lots and lots of coffee. So she left her tiny rental house, pausing to give her newly planted flowers a quick watering before heading to Brew-haha.

Fool’s Gold had grown in the ten years she’d been away. Giving walking tours of the city as a part-time job in high school meant she was familiar with the history and layout. She had a feeling the schedule of festivals she’d once memorized still existed in her brain. Probably stored next to all the words to Kelly Clarkson’s “Since U Been Gone.”

The thought made her smile and, humming the song, she walked into Brew-haha.

The coffee place had been decorated simply, with bright colors and lots of places to sit. There was a long counter up front, a display of tempting, high-calorie pastries and a tall, broad-shouldered man at the front of a six-person line.

Maya froze, half in, half out of the store. Now what? She was going to have to face Del at some point. Thanks to Mayor Marsha, they would be working together. But she hadn’t thought she would have to deal with him precoffee.

The downside to an otherwise perfectly lovely town, she thought, sucking up her doubts and joining the line.

As Del finished placing his order, whatever he’d said had the cashier laughing. He moved over to wait for his order and immediately started talking to the barista.

Had he always been so friendly, Maya wondered, watching him, while trying to appear as if she wasn’t paying attention at all. A trick that had her still-slightly sleepy self struggling to keep up.

The line moved forward. Several other customers stopped to talk to Del, greeting him and then pausing to chat. No doubt catching up, she thought. Del had grown up here. He would know a lot of people.

A few words of the conversations drifted to her. She caught bits about his skysurfing and the business he’d sold. Because when Del had left town, he’d not only gotten involved in a new and highly risky sport, he’d designed a board, founded a company, and then sold it for a lot of money. Which was impressive. And the tiniest bit annoying.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want him to have done great. But maybe he didn’t have to be so good-looking at the same time as being so successful. Was a disfiguring scar too much to ask for? Something to level the playing field?

But no. With his three days’ worth of beard and easy smile, he was still movie-star handsome. She would know. She’d seen plenty of him on video and he was impressive. The camera loved him and that meant the audience did, too.

She reached the front of the line and placed her order for the largest latte they had. She thought about ordering an extra shot of espresso, then acknowledged she would be most likely returning later. Better to spread out the caffeine.

She stepped to the side to wait for her drink. Del was still talking with a couple of people. She expected him to finish his conversation and leave. Instead he headed for her.

“Morning,” she said as he approached. Her lingering sleepiness faded as odd tingles began in her toes and raced up to the top of her head. Horror replaced trepidation.

No, no, no! There couldn’t be tingles or awareness or any of that. Uh-uh. No way. Not her. She refused to be attracted to Delany Mitchell. Not after ten years and thousands of miles. The miles being metaphorical for her and literal for him. They were done. They’d moved on. Okay, technically she’d dumped him in a cruel and immature way, but regardless of her failings, it was so over as to be a relationship fossil.

Exhaustion, she told herself desperately. The tingles were the result of exhaustion. And maybe hunger. She would probably faint next and then everything would be fine.

“Morning,” he said as he stopped in front of her. “You ratted me out to my mother.”

The words were so at odds with what she’d been thinking that she had trouble understanding their meaning. When the mental smoke cleared, she was able to breathe again.

“You mean I told her you were in town?”

“Yeah. You could have given me fifteen minutes to get in touch with her.”

She smiled. “You never said it was a secret. I stopped by to see a friend and told her you were back. She was surprised.”

“That’s one way to put it. She gave me an earful.”

The barista handed Maya her latte. Maya took it and started for the door. “If you’re expecting me to feel guilty about that, it’s so not happening. How could you not bother telling your mother you were coming home? I’m not the bad guy here.”

Del fell into step with her. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Is that what we’re calling it these days?”

He held open the door for Brew-haha. When they got to the sidewalk, he pointed to the left and she walked along with him. Because, well—why not?

“You’re saying I should have let her know I was home for the rest of the summer?”

“Speaking as your mom’s friend, yes, you should have told her you were coming. Or that you’d arrived. And if you didn’t want me to tell her, you should have said something. If she scolded you, it’s your own fault. I accept absolutely no guilt or blame on the topic.”

He surprised her by laughing. “You always did have attitude.”

Back then it had been bravado. She liked to think she now had a little experience or even substance to back it up.

They reached the lake. Del turned toward the path that led to the rental cabins on the far side. Maya went with him. The day was sunny and promised to be plenty warm. August was often the hottest part of summer in Fool’s Gold. Up in the mountains fall came early, but not in the town itself.

Along the shores of Lake Ciara, just south of the Golden Bear Inn, was a cluster of summer cabins. They ranged from small studios to large three-bedroom structures. Each cabin had a big porch with plenty of room for sitting out and watching the lake. There was a play area for the kids, a communal fire pit and easy walking access to Fool’s Gold.

Del led the way to one of the smaller cabins. There was plenty of seating on a surprisingly large porch.

“Not a suite at Ronan’s Lodge?” she asked, taking the chair he offered.

He settled next to her. “I spend enough time in hotels when I travel. This is better.”

“But there’s no room service.”

He glanced at her, one brow raised. “You think I can’t cook?”

It had been ten years, she thought. “I guess I don’t know that much about you.” Anymore. She didn’t say the last word, but she thought it. Because there had been a time when she’d known everything about Del. Not just his hopes and dreams, but how he laughed and kissed and tasted.

First love was usually intense. For her it had been that and more. With Del, for the first time in her life she’d allowed herself to hope she might not have to go it alone. That maybe, just maybe she could believe that someone else would be there for her. To look out for her. To give a damn.

“To start with, I can cook,” he said, drawing her back to the present. “There was a last-minute cancelation so I got the cabin.”

A couple of little boys played down by the water. Their mother watched from a blanket on the grass. Their shrieks and laughter carried over to them.

“It’s going to be noisy,” she said.

“That’s okay. I like being around kids. They don’t know who I am, and if they do, they don’t care.”

Some people would care, she thought, wondering how difficult his version of fame had become.

He’d made a name for himself on the extreme sports circuit. Crazy downhill snowboarding stunts had morphed into skysurfing. He’d become the face of a growing sport with the press clamoring to know why anyone would jump out of a plane with a board attached to their feet and deliberately spin and turn the whole way down.

After a few years of being a media darling, he’d made yet another change, designing a better board, and then starting the company that built them. That move had made him more mainstream—at least for the business crowd—and he’d become a popular guest on business shows. When he’d sold the company—walking away with cash and no announcing what he would do—he’d become the stuff of legends. A daredevil willing to take life on his own terms.

She’d wanted that once. Not the danger, but the being famous part. It would have been one of the perks of being in front of the camera instead of behind it. For her it hadn’t been about money or getting a reservation at a popular restaurant. It had been about belonging. That if others cared about her, she must have value. Be worthy, in some small way.

Time and maturity had helped her see the fallacy of that argument, but the hollowness of needing it had never completely gone away. With that dream over, she would have to find another way to make peace with her past.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m getting way too philosophical for this early in the morning.” She sipped her coffee. “So you’re back for the rest of summer and you’re going to be helping me with the promo videos. I appreciate that.”

He gave her a look that implied he wasn’t buying that.

“I do,” she repeated. “You’ll be a great host.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

He studied her. “I’m back because my dad’s turning sixty and I haven’t seen my family in a while. What are you doing here?”

A direct question. She decided on a direct answer. “I was tired of what I was doing. I’d made my third and what will be my final attempt at a network job.” She drew in a breath. “The truth is I don’t translate well on camera. On paper, I should be exactly right. I’m attractive enough and intelligent enough and warm enough, and yet it simply doesn’t work. Going back to producing hard news was an option, but I couldn’t get excited about it. I was visiting my stepbrothers and while I was here, Mayor Marsha approached me about the job. I said yes.”

The offer had been unexpected, but she hadn’t taken long to accept. Getting out of LA had been appealing and being close to family had felt right. She never considered that Del would be coming back.

She glanced at him from under her lashes. Would that have made a difference? She told herself it wouldn’t have. He was only home for a few weeks. She could manage to hold it together for that long. Besides, the tingling was probably a onetime thing. A knee-jerk reaction to an unexpected visit from her past.

Del had been her first love. Of course there would be residual emotions. Knowing him, caring about him, had changed her forever.

“About the videos,” she said.

“You have lots of ideas.”

“How did you know?”

He looked at her, his dark eyes bright with amusement. “You always did and you were forceful with your opinions.”

“That’s not a bad thing.”

“I agree. You told me what they were, then explained why I was an idiot if I didn’t listen to you.”

She sipped her coffee. “I doubt I said idiot,” she murmured.

“You were thinking it.”

She laughed. “Maybe.”

She had been forceful and determined. Instead of finding her annoying, Del had encouraged her to explain herself. He’d wanted to know what she was thinking.

“You had some good ideas to improve the tours,” he said. “I’m sure you’ll have good ideas about the videos. Of course I have some experience with the medium myself.”

He could have acted like a bastard, she thought, remembering how things had ended. Of course if he’d still been angry, he would have refused to work with her.

“Challenging my authority?” she asked lightly.

“We’ll see.”

She glanced at her watch. “I need to get to work.” She suggested a day and time for their first official meeting, then stood and walked back toward town.

Partway down the path, she had the urge to turn back. To see if Del was watching her. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw he wasn’t. He’d gone inside.

Foolishness, she told herself. Just like the tingles. If she ignored it, it would go away. At least that was the plan.
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